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1. Women, poverty and the new Europe: have we understood the real issues?

The European Council admits that 'the number of people living below the poverty line and in 
social exclusion in the Union is unacceptable.' The new Europe is examining its strategies for 
becoming 'the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world capable of 
sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion'1. After five 
years of efforts, 'too many targets will be seriously missed. Europe has lost ground…'2. The 
eradication of poverty is an ethical, social, political and economic imperative reminding 
humankind of its duty to effectively promote civil dignity and responsibility. The state of health 
of a society is measured by the attention it pays to its weakest members. 

Is it necessary to reiterate that increasing general wealth is not enough to ensure that it is fairly 
distributed? Under the pretext of wanting to protect free competition and the market from 
supposed distortions, inequality and poverty are worsening and becoming a destabilising 
influence on democracy, within the Member States but also more generally. Do we need to be 
reminded that freedom means more than the free movement of capital? Should not development 
move beyond an exclusively economic focus towards a more rounded, human approach? How 
can we work together to support the advent of a new Europe characterised by the creative 
coexistence of a diversity of cultures and mentalities, where all human beings can live their lives 
fully, free from any servitude imposed by others, where freedom is not a word devoid of 
meaning and where wealth is shared among citizens with no heed for social standing in order to 
truly strengthen the dignity and creativity of each citizen in east and west alike? The 
concentration and intensity of extreme poverty in certain regions of Europe is one of the most 
powerful symbols of the unacceptable inequalities that persist in today's society. They show that 
globalisation in its present form, with all the benefits and opportunities it brings, does not lead to 
large-scale integration capable of reducing poverty on the basis of the principle of indivisible and 
universal human rights, with integral human dignity and the unity of the human family at its 
core.

Does a woman simply need to have a job in order not to be poor? Do employment and social 
assistance offer women adequate protection from the solitude or vulnerability that lead to 
ignorance? I would like to mention the situation in my own country. The national minimum 
wage in Slovakia is EUR 130 a month. The cost of living in Bratislava is nearing that in western 
capitals. Job loss affects all citizens. In the countries of the former USSR that have just been 
reunited within the European Union, on the other hand, state-owned enterprises would also 
provide health care, childcare, training, accommodation, heating, electricity, water and a 
telephone line free of charge or almost, over and beyond the monthly salary. It appears, 
therefore, that poverty should not be seen in purely economic and monetary terms. It is true that 
work makes the individual part of a collective. However, that is not enough for one to become a 
citizen, as experience shows. Families and individuals living in poverty attest that work is much 
more than a source of income3. How can we begin to promote a close partnership with the 
poorest women and families, the real experts in the fight against poverty, in order to combat 
extreme poverty effectively and conquer social exclusion? Solidarity is not a feeling of vague 

  
1 Lisbon European Council, 23 and 24 March 2000, Presidency Conclusions, paragraphs 32 and 5.
2 KOK, W. (Ed.), 'Facing the challenge. The Lisbon strategy for growth and employment.' Luxembourg, Office for 
Official Publications of the European Communities, 2004.
3 'Parents as the First Partners of their Children's Future: An Objective for an Inclusive Europe', proceedings of the 
seventh meeting of the Fourth World People's Universities and the European Economic and Social Committee, 
Brussels, 18 June 2001.
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compassion or superficial distress in response to the unhappiness of others. It is a firm and 
lasting determination to take action oneself for the common good, that is, for the welfare of each 
individual, because in truth each citizen is responsible for everyone. The struggle against poverty 
and social exclusion is a need that cannot be met solely by idolising the market. Public bodies 
and society as a whole have a duty to act.

When searching for solutions, treating the gender aspect as an explanatory paradigm can prove 
useful. If poverty affects women to a greater extent, they are also the first to defend those around 
them from poverty and social exclusion. Women, as forgers of ties and creators of peace, are 
pioneers too in ensuring that the human rights and dignity of all are respected. This enables 
women, particularly young women, to act freely and independently, which is an opportunity to 
be taken, not only in the capital cities or prosperous regions of the EU but also in the less 
developed regions of Member States. This is why I consider it useful to broaden the notion of the 
Stability Pact. We are familiar with this term borrowed from the field of economics. I would like 
to call for a different stability pact, one that leads to greater confidence and greater respect for 
the dignity of men and women who are excluded, sometimes on a long-term basis, from the job 
market and from society: a civil stability pact promoting a commitment for which the most 
disadvantaged citizens would be the real driving force and real partners. 

