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The economist Aniartya Sen is justly celebrated for elaborating the thesis that 
famines typically result from maldistribution rather than scarcity of food.' Those 
most vulnerable to famine are the groups least well 'endowed' with property, and 
with the capacity to obtain employment or produce resources. The value of these 
endowments, termed by Sen the 'exchange entitlement', is determined by the 
prevailing price of commodities and labour, and by the effect of taxes and benefits. 
In the event of a sharp increase in the price of basic necessities, sometimes but not 
always the consequence of a failure in food supply, those with a substantial initial 
endowment may prosper while the poor starve as a result of inability to purchase 
the available food. 'Market forces' may therefore create famines even without 
eviction, expropriation, or other deprivations of endowment. Furthermore, famines 
may be averted by interventions designed to increase the exchange entitlement 
of the most vulnerable groups. By reducing taxes and providing judicious relief 
in cash, so stimulating demand by consumers, the state may simultaneously avert 
starvation and promote economic recovery at fairly low cost. Sens initial concern 
was with the role of governments in counteracting the inequitable distribution 
of entitlements between social classes. Recently, however, he has proposed 
extension of his theory to embrace 'exchange entitlement relations' between and 
within families, and in particular between women and men.' If women were 
already subject to systematic discrimination, one might expect this to be mani-
fested not only in inferior endowments, but also in relatively severe decline in 
the value of their exchange entitlements during a subsistence crisis. Catastrophes 
such as famine, in which the struggle for survival challenges established conventions 
of mutual obligation, should surely generate lurid evidence of the subordination 
of women.3  

Ireland provides a useful case for testing and extending Sen's model, although 
Cormac 0 Gráda has expressed reservations about its applicability to a famine 
where there were few 'gainers' yet 'losers' of almost every class.4  Sen maintains 
that 'the classic case of food countermovement is, of course, the Irish famine of 
the 1840s', noting 'that market forces would tend to encourage precisely such 

i Amartya Sen, Poverty and Fa,nines:Au Essay on Entitlement and Deprivation (Oxford, 
198 i). 	2 Sen, 'Food, Economics and Entitlements', P. 41, in Jean Drèze and Sen (eds), 
The Political Economy of Hunger, i (Oxford, 'I),  pp. 34-52; idem, Hunger and Public Action 
(Oxford, 1989), pp. 46-61. 	3 For an inconclusive discussion of the hypothesis that 
women in 'male-dominated societies' are typically 'victisnised' during famines, see David 
Arnold, Famine: Social Crisis and Social Change (Oxford, 1988), pp. 86-91. 	4  Cormac 
0 Grâda, The Great Irish Famine (Dublin, 1989), pp.  61-3. 
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food movements [as the export of corn] when failure of purchasing ability 
outweighs availability decline'.5  Both James Donnelly and 0 Gráda have briefly 
discussed the effect of the Irish famine on 'exchange entitlement relations' within 
families, in accordance with Sen's suggestion. As Donnelly observes, 'by their very 
nature prolonged famine and epidemics of fatal disease lead to the large scale 
erosion or collapse of traditional moral restraints and communal sanctions'. In 
the Irish case, Donnelly reports 'acts of gross inhumanity .. by parents against 
their children, and by sons and daughters against their parents'-  though not 
specifically by men against women.' 0 Gráda also detects discrimination against 
dependants within families, both young and old, musing that 'the Famine 
presumably forced many families, like the occupants of an overloaded lifeboat, 
to make life-and-death choices: an equal sharing of the burden of hunger might 
have doomed all. Were the young sacrificed so that others might live?'. Like 
Donnelly, he does not extend the catalogue of victims to women.7  Translated 
into Sen's terminology, these depictions of famine's effect on the 'moral economy' 
of Irish families imply devaluation of the 'exchange entitlements' of dependants, 
reliant on their capacity for providing services through household production, 
paid or unpaid labour. This essay extends the analysis to the female experience 
during the Irish famine of 1845-50. How did famine affect the exchange entitle-
ments of women as workers and producers? Were their broader entitlements as 
reproducers, and as providers of affection or consolation, similarly affected? Does 
the available evidence indicate that women were more likely than men to suffer 
through death or disease, and less likely to obtain relief from private or public 
agencies (whether through food, cash or emigration)? Were women more likely 
than men to be thrown overboard? 

Mortality is the least ambiguous index of the human cost of famine. It is 
scarcely surprising that no comprehensive record exists of the number of male 
and female deaths attributable to the Irish famine, Even if every death had been 
accurately recorded, the proportion caused by famine-induced deprivation or 
infection would remain conjectural. Nevertheless, the Irish case is documented 
by remarkably detailed 'tables of deaths' for each year between 1841 and 181, 
recording the age and sex of those dying in each county (subdivided by deaths 
in rural districts, in towns and in public institutions). These tabulations were 

Sen, 'Ingredients of Famine Analysis: Availability and Entitlements', P. 461, in Quarterly 
Journal of Economics, xcvi (198 i), pp. 43 	The Irish application was amplified by Sen 
in 'Starvation and Political Economy', an address to the International Conference on 
Hunger at NewYork University on 20 May 1995. 6 James S. Donnelly,'A Famine in 
Irish Politics', P. 371, inWE.Vaughan (ed.), A New History of Ire1aid, v (Oxford, 1989), pp. 
357-71. 	7 0 Gráda, Famine, p. So. 	8 It is noteworthy that most analysts of famine 
have followed Sen's example by restricting the scope of'endowments' to property, 'labour 
power' and other assets or skills directly exchangeable for money. Comparable assets such 
as reproductive and emotional 'power' have been ignored, despite the obvious possibility 
of exchanging the associated services for payments in kind such as board and lodging. 
This essay explores some implications of so extending the theory of entitlements. 
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derived from retrospective returns required from each 'Head of Family' still extant 
in 18 s r, specifying 'the Members,Visitors, and Servants of this Family, who have 
Died while residing with this Family, since the 6th June, 1841'. The census 
commissioners observed pointedly that 'the necessity for this Table is caused by 
the want of a General Registration of Deaths in Ireland'.° The census of non-
institutional deaths was woefully incomplete, being restricted to those dying in 
households which survived until 1831. It therefore omitted vagrants and solitaries, 
as well as people dying in households subsequently dissolved through further 
mortality, emigration or simply dispersion. Only about one and a third million 
deaths were enumerated, less than 15 per cent more than the total for the previous 
decade.10  The precise number and composition of deaths is unknowable, but 
ingenious calculations of 'excess' mortality have been derived from estimates of 
'normal' mortality before 1846. The most systematic analysis suggests that age-
specific mortality rates were roughly doubled during the years of famine, giving 
rise to almost a million 'excess' deaths. '1  

