Women and Local Learnmg

BY EILISH ROONEY

Un e’le'mentimpartantdumntla guerre
de UlIrlande du Nord a été l'émergence
d’une centaine de groupes locaux et de
réseaux de femmes. Utilisant la
métaphorede la “fissure,” lauteure fait
lacritique de cephénoméne en lesituant
dans les contextes culturel, historique,
socio-e’mnomique, politique et sectdire

de ce conflit.
Introduction: sending a parcel?

When I was a child growing up in
West Belfast we used to receive an
occasional parcel from a great aunt
who lived in the “States” (United
States of America). We loved them.
They had a sweet smell that I can
recall vividly to this day. For us chil-
dren these parcels were magical. From
this distance, I can see that the par-
cels were the material and affective
connection between those who had
left Ireland to make a new life and
those who remained to continue the
old. They were my aunt’s way of
giving support, of continuing the
connection, and they acknowledged
somethingofher “blood and belong-
ing.” I imagine that, in return, she
probably received letters; my mother
would have sent a St. Patrick’s Day
card. Perhaps my aunt treated these
items with the same reverence that
we children felt for her parcels. We've
lost touch. She must be long dead.
I thought of these parcels as I
prepared this paper for Canadian
Woman Studiestles cabiers de la femme;
and I felt that in some ways thisisone
“parcel,” amongst many, being re-
turned. The fruitful problem of put-
ting together this parcel is that [ am
aware (perhaps mistakenly) of what
readers might wish to find in a parcel

from the North of Ireland (1), la-
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Women in urban
and rural
communities have
got together locally,
have developed
formal and informal
learning, and have
created mutually
supportive networks
within the
contexts of conflict.

belled: Women and Local Learning.
Readers may wish to hear stories of
women’s co-operation across “the
sectarian divide”; of women finding
that they have more in common
than what divides them; of women
demanding dialogue (whilst the men
prepare for war?). And, in having
these thoughts, and putting together
the materials for my parcel, I am
aware that readers may be disap-
pointed. It is not that these things
don’t happen. Many women have
marched and organized for “peace”;
alliances are made “across the politi-
cal divide”; and [ have in store many
stories of co-operation. But the peace
marches, the acts of co-operation,
and the alliances all occur within
historical and political contexts
wherein they are accorded selective
and often politically motivated at-
tention, approval, and sometimes
support. This article sets out the
“faultline” contexts within which
women in urban and rural commu-
nitics have got together locally, have

developed formal and informal learn-
ing, and have created mutually sup-
portive networks within the contexts
of conflict.

Gender power relations are not a
“separable” set of relations of domi-
nance and subordination, able to be
isolated from other historicized rela-
tions of sectarian power in the North.
In other polities, gender power rela-
tions are not “separable” from
racialized, ethnicized, or class-based
relations of power. Gendered forms
of polirical agency in the North are
ideological and political resources
utilized by all political actors in the
NI. The ideological, political, socio-
economic, and religious differences,
and different experiences of the con-
flict, between nationalist and union-
ist women, matter. On the economic
front: if you were to randomly meet
ten unemployed males in the N,
seven would be Catholic and three
Protestant. Investigations of eco-
nomic inequality in the West Belfast
neighbourhood where I come from,
indicate that people who work in
West Belfast earn on average $100
less per week than workers in the
centre of Belfast. Women inwork, in
the same area, earn nearly $170 less
per week than men working in the
city centre (McVeigh). Catholicand
Protestant, working class women,
“disproportionately experience more low
pay,” than their male counterparts
(McVeigh). These differences have
material and life chance meanings
with cumulative impacts over time.