However, it is impossible to tackle the poverty of women at the same time as disregarding the 
role of men. Sociological studies show that men are equally affected by poverty and social 
exclusion1, while no special attention is accorded them on the grounds of sex in the national 
action plans for employment and social inclusion. In order to overcome poverty in its entirety, all 
factors need to be considered. Consequently, a fair plan for effectively tackling poverty in 
Europe cannot exclusively target women. Have we not called for an effective public policy that 
is close to citizens?

The purpose of this report is to contribute to the debate surrounding the eradication of the 
poverty suffered by women in Europe. It presents guidelines for partnership with the most 
disadvantaged citizens in the fight against poverty, partnership being a little-tried method 
(section 3). Some principles for a socio-economic evaluation of women's contribution to the 
building of intergenerational networks, which provide initial protection against social exclusion, 
are also outlined (4), and some reflections are made regarding the millennium objectives (5). 
Poverty should cease at once to be defined solely in economic terms but instead as a violation of 
human rights (2).

2 - Definition of extreme poverty: today's challenge to human rights2

Extreme poverty is understood here in relation to the indivisibility of human rights. The 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights attempted to enable humanity to free itself from terror 
and poverty. Franklin Roosevelt initiated this project in his 'Four Freedoms' speech of 6 January 

  
1 Bourdieu, P. (Ed.), La misère du monde (The Weight of the World), Le Seuil edition, 1993. Allard, F. et. al., 
'Devenir père en situation de pauvreté. Étude exploratoire qualitative' in LACHARITÉ, C. and PRONOVOST, G., 
Comprendre la famille. Actes du 6e Symposium québécois de recherche sur la famille, Presses de l'Université du 
Québec, 2002, pp. 77-101.Fayard, D., 'Projets familiaux', in Revue Quart Monde, 2001/3, No. 179, Paris, Editions 
Quart Monde, pp.4-5.
2 E/CN4/1987/SR 29 paragraphs 62-72 ; WRESINSKI, J., 'The very poor, living proof of the indivisibility of human 
rights' in Livre blanc de la Commission nationale consultative des Droits de l'homme (France), Paris, La 
Documentation française, 1989, pp. 221-238.
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1941, in which one of the freedoms, all of which were intrinsically concerned with a greater 
order, the moral order, was the freedom to live without need. 

Approaching the fight against the poverty of women in terms of human rights requires us first of 
all to consider citizens, independently of their social standing, as the creative subjects of their 
lives, as every human being is a human being. Whatever their lifestyle or beliefs, whatever their 
skin colour or nationality, whether they are rich or poor, whether life is going well for them or 
not; even if they commit the worst acts, they remain a human being. Every human being has in 
them an indestructible wealth: what constitutes their human dignity. They have the right to act 
freely for their own good and for the good of others.1

The definition of poverty within this report echoes Parliament's resolutions on respect for 
fundamental rights within the EU2. Since 1992, the European Parliament has been keen to recall 
'that Father Joseph Wresinski, the founder of ATD-Quart Monde, went out of his way to stress 
that poverty was one of the main human rights violations: "Where man is condemned to live in 
poverty, human rights are violated. It is a sacred duty to unite, to ensure that these rights are 
respected.'''3

Driven by his own experiences of poverty, on 12 February 1987, Wresinski presented the first 
report on extreme poverty and economic and social precarity ever drawn up by a Member State 
of the EEC. His definition of poverty and social exclusion remains pioneering: 'precarity is the 
absence of one or several forms of security, particularly that of employment, which allows 
individuals and families to carry out their professional, family and social responsibilities and to 
enjoy basic rights. The resulting insecurity can vary in its extent and have consequences of 
varying gravity or finality. It leads to extreme poverty when it affects several areas of someone's 
existence, becomes persistent, compromises someone's chances of handling their responsibilities 
once more and reconquering their rights themselves in the foreseeable future.'4

