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Part 1: Feminization of Poverty 
 
INTRODUCTION

Women struggle to survive in a society 
that often doesn’t acknowledge their gifts or 
reward their efforts. Determination, strong wills 
and hope carry many of them forward. Listening 
to some of their stories calls us to reflect and to 
realize that these women, like thousands of oth-
ers, do not ask for poverty and have not chosen 
to live in poverty. These women are not choos-
ing to be out of work because they are lazy. 
They do not want to be dependent on govern-
ment programs for the rest of their lives. They 
are able to look down the road and believe that 
there is a way out for them. They are willing to 
seek the education that may improve their lot. 
They instill this same hope in the children they 
are responsible for raising. If given the opportu-
nity and the resources, they can succeed. 
 These women are created in the image 
of God, destined by virtue of their creation to 
share stewardship of the world with men.  Their 
legacy is that of Sarah and Hagar who, with 
Abraham, brought forth a new nation wherein 
we find our spiritual roots, of Deborah who 
judged her people with wisdom, of Esther who 
risked her life to save her people, of Miriam 
who prophesized, of Mary who risked public 
censure to bear the Son of God, and of Mary 
Magdalene who was the first apostle of the 
Resurrection. (1)

 The church today is called to respond 
to one of the signs of the times noted by Pope 

John XXIII in “Pacem in Terris”: 
 “… it is obvious to everyone that women 
are now taking a part in public life. This is hap-
pening more rapidly perhaps in nations with a 
Christian tradition, and more slowly, but broad-
ly, among peoples who have inherited other 
traditions or cultures. Since women are becom-
ing ever more conscious of their human dignity, 
they will not tolerate being treated as inanimate 
objects nor mere instruments, but claim, both 
in domestic and public life, the rights and duties 
that befit a human person.” (No. 41)
 The church today is called to listen to 
the voices of women as they seek to affirm their 
dignity, as they seek justice in the marketplace, 
and as they work for full participation in society. 
The church today is called to seek justice for all 
people, especially those who bear the burden of 
poverty. As religious leaders our concern is that, 
in increasing numbers, poverty wears a woman’s 
face. (2)
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 What these women share with us is that 
they live in Kentucky as well as everywhere in 
the United States. Women make up over half 
the population of the United States, approx-
imately 113 million. Regarding poverty and 
women, the statistics for Kentucky are just as 
staggering as those of any other state. Nearly 2 
million women live in Kentucky. About 500,000 
of those 2 million are under the age of 18, and 
another 200,000 are over the age of 65. One 
hundred fifteen thousand women are heads of 
single-parent household. Within this single-par-
ent group, 40 percent live in poverty. That per-
centage rises to 56 percent when considering 
single-parent households with pre-school-age 
children.(3) Among these single-parent house-
holds, divorce is the major contributing factor of 
poverty. 
 Statistics often fail to portray the human 
faces of poverty, faces which reveal anguish and 
suffering as well as hope and determination. 
What follows are stories of eight women who 
struggle with the reality of poverty. They all live 
in Kentucky.

THE ELDERLY WOMAN
AND POVERTY

 With women continuing to live longer 
than men, many women find they just survive 
on only a percentage of a husband’s benefits 
until they reach age 62. These women have 
worked all their lives raising children, maintain-
ing a house, sometimes even working part- or 
full-time in or outside the home to supplement 
a husband’s income. When a husband dies, 
many of these women find they can scarcely 
make ends meet. 
 Ruth4 has been married twice. Her first 
husband drank heavily and died of cirrhosis of 
the liver after 15 years of marriage. She was left 
with four children. Her second husband died of 
lung cancer, leaving her at age 60, twice wid-
owed with almost no money. Her second hus-
band was eventually buried in a county plot as 
there was not enough money for any other type 

of burial. She also was faced with medical bills 
of over $2,000 because her husband had been 
unable to obtain insurance. 
 Ruth worked as a cashier and a person-
nel manager during her first marriage and some 
of the time between her marriages, but back 
surgery and muscle spasms disabled her. Her 
income during those times was never enough 
to provide substantial Social Security for her 
retirement.  
 Presently, Ruth receives some disability 
and draws her own Social Security benefits. 
When 
asked 
about the 
possibility 
of drawing 
benefits 
from ei-
ther of her 
husbands, 
she says: 
 
