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THE DUAL OPPRESSION: TO BE POOR AND ALSO A WOMAN

Abstract:

A consclousness-raising field research presentation on Women of the Fourth
World* - people in society who are not only poor, but who are caught in a cycle
of poverty which in many cases has existed for several generations--deprived
not only of material well-being but of the cultural opportunities and the needed
environment to develop even the simplest skills for coping with the challenges
of daily life--excluded from social changes, bearing the burden of all the
inequality and deprivation of the social system, and generally isolated geo-
graphically, culturally and economically.

Presently, several million young girls and women in the Western world
suffer the dual oppression of being women and, at the same time, being part of
the Fourth World. Women of the Fourth World are the touchstone of the struggle
of all women for equal, free and total participation in the life of their
countries. It seems obvious that as long as the poorest women remain without
hope of escaping the cycle of poverty, no other women's achievements could be
secure. Tne condition of Fourth World Women also brings into focus the
ignorance and injustice which exists among women and within the struggle :or
women's rights.

*(term initiated by the International Movement ATD [Aide a toute detresse] Fourth
World in 1961 to indicate the urban and rural populations totally excluded at
the bottom of the social scale in all countries whatever their socilal structure).
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This paper deals with women and poverty, and particularly, with women
in extreme poverty and exclusion--women of the fourth werld. The term
"Fourth World" was initiated by Joseph Wresinski, the founder of the
International Movement ATD (aide a Toute Detresse) Fourth World to indicate
the urban and rural populations, totally excluded, at the bottom of the
social scale in all countries, whatever their social structure.

The Internationzl Movement originated almost 35 years ago in the shanty
town of Noisy-le-Grand on the outskirts of Paris, when several families,
social scientists and social workers assembled for their first forum to
share and discuss the extreme poverty and isolation in which some of them
were living. The heart-rending narratives of their many deprivations--lack
of food, shelter and clothing, resulted in the launching of the Movement,
primarily to defend human rights for all human beings and to restore to the
extremely poor and excluded people, their chances of living free and
responsible lives,

The International Movement ATD Fourth World's main goal is to help reduce
and eventually eliminate this extreme form of poverty and exclusion, which
does not allow individuals to enjoy the tangible and intangible benefits that
a society shares among its members. This form of total exclusion, ignored by
public opinion and not yet properly explained by historians nor social
scientists, represents, in fact, the hidden face of all industrial societies--
a hidden face never taken into account in the functioning of our democracies,
nor developed or improved upon, for inclusion in new currents of thought and
action.

The poorest poor are by no means a small minority of the world's total
population--nor are the poorest poor exclusive to the least developed
countries. They make up 40 per cent of the two and a quarter billion indi~
viduals living In developing countries. They are neither able to contribute
to the nation's economic growth nor to share equitably in its economic progress.
While the developing countries may have shown economic growth over the years,
the benefits do not reach the poorest poor, thereby worsening their condition
in relation to other social groups. And of these poor, a great majority are
women,

Poverty has a variety of definitions. For the women of the Fourth World,
poverty means migrating from place to place in search of work; it means sepa-
ration of families, it means complete lack of amenities--contaminated water,
inadequate sanitation, malnutrition, and lack of health and social services;
it means mealtimes without food, sleep without a place to sleep, and aluse
without recourse. Extreme poverty saps their health, constricts their world,
and often affects their ability to learn. Poverty also brings exclusioa by
classmates when in school, by employers when looking for work, by landlords
when in search of housing. Empioyed intermittently, if at all, they find
their lives governed by policies and institutions in which they have no voice
and are not represented. This cycle of dependence forces the same condition
on their children.

Women of the Fourth World are those people in society who are not only
poor, but who are caught in a cycle of poverty which, in many cases, has
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existed for several generations. They are deprived not only of material
well-being, but of the cultural opportunities and the needed environment,
to develop even the simplest skills, for coping with the challenges of
daily life. They are excluded from social changes and they bear the
burden of all the inequalities of the social system. The Fourth World
Movement is based on the premise that extreme poverty when it leads to
social exclusion is the first violation of human rights, and on the belief
that no real progress towards justice is possible unless the rights and
dignity of the poorest poor are respected. The International Movement is
a movement of solidarity with the Fourth World. It is engaged in a fight
against the exclusion of the most disadvantaged and it aims to build a
society based on giving priority to the poor and the excluded.