All of these imperfect measures of mortality suggest that women were less 
likely to succumb than men. Females accounted for 48.1 per cent of estimated 
excess mortality, being outnumbered by males in every reported age-band. The 
discrepancy was negligible for young children, but substantial among the elderly. 
These contrasts are confirmed by the tables of death compiled for the census, 

9 The family return (Form A) was reproduced as an appendix to the Census of Ireland for 
the Year 18.51: General Report, pp. cvii—cx, in HCP, 1856 [2134], xxxi. Heads of family were 
instructed to return the name of each person dying, age, sex, relation to head, occupation, 
cause of death, and season and year of death. Similar forms were to be submitted by every 
public institution. Civil registration of deaths was introduced in 1864, but long remained 
seriously incomplete, 	io The number of recorded deaths was 441,836 between June 
1831 and December 1835; 745,538 between January 1836 andJune 1841; 318,066 between 
June 1841 and December 1845; and 1,031,589 betweenJanuary 1846 and March i8i 
(excluding over i i,000 deaths in workhouses for which no returns by sex were available). 
For analysis of the census of deaths and its defects, see S.H. Cousens,'Regional Death 
Rates in Ireland during the Great Famine, from 1846 to 1851'  in Population Studies, xiv 
(1960), pp. s—"j. 	ii Phelirn P. Boyle and Cormac 0 Gráda, 'Fertility Trends, Excess 
Mortality, and the Great Irish Famine' ill Demography, xxiii, 4 (1986), pp. 543-62. 'Normal' 
mortality rates were estimated by comparing the age-distributions of the population in 
1821 and 1841. 'Excess' mortality was calculated from the difference between the actual 
age-distribution for 181 and that projected forwards from the 1841 distribution (applying 
the 'normal' rates of mortality and assumptions about fertility and migration). 	12 Ibid., 
p. 555.The female components by age-group were 48.8 per cent (under five years), 49.2 
per cent (-9),  48.4 per cent (10-59) and 44.1 per cent (over 60). Since women outnum-
bered men at higher ages, the female advantage was even more pronounced than these 
proportions indicate. The female proportion of the 'average population' was 5o.8 per cent, 
the components by age-group being 49.1 per cent (under s), 49.1 per cent (5-9), 55.3 
per cent (10-59) and 52.6 per cent (over 6o). Unlike the aggregate estimate for excess 
mortality, the distribution of deaths by age-group and by sex is highly sensitive to the 
assumed volume and composition of net outward migration, for which no aggregate 
figures are available. 
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Table i. Female percentage of deaths and population in Ireland, 1841-51  

Category Period Age: 0 1-14 15-34 3 5-49 50+ Total 

DEATHS 1841-45 44.1 48.3 48.6 47.6 44.3  46.4 
1846-51 46.1 49.1 47.4 45.8 43.2 46.5 

INSTITUTIONS 1841-45 47.8 48.0 51.1 46.3 46.8 47.6 
1846-51 47.3 47.9 50.8 49.2 44.0 47.6 

civic 1841-45 43.9 48.3 46.8 44.4  46.4 46.5 
1846-SE 45.6 49.7 48.0 45.6 47.0 47.9 

RURAL 1841-45 43.7 48.3 48.5 48.8 43.6 46.2 
1846-51 45.8 49.9 45.6 43.8 42.2 45.5 

POPULATION 1841 48.9 49.2 52.1 51.4 5  i.6 50.8 

181  49.1 49.2 51,8 52.8 53.8 51.3 

CIVIC 1841 49.1 49.9 56.7 55.2 57.0 54.2 
181 49.7 49.9 56.4 55.6 58.1 54.4 

RURAL 1841 48.9 49.1 51.3 50.7 50.8 50.3 
181  49.0 49.0 50.7 52.1 52.9 5o.6 

Note: Statistics were derived from the reports of the Census of Ireland for 1841 
and 185 i (HCP). Deaths were returned retrospectively by householders 
(or heads of institutions) who completed census forms. 'Civic' districts 
were defined as towns with a population exceeding 2,000, other districts 
being 'rural'. The ages of inmates in public institutions were not 
separately enumerated, but the female proportion was 5 6.8 per cent in 
185  r. All figures exclude those of unspecified sex; totals include persons 
of unspecified age. 

revealing female components of 47.7  percent in 1831-41,46.4 percent in 1841-45, 
and 46.5 per cent in 1846-51.The female advantage is further documented in 
Table i, which compares famine with pre-famine mortality in various age-groups 
for public institutions, towns and rural districts. Male majorities were recorded in 
every sub-group apart from young adults dying in institutions, the surplus usually 
being greatest in the case of infants and older adults. As in most recorded popu-
lations, heavier infant mortality among boys rapidly counteracted the small surplus 
of male births. The figures strongly suggest that adult women were less at risk of 
death than men of the same ages, particularly beyond the age of fifty years.13  It 

13 It is, however, conceivable that the retrospective enumeration of deaths among the 
elderly was particularly incomplete for women, since women were more at risk of 
widowhood and perhaps a solitary death. 
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is worth noting that no such female advantage is apparent in the returns of 
registered deaths after 1864, which imply heavier male mortality in Leinster, 
heavier female mortality in Ulster, and very little difference elsewhere. 14  The 
particularly low female proportion of deaths in rural districts during the 1840s 
reflects the tendency of women to drift to the towns, as already manifested by the 
higher female proportion of civic as against rural residents in 1841. 

The most striking lesson of Table i is the replication during the famine of 
the pattern evident between 1841 and 1845,  in spite of the vast increase in the 
number of recorded deaths. The female component of deaths scarcely changed 
in the famine years, the proportion increasing slightly for children while declining 
still further among adults. In civic districts, the female proportion increased slightly 
for all age-groups, though townswomen remained markedly less at risk of death 
than their male peers. This minor loss of advantage was only partly accountable 
to the growing female surplus of population between 1841 and 185 1,  itself pre-
sumably in part a consequence of low female mortality. In rural Ireland, the male 
surplus of adult deaths actually increased, despite the declining minority of men 
in the population at risk. The female proportion of the middle-aged population 
rose from 50.7 per cent in 1841 to 5Z.i  per cent in 1851, yet the female proportion 
of middle-aged deaths fell from 48,8 per cent in 1841-45 to 43.8 per cent in 
1846-5 1.'5  Though less marked, this contrast also applied to those aged fifty or 
more. In short, the official returns for Ireland as a whole confirm the supposition 
that women were less at risk of death than men, and that their advantage was if 
anything enhanced during the crisis. Even so, many hundreds of thousands died 
who would otherwise have survived beyond 1851. 