“They (So-
cial Secu-
rity agen-
cy) sent a 
represen-
tative out 
who said 
that I was 
eligible 
to receive my second husband’s benefits. I 
wouldn’t have to wait because I was disabled, 
and I couldn’t work. Now, the guy came back 
here a month ago and said I had to wait until 
I’m 62 before I can get his benefits. So the little 
money I get now is my own Social Security. 
They told me if I had waited to get Social Secu-
rity from him it would be even less because he 
didn’t even have enough in there to draw Social 
Security because he was self-employed.” 
 For women whose husbands die early, 
prospects for re-entering the job market at age 
50 or 60 are slim. The alternative, however, 
drawing the spouse’s Social Security before 
reaching age 65, cuts benefits by as much as a 

Cristian Newman on Unsplash
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fourth. Few women can afford insurance on this 
reduced Social Security. Often they must live 
without medical coverage until they reach age 
65 and are eligible for Medicare. 
 Other women, upon reaching age 65, 
find that the benefits they’ve earned while 
working for lifelong low wages in the regular 
workforce are so meager that they can scarcely 
survive. They discover that the low wages they 
once accepted because they were aided by a 
spouse’s income have failed to allow them to 
set aside enough for retirement.

WOMEN AND DIVORCE: COPING 
WITH REALITY 

 For many women it is not the death of 
the spouse that leads to poverty, but either 
divorce or abandonment by the spouse. These 
women are not incapable of working outside 
the home, but many are faced with few skills or 
have to accept minimum wage at a job. These 
women must try to support a family, but contin-
ually meet unexpected obstacles. Charlotte and 
June are two of these women. 
 For Charlotte, work was no stranger, 
but it took on a different meaning when her 

husband of 
nearly 30 
years decid-
ed he “had 
10 good 
years left” 
and wanted 
a divorce. 
Since one 
salary had 
seldom been 

enough to raise their five sons and one daugh-
ter, Charlotte had contributed to their yearly in-
come by doing home sales, working part-time at 
a department store, and doing alterations and 
sewing in her home. Often she sewed all day 
until the children returned from school, fixed 
the evening meal, helped them with homework, 
and after they were in bed did several more 
hours of sewing. Between them, she and her 

husband earned about $15,000 a year, of which 
she contributed $3,000 or $4,000. 
 None of this gave her much solace or 
job opportunity at the time of the divorce. At 
the age of 50, after some community training 
in secretari-
al skills, she 
managed to get 
a $3.87 an hour 
filing job. On 
this income she 
had to make 
house and car 
payments as 
well as support 
one son still in high school. She also found she 
had difficulty getting loans because all credit 
was in her husband’s name. In those first years, 
she also received no insurance coverage from 
her job and could not afford it on her own. 
After working for several years at this job, she 
eventually quit because of what she considered 
“personal harassment because of her age.”
 Presently she earns less than $10,000 a 
year; her son lives with one of his brothers, as 
she cannot afford a two-bedroom apartment; 
she sometimes lives with family members, 
sometimes with friends. Her greatest fear is the 
future. She knows she is nearing retirement age 
and cannot possibly live on the amount of social 
security that she has managed to put aside in 
the last few years.
 June is a mother of a 13-year-old daugh-
ter. Her husband abandoned her when their 
child was three. To support the daughter, June 
had no choice but to go on welfare. Her feelings 
about her dependent state are typical of many 
mothers who are suddenly forced to be the sole 
provider for their children. 
 “I don’t like it. I hate it… I mean you’re 
nothing when you walk in there and ask for a 
little help… 
 “In the place where I come from, if you 
haven’t got a lot of money, you’re nothin’. I 
mean you’re a little person: everybody’s above 
you, and they shouldn’t pay attention to you. 
When you go to the welfare, your life’s an open 