It was at the Conference of the International Women's Year held in
Mexico City in 1975 that the Fourth World Movement succeeded for the first
time in having a direct impact on the work of a world conference. Then in
May 1980 at the Mid-Decade Conference on Women held in Copenhagen, the
following resolution on Women living in Conditions of Extreme Poverty was
adopted:

(Res.A/Conf.94/C.1/D27)

The World Conference of the United Nations Decade for Women: Equality,
Development and Peace.

Considering that extreme poverty makes it impossible for the individual
to enjoy the fundamental human rights and results in cultural, social and
political exclusion,

Considering also that in many regions of the world, in developing and
developed countries, the poverty of some sections of the population has
worsened during the first half of the Decade for Women, depriving the women
of all means of personal and communal development; this impoverishment is
due mainly to the consequences of colonialism and neo-colonialism, inequi-
table international relations and the aftermath of uncontrolled industriali-
zation and urbanization,

Recognizing that humanity is thereby denied the collaboration of
millions of women capable of making a unique and vital contribution to
development,

Believing that all national and international institutions and public
opinion should be kept informed of the participation of the poorest women
and circumstances which continue to exclude them,

1. Urgently appeals to all women and men to concern themselves primarily
with the rights of women who, with their families, still live in
intolerable conditions of poverty, and to all Governments to study and
eliminate the socio-economic causes of their poverty;

2. Urges women to take more action in support of the efforts made by the
poorest women in pursuit of their aspirations and interests and their
right to a voice and participation in public affairs, to social progress,
to development and to the enjoyment of world peace;
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3. Appeals to all Governments to try to assoclate all under-privileged
social groups still living in intolerable poverty with development
efforts and to promote social justice through equal opportunity and
equitable income distribution;

4. Urges Governments, governmental and non-governmental organizations,
the United Nations and its specialized agencies to ensure as a matter
of priority that all development programmes and projects allow for
the needs of the poorest women, in other words, thdt such programmes
and projects are designed with a view to eliminating that poverty;

5. Rzcommends that all State Members of the United Nations submit every
five years to the Commission on the Status of Women as an item in its
programme a detailed report on major socio-economic policies and
programmes concerning the status of women and the resalts achieved,
with particular emphasis on the progress made with regard to the
poorest women.

This Resolution, prepared by the Fourth World Movement, was an urgent
call to the United Nations, governments and women's organizatiomsto give
priority to the needs of the poorest women. It pointed out that the plight
of the poorest women rather than improving had worsened, and that society
was thereby denied a productive contribution from millions of women. The
resolution in general, urged governments and institutions and in particular,
all women from all countries of the world, of all social backgrounds, to
support the efforts of the poorest among them, in their struggle for parti-
cipation in public life and in social progress. The Resolution was ratified
by the United Nations General Assembly in October 1980.

Also in that same year, when Pope John Paul II was visiting France, a
woman and a man of the Fourth World greeted him thus: "We are proud to greet
you in the name of the families of the Fourth World. On their behalf we tell
you that we are confident that this meeting can change the lives of our cnild-
ren. We don't want them to know the deep poverty we have known. It would be
a great honor for us if you would agree to receive a group of children of the
Fourth World. They are so often made to feel ashamed, and this would make
them proud. It would show them they are loved." John Paul II fulfilled his
promise in July 1982 when he received a delegation of 54 young people of the
Fourth World Movement; young women and men living in abject poverty from
fourteen countries of North America, Central America, Africa, Asia and
Europe. What they all had in common was their heritage of extreme poverty
and their history of social exclusion. Together with young supporters and
volunteers of the Movement, four of whom were from the United States, they
presented John Paul II with albums that described their struggles and expressed
the hope of the young people living in extreme poverty and exclusion.