This definition highlights the similarity and disparity between precarity and extreme poverty. If 
the causes are alike (particularly the absence of the confidence that a stable, decently paid and 
socially respected job provides), extreme poverty reveals to a greater degree societal and 
intergenerational limits that lead to powerlessness to enforce human rights either for oneself or 
for others. This is equally true of rich and poor countries, as respect for human rights is not a 
condition of economic development. The European Parliament has also stressed that the 
codification of economic, social and cultural rights is not sufficient in itself and - as the process 
of pauperisation has structural causes - it should be accompanied by the application of sustained 
measures that are easily accessible to the most disadvantaged people, allowing the root of the 
problem to be treated.5

A specific partnership with women living in poverty seems a good way to put in place measures 
to tackle social exclusion on the basis of the experience of the poorest citizens. 

  
1 Tonglet, J., in Tous nous sommes acteurs des droits de l'homme (We all play a role in upholding human rights), 
proceedings of the sixth meeting of the Fourth World People's Universities and the European Economic and Social 
Committee Brussels, 28 May 1999.
2 Teuscher, Tobias, 'Grande pauvreté et droits de l'homme: étude des rapports du Parlement européen sur les droits 
fondamentaux dans l'Union européenne', Revue Droit en Quart Monde, Paris/Brussels, 39-40, July 2004, pp. 49-72.
3 A4-0034/98, Doc. PE 224.436/fin. 28.01.1998, paragraphs 23 and 30.
4 Economic and Social Committee of the French Republic, Grande pauvreté et précarité économique et sociale, 11 

February 1987.
5 Resolution 1993, paragraph 27.
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3 - Partnership with the poorest women begins with their sharing their expertise

'What is it […] that the poor reply when asked what might make the greatest difference to their 
lives? They say, organisations of their own so that they may negotiate with government, with 
traders, and with nongovernmental organisations. Direct assistance through community-driven 
programs so they may shape their own destinies. Local ownership of funds, so that they may put 
a stop to corruption. They want nongovernmental organisations and governments to be 
accountable to them…These are strong voices, voices of dignity.' This is what James D. 
Wolfensohn, President of the World Bank Group, said in his address to the Board of Governors 
at their Annual Meeting1.

The partnership should allow those lucky enough to have economic resources and the power to 
use them to alleviate the problems of the most vulnerable people in a spirit of collective support. 
Respectful dialogue with the poorest women has proven to be of prime importance, but in many 
cases this method is still not adequately recognised, used, evaluated or appreciated. It should be 
stressed that it is in thematic discussion groups involving the interaction of different partners that 
new knowledge, able to bring change, is formed. This process takes time, a factor that is often 
overlooked in decision making. An excellent example of best practice at European level is the 
European Economic and Social Committee, which has welcomed the Fourth World People's 
Universities every other year since 1988 to hold a discussion among the poorest citizens, 
administrators from the European institutions, elected representatives at all levels and 
representatives of organised civil society, with the particular aim of allowing the most 
disadvantaged citizens to express their views and share their personal ideas about how to 
overcome poverty.

Several essential paths should be explored to allow an effective partnership between public 
bodies and the poorest citizens. Firstly, by recognising the poorest women's contribution to the 
fight against poverty there should be an improvement in the social status of women in general. 
This will allow disadvantaged women to play a full role in terms of increasing production, 
achieving economic growth and in the cultural and political development of their districts, towns, 
regions and countries, at the same time as reconciling working and family life and maintaining 
the roles of men and women, and without creating a rift between them or making men women or 
women men. Improving the situation for women in poverty should encourage society to avoid 
placing children in care for socio-economic reasons and, on top of that, to support women and 
men in carrying out their full responsibility as parents, even in extreme poverty.