FACES OF POVERTY: Status of the poor in Kentucky 4

book; you’ve got to report how old you are, 
where you live, who lives in the house with you. 
If you have any changes in income, you have to 
report them. If you clean this lady’s house next 
door and you make $5 – whack! There they go 
with your food stamps next month: they’ll cut 
so much out of your food stamps. 
 “And I recently got on section 8 of the 
housing program. And I thought, ‘Well, I have 
a little extra money, you know, to see that my 
daughter has stuff other kids have.’ And, well I 
was wrong. They cut away so much of my food 
stamps, ‘cause all I pay is $65 rent. So, what I 
don’t spend in food stamps, I have to buy food 
in money. And it’s not fair the way they do us; I 
don’t like being on welfare. But there’s no other 
jobs for people, single mothers, elderly people, 
or anybody else unless you work in the mines.” 
 June’s experiences of government assis-
tance often leave her feeling embarrassed and 
ashamed. She finds a lack of respect and sensi-
tivity in the people to whom she must turn for 
help. She hasn’t chosen welfare voluntarily.  
 “I’d rather work. At least when I buy a 
pair of shoes, them’s mine. I worked for ‘em, 
two or three hours, I worked for them. But 
it’s not that way. You can work five hours, and 
they’ll cut $30 worth of stamps off, so either 

way, you’re not comin’ ahead. No way. They’re 
always knockin’ you backwards. But I don’t in-
tend to be on welfare forever. Cause my daugh-
ter’s 13. I don’t intend to be on it another year! 
Cause I’m gonna come out of it.”
 No one can argue that Charlotte and 
June are unwilling to work; nor can it be argued 

that they deserve poverty. More education 
would have helped, but statistics show the gap 
between women and men’s earnings widens 
with a college education. Often, women with 
a college education earn less than men with a 

high-school education. This is especially evident 
in jobs that are traditionally female versus those 
that are traditionally male. The March 1986 is-
sue of the “Sojourners” cites an example of this 
inequity in an article entitled “Poor and Getting 
Poorer”: 
 “The city of Philadelphia advertised for 
two positions in 1984: one for a librarian with 
a degree in library science and two years’ expe-
rience, and one for a ‘street light maintenance 
worker’ with no experience. The library position 
paid $16,000; the maintenance worker position 
paid $18,000.” (5)

 Many employers offer salaries with the 
idea that men need higher salaries in order 
to support a family, but women only work to 
supplement a husband’s income, like Charlotte, 
or for personal fulfillment. With more and more 
women heading households or being the only 
source of income for a family, however, this pol-
icy is no longer justified, if indeed it ever was.

REBUILDING A FUTURE
 
 Statistics show that at the time of a 
divorce, women most often fall into instant 
poverty. Their income decreases by 70 percent 
while a man’s increases by 40 percent. (5) Some 
women, like Anna and Joyce in the following 
stories, find they are left the first few months 
after a husband leaves with almost no income 
available. In addition to coping with their emo-

Michael Longmire on Unsplash

“The library position 
paid $16,000; 
the maintenance 
worker position 
paid $18,000.”
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tional trauma, they must look for ways to put 
their lives back together economically. 
 Anna was surprised when her husband 
left after 17 years of marriage. “I had no idea 
he was going to leave so, when he left, I didn’t 
have a nickel in my pocket – only had $40 in the 

bank, and he 
took that out 
actually. I felt 
I was kind of 
left with a 
house, house 
payments, 
and three 

children. Most people when they start, they 
start out gradual. I started out with the whole 
package.” 
 It took Anna several months to recov-
er from the trauma and begin charting a new 
course for both herself and her children. She 
found herself solely responsible for the three 
children – ages 15, 14 and 10 – and a house 
with two mortgages, one of which paid for her 
husband’s business. In their early married years, 
while her husband went to school full-time, 
Anna had worked during the day and taken 
night classes to earn a real estate license. Now 
she found that nothing was available for her in 
real estate without more education. She, like 
Charlotte discovered that all credit established 
jointly during the marriage no longer applied to 
her. 
 Returning to school and working toward 
a degree in business seemed to be the best 
route for Anna. “I might be able to get into man-
agement in a real estate office which would be 
a good position. I just feel that opportunities for 
jobs come along, with the kind of job I’m look-
ing for you need a college education, and I just 
want to be ready.” For Anna, a degree means 
economic stability. She has a hard time buying 
anything now as she says, “I feel a little of my 
security dwindling away everytime I have to 
write a check.”
 What she finds most difficult now is 
trying to maintain a certain lifestyle and type 
of home for the children. “I feel I still need to 