Since the impact of famine varied sharply between regions, it is essential to 
document the female experience in local context.The contrasts evident for Ireland 
as a whole are confirmed by mortality in Fermanagh, as summarised in Table 2. 
With the exception of the age-group most affected by child-bearing, women 
were substantially under-represented in all categories by comparison with the 
county's population in 1841. Despite the surplus of women among surviving 
adults, the female advantage in rural mortality was particularly pronounced for 

14 These comparisons refer to the probability of survival between the fifteenth and fifty-
fifth birthdays, so minimising the errors attributable to unregistered deaths and misreported 
ages (in both cases most serious for infants and the elderly). The survivorship ratios were 
derived from rough estimates of annual age-specific mortality rates for the age-groups 
15-19, 20-24, 25-34, 3544, and 4-4,  based on the deaths recorded in successive decades, 
and the corresponding mean population, in each age-group. For the cohort born in 18 j6,  
the survivorship ratios were 66.6 per cent for women and 66.2 per cent for men. 
Corresponding provincial ratios were 64.1 per cent and ói. I per cent for Leinster, 64.6 
per cent and 66.z per cent for Ulster, 69.0 per cent and 68.2 per cent for Munster, and 
74.0 per cent and 73.8 per cent for Connaught. 	15 These figures refer to those aged 
35-49 years. The cumulative effect of heavier male out-migration might conceivably 
account for the increasing predominance of living women at higher ages, but not for the 
decreasing female proportion of deaths. 
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Table 2. Female percentage of deaths and population in Fermanagh, 1841-51 

Category 	Period Age: 0 1-14 15-34 35-49 	50+ Total 

DEATHS 	1841-45 44.1 46.0 54.7 48.45 46.9 47.6 
1846-51 44.9 47.5 48.9 46.5 44.5  46.5 

INSTITUTIONS 1841-45 *444  *444  *450 *400 *353 39' 
1846-5 I 50.0 46.0 ss.6 52.7 44.8 47.9 

CIVIC 	 184145 42.6 44 *542 *190 *483 42.9 
1846-51 36.3 48.2 48.7 37.1 44.4 44.5 

RURAL 	 1841-45 44.2 46.2 55.0 50.4 47.1 48.2 
1846-51 44.5 48.6 47.0 44.9 44.5 46.0 

pOPULATION 	1841 48.2 48.9 52.5 52.0 51.4 50.8 
181 50.1 49.2 51.4 53.2 52.5 51.0 

CIVIC 	 1841 49.7 51.1 55.2 55.9 
181 54.5 50.1 56.3 55.5 

RURAL 	 1841 48.1 48.8 52.4 51.8 
r8r 49.8 49.1 51.1 53.1 

	

54.9 	53.9 

	

55,9 	54.3 

	

51.2 	50.7 

	

52.4 	50.9 

Note: For sources of statistics for total deaths and population, see note to Table I. 

The only 'civic' district in Fermanagh was the town of Enniskillen. 
Asterisked figures represent populations of less than fifty 

those aged over thirty-five years. As in Ireland overall, the female component of 
mortality diminished slightly after 1845, except in the case of children. These 
relative gains were most notable in the case of middle-aged and younger women 
in rural districts. In the town of Enniskillen and in public institutions, however, 
there was a slight increase in the female contribution.'6  Further evidence of 
famine mortality is provided by the manuscript register of deaths in the work-
house and its auxiliaries in Enniskillen Union.17  This district provides an 

16 These comparisons with pre-famine mortality are somewhat spurious, since the 
number of deaths recorded between 1841 and 1845 Was only 138 in institutions and 226 

in the town of Enniskillen. 17 The registers for Enniskillen were analysed by Desmond 
McCabe for the National Famine Research Project.The provisional statistics given in 
this paper are cited with the permission of my colleagues in the Project, which is supported 
by the Irish government's National Famine Commemoration Committee. 
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instructive example of the ubiquity of suffering, which affected Catholics and 
Protestants in almost equal measure and culminated in the loss of about a quarter 
of the population between 1841 and 181. By comparison with the proportions 
of women admitted to the workhouse up to July 1847, female mortality was 
relatively light among younger adults (Table 3).  This also applied to older inmates 
at the height of the crisis; only in the aftermath of the famine did women account 
for a majority of pauper deaths.'8  In Fermanagh, as in Ireland generally, women 
seem to have been more likely than men to survive the ravages of famine. 

Table 3.  Female percentage of deaths and recipients of poor relief in 
Enniskillen Union, 1845-54 

Category 	 Period Age:o 1-14 15-34 35-49 50+ Total 

ENt'IISIULLEN WORKHOUSE: 
Deaths 1846-47 66.i 
Deaths 1848-50 34.0 
Deaths 1851-54 *61.1 

Admissions 1845-47 54.5 
Outdoor relief 1848 None 

44.5 61.2 59.6 37.3 47.9 
45.6 59.0 59.0 52.3 49.4 
46.9 48.3 *586 58.2 53.0 

46.0 69.0 67.7 47.8 54.5 
54.4 75.1 81.4 75.8 76.3 

Note: Statistics for Enniskillen Union were compiled by Desmond McCabe for 
the National Famine Research Proj ect.The Record of Deaths, Indoor Relief 
Register and Outdoor Relief Register for Enniskillen Union are in the Public 
Record Office of Northern Ireland, Belfast, BG 14/KA/I, BG 14/G/l 
and BG 14/BA/l.The records of admissions to the workhouse terminate 
in early July 1847, and those for outdoor relief cover January to March 
1848. Asterisked figures represent populations of less than fifty.  