For many years the International Movement ATD Fourth World has had close
working relations with several international and United Nations organizatioms,
UNESCO, UNICEF and ILO. In 1981 the Movement was granted advanced consulta-
tive status as a non-governmental organization (NGO) by the Economic and
Social Council of the United Nations, in recognition of its work, both science
and service.
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During 1981-82 a Human Rights campaign was launched by the Interna-
tional Movement. Hundreds of interviews were conducted and fact sheets
were filled out in Europe and North America by families whose history
continued to be one of poverty from generation to generation. The Movement's
recent publication, "The Fourth World Speaks" contains authentic infrrmation
compiled from those interviews and fact sheets. For over twenty-five years,
permanent volunteers of the Movement have been a witness to the extreme
poverty of Fourth World families, and their struggle for the recognition
of their human dignity. This is in fact, the main purpose of the Inter-
national Movement (ATD) Fourth World.

The problems of poor women and poor children are very inseperably
intertwined. Children of the Fourth World exist in millions and millions.
There ara Fourth World children everywhere--in India, in the U.S. and
throughout the world. Their parents love them, but because of their own
difficulties, they cannot provide them with secur: homes. So they grow up,
at the foot of the social scale, in constant insecurity and ill-health.
They attend school malnourished, anxious, frightened and bacause they do
not learn as quickly as the others, they return home very humiliated. Let
me share with you this true story from New York City. Ten-year old Tina
loved her mother dearly. Nothing else she enjoyed more than a wonderful
feeling of being wanted. Suddenly, one day, her mother had to be taken to
the hospital with a severe attack of asthma. Tina went through the horri-
fying experience of hospital corridors, patients being whisked away on
stretcher. That evening the last she saw of her mother was her being taken
to the Emergency Room gasping for breath. The hours that evening seemed
endless for Tina and a desperate feeling of helplessness engulfed her. At
school the next day, the teacher punished and humilirted her for being
inattentive. Her classmates, who did not have much in common with Tina to
start with, excluded her from their play, teased her for her lack of con-
centration in class and called her names. Little did thev know of her
responsibilities. In school Tina was a misfit. She longed to be home with
her mother where she was 'someone'.

James Grant, Executive Director of UNICEF and former president of the
Overseas Development Council in his report entitled, "The State of the
World's Children" places before us compelling, factual realities. Grant
states that it takes caring sensitivity to getinvolved, to try to find out
more, and to strive to do something to alleviate the sufferings of women--
mothers, who are compelled to witness their newborn die, or their infants
starve, or their children fail at school, due to the lack of the basic
necessities of life. By attending to the fundamental needs of these Fourth
World children, we would be alleviating the troubles and sufferings of
Fourth World women, for as stated by Dr. Halfdan Mahler of the World Health
Organization, the quality of life for the child begins with the quality of
life of the mother. (UNICEF report "The Situation of Children in the
Developing World"--a report for UNICEF at the conclusion of the Interna-
tional Year of the Child).

John Spargo, author of The Bitter Cry of Children stated in 1906 that
"poverty (the poverty of civilized man) which is everywhere coexistent with
unbounded wealth aud luxury, is always ugly, repellent, and terrible, either
to see or to experience; but when it assails the cradle, it assumes its most
hideous form." Without any doubt, no human being would wish such
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hardships on a child and even more so, the mothers of these children--for
the most destructive aspect of poverty for a woman is not, the daily hard-
ships, the compounding risks of death, disease and family crises being
experienced by her children, but the stark reality that she has no power
to ensure that her children's lives will be any different from her own--
that her hopes and dreams may never be realized.