Value should then be attributed to the contribution of each individual as, 'the poor man who has 
not been admitted to the minds of men will not be admitted to their towns'.2 Indeed, it is 
imperative that we should recognise this revolutionary element that resides in the ability of the 
poorest people to extract from themselves on the basis of their experiences a knowledge that can 
be transferred to the social changes that concern them. For a partnership with the poorest citizens 
to be possible, they should not only be treated as witnesses but their original thoughts must be 
recognised as belonging to them: 'The individuals that are, objectively speaking, the humblest in 
the social order are able to lend a significance to their various experiences of precarity or 
humiliation to the extent that they reverse the meaning of their experience. Men are the creators 

  
1 World Bank, Can Anyone Hear Us ? (Voices of the Poor, vol 1.), Washington, 2000
2 Labbens, J., La condition sous-prolétarienne, l’héritage du passé, Editions Science et Service, Paris, 1965. 
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of meaning and it would be succumbing to ethnocentrism to see them exclusively in terms of a 
system of generally accepted norms, according to which they are marginalised and stigmatised'1.

This is a real challenge for citizens and for representatives of public authorities. In order to 
achieve a genuine partnership, the poorest women must be directly involved in the political 
decision-making processes that concern them and their families. By meeting and talking to the 
most impoverished families, elected representatives and officials will be able to understand this 
experience of poverty that goes beyond solely legal or economic concerns. This is particularly 
relevant in the context of European reunification. For the poorest people to be active partners in 
the fight against poverty, they need a voice, recognition, security and integration above all. The 
fact that a person is living in poverty does not mean that others should decide on his or her behalf 
what is best, whether it is officials, large institutions, agencies or centralised NGOs. Before 
structured dialogue takes place, a voluntary meeting among elected representatives, officials and 
the most impoverished people should be held, therefore, in order to ensure genuine proximity to 
the problem, which leads to understanding, the first step in the partnership.

It is important to underline at this point, therefore, that women living in extreme poverty should 
take up their role and responsibilities, including as a mother, like any other woman. The 
experience the same moments of joy, have the same hopes, feel the same fears and doubts, but 
they do so in more difficult circumstances than the majority of women. The poorest women 
should be privileged partners, whose views should be heard when designing, implementing and 
evaluating equal opportunities policies. The recognition of the specific nature of women, in their 
way of being and innovating, should help the emergence of role models whose characteristics we 
cannot know in advance but who would enable others to lead a more fulfilling life. 

4 - The socio-economic evaluation of women's contribution to the building of 
intergenerational networks, following the example of Gary Becker 

The purpose of sharing knowledge becomes clear when we look at the ideas behind the 
indicators for measuring extreme poverty and the effectiveness of public commitment in this 
regard. Who would be capable of measuring women's efforts to maintain intergenerational 
support networks? How could those who design these indicators take into account personal, 
family or local responsibilities and initiatives, which, without the first-hand accounts of the 
poorest individuals would not be acknowledged under EU criteria?

The 'classic' indicators have been heavily criticised by the American economist Gary Becker in 
his work on human capital and the economic approach to life2. His work earned him the Nobel 
Prize in Economics in 1992. Becker looked in particular at measuring the hypothetical impact of 
gender in terms of income and the economic value of family life in all its forms. He also studied 
all the economic activities as yet unrecognised. Economic research shows that one-third of 
economic activity mainly carried out by women goes unevaluated and unmonitored. There are 
simply no indicators or tools to measure it. These conclusions were also taken up by the OECD, 
where they are currently the subject of further research. When defining indicators for policies 
promoting women today, would it not be useful to take inspiration from the work of Gary 
Becker? 

  
1 Schnapper, D. (Ed.), Exclusions au cœur de la cité, Introduction, Paris, Economica, 2001.
2 Becker, G. and Becker G.N., The Economics of Life, McGraw-Hill, New York, 1997.
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The issue of citizens' - and particularly women's - involvement in defining these indicators 
remains of the utmost importance if their needs are not solely to be defined by specialists. The 
indicators should not only reflect traditional economic data but should also have a political 
impact. Should we not recognise one important factor of change, namely that of the personal 
development of the poorest women and their ability to adapt and train themselves through these 
different circumstances? There is one situation that reflects perfectly the personal nature of 
poverty: the exercise of parental responsibility and human rights by all, regardless of economic 
status. 