A contrasting urban pattern emerges from Table 4 for the city of Dublin, one 
of the few populations that actually increased between 1841 and 1851 .This growth 
of population was a by-product of in-migration, masking considerable excess 
mortality in 1847 and especially during the cholera epidemic of 1849. The city 
had a substantial female majority of 55.0 per cent in 1841. Against the national 
pattern for civic districts, that majority declined to 5 3.9 per cent in 185 i. In both 
census years, nearly three-fifths of those who had reached fifty were women. In 
Dublin, as in Irish towns overall, the female minority of deaths increased slightly 
in each age-group after 1845.  The returns of burials in Glasnevin cemetery, a 
major repository for northside Catholics from 1832 onwards, indicate that women 

iS By 1851, according to the census, the female proportion of Enniskillen's workhouse 
population had risen to 6o per cent.The relative increase in female deaths therefore 
reflected an increasingly female intake. 
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Table 4. Female percentage of deaths and population in Dublin city, 1841-51 

Category 	Period Age: o 1-14 15-34 35-49 50+ Total 

. DEATHS 	1841-45 43,8 48.2 47.7 43.7 47.6 46.8 
1846-51 45.6 49.4  48.7 45.7 48.4 48.2 

POPULATION 	1841 48.7 5 1  57.5 55.5 58.5 55.0  
181 49.5 49.6 55.7 54.1 58.o 53.9 

Note: For sources of statistics for total deaths and population, see note to 
Table i. 

were more likely than men to die poor.Table 5 indicates that the female component 
was almost invariably lower in the general plot than in the poor plot, where space 
could be secured for only is. 6d. Widows, always vulnerable to isolation and 
poverty, probably account for the over-representation of older women in the 
poor plot, both before and during the famine. For the destitute, however, burial 
was more likely to occur in an unbought and unmarked grave adjacent to the 
workhouse. The registers for North Dublin Union show that women accounted 
for just under half of the deaths recorded during the famine, whereas rather more 
women than men gained admission to the workhouse. Among children and older 
inmates, women had a slightly higher risk of death than their male counterparts. 19  
These findings suggest that the general female advantage in adult mortality did 
not apply to Dublin's elderly poor, and that Dublin women fared relatively badly 
during the famine and the cholera epidemic. In regions more drastically affected, 
however, women proved more resilient than men. 

Why were women less inclined to die? Similar findings for more recent famines 
have prompted perplexity, even embarrassment, on the part of analysts anticipating 
further evidence of female victimhood. In discussing the relatively favourable 
record of female mortality in recent famines, Sen suggests that this is compatible 
with the observation that 'adult women often bear a disproportionate share of 
the burden of adjustment' to such crises. 'Biological' factors insulated women 
from the effects of nutritional discrimination, both in famines and otherwise; and 
in societies where women were customarily wage-earners, as in sub-Saharan 
Africa, such discrimination was in any case inconsiderable,20  0 Grâda, while 
confirming that in the Irish case 'men were somewhat more likely to succumb 
than women', states that 'the relative advantage of women must be seen against 
their relative deprivation, marked in nineteenth.-century Ireland, in normal 

19 These comparisons are approximate, since the available analysis (by Catherine Cox, 
for the National Famine Research Project) refers to a sample of admissions between 1844 
and 1850, which does not represent the precise population from which those dying 
between 1845 and 1848 were drawn. 	20 Dréze and Sen, Hunger, pp. 81, 52-8. 
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Table j. Female percentage of deaths and recipients of poor relief in north 
Dublin, 1841-51 

Category 	Period Age: 0 	1-14 15-34 35-49 	50+ 	Total 

BURIALS IN GLASNEVIN (ROMAN CATHOLIC) CEMETERY: 
Poor plot 	1844 	48.2 	52.4 	56.8 	51.2 	61.1 	53.6 
Poor plot 	1847 	45.7 	50.7 	56.4 	50.9 	59.2 	53.4 
Poor plot 	1849 	45.3 	47.3 	46.7 	59.8 	67.7 	53.8 

General plot 	1844 41.2 
General plot 	1847 45.0 
General plot 	1849 	35.1 

NORTH DUBLIN WORKHOUSE: 
Deaths 	1845-48 46.4 

Admissions 1844-50 46.3 

49.2, 	54.7 	50.4 	57.2 	50.5 
50.5 	49.7 	50.0 	5o.8 	4.7 
46.7 	46.9 	57.5 	53.1 	48.9 

49.3 	S7.7 	48.8 	48.6 	49.6 

44.4 	57.1 	53.7 	45.1 	50.7 

Note: The returns of burials at Glasnevin (north Co. Dublin), and statistics for 
the workhouse of North Dublin Union, were compiled by Catherine 
Cox for the National Famine Research Project. The Indoor Relief Register 
for North Dublin Union is at the National Archives, Dublin; the burial 
registers were kindly made available by the keepers of the Glasnevin 
cemetery. The age-bands for Glasnevin burials in 1847 are 0, 1-19, 
20-39, 40-49, and 50+. The statistics for admissions to the workhouse, 
and for Glasnevin burials in 1849, are derived from a sample of one in ten. 

times'.2' Applying Sen's terminology; this juxtaposition raises the conjecture that, 
whereas the normal exchange value of their 'endowment' was inferior to that of 
men, the effect of famine was to reverse this imbalance. However, 0 Grâda (in 
common with many students of other famines) offers a different explanation, 
citing physiological rather than social factors that encouraged female survival. 
Superior capacity to store body-fat may have enhanced female resilience against 
hunger and its attendant diseases?2  Though a significant advantage in normal 

zi 6 Gráda, 'The Great Famine and Third World Famines' (unpublished draft, 1995), p. 
41. 	22 The alleged superiority of the female physiology in resisting famine is 
expounded by J.P.W. Rivers, 'The Nutritional Biology of Famine' in G.A. Harrison (ed.), 
Famine (Oxford, 1988), pp. 57-106. Rivers speculates that 'females ought to be less 
vulnerable to deprivation, having smaller needs for energy and most nutrients because 
they are smaller than men, have a lower metabolic rate and a higher body fat (sic). 
Laboratory experiments certainly often show that male animals are more vulnerable to 
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times and in the first months of scarcity this capacity must rapidly have become 
irrelevant to both sexes as undernourishment persisted and intensified among 
the Irish poor. 