At the very inception of the Carnegie Council on Children, when the
members were struggling to define their agenda, they decided to give top
priority to stop the hurting of America's children, and immediately set out
to identify the causes. Their findings: "Virtually every index of harm
to children, from death at birth to poor school performance, from malnu-
trition to low self-esteem, was firmly associated with poverty..." (de Leon,
1979). The Ccuncil also found that although for more than a century, the
American people have tried repeatedly to reduce the inequalities that
adversely affect millions of children, virtually no progress has been made
in that direction. And, all aspects of inequality, directly or indirectly,
affect children in painful, damaging ways. It has been statistically con-
firmed that unemployment correlates strongly with mental illness, family
breakup, and child abuse, and that when lifebecomes burdensome and mean-—
ingless, even parents who have a dogged determination to hold their families
together and bring up their children with love, affection, and encouragement,
unconsciously convey their feelings of helplessness and worthlessness to
their children. It is obvious that just making incomes more equal would
not eliminate personal, social and emotional problems, but it certainly
would help to alleviate and/or eliminate those sufferings that result due
to lack of money. The sufferings of such individuals are substantial, and
they definitely affect their children.

According to de Leon (1979) if one is on the wrong end of the bell-
shaped curve, growing up "unequal" has two kinds of effects. First, there
are hardships and hazards, the results and injuries of poverty, which are
self-evident and have been well documented for years. They start in the
womb and continue through infancy: the chances of death in the first year
(and every subsequent year) are much higher for poor children. The preva-
lence of poor health, poor and inadequate nutrition, and slower physical
develcpment also can cause health problems in later life. Poverty is
strongly associated with mental retardation: some 90 percent of children
labelled marginally retarded come from poor families but have no known
organic brain damage. Second, while there is evidence to suggest that there
are some significant improvements in poor children's health, as a result
of federal health programs (poor children see doctors nearly as often as
more affluent children, for example) the fact remains that their health is
much worse. A study of 1,178 children receiving Medicaid in Mississippi
showed that collectively, they had 1,301 major health problems, ranging
from cavities and anemia to poor eyesight, untreated cardiac anomalies, and
parasites. In a low-income community in Los Angeles, children had four
times as much amebic dysentery as the national average, twice as much
measles, mumps, and tuberculosis, and 1.4 times as much hepatitis. In
Nashville, Tennessee, a study of 1,266 poor families showed that 97 percent
of these children had serious health problems, yet only 13 percent of those
with diagnosed medical problems were receiving proper treatment, as were
only 10 percent of those with diagnosed dental problems. Another study in
Rochester, New York, found that the impact of Medicaid there on the
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serious health problems of poor children was, at best negligible.

While poor children are scattered through every community in America,
they are more often and in greater numbers concentrated in central cities,
living in dilapidated, hazardous housing, where crime rates are high,
social pathology such as drug abuse is endemic, and the services provided
by government from police protection to education are of questionable
quality.

Kenneth Kenistron (1977) in "All Our Children" while detailing facts
and figures in regard to poor children, emphasizes that the harm done to
them s cumulative, becoming more severe as the children grow and develop,
since missed chances can seldom be made up. Inadequate prenatal care for
pregnant women increases the chances that their children will be born
premature, disabled, sickly or dead. For the strong ones who survive this
disadvantage, early malnutrition decreases the hope for robust physical
vigor.. Poor living conditions increase the chance of illness, and inadequate
health care allows minor illnesses to escalate into permanent handicaps.

[As an early childhood educator, I am very aware that poverty has many
unexpected consequences for the health growth and development of young
children, and feel convinced that every human being must accept responsi-
bility for child advocacy with action regarding all children and their
families if the cycle of extreme poverty is to be broken. ]

It is an undeniable fact, that innumerable girls and women suffer the
dual oppression of being women and also being poor. It is only while an
infant, perhaps a toddler, that a female member of the fourth world is a
child. Thereafter she is a woman, for she gets to know too much about life
too soon. All the trials and turmoils, the defeats and distresses, the
fears and frustrations of her parents are hers as well. They are unable
to urge her to go either to school or to work, for they need her at home
to care for the younger children. Her only hope of escape is to get married.
It is this hope that pushes her into marriage, at a very tender age, and
generally to a young man from her own milieu, whose experiences are similar.
The first baby arrives when she is barely fifteen or sixteen years old,
sometimes even younger. Before long, the deprivations of life, lack of
family planning, inadequate prenatal care, and lack of even minimal access
to general information for emotional well-being, combine to break up their
marriage.