As I unpack this “parcel” I am
aware of the role and influence of the
“international community” and, par-
ticularly in the U.S. context, of the
Irish diaspora. Internationally influ-
ential diasporas continue to play sig-
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nificant roles in post-colonial and

other conflicts across the globe. The
aunt who carved a new life for herself
brought with her versions of life “at
home” which continue to shape the
mechanics of the peace process, in
the guise of direct U.S. influence and
involvement in NI. Perhaps some of
her offspring people the ranks of
“corporate America,” which has been
visible in its support of the process.
Critics and skeptics of the peace pro-
cess have argued against collaborat-
ing with corporate America when
people in Ireland, North and South,
are suffering the effects of corporate
relocations from Derry and Donegal
to cheaper production sitesin South-
east Asia (McCann). Another per-
spective suggests that the interests of
corporate capital, in helping to re-
solve the Irish-British conflict, has
more to do with the Irish Republican
Army’s bombing of London’s Baltic
Exchange, and with the political sta-
bility conducive to profitability, than
with diasporic longings for peace in
the “old country” (MclIntyre).

Founding faultlines: nation,
class, and gender

My title promises to explore “edu-
cational faultlines” in the N1. The
geological metaphor is appropriate
and hopefully provocative. Geologi-
cally, a faultline is a fracture in a rock
formation marked by the relative
displacement ... of strata on either
side of the plane of the fracture; a
fractureis the result of breaking strata
under deformational stress (OED).
The metaphor is appropriate in its
implicit reference to the founding
faultlines of post-colonial national-
ism and unionism in modern North-
ern Irish society and politics. This
“faultline” continues to shape every-
day life, politics, culture, and the
economy. The formation and fea-
tures of this faultline could be use-
fully investigated by focusing on edu-
cation. Education (in the sense of
statutory or tax paid provision) is
one of the means a society uses to
formulate and to inculcate its norms
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and values. In many societies educa-

tion is also utilized by the state to
promote a political culture. Educa-
tion is also generally seen as, or ar-
gued into being, a legitimate means
of intervention in relation to social
problems (such as social exclusion).

Inthisarticle, I cannot critique the
efforts of “nation building” in the

Those who have
the fewest
resources may
have the most
to lose in any
political process
that seeks
to redress
or rectify
the inequalities
of the past.

Northern Irish state education sys-
tem. Nor can I critique what might
beseen as the critical-counter project
of the Catholic schooling system. [
wish simply to signal that a critical
investigation of educational faultlines
in the North of Ireland could subject
to scrutiny the norms and values of
the contested Northern Irish state
and society. Further, it would pro-
vide insights about the efficacy of
various educational initiatives and
pedagogies as engines of change, or
of conservatism, within the context
of an historically and politically di-
vided and stratified society. Ideally,
from this, lessons might be learned
about how education may be used to
tackle the problems of reconciliation
and justice facing any late modern
society (and thatsurely includes most
develdping and developed countries
in the world today).

The faultline metaphoris provoca-
tive in its naturalistic associations.
Faultlines are natural features of the
geological landscape. From observa-

tion, it might be reasonable to con-
clude that political “faultlines” are
similarly “natural” features of any
modern society. Certainly, North-
ern Irish society is composed of com-
plex hierarchies of class, gender, reli-
gion, race, colour, ethnicity, able-
bodiedness, sexual orientation, and
age (and perhaps even hierarchies of
discourse). These hierarchies do not
parallel each other but are,

interlocked and mutually creat-
ing and maintaining. A setback
or advance in one reverberates
through the whole network of
hierarchy creating consequences
far away from where ... change

began. (Harding 180)

The geological metaphor conveys
no sense of the historicized, con-
structed, material, political and cul-
tural hierarchies and power relations
at work in shaping and maintaining
the inequities which form the bed-
rock of political faultlines in the N1.
These hierarchies are embedded
within the shifting history of post-
colonial, political relationships be-
tween Britain and the North of Ire-
land and the island of Ireland. “Hier-
archy” and “power” are abstract, com-
plex concepts. Concretely, in NI the
rich are getting richer and the poor
are getting poorer (this also applies
to the Republic of Ireland and to
Great Britain). Those who have the
fewest resources may have the most
to lose in any political process that
seeks to redress or rectify the in-
equalities of the past.