0 Gráda further points out that famine-induced reduction in the risk of 
pregnancy should have diminished maternal mortality. The frequency of births 
seems to have dropped quite sharply after 1845, as exemplified by the registers 
of the Catholic pro-cathedral in Dublin. The number of baptisms fell steadily 
during and indeed after the famine, sinking from an annual mean of 2,209 in 
1841-45 to I,593  in 1846-50, a decline of 28 per cent.23  This reduction occurred 
in the abnormal context of Dublin's persistent increase in population after 1841. 
Elsewhere, the risk of motherhood may have diminished even more sharply. 
Returns for three Catholic parishes in Clare show reductions of up to 39 per 
cent in the number of baptisms registered after 1845 , Comparison of the age-
distributions enumerated in 18  4 1  and 185 i reveals a marked reduction in the 
population of children born during the famine years. Despite severe under-
enumeration of infants, the number of children under five in 1841 had amounted 
to 96 per cent of those between five and nine years,The corresponding figure in 
1851  was only 8o per cent. The later census recorded a corresponding reduction 
of 37  per cent in the number of infants and toddlers by comparison with 1841, 
whereas the reduction for those aged five to nine was only 25 per cent.25  Even 
after a crude adjustment for child mortalit the estimated number of children 
born in 1846-50 falls 31 per cent short of the corresponding estimate for 
1836_402ó It seems certain that fertility declined during the famine, although in 
the absence of more extensive analysis of parish registers the extent of that decline 
remains conjectural.27  

deprivation than females' (p. 95). 23 Returns were abstracted by Catherine Cox for 
the National Famine Research Project. The lowest number of baptisms between 1845 
and 185o was 1,339 (18o), compared with 5,692 in 'Black ''. 	24 Monthly abstracts 
for the parishes of Quin-Clooncy, Corofin and Tulla were compiled by the Clare Heritage 
Centre, Corofin, and kindly made available by Dr Richard Reid, Canberra.These show 
declines between 1841-45 and 1846-So of 39 per cent, 36 per cent and 18 per cent 
respectively. 25 The reduction for the age-group from c to 9  may be ascribed to higher 
mortality and out-migration in the 18405, probably reinforcing a pre-famine diminution 
in fertility For children under 5, the reduction since 1841 was 29 per cent in Leinster, 30 
per cent in Ulster, 44  per cent in Munster, and no less than 48 per cent in Connaught. 
26 These rough estimates collate the census population at each year of age with the 
number recorded as dying in each successive year at the most appropriate ages, Thus the 
estimate for births in 1848 combines the population of 2-year-old survivors in March 
185  with the number of deaths at age 2 in '850,  age s in 1849, and below 12 months in 
5848. For each year of birth between 1846 and 18o, the estimated reduction compared 
with the previous decade was 21 per cent (1846),3 S  per cent (1847), 34  per cent (1848), 
28 per cent (5849) and 34  per cent (1856). 27 See, however, a tantalising map indicating 
the percentage decline in baptisms for-about i 5 parishes between 1842-45 and 5847, in 
Cousens, 'Regional Death Rates', p. 6. 
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Despite the apparent reduction in child-bearing, its effect in mitigating female 
mortality was probably small. Child-bearing was not a major source of female 
mortality in pre-famine Ireland, accounting for less than one-sixth of recorded 
deaths even for the age-groups most at risk.28  The number of deaths attributed 
to 'childbed' during the 18305 was 13,903, equivalent to 2.5 per cent of all recorded 
female deaths. During the famine decade 8,648 women died in childbed (i.4 per 
cent of recorded deaths). It is notable that the number of reported deaths in 
childbed actually rose for the years after 1845, though this may be a figment of 
improved enumeration.29  The pre-famine importance of maternal mortality, and 
the rapidity of decline between the 183os and the 1840s, was somewhat greater 
in Munster and Connaught than elsewhere.3° Similar patterns emerge from com-
parison between the number of deaths in childbed and the principal 'population 
at risk', that of married women aged between seventeen and forty-five years. The 
ratio of childbed deaths to married women in 1841 diminished from 1.6 per cent 
in the 1830s to i.o per cent in the famine decade.3 ' These findings suggest that 
the decline in maternal mortality antedated the famine, and that it was un-
important as a factor in mitigating female suffering. In explaining the persistence 
of relatively low female mortality during the famine, we are left with two 
hypotheses. Either the effects of relative deprivation were concealed by their 
superior physiological endowment, or women were not relatively deprived. 

The allocation of resources between men and women was governed by many 
agencies, including the family, employers, landlords, ratepayers and the state. The 
rle of the state was critical in determining which sub-groups of the poor should 
be given preferential access to relief, whether in the form of wages, food, or board 
and lodging. The schemes for public employment in 1846-47, administered by 

28 For deaths between 1833 and 1841, the proportions attributed to childbed were to. i 
per cent (zi—as years), 16.6 per cent (26-30), 16.4 per cent (3 I-35), io.6 per cent (36-40), 
and 5.9 per cent (41-45), Corresponding proportions for deaths between 1841 and 1851 
(forage-groups 20-24, and so forth) were 3.5  per cent, 8.4 per cent, 10.3 per cent, 9.8 
per cent, and 4.7  per cent. Deaths in childbed incorporate those attributed to puerperal 
fever, floodings and inflammation. 	29 The numbers of recorded deaths in childbed 
were 734  (1842), 812 (1843), 798 (1844), 926 (1845), 945 (1846), 99.1 (1847), 914 (1848), 
3,010 (1849), and i,006 (1850). The annual mean figures were 1,186 (June 1831 to 
December x835),1,557  (January 1836 toJune 3841), 765 (June 1841 to December 3845), 
and 991 (January 1846 to March 185 i).These numbers represent 2.5 per cent, 2.4 per 
cent, 2.3 per cent, and 1.1 per cent, respectively, of all female deaths for each period. Thus 
the apparent increase in maternal mortality over each decade may have resulted from 
more comprehensive reporting of recent deaths. 	30 In 183 1-41, the proportion of 
female deaths attributed to childbed was 3.1 per cent in Connaught, 2.7 per cent in 
Munster, 2.2 per cent in Leinster, and 2.1 per cent in Ulster. By 1841-51, the corre-
sponding proportions had fallen to x. 1 per cent, 1.2 per cent, 3.4 per cent and i.5 per 
cent. 31 The numerator gives the number of deaths of women aged 16-45 (1831-41) 
and 35-44 (1841-5 i). Division by the pre-famine number of wives tends to deflate the 
risk of maternal mortality in the 184os. Upon division by the mean number of married 
women recorded in 1841 and 181, the ratio for the 184os becomes 1.1. 
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the Board of Works, were largely directed towards able-bodied men, who 
accounted for 83 per cent of recorded recipients in late January 1847.The 27,507 
female wage-earners represented only s per cent of the workforce, a proportion 
subsequently reduced as a result of more rigorous exclusion of family dependants 
from employment.32  In the absence of adequate alternative relief for those most 
vulnerable to destitution, committees in some localities had signed on far higher 
proportions of women, boys and elderly men: in Castlebellingham, Co. Louth, 
the female proportion apparently reached 35  per cent. Even there, however, wages 
were much higher for adult men than for women, though boys were yet worse 
off.  33 The manifest futility of paying cash to able-bodied men with superior 
'endowment', while virtually ignoring those most in need, was a major factor in 
inducing the government to curtail public employment and vastly extend relief 
in kind through the 'soup kitchens'.34  No record was kept of the sex of those 
receiving 'rations'; but the administrators directed relief towards families rather 
than individuals, and attempted to prevent male recipients from excluding their 
dependants from benefit. The relief commissioners justified their unpopular 
decision to provide cooked rather than raw meal by claiming that men had sold 
uncooked rations and become 'drunk upon the proceedings, leaving their children 
to starve'. The state, confronted by enraged mobs intent on wrecking soup kitchens, 
thus presented itself as the defender of those with inferior entitlements, against 
the arrogation of further benefits by persons already better endowed. The admin-
istration did not fully merit its self-image as fairy godmother to Ireland's oppressed 
dependants: the Temporary ReliefAct of 1847 specified that male heads of family 
would normally collect the rations on behalf of their wives and children.35  Had 
women been supplied directly with uncooked food, female and family claims might 
have been more effectively asserted through government of the hearth. Nevertheless, 
the tendency of state intervention was to undermine local hierarchies by redirecting 
much of the available free food to those lacking recognised entitlements 