be the children’s mother, but I also have to be 
their rock.” Her ex-husband is supposed to pay 
a small amount of child support, but Anna has 
had to go to court several times to get delin-
quent payment. “For the small amounts I get 
it’s almost not worth the trouble,” she states. All 
three of the children are eligible for free lunches 
at school, but the two older girls are too humili-
ated to carry the free-lunch card and usually go 
without the noon meal.  
 There have been the normal teen-age 
problems, but for the most part, Anna says, “We 
all have hope, and we all know that next year 
things will be a little better.” 
 Joyce was forced to draw AFDC to take 
care of her four children when she and her hus-
band divorced. The Office of Economic Oppor-
tunity called her at one point and asked her if 
she’d be interested in going back to school. She 
said yes and went in to fill out papers for voca-
tional school.  She would be paid $90 a week 
to take training in either nursing or secretarial 
classes.  
 The problem was the availability of jobs. 
There were no job openings in either nursing 
or secretarial work. The vocational school was 

turning out anywhere from 15-30 secretar-
ies per class, but there were no jobs for them. 
Joyce had an alternative solution to her prob-
lem: 
 “I asked them what would be the chanc-
es of me going to college. I said I have worked 
as a teacher’s aide, especially with children with 
learning disabilities. I did this on a voluntary 
basis; it’s something I enjoyed. They said: do 
you think you could get into college? I said, OK, 
we’ll try. I went to college, I applied for a grant, 
I got a complete scholarship: four-year tuition 

“I asked them 
what would be 
the chances of me 
going to college.” 

Joyce
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paid, books; I would have to work to pay for my 
meals, which was fine; the school got me a job.
 “Then, I went back to them, and they 
said there’s no way we can help you with trans-
portation. They would pay me $90 a week 
to go to vocational school to get training for 
which there were absolutely no jobs, but they 
wouldn’t give me $50 a week to go to take 
classes for a job that was waiting for me when 
I finished. Because a superintendent of schools 
had told me if I could get two years of col-
lege, since I had worked at the county school 
system as a volunteer aide, he would give me 
enough tutoring and enough work with dis-
abled children to pay for my next two years of 
college. But they said no, that there was no way 
that they could pay for college, because they 
couldn’t be guaranteed of a job, but they would 
still send me to secretarial school when I had 
proved that there were no jobs for the secretar-
ies.”
 Joyce’s frustration with a system whose 
purpose is to help people but which actually 
prevents people from helping themselves is 
apparent as she speaks of her situation: 
 “I think they should set up something 
where people who are willing to go to school, 
are willing to work, help them get jobs where 
there are jobs, or train for jobs that are avail-

able instead of for jobs that are nonexistent. 
It’s a waste of money to train for a job that you 
are not going to get unless you move from this 
area! I think God says if you help yourself, your 
chances of getting help are better, but not in 

this case! In this case, it seems like the more 
you help yourself, the more they don’t like to 
see you pull yourself out. They want to see you 
stay where you are, by training you for jobs that 

don’t exist.  You go to school, but you’re right 
back on the welfare rolls, instead of getting a 
job where you can pay taxes, make yourself 
self-supporting, and raise your children as 
self-supporting.” 
 Women like Anna and Joyce, Charlotte 
and June, are faced with poverty in the present, 
but perhaps even more alarmingly, the future 
of this nation is being mortgaged by allowing 
increasing numbers of children to be born into 
and live in poverty. 
 More than 86,000 Kentucky children 
under age five now live in families with incomes 
below the poverty level. This is more than 
one-quarter of all children in that age group. (7) 
 In 1980, changes in the federal guide-
lines for Aid To Families with Dependent Chil-
dren (AFDC), which provides some relief for 
single-parent households, made it more difficult 
to qualify for aid. In Kentucky, one-fourth of 
all children have been dependent on AFDC at 
some time. In 1983, the average AFDC pay-
ment per person receiving aid in Kentucky was 
$62.29 per month. (8) This may not provide all 
that is needed in the care of a child, but this 
support alleviates some of the hardship felt by 
women heading these households. 
 One of the problems with many of the 
government programs for the poor is that the 
initial help provided is curtailed or stopped 
completely as soon as the mother begins work-

“I think God says if 
you help yourself, 
your chances of 
getting help are 
better, but not 
in this case!”

Joyce



FACES OF POVERTY: Status of the poor in Kentucky7

ing. Often the government aid is still needed to 
supplement income until the family is on its feet 
again. Given the choice between either receiv-
ing government aid that at least provides for 
their needs or working at a low-paying job with 
few benefits such as health insurance, child 
care, or retirement, many women are forced 
to stay unemployed and receive government 
aid, even though most of them would prefer to 
work. Even menial jobs can contribute to their 
sense of self-worth. If they have children to 
support, however, they cannot afford the luxury 
of dignity over dollars.
 