Itisin the areas of the N1 that have
some of the highest levels of depriva-
tion in Western Europe that women
have got locally organized. In the
Catholic housing estate where [ grew
up (and to which my great aunt sent
those parcels) six out of ten people
are unemployed and the overwhelm-
ing majority of them (86 per cent)
arelong-term unemployed (Economic
Bulletin). Of the twelve electoral
wards in Ni found to have the worst
overall health, six of these are located
in West Belfast (Taillon). In the
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Greater Shankill Protestant area of
West Belfast 57 per cent of those
who leave school have no educa-
tional qualifications; 83 per cent of
the working population have noedu-
cational qualifications (Greater
Shankill Partnership). Taking West
and North Belfast together (areas
that have some of the worst levels of
deprivation in the North), 73 per
cent of the people have no formal
qualifications compared with 49 per
cent overall in N1 (Rolston). These
are also the neighbourhoods which
have endured the highest levels of
political violence in the course of the
conflict.

Integral to these problems, and
despite fair employment legislation,
the Northern Ireland Office (N10)
has failed to significantly redress the
historical imbalancesin Catholicand
Protestant employment profiles. In
response to a review of the statistics
in 1991, which indicated little pro-
jected change in Catholic and Prot-
estant employment profiles over the
next 20 years, the N0 introduced a
Targeting Social Need (TsN) policy
toreduce the differentials. The policy
requiredall governmentdepartments
to identify those areas and people in
greatest need, and to target resources
accordingly in order to reduce Catho-
licand Protestant differentials. When
Inez and Vincent McCormack sub-
sequently investigated the efficacy of
this policy they found that only one
of the 13 government departments
had even embarked on the TsN pro-
gram. This legislation has been su-
perseded by the Northern Ireland Act
(1998). The impacts of its imple-
mentation will be monitored by vari-
ous groups. A great deal of hope is
invested by people seeking a more
just and equal society, in the lan-
guage of the Good Friday Agree-
ment and in the legislation enshrin-
ing its aspirations.

Sectarian employment profiles
bear little relation to the economic
realities as experienced by working
class Protestant people in (for ex-
ample) the Greater Shankill area,
who now experience previously un-
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known, and unacceptable, levels of
unemployment; coupled with the
impacts of the conflict. Neverthe-
less, the profiles, and the experiences
they silently represent, are part of the
socio-economic, and political reality
which continues to fuel division and
marginalization within and between
marginalized, working-class, nation-

The comprehensive
reconstruction
of the Northern
economy to tackle
inequality on
the basis of need
could promote
peace and
reconciliation by
impacting upon
the poorest.

alist/republican, and unionist/loyal-
ist communities. One of the chal-
lenges in NI, and in particular for
policy decisions, in relation to these
communities, is to redress sectarian-
ism whilst ensuring that poor, work-
ing class, Protestant areas and people
are neither made to pay, nor feel they
are paying, the price of compensa-
tory policies. As well as being unjust,
this would be counterproductive.
What Sandra Harding has to say of
race prejudice in the U.S. is salient to
the problem of sectarianism in the
context of some of the problems
outlined above. She claims that:

the tendency to define racism as
“race prejudice” settles for an
account that lodges responsibil -
ity for racism only on the al-
ready economically disadvan-
taged poor whites ... who have
not learned to avoid making
overtly racist statements ... as
have middle-class people, and
who are forced to bear a dispro-

portionately large share of the
burdens of affirmative action
and equal opportunity pro-
grammes. (179)

Working-class Catholic and Prot-
estant people have carried a dispro-
portionate burden, as victims, and as
activists, of the political conflict in
NI Inez and Vincent McCormack
conclude from their study of Tsn:

What is urgently required is the
comprehensive reconstruction
of the Northern economy to
tackle inequality on the basis of
need. This could promote peace
and reconciliation by impact-
ing upon the poorest Protes-
tants as well as the poorest
Catholics. (9-10)

If successful, the greatest differences
would be made to the lives of women.