It was through the much vilified poor law that the government most 
strenuously and effectively enhanced the entitlements of the weak, and to some 
extent of women. The rules for admission to the workhouse, and especially for 
provision of 'outdoor relief' once the soup kitchens had been closed down, were 

32 Correspondence ... relating to the A1easures adopted for the Relief of Distress in Ireland: Board 
of Works Series, Second Part, pp. 48-9, in HCP, 1847 [ç], lii;Thomas P O'Neill, 'The 
Organisation and Administration of Relief, 1845-52', P. 232, in R. Dudley Edwards and 
T Desmond Williams (eds), The Great Famine (Dublin, 1956), pp. 209-60. 	33 Christine 
Kinealy, This Great Calamity (Dublin, 1994), p. 96. The return for Castlebeilingham, in the 
barony ofArdee, enumerated 7,042 women and girls, 9,608 men and 3,6o6 boys on public 
works in the week ending 30 January 1847.  The incomplete general return for the same 
week, cited in the previous note, showed only 	women, 1 , 13 8 men and 324 boys for 
the entire barony, whose population in 1841 was 28,704. 	34 See David Fitzpatrick, 
'Famine, Entitlements and Seduction: Captain EdmnondWynne in Ireland, 1846-1851', 
p. 601, in English Historical Review, cX,'437 (1995), pp. 596-619. 	35 See Kinealy, This 
Great Calamity, pp. 146, 149-50, 
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designed to penalise able-bodied adult men. So long as public employment or 
rations were available, the poor law provided only secondary relief for those 
otherwise disqualified. But from October 1847 onwards, almost all public 
assistance was managed by the Boards of Guardians or Vice-Guardians nominated 
by the poor law commissioners. Under the Poor Law Amendment Act of June 
1847, able-bodied men could secure relief only if destitute, unemployed and 
virtually landless, and solely as inmates of the workhouse. Admittedly, the exclusion 
of able-bodied men from outdoor relief in kind was relaxed in the majority of 
Unions because of insufficient space in the workhouses; whereas no outdoor relief 
for either sex was normally permitted in twenty-five Unions.36  Nevertheless, the 
allocation of poor relief was biased in favour of vulnerable classes such as widows, 
unhusbanded mothers and their children.The strength of this bias in assigning 
outdoor relief is illustrated in Table 3,  which shows that during the brief period 
of outdoor provision in Enniskillen Union over three-quarters of the recipients 
were female. Women accounted for 86 per cent of unmarried and 92 per cent of 
widowed recipients, but only z6 per cent of married beneficiaries.The infrequency 
of reference to children and wives results from the evident restriction of the 
register to heads of family, who accepted relief on behalf of their dependants.37  

Women were also over-represented in admissions to the Enniskillen workhouse, 
at least during the period up to July 1847 for which records survive. Though 
slightly outnumbered by men among those aged fifty or more, they constituted 
over two-thirds of younger adult inmates.The female proportions for unmarried, 
widowed and married inmates were 52 per cent, 63 per cent and 61 per cent 
respectively.31  Whereas women of all categories comprised 54 per cent of work-
house admissions, their share in the population of the Union was only 5o per 
cent in 1841. In North Dublin Union, however, women were somewhat under-
represented, constituting 51 per cent of admissions between 1844 and 1850, 
compared with 55 per cent of the Union's population in 1841.39  The shortfall 
applied to children as well as older people, whereas women aged between fifteen 
and fifty had their fair share of places (Table ). As in Enniskillen, widows were 
less likely than widowers to enter the workhouse.40  The patterns of local variation 

36 James S. Donnelly, 'The Administration of Relief, 1847-51', PI). 3 17-20, in Vaughan, 
A New History of Ireland, v, pp. 316-31. 	37 The register lists 114 wives, 1,173 widows, 
320 husbands, and io8 widowers.There were also 401 spinsters and 68 bachelors (including 
30 girls and ax boys under is). 	38 The female proportion of widowed inmates fell 
short of the corresponding figures for Fermanagh's population in 1841 (72 per cent) and 
181 (73 per cent), reflecting the under-representation of older women in admissions to 
the workhouse. 	39  In 185 1, women accounted for 5 i per cent and 54  per cent of the 
populations of Enniskillen and North Dublin Unions, respectively. Statistics for 1841 refer 
to the boundaries current in 1855. 	40 Women comprised 44  per cent, 59 per cent 
and 6 5 per cent of unmarried, widowed and married inmates, respectively. The female 
proportion of Dublin's widowed population was 79  per cent in 1841, and 77  per cent in 
i8i.These findings are broadly supported by 0 Gráda's tabulation of North Dublin 
admissions at the outset of the famine, which however implies an increase in the female 
component from 50.4 per cent (August 1845 to February 1846) to 56.2 per cent 
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in the application of poor relief remain to be fully documented and explained, 
and no aggregated figures for the entire country have been traced for the famine 
period.4' However, returns from immediately before and after the famine indicate 
that the female component of Ireland's workhouse population was 53.4  per cent 
in 1844 and 595 per cent in 18 t. The age-breakdown available for 1844 confirms 
the prominence of women among inmates between fifteen and fifty; and their 
relative scantiness among the young and the old.42  Thus poor relief appears to have 
favoured women over men among able-bodied adults, but no female advantage is 
demonstrable for the more vulnerable age-groups.While offering a lifeline and 
often a deathline for both children and veterans, the workhouses of Ireland seem 
to have favoured male applicants when catering for those dependant classes. 