CHILD ABUSE AND POVERTY

 Most mothers want their children to 
have what is best for them. This often means 
facing difficult choices. Betty faced one of those 
decisions. She left her husband to protect their 
child from his abuse, but now struggles to pro-
vide a decent life for herself and her daughter. 
She is forced to work for low wages and has 
difficulty feeling any sense of dignity. She had 
a “fairly happy marriage” for three years before 
any problems developed. The turning point in 
their mar-
riage came 
on a night 
when 
Betty was 
alone at 
home 
while her 
husband 
was work-
ing night 
duty. A 
man broke 
into the 
house and 
raped Betty at knife point. When her husband 
arrived home he “was furious” at her for “letting 
it happen.” After that, their relationship deterio-
rated. 
 Before he left for an overseas naval 
assignment, however, Betty became pregnant 

with their child. Missy, born prematurely after a 
difficult pregnancy, was nine months old before 
her father saw her. Within three weeks after 
his return from overseas, Betty had separated 
from him, filed child-abuse charges, and moved 
back to her parents’ home. Betty’s husband had 
beaten their nine-month-old child and left the 
child black and blue because “she wouldn’t quit 
crying and go to sleep.”
 The decision to leave her husband to 
protect their child from abuse left Betty with 
no support, few marketable skills, and a small, 

frequently ill child. Initially she chose to go to 
business school to improve her high-school 
secretarial skills but dropped out when she 
learned she could receive no government aid if 
she chose school over regular employment. 

Presently Betty is working evenings 
making about $300 a month; her parents are 
paying a $200 a month babysitting fee, and she 
is living with her sister to save apartment rent. 
Betty doesn’t see a way out of her present cir-
cumstances except to try to make it until Missy 
enters school, hoping that then she can work 
days and possibly go to school nights. “I tried to 
work with the system, but I feel they found me 
guilty of something I had no control over.”

For those like Betty, earning a living 
takes on a new urgency. Those who choose to 
leave an undesirable situation risk poverty but 
consider it better than staying in abusive cir-
cumstances. 

WIFE ABUSE AND POVERTY
 

Some women also risk poverty, not for 
their children’s sake, but so they themselves can 
survive. Jill faced this decision. She remained 
married for 16 years while being subjected to 

“She wouldn’t 
quit crying and 
go to sleep.”

Betty
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both mental and physical abuse from an alco-
holic husband. 

Jill first met her husband in Germany 
during peacetime when he was stationed near 
her hometown in the Rhineland. Even though 
neither spoke the other’s language, they dat-
ed for about a year and a half. When his tour 
of duty was over, he asked Jill to return to the 
U.S. with him to be his wife. For Jill, coming to 
the U.S. meant many things: “Adventure, chil-
dren, marriage, and whatever – I thought about 
America as a beautiful land of milk and honey, 
what you hear in the foreign countries,” she 
reminisces. 

Her dream did not last long as her mar-
riage was “unhappy from the beginning.” She 
knew few people, was not allowed by her 
husband to have friends, couldn’t speak En-
glish very well, and was abused from the start. 
She worked in a department store for the first 
several years of the marriage, but she was never 
allowed to shop or have any money. After four 
or five years of marriage, she began having one 
child after another. She tried to maintain the 
home and care for the children, even when she 

was physically sick. With each child and with 
every threat from her husband, she felt more 
and more trapped. “When I first came over, my 
husband beat me. He abused me in all kinds of 
ways. It was not only physical, but total abuse. 
It went on and on. I actually felt that I had no 
control over it. I was just a victim.”

During her last pregnancy, a doctor 
managed to talk Jill into filing for divorce. Even 
though her husband had threatened her life, 
she finally decided if he was going to kill her 
“he might as well because it wasn’t worth living 

anyway.” Her husband continued to harass her 
after the separation by running her off the high-
way once, breaking into her house and ripping 
out the phone another time. She began pulling 
her life together with the help of money from 
her mother and the aid of people who helped 

her apply for government food stamps. She 
considered returning to Germany, but she felt 
she had to think of the six children, who were 
age 2 months to 10 years, and the adjustment 
they would have to go through.