The bedrock of these faultlines has
built-in properties of inequality
which so many of us accept as the
(dare I say, “natural”) consequence
of industrial development and devo-
tion to profit. Thus, one in three of
the children born into our society in
the N1 is born into poverty. Genera-
tional unemployment is an accepted
feature of many “unwaged” neigh-
bourhoods. This is accompanied by
the widening wealth gap and a media
culture increasingly devoted to con-
sumerism. Imbricated with these are
the particular and related historical
features of sectarianism and political
conflict. Strategic policies, designed
to offset the worst impacts of these
conditions, whilst being important,
are no remedy. Policies which leave
in place deep-rooted structural ineq-
uity will fail. Indeed, it is arguable
that such measures, in treating the
symptomsrather than the cause, pro-
voke unintended dynamics of blam-
ing the targeted groups as thankless
and insatiable (Frazer).

So, what has all of this to do with
women? I think it is a measure of my
own gendered thinking, and how
gendered [ assume general readers
interested in the NI to be, that I insert
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that reassuring question—as though
figuresabout unemployment ot pov-
erty are about men only. However, if
women are not named in discussions
on the political economy, then they
are made invisible. This invisibility
is related to my final “founding
faultline”: gender. Gender is the ba-
sic structuring principle of the
economy in NI (asitisin every known
society). Gender materially and con-
ceptually structures the fundamen-
tal division between paid “produc-
tive” labour and “unpaid” reproduc-
tive domestic labour. Women in the
North are primarily responsible for
the care of children, the elderly, and
the sick. They are also primarily re-
sponsible for domestic labour and
home management Gender also
structures the division within paid
labour between higher-paid, male-
dominated (manufacturingand pro-
fessional) occupations and lower-
paid, domestic and service occupa-
tions. The result is gender-specific
modes of participation in the paid
and unpaid workforce. It also results
in gender specific exploitation,
marginalization, and deprivation in
both the public sphere of the
economy and politics and the private
sphere of the home (Frazer). If you
look to the elected forums (the North-
ern Ireland Women's Coalition, or
NIwe, notwithstanding) or to deci-
sion-making arenas within the w1
economy, women sabsenceisan elo-
quent, if disgraceful testimony to
gendered forms of public participa-
tion in NI.

If you were looking for either evi-
dence, or analysis, of this most natu-
ral seeming and profoundly forma-
tive “faultline” in N1, you would not
look to the prodigious mainstream
literature that has emerged from the
conflict. Women rarely feature. They
are either assumed to be included or
they are invisible. It amounts to the
same thing. Neither women nor the
category gender makes a difference
to the description or to the analysis.
The then President Mary Robinson,
from the vantage point of a privi-
leged insider, was surely right in her
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observation that the full participa-
tion of women in our society is per-
ceived as an issue that is “only for
women.” And, she cautioned, itisa
short step from this to the position
that such issues are “merely for
women.” Thus the impacts of gen-
der structuring are sealed and hid-
den. Women’s domestic “labour” is
unpaid and invisible in the “produc-
tive” economy; women are invisible
in the public sphere (famous and
infamous exceptions proving the
rule); and they occupy the spaces
between the lines in the dominant
discourses of the literature on the
conflict, history and political analy-
ses in the North.

These oppressive absences have
begun to be rectified in some histori-
cal and political studies and in the
growing body of women’s studies
literature in Ireland. But, even with
this work, it is still not accepted that
gender is a legitimate, let alone core,
category of analysis. The erasure of
“women” and the intellectual sleight
of hand that denies gender, is perva-
sive and insidious.

Women’s local learning

When I turn to consider women'’s
local learning initiatives within the
context of this article so far, it is like
coming upon a flower sprouting
through the “founding faultlines.”
There are approximately 400 wo-
men’s groups, networks, and sup-
port organizations in Northern Ire-
land. The existence of feminist sup-
port organizations and women’s area
networks have stimulated these de-
velopments and provided them with
skills and know- how; and the means
of making contact with each other.
This flowering of women’s groups
in working-class urban and rural
neighbourhoods across the North
can be traced back to seeds planted
by issue- and resource-based organi-
zations in the early 1980s. They have
eked out resources from government
and charitable trust funding initia-
tives targeted for areas of high dep-
rivation and need.