It is not yet practicable to estimate the importance of sex in the allocation of 
unofficial famine relief. So long as the provision of rations or employment lay 
within the effective jurisdiction of local relief committees rather than the Board 
ofWorks or the Poor Law Commissioners, one would expect the order of priority 
to have reinforced rather than challenged normative assumptions about entitle-
ment. Some committees further encouraged this practice by delegating the deci-
sion to the 'lower class' itself. As the secretary to a Fermanagh committee stated 
in seeking a matching grant from the government in February 1847: 'The inhab-
itants [are] but of the lower class ... Instead ... of asking subscriptions from them, 
we get them to purchase penny tickets to be given by them to those whom they 
know to be unable to purchase for themselves. This we know to work well.'43  

When allocation of relief remained in the hands of elites such as landlords or 
clergy; their choices presumably reflected both group interest and shared ideology. 
Landlords offering compensation for disturbance or assistance for emigration 
typically insisted upon the removal of entire families and the levelling of their 
houses, so favouring neither sex.44  The criteria for relief administered by the 
Catholic church and the Society of Friends might provide interesting contrasts 

(November 1846 to February 1847): 6 Gráda, Ireland:A New Economic History, 780-1939 
(Oxford, 1994), p. 102. 41 0 Gráda's analysis of admissions in Antrim (January to June 
1847) and Midleton, Co. Cork (August 1846 to January 1847) confirms the over-
representation of female inmates among younger adults, and also their under-representation 
among the elderly and in the widowed population. The female proportions for Antrim 
and Midjeton were as follows: 5o.i per cent and 46.7 per cent (age-group 0-19); 69.6 per 
cent and 69.8 per cent (20-49); 41.0 per cent and 42.3 per cent (over so); 52.3 per cent 
and 52.0 per cent (unmarried); 58.8 per cent and 61.9 per cent (widowed); 56.8 per cent 
and 56.9 per cent (married): ibid., pp. 103, 100. 	42 For various age-groups, the female 
proportions of inmates relieved between so January and 9 April 1844  were 46.4 per cent 
(under 15); 69.2 per cent (15-34); 67.7 per cent (-49); 46.8 per cent (over so): ions 
Annual Report of the Poor Law Commissioners, pp. 352-4, in HCP, 1844 [sóo], xix.The returns 
for 30 March 185 i were published in the General Report of the 185 I census, p. xxi. 	43 
James Grant, 'The Great Famine in the Province of Ulster, 1845-49: The Mechanisms of 
Relief', Ph.D. thesis (Queen's University; Belfast, 1986), p. 122. 	44 For discussion of 
assisted emigration, see David Fitzpatrick, 'Emigration, I8oi-7o', pp. 591-7, in Vaughan, 
New History of Ireland, v, pp. 562-622. 
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in the religious construction of gender. Only after comparison of social practice 
with state policy will it be feasible to assess the subversive potentiality and effect 
of state intervention. 

The allocation of famine relief is at best an ambiguous indicator of the 
'exchange entitlements' of women as against men. If relief were administered in 
strict proportion to need, then the amount of relief would be inversely related 
to the exchange value of each candidate's 'endowment'. In practice, local interests 
tended to misdirect relief towards relatively well-endowed recipients, a tendency 
only partially resisted or reversed by the state. We therefore cannot infer differen-
tials in exchange entitlements from differentials in relief. For example, the surplus 
of men among elderly inmates of workhouses might indicate either the greater 
vulnerability of elderly men, or an administrative bias against women,45  In order 
to evaluate the impact of famine on male and female entitlements, we must 
investigate the range of services offered by each sex and the extent to which their 
value was undermined during the crisis. The remainder of this essay is no more 
than a preliminary sketch. 

The 'endowments' which offered pre-farnine women the prospect of a liveli-
hood ranged fiom. paid employment to domestic enterprise, household manage-
ment, reproduction and child-rearing. Women were clearly at a disadvantage in 
the employment market, receiving markedly lower wages than men and having 
inferior access to secure and long-term jobs, This probably also applied, if less 
emphatically, to women entering foreign employment markets through emigra-
tion.With the exception of widows, few women were endowed with the rights 
of a tenant occupier of land.Their importance as producers within farm house-
holds, though probably greater than in the later nineteenth century, was subsidiary 
to that of adult men. 6  As reproducers and household managers, however, women 
had unchallenged supremacy. In a society for which child-bearing provided the 
major source of insurance against old age and infirmity, women controlled the 
key decisions concerning procreation, reproduction and child-rearing. Household 
administration and labour, though less demanding and doubtless less highly valued 
in a mud cabin than in a suburban villa, entailed skills entitling women to 
recompense in the form of food, clothing and lodging.47  

The contribution of adult women to the welfare of families extended further, 
to the provision of affection and consolation. These services were by some 

45 The under-representation of women among elderly inmates in various Unions 
antedated 1847,  as implied by 6 Gráda's tabulations in Ireland, pp. 100-3. The female 
component for those aged over 50 was 46.0 per cent in North Dublin (August 1845 to 
February 1846), 46.0 per cent in Antrim (September 1843 to June 1846), and 37.5  per 
cent in Midleton (August 1841 to June i 842). 46 See Mary Cullen, 'Breadwinners 
and Providers: Women in the Household Economy of Labouring Families, [835-36' in 
Maria Luddy and Cliona Murphy (eds), Women Surviving (Dublin, 1989), pp. 8-1 i6. 
47 For analysis of the economic value of housework in a later period, see Joanna Bourke, 
Husbandry to Housewjfery: Women,  Econotnic change, and Housework in Ireland, 1890-1914 
(Oxford, 1993). 
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accounts sufficiently valuable to induce penniless men and women to defy 
narrowly 'economic' logic by marrying without immediate prospect of land or 
einployment. 8  Although it would be absurd to assume that affection was uniquely 
administered by women, it seems plausible to speculate that family services such 
as pampering the weary, nursing the sick, or keening the dead, were female 
specialities. Furthermore, cooking, washing, mending and other household services 
provided emotional solace as well as material betterment for the hungry, dirt 
or ragged. The relative power of male and female affection is dauntingly difficult 
to test, although the alleged predominance of women in supplying emigrant 
remittances suggests greater female willingness to honour unenforceable family 
obligations.49  Once the definition of 'endowments' is extended from the market-
place to the household and the marriage bed, it ceases to be obvious that pre-
famine women enjoyed inferior entitlements to those of men. If women were more 
dispensable in the paid workforce, men were perhaps less essential to the collective 
welfare of the affective family unit. What was the relative value attributed to 
material goods and emotional services? How equitably were these benefits 
distributed within households, and within broader networks of family or friend-
ship? The unwritten history of the pre-famine Irish family should incorporate 
not only the allocation of material commodities between male and female 
members, but also the selective allocation of affection. 