Jill decided to return to school, earned 
her GED, and went on for some college. After 
four years of working off and on, she was able 
to get a steady job with the state making about 
$9,000 a year. At the time, she still had three 
children at home to support.  She also has had 
to get court orders to receive her child-support 
payments, and still her ex-husband refuses to 
pay if he is dissatisfied with the children’s be-
havior.

UNMARRIED WOMEN AND POVERTY

 Although divorce leads to poverty for 
many women, there are still others who have 
never been married but have children. Teen-
agers who become pregnant outside of mar-
riage face an unenviable choice. Statistics show 
that 50 percent of teen-age marriages end in 
divorce when the young women are three or 
four months pregnant at the time of marriage. 
(9) According to the Kentucky Department for 
Health Services, more than 15,000 Kentucky 
teen-agers became pregnant in 1984, about 42 

“He abused me in all 
kinds of ways. It was 
not only physical, 
but total abuse.” 

Jill
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each day. That same year, teenagers accounted 
for one of every five pregnancies in the state. In 
1983, Kentucky had the fourth highest per-
centage of teen-age births in the nation, and 
the highest percentage of births to white teen-
agers of all states. (10)
 Dawn, now age 23, did not choose to re-
main unmarried when she became pregnant as 
a teen-ager. Her boyfriend had agreed to marry 
her but changed his mind, denied the child was 
his, and eventually left town. Dawn was left to 
raise their son on her own. 

 Even though she never graduated from 
high school she presently has a full-time job 
earning $490 a month. She says that she feels 
both lucky to have the job and to have a lady 
in the neighborhood willing to care for her son 
for only $150 a month. “Yet, I don’t seem to be 
getting anywhere,” she says. “Looking down the 
road I don’t see things getting any better for us. 
In fact, things are getting worse.” 
 Recently, an eye doctor told Dawn that 
unless her son has surgery he will go blind. 
Medical insurance from her work covers her but 
not her son. Dawn went to a welfare worker for 
help. “She told me that in order to get medical 
help for my son, I would have to quit my job and 
go on AFDC. Then I could get a medical card for 
my son and they would pay for his glasses too.” 
However, if she quits her job to get the medical 
card, she knows she will not be able to keep 
her apartment on the $190 a month she would 
receive from welfare.
 Dawn finds herself caught in a dilemma 

she doesn’t know how to solve. She says, “I love 
my son and will do anything for him. It sure has 
been hard going it alone.”
 More and more teen-age mothers like 
Dawn are choosing to keep their children 
even if they don’t marry. Like their sisters who 
choose early marriage, the odds are heavily 
against their staying out of poverty. Frequently, 
early pregnancy hinders educational attainment, 
which in turn eliminates many work opportu-
nities. Many young mothers find they cannot 
afford to work because of the additional cost of 
child-care.  Few places of employment provide 
child-care facilities for working mothers.  To pay 
$50 a week is not unusual for child care, wheth-
er in private homes or at group centers. This 
averages out to approximately $2,400 a year. 
For a woman earning minimum wage, this cost 
for child-care could easily reach or exceed 40 
percent of her total yearly salary. 
 Other problems also abound for the 
teen-age mother. Early pregnancy has it own 
unique set of problems. Often poor physical 
condition, poor nutrition, and little prenatal care 
lead to low birth-weight as well as premature 
births. These in turn contribute to additional 
medical costs for both the new mother and the 
newborn child. Many teen-age mothers cannot 
afford insurance, and many low salaried jobs do 
not include such fringe benefits. Not only does 
all this pull a teen-age mother into poverty, but 
it also places a newborn child there and doesn’t 
offer much hope for that child’s early years. 

SOLUTIONS 

 Because the problems addressed in 
these reflections are complex and deep-rooted, 
solutions to them will be difficult. Yet the chal-
lenge for people of faith is inescapable. Solu-
tions must be found which allow women now in 
poverty – and their children - to live lives be-
fitting their dignity as human persons. Govern-
ment has an essential, although not exclusive, 
role to play in addressing these problems. 
 Initially, tentative solutions to the prob-
lems of women in poverty should be pursued 

Bruno Nascimento on Unsplash
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on two levels; immediate relief for women in 
economic crisis and efforts at long-term im-
provement of their economic possibilities. 