Critically, funding of women’s
voluntary and community work can
be seen as a form of social engineer-
ing and co-option by statutory bod-
ies and by power broking funding
agencies. The issue of the women’s
movement being “shaped by fund-
ing” were recognized by feminists in
England in the heady days of the

Greater London Council:

the effect of cash and bureau-
cracy on women’s groups out in
the community [result in]
women’s groups [being] seen as
having been co-opted into the
local state machine. (Breugeland
Hegewisch 6-7)

At around the time that Breugel
and Hegewisch were penning their
observations, a women-run crche in
West Belfast was the first of a num-
berofvoluntary organizations to have
funding withdrawn by the NIO in
what became known as the, “politi-
cal vetting of community groups.”
Until the emergence of the Niwc,
voluntary women’s organizations
have publicly steered clear of direct
involvement in party politics. The
message of political vetting for local
organizations was loud and clear: if a
cr'che could have its funding with-
drawn, without the possibility of le-
gal redress, then women’s organiza-
tionshad betterwatch out. The threat
was not generalized towards all
women’s organizations. Initially, it
was directed towards particular
women in a particular republican
localiry.

Subsequently, and particularly in
the course of U.S. administration
trips to the North in the course of the
peace process, women’s organizations
have been mobilized for conferences
and receptions. At times, there have
been promises of money. Individu-
als from the local women’s move-
ment have been selected to “repre-
sent” women’s voices in various ven-
ues and organizations. Given the
absence of democratic structures
within the community women’s
movement, the issues of representa-
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tion—ofwho getsto representwhom,
and forwhich ends—and of account-
ability, are problematic. Mostwomen
and organizations carry on with the
work—there is plenty to do. And
most groups knowingly manipulate
the underlying politics of funding
and co-option.

The current local groups and net-
works vary insize, funding, constitu-
tion, purposes, and approach. With-
out necessarily calling themselves
feminist, and without developing an
agreed political or feminist agenda,
local women'’s groups and organiza-
tions have set about organizing to
meet their own needs; to combat
problems of poverty; of isolation;
and the effects of deprivation in their
communities. They commonly en-
gage in informal and formal local
learning in areas such as personal
development, community develop-
ment, skills training, and accredited

academic classes. What Tom Inglis )

has to say about empowerment edu-
cation could be applied to many of
these forms of learning. He suggests
that “empowerment,” when used in
relation to education, should,

be used to refer to the role edu-
cation plays in enabling people
to operate effectively within the
existing structures of power. (3)

The local group plays an important
role, for some women a central role,
in their daily lives and, they argue, it
plays a vital role in the life of their
community (Rooney and Woods).
Inglis is commenting on the loose
use of “empowerment” language to
make grand claims about the effects
of adult education. His refreshing,
modest realism could be applied to
education in women’s groups in the
NI Through participation in local
learning and in the group, women
say they have become more confi-
dent, feel less isolated, and engage in
their local community (Rooney and
Woods). Participation in the local
group, and the sense that this is also
participation in the local commu-
nity, is important. Recent findings
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from the Christian Churches in Brit-
ain on unemployment indicate that
the most dehumanizing impacts of
poverty are exclusion from meaning-
ful participation in society.

The material and political circum-
stances in N1, within which much of
this local learning and organizing
takes place, leads me to think of it,
notonly in terms of educational out-
comes (e.g. being more effective),
but in terms of this meaning-creat-
ing, humanizing, local community
participation, whereby women af-
firm self-worth and give, or even
contest, thatworth in thelocal group
and community.

Local group organizing is also sig-
nificant in terms of some of the un-
anticipated and unplanned conse-
quences of these developments. The
unplanned outcomes are manifold.
They include: tactical alliances and
networks women have made within
and between the political divides of
nationalism and unionism; the emer-
gence of the Niwc and the develop-
ment of political and feminist educa-
tion initiatives. [ will deal briefly
with each of these.

Tactical alliances have been made
between women in working-class
republican and loyalist areas in re-
sponse to sectarian funding decisions
taken, or threatened, by unionist-
dominated local councils. Coura-
geous and successful cam paigns tem-
porarily “transcended” political di-
visions. Women involved in these
collaborations have formed a
Women’s Support Network to pro-
vide mutual support and a lobbying
function for their respective groups
(Rooney).