In order to combat the feminisation of poverty, new indicators must be drawn up in cooperation 
with women, families and all those concerned that are suitable for use in the fight against poverty 
and social exclusion and, more specifically, for measuring the role of women in building 
intergenerational networks.  This would make it possible to ensure that these indicators take into 
account the importance of family ties for mother and fathers who bring up their children alone in 
circumstances of extreme poverty and the importance of respect for and positive recognition of 
parents, which is necessary for the development of their children. The indicators should also 
include tools for measuring the presence in the lives and surroundings of the most impoverished 
women and families of factors that allow them to develop their skills and opportunities. This is 
why the importance of reconciling work and family life also applies to the most vulnerable 
women, as the measures taken to achieve other employment strategy objectives should not have 
a negative impact on family life and the plans for living and growing up together that women are 
the first to promote. In the interests of maximum effectiveness, public authorities should be 
encouraged to send their employees to the schools attended by the poorest families in order to 
carry out long-term research. 

5 - The Millennium goals in relation to women in poverty: how could Europe benefit from 
humanity's adoption of a spirit of mutual support?

Heads of State and experts have opted for an approach to eradicating poverty based more on the 
realisation of measurable economic goals. This is also reflected to a great extent in the outlook of 
the Millennium Development goals, which were established using quantitative indicators. If 
these indicators are part of the international community's firm commitment in this sector, then 
they risk focusing efforts on the achievement of short-term quantitative results to the detriment 
of qualitative results. The latter is also vital to the development of the countries of central and 
eastern Europe. I would like to stress here that this challenge cannot be taken up until one ethical
condition has been fulfilled, namely the creation at international level of the sense of social 
justice that currently seems still to be lacking. Many countries that are poor in material resources 
but rich in wisdom will be a great help to others in this regard. Every people inherits from its 
ancestors a civilisation that they are responsible for preserving. This civilisation is characterised 
by institutions necessary to civil life, for example, and by movements representing cultural (i.e. 
artistic, intellectual and spiritual) life. When these movements are rooted in true human values, it 
would be a grave error to sacrifice them. A people obliged to agree to do so would lose the best 
of itself. In other words, it would sacrifice in order to live the very things that gave it a reason to 
live. 

In order to achieve the Millennium Development Goals, including in Europe, we must first and 
foremost shake off the mentality under which the poor - individuals and peoples - are seen as a 
burden, as tiresome beings that want to consume what others have produced. The poorest women 
claim their right to have their share of material goods and make good use of their capacity for 
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work in order to create a world that is fairer and more prosperous for all. The progress of women 
in poverty is a huge opportunity for moral, cultural and even economic growth for all of 
humanity. It is important in this respect to obtain information from these women themselves as 
regards their situation, their needs and their aspirations in relation to the realisation of the 
millennium development goals. This is all the more necessary as they have a leading role to play 
in the implementation of polices that will transform their circumstances. 

6 - Conclusion: in practice, equal opportunities means more than the guarantee of equal 
opportunities

Each new measure should look not only at incorporating women's universal hopes for equality 
but also at the differences in their approach to solving existing problems, always with the aim of 
encouraging their personal development and ensuring that the complementarity of their approach 
benefits everyone in society: families, individuals and social groupings. 

Those women that are the poorest and most severely excluded from society should be our 
privileged partners, to whom we should listen when designing, carrying out and evaluating equal 
opportunities policies. We can push this alternative civil stability pact for a new Europe forward. 
This means first of all working to achieve intergenerational support, the promotion of true 
equality, respect for others and dialogue and partnership with the poorest citizens, essentially 
women, in order to overcome poverty. 

In practice, equal opportunities means more than just the guarantee equal opportunities. It 
requires us to make greater efforts. There are five years left to realise the main objective of the 
Lisbon Strategy. We must take greater account of the economic activity of women in the 
informal non-market sector and attach value to citizens' voluntary work, a sector where women 
excel and their creative flair needs urgently to be identified, recognised and valued, including in 
terms of revenue and acquired rights. 