Immediate Relief

We are at a crossroads in our national 
life. The present 1987 federal budget does little 
to ease the plight of the poor. A $23 billion cut 
in domestic programs includes cuts in subsi-
dized housing, employment training for those 

on welfare, legal services for the poor, Medic-
aid, food stamps, and other services which aid 
particularly women and children. (11) More and 
more of these funds are being channeled into 
defense spending. These choices which put a 
priority on producing weapons of war instead of 
meeting human needs is one of the great moral 
issues of today. National policies cannot con-
tinue in their current direction if this country’s 
poor are to be helped in a significant way. 

Long-term Improvement

The road out of poverty for many women 
may seem insurmountable. Most will admit they 
will never get out without help and changes 
in the policies and procedures which have so 
much control over their lives. All poor, but espe-
cially women with children, need human-service 
programs. But in addition, women need ways of 
overcoming the need for such programs. Those 
ways can be provided only by structural chang-
es in the present system. 

Women who are the sole source of in-
come for a family need adequate child support 
from those children’s fathers as well as child-
care facilities which would allow these women 
to hold stable jobs. Better education about the 
dangers of early marriage and the social as well 

as moral benefits of refraining from premari-
tal sex could prevent some of the early preg-
nancies and could lower divorce rates. Elderly 
women also need to be assured that they can 
retire peacefully and with dignity, especially if 
their spouses have passed away. This would 
require, among other things, a re-evaluation of 
the present health-care system which places 
quality care beyond the reach of many. 

Another important structural solution 
lies in providing equal pay for women and men 
in jobs that require equal amounts of responsi-
bility, time, energy, education, and skills. Closing 
the wage gap poses many problems that our 
society will need to address (e.g., industry, labor 
unions, church, citizens, and government). We 
recognize that these problems are real and we 
must grapple with them. However, denying just 
wages cannot be an acceptable option in the 
attempt to resolve them.

CONCLUSION

 Many women today live in poverty for a 
variety of reasons. They have suddenly found 
themselves in a situation they could not toler-
ate or control for themselves or their children. 
Regardless of the circumstances, however, 
these women find themselves facing a future 
with little income, few skills without further 

education, monthly 
expenses to meet, and 
children to support and 
raise. They are sudden-
ly among the down-
trodden, the neglected, 
and sometimes, the 
homeless.

 Through determina-
tion, many of these 
women have improved 
their living conditions. 
Many others struggle 

now to overcome what 
appears to be insurmountable odds. Without 
help from outside sources, few of these women 
will ever reach a level where they feel secure. 

“We are at a 
crossroads in our 
national life.”

Jordan Whitt on Unsplash
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Why should ever-increasing numbers of women 
have to face such prospects? It is estimated that 
by the year 2000, almost all those below the 
poverty line in this country will be women and 
children. It is time to ask ourselves why women 
must stand face to face with poverty.
 Along with our Holy Father, Pope John 
Paul II, we gratefully acknowledge the gen-
erosity of the people of the United States in 
responding to the needs of the poor. What is 
true of our nation as a whole is also true of the 
people of Kentucky. We have had numerous 
opportunities to witness this generosity and 
we are grateful to God and to our people. We 
continue to hold up the challenge of Pope John 
Paul II: “Be faithful to that tradition (of generos-
ity), in keeping with your vast possibilities and 
present responsibilities…but this is not enough.  
Within the framework of your national institu-
tions…you will also want to seek out the struc-
tural reasons which foster or cause the different 
forms of poverty in the world and in your own 
country, so that you can apply the proper reme-
dies.”12

As leaders of the Catholic Church in Ken-
tucky, we call upon the Catholic faithful and the 
community at large to join us in these reflec-
tions on the conditions of women in our com-
monwealth and in our nation. As people of faith 
who have listened to the voices of the poor and 
been evangelized by them, we are challenged to 
conversion of heart.  As people of faith, we are 
challenged to ask ourselves what we can do as 
individuals, as faith communities, and as citizens 
to bring justice to all persons, especially those 
who are poor and powerless. As people of faith, 
we are challenged to see Jesus in the faces of 
the poor. As people of faith, we are challenged 
to be the voice of Jesus who said, “The spirit of 
the Lord is upon me; therefore, he has anointed 
me. He has sent me to bring glad tidings to the 
poor… to announce a year of favor from the 
Lord.” (Luke 4:18-19)
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