Some groups have formed alli-
ances based on agreements to avoid
the political conflict. The Women’s
Information Day Group consists of
local women’s groups from work-
ing-class neighbourhoods. The limi-
tations of the alliance—for the ex-
change of information and support,
is clear to all. The groups meet on a
monthly basis in each other’s
neighbourhood. Politics is kept out.
But many of the issues that women

exchange information about are the
“political” issues of health, educa-
tion, employment, and funding for
voluntary groups.

On occasion, alliances that have
avoided or excluded political con-
flict are tenuous. In 1993 the union-
ist-dominated Belfast City Council
hosted an historic reception for In-
ternational Women’s Day. Three
groups were excluded from the cel-
ebrations: the Brook Clinic Cam-
paign (for provision of contraceptive
advice to young people), Lesbian
Line, and Sinn Fein women. In the
course of the reception some women
protested the exclusions. A lot of
resentmentwassstirred amongst those
present. Publicletters raged between
those women who had hoped for an
historic celebration and those who
felt justified in protesting.

Northern Ireland Women’s
Coalition

Another unanticipated outcome
of the women’s groups and networks
was the formation and success of
the Niwc. The Niwc could not have
put forward 70 women candidates
at its first election (1996), and
thereby have been elected to the talks
and the forum, had it not been for
the women’s groups. The NIWC ac-
knowledges the central importance
to its existence of local women’s
groups and continues to organize
communication between the NIwc
and local groups. Joanna McMinn
tells of being in one of the women’s
centres in west Belfast when a
“phone call came through from a
member of the NIwc asking if a
member of the centre would be will-
ing to stand for election on its be-
half.” A discussion ensued between
the women present, with one woman
saying she couldn’t stand because,
“he would kill me” (the “he” being
her husband). Whether the woman
was joking or not Joanna does not
say, but she notes that not one wo-
man said she was unable to, or inca-
pable of going forward. They took
the inviration in their stride.
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Women into politics

A number of educational initia-
tives have sprung from the demands
and needs of local women’s groups.
The Belfast- based Women into Poli-
tics Project provides classes for local
groups in loyalist and republican ar-
easonanagreed political and histori-
cal studies curriculum. Coming up
to elections a lot of interest was gen-
erated in the newly-introduced
d’Haunt election method, designed
to give entry to the small loyalist
political parties. Groups that have
participated in political discussion in
theirown areas areinvited to “Belfast-
Wide Discussions,” where women
discuss contentious issues within an
educationally planned format. One of
these discussions dealt with the politi-
cally explosive issue of marching,

Another educational development
has been the establishment of a
North-South Women’s Education
Program entited: Politically Orga-
nized Women Educating for Repre-
sentation (ot Revolution! ifyou will).
This group comprises membership
from University College Dublin,
University of Ulster, and a2 number
of key Northern and Southern
women’s voluntary organizations.
The program comprises a series of
cross-border residential, accredited
courses onwomen’s history, politics,
economics, effective organizing, and
so on. Community organizers and
activists from both sides of the bor-
der have participated in the pro-
gram. There are many other initia-
tives—too many to mention here.

When giving a brief overview of
some developmentsinlocal women’s
groups in the Ni, it is easy to seem to
valorize women as though they play
no part in oppressive structuses or
“founding faultlines”; as though they
have no part in the brutalities of
militarism and structural violence.
Simona Sharoni cautions against the
tendency to either “idealizealliances,”
or to empbhasize the ability of women
to transcend political boundaries.
Some women have participated, in
gender-specific ways, in the war in
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the North of Ireland, and in the

peace process. They have been active
inall military and paramilitary forces.
Where they have not themselves been
agents of military force, they have
supported and sustained those who
are. Women are a part of the conflict,
not apart from it.

Itisself-evident, however, that the
cherished feminist axiom that “the
personal is political” poses particular
problems in a society like n1. This
weary dictum is used to urge women
to the realization that our motley
experiences of the world are signifi-
cang; that the singular experience of
the individual woman has a com-
monality with the experiences of all
other women. Through this realiza-
tion it is hoped that internalized
oppression will be revealed. In N1 the
problems posed by viewing sister-
hood as transcendent can be inferred
from asking: whose personal experi-
ence generates the politics around
which we should organize—yoursor
mine? In other words, who decides
what countsas bona fide female expe-
rience on which to base explanation,
analysis, and action? The personal
experience of one woman may be the
oppression, through denial, of an-
other.