As a result, either she or her husband abandons the home, sometimes
with the same hope that inspired their union, to escape misery. There 1is,
however, no escape.

Many women of the Fourth World serve as heads of households. They are
left to feed, clothe, shelter and guide their children without ever having
been prepared for these tasks or having the means to do so. Their efforts
to fulfill the role of wife and mother are often misunderstood and may even
be harmful. For example, a mother of the Fourth World who does not send her
children to school may hic them from the visiting sccial worker for fear
they they may be taken away from her. In this case she would be judged guilty
for her natural desire to keep her family together. Similarly, a woman who
wants to continue a love relationship with her man, can be accused of irres-

ponsible behavior as is manifested in this outburst by Eileen: '"The social
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services told me it would be better that my husband get a furnished room
and live alone when he got out of prison. I said no, he's my husband and
I want to live with him. Why do you think I go every visiting day to see
him?" (Duquesne, 1983)

Deep, inner feelings cf Fourth World women are seldom understood, and
often remain unheeded. Let us turn our attention to Joanne (20) who 1lives
in a New York slum with her mother, a brother (19) and another youngster
(17). She has two children, one is living with her, the other in a foster
home. Occasionally, two more children of an equally badly housed sister
also move into the tiny apartment. Joanne has never had a home, a household
of her own. The father of her second child lives with his parents in the
same building. During a third pregnancy, his parents claimed the child was
not his. Joanne in despair has had recourse to abortion. "I'll never
forgive them for having forced me to kill my baby" she says. Talking of the
blows she has received from this young man, she adds, "I deserved them. I
try to be the man in the house, to boss him around. My family wants me to
bring charges against him. No way. I camnot bring charges against the
father of wmy child."

Joanne's voice and Eileen's voice are the voices of millions of women
throughout the world, victims of hard-core poverty, chained to the very
bottom of the social scale in a world apart: The Fourth World. Esperanza
in New York; Shevanti in a Bombay slum; Fanette who lives with her scrap
merchant husband in an old truck near Paris; Erma, wife of an unemployed
gypsy; Ina, abandoned with her two children in a shed near the Amsterdam
docks;--these women and so many like them who are struggling for survival,
day after day, may have heard about the Women's Decade. But do they get to
participate? Do they get to derive some benefit from its deliberations?

The 1975 Conference in Mexico City marked the beginning of a more fully
recognized and more effectively coordinated effort to improve women's
conditions throughout the world. However, the situation of Fourth World
Women has not improved; rather, it hac worsened. The economic crisis that
is rapidly spreading throughout the world has increased their worries and
sufferings, for they are the first to be affected by the political decisions
that are periodically made to compensate for the overall weaknesses of the
econcmy.

Fourth World Women and Employment: Women of the Fourth World desperately
need to work to survive and make ends meet. But the only jobs available to
them if at all, are very badly paid ones, due to their lack of qualificatioms,
111 health, low esteem and general diffidence or insecurity. Increasing
unemployment has worsened the plight of Fourth World women, for even the
better qualified women are willing to do jobs they earlier scorned. This
results in an increase rather than a decrease in exploitation at the bottom
of the social scale. The feminization of poverty is a very real universal
issue, with more women than ever before, in desperate need of food, clothing,
shelter, child care and job training.

Young girls face no better plight. Since their very early years, they
have worked at home helping their prematurely aging mothers. By the age of
14-17, they have their first baby and hence have a greater difficulty in
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taking up full-time jobs. But they are accused of being lazy and are urged
to abandon their babies, their symbol of a new promise--their first chance
to have something (someone) new, fresh and their very own. These young
mothers have little economic mobility, and many never earn more than they
did several years earlier.

Fourth World Women and Health: The physical development and wellbeing of
girls is endangered almost since birth, due to dilapidated housing, inadequate
nutrition, unhealthy environment, and generally retarded development in
early childhood, followed by far too many tasks within the home. As they
grow up into young women, new handicaps arise: a low self image, a feeling
of self-consciousness regarding physical appearance, and embarrassment due

to frequent pregnancies frowned upon by medical and socilal services.