Judith Evans cautions that it is an
easy extrapolation from the insight
that women have much in common
to the dogma that all women face the
same form of oppression. The latter
has been challenged by third world
women, women of colour, and by
women in Ireland. Some of the latter
would claim to share the challenge
made by the former, that western
feminism’s preoccupations with the
personal and psychological over the
economic and the political isanirrel-
evance or a luxury.

It is an obvious thing to say, but
still needs saying: women are not a
unified group, sharing essential quali-

ties or experiences. The lives of wo-

men in the North of Ireland cannot
be isolated, either theoretically or
practically, from their socio-eco-
nomic, political, or cultural contexts.
Nationalist women and Unionist

women will have different analyses
and different experiences Ofthe PO‘
litical conflict. They will have differ-
ent expectations and aspirations
about the future. These differences
will not be less keenly disputed be-
cause the parties to the dispute are
women. The word “difference”
throwsablanket over the historicized,
sectarian socio-economic, political,
and cultural dominations of NI soci-
ety, whereby the poorest women are
maintained in asymmetrical power
relationships. This “faultline” is shift-
ing as I write.

Fixing faultines: or shifting
boundaries?

The faultline metaphor in my title,
has a nice postmodern feel to it.
Geological faultlines can seem fixed
and unchanging, but they are con-
stantly subject to deep-rooted earth
shifts. All is change and flux. Tt is well
to reflect on this when considering
the apparently unchanging political
and economicfaultlines of the North.
Things that happened yesterday in
NI quickly assume the mantle of his-
torical inevitability. In reflecting on
arecentstudy about Bloody Sunday,
Eamon McCann, a civil rights activ-
ist at the time, reflected on the direc-
tion nationalist politics have taken
since then. He thinks that knowing
how politics worked out encourages
the implicitworkingassumption that
this was how it was bound to work
out. But it didn’t have to necessarily
be so. That challenge is vital. How it
is, is not how it has to be. The period
of the cease-fires in the North, and
the struggles and breakthroughs of
the peace process, have allowed us to
see this and to imagine different fu-
tures; and different ways of going to
those futures.

Miriam Daly was right when she
said that, “The liberation of women
is the most profoundly revolutionary
task civilized society can tackle” (51).
In NI this task must contend with the
realities of liveslived within theasym-
metrical, political, material, ideologi-
cal, and cultural constructs of gen-
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der, class, nation, religion, and race.
In modest and dramatic ways local
groups contend with these realities
every day. Their ways of working are
not going to transform society, but
they make a difference. Perhaps so-
cialand political transformationsalso
require the cumulative effects of many
small-scale sites of transformation,
sites of resistance. There is a seam of
hard-won, critical experience in the
North.

I do not expect that negotiations
or disputes about NI's constitution,
or about the border, will transform
how gender structures and shapes
the lives of men and women. Dis-
putes about the distribution of
wealth, that are “gender free,” are
unlikely to change gender oppres-
sion. Margaret MacCurtain is in-
structive and redemptive in her re-
minder that,

The recognition of being op-
pressed does not preclude rec-
ognition on the part of the op-
pressed that they are capable of
acting to influence their own

destiny. (48-49)

Things can be otherwise. The
women who participate in local
groups, in working-class neigh-
bourhoods, are acting to “influence
their own destiny.” They are also
consciously attempting to influence
the life and the futures of their differ-

ent communities.

Eilish Rooney works and publishes in
the areas of feminisms and national-
isms, culture and identity. She is Co-
Chairperson of Women into Politics;
and Board Member of the POWER Part-
ner:hz'p, both afw/aic/ﬂ involve politica/
education. Wip works with women in
- loyalist and republican areas of Belfast.
Power provides a cross-border program
of university accredited courses on
women, politics, and economics.
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