Women in extreme poverty find it very difficult, almost impossible to
improve the emotional health of their school age children, who have no common
reference points with other children in regard to dress, language, and
habits, and who are generally, smaller in size than other children their age.
As one mother commented, "It is hard in school for our children when they
are asked to talk about their holidays or weekend outings, for we hardly go
out and don't even talk about vacations." Outside of school work, the
children do domestic chores, and are responsible for taking care of younger
siblings. Besides, poor families move often, which is yet another contributory
factor towards their insecurity. Over a period of eight years, one couple
with five children had moved 18 different times.

Fourth World Women and Education: From the very start of their lives, women
of the Fourth World are almost automatically excluded from all educational
programs and benefits. As little girls they are affected by the sufferings
of their parents and their family's extreme poverty. They are forced to

stay home and take care of siblings and household duties. By the time girls
are 14 or }5 years old, no vocational training center is able to help them
due to theilr low educatlonal level and many of them end up remaining 111it-
erate all their lives, even in industrialized countries. Often school and
training centers refuse to register them, and the young women themselves

are very self-conscious of their ignorance, their awkwardness and their poor
dress. They are afraid and ashamed. Many of them end up as marginal workers
with marginal earnings just as their mothers before them. If only our formal
and informal educational systems would acknowledge that we all live in an

era of global interdependence and international commitment, perhaps it would
be a first step towards breaking the cycle of poverty and exclusion!

At the 32nd Biennial Convention of the American Association of University
Women held in San Francisco in June 1983, Fumi Takano, President of the
International Federation of University Women emphatically stated that we
tend to forget that there are still over 500 million illiterate women in the
world--and if it is believd that the education of women is important to their
growth and independence, and to the future of the world, then determined
efforts must be made to achieve literacy for those millions of illiterate
women. (Graduate Woman Tabloid, Vol. 77, Number 4, July/August 1983,
published by the American Association of University Women).
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Some of the problems outlined here may seem too large ever to be
solved, yet paradoxically, the dilemmas confronting Fourth World Women
will have solutions, if they are intimately linked with the overall per-
formance of our national economies, and our international consciousness,
and by bullding a social welfare policy that seriously takes into account,
the distinct nature of women's poverty, for women's issues are national
issues; in fact, they are universal issues. The report from the U.S.
Commission on Civil Rights entitled, "A Growing Crisis: Disadvantaged
Women and Their Children'" very forcefully points out that the most basic
of women's issues are universal issues. This report also very succinctly
states that the majority of America's poor are female and single heads of
households. The statistics available indicate that from 1970 to 1982 the
number of households headed by single poor females has increased by 977%.
Families headed by unmarried mothers has increased by 3567 and as a result
20% of all children live with one parent, usually their mother. In fact,
in 1981, about half of America's poor families were headed by women, many
of whom are women of the Fourtb World, extremely poor and excluded.

The Fourth World Movement makes a general appeal to all women and to
all women's organizations to include the cause of women in hard core poverty
and total exclusion in their reflections, deliberations and action programs--
an appeal that women may collectively refuse an unjust and exclusive society
organized without the cooperation of the poorest among the poor--an appeal
that women in extreme poverty be represented at all levels of national and
international development plans and decision-making.

It 1s hoped that various national and international organizations will
work to change society so that poor girls have other opportunities in
addition to early motherhood, and will demand that all policles and programs
be examined and evaluated publicly, especially with regard to the real
benefits they carry for women in extreme poverty and exclusion.

The Charter of the Fourth World Movement declares that "a fundamental
question facing all women today is to learn if women accept, among themselves,
a genuine equality of opportunity which soclety has not yet accepted. This
equality cannot be achieved unless the women of the Fourth World are given
priority. Only then will all women he equally prepared to participate fully
in society.”

Only when the least privileged become the priority of a society can
justice and peace be achieved.
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