The famine sharply devalued most of the assets and skills with which both 
men and women were endowed. The drastic loss of private employment after 
5845 was not confined to agriculture, and had a proportionately greater impact 
on men as the principal wage-earners. Specialist female occupations were also 
affected: for example, convictions for soliciting in Dublin diminished markedly 
in 1846 and 1847 before gradually recovering to pre-famine levels.50  The value 
of small holdings of land, an asset predominantly in the hands of male occupiers, 
collapsed as a result of the potato failure. The relative ease with which tens of 
thousands of farmers were evicted or induced to surrender their holdings was a 
function of falling prices for 'tenant right', as well as the rapacity or bankruptcy 

48 This argument, prevalent among pre-famine critics of Irish social organisation, underlies 
K.H. Connell's influential demographic analysis, The Population of Ireland, 5750-1845 
(Oxford, 1950). 49 The folklore and statistics of remittances are discussed by Arnold 
Schrier, Ireland and the Amen can Emigration, 1850-1900 (Minneapolis, 5958), pp. ro8-16. 
Daughters were not, however, prominent among those identified in the parochial 
examinations for the Poor Inquiry (183$) as being dutiful in accepting their obligations 
towards the aged. Daughters were designated in only 3 out of ioó reports, compared with 
unmarried children in general (9), youngest sons () and eldest sons (i). The major 
defaulters were daughters-in-law (27) and sons-in-law (7).  See First Reportfrom His Majesty's 
Commissioners for Inquiring into the Condition of the Poorer Classes in Ireland, Appendix A in 
HCP, 1835 [369], xxxii part l. 	5o Maria Luddy, 'Prostitution and Rescue Work in 
Nineteenth-Century Ireland', pp. 52-3, in Luddy and Murphy, Women  Surviving, pp. 55-84. 
Convictions peaked in 1844 (at 3,85 5), declining to 3,754  in 5845, 3,407 in 1846, and 
3,050 in 1847.The declining trend resumed after a further peak in 1850, when there were 
3,482 convictions. 
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of landlords.Very small plots were no longer worth buying or indeed occupying, 
being incapable of yielding a subsistence from less prolific substitute crops. Since 
poor Irishmen typically possessedfew exchangeable endowments except the 
capacity to labour and sometimes the possession of land, male entitlements were 
catastrophically devalued during the crisis, lithe analysis of entitlements were 
confined to the monetary economy, the conclusion would be inescapable that 
the relative deprivation of exchange entitlements during the Irish famine was 
more severe for men than for women. Indeed, the Irish case appears to illustrate 
an unstated corollary of Sen's theory of entitlements, whereby famine should 
diminish rather than exacerbate inequalities within poor households.5' 

If, however, the analysis of entitlements is extended to non-monetary assets 
and services, the relative benefit to women is less clear. Temporarily but undeni-
ably, the devastation of famine diminished the recognised value of children as 
future benefactors. The female endowment of potential motherhood was therefore 
devalued, a process reinforced by the reduction in fecundity resulting from 
malnutrition and consequent amenorrhoea during famines.52  The decline in 
fertility (discussed above) was compounded by a sharp drop in the number of 
marriages reported in 1847. 53  The reductions in nuptiality and fertility, though 
relatively unimportant in improving the survival chances of adult women, signified 
rapid deterioration in the most important of female exchange entitlernents.The 
diminished appeal of child-bearing and marriage was parodied in the reports of 
'outrages' for 1847,  which revealed an increase in infanticide but reductions in 
rape, attempted rape and abduction. 54  The devaluation of female services within 
families was compounded by the razing of cottages, the dissolution of households, 

5! Whereas famines tend to exaggerate class inequalities by their selective devaluation 
of the entitlements of poor labourers and farmers, they should reduce intra-family 
inequalities by depriving male bread-winners or potato-winners of their comparative 
advantage.The greater the male advantage in normal conditions, the greater the levelling 
effect of famine. 	52 MichaelW. Flinn, The European Demographic System, 5oo-1 820 
(Brighton, 198 s), P. 3!. 	53  The General Report of the s 8.j I census, pp. 658-6 s, reveals 
that the number of marriages reported by surviving family heads declined from 34,433 
in 1846 to 25,906 in 1847, thereafter somewhat recovering.The number in 1847 fell 25 
per cent short of the mean annual figure for 1841-46. Corresponding provincial reductions 
were 36 per cent in Munster, 31 per cent in Connaught, 18 per cent in Ulster, and 17 per 
cent in Leinster.A similar change is evident in the Registrar-General's returns, restricted 
to non-Catholic marriages, showing a decline of 26 per cent between 1846 (9,344 
marriages) and 1847 (6,943), followed by 9,048 in 1848 and 9,493  in 1849: Thom 's Official 
Directory (Dublin, 1850 edn.), p. 191. 	54 The pattern is somewhat spoiled by the 
reduced incidence of concealment of birth and desertion of children, crimes which (like 
infanticide) were more prevalent in 1844 than during the faniine.The number of reported 
infanticides was 135 in 1844, 107 in 1845, 100 in 1846 and 131 in 1847. Corresponding 
figures for other crimes were as follows: rape, 114, 102, 10$ and 35;  attempted rape, 43, 
50,49 and z; abduction, 28, 17,  18 and 10; concealment of birth, 64,63,66 and ss; 
desertion of children, 191, 125, 147 and 116, See National Archives, Irish Crime Records, i, 
Returns of Outrages reported to the Constabulary Office. 
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and therefore the redundancy of managerial skills. On the roadside or in the 
workhouse, the power of the domestic administrator was negated. 

Even without a physical territory; however, women continued to offer the 
unquantifiable services of affection and consolation. According to one version of 
the 'lifeboat' model of response to famine, female providers of mere affection 
would be thrown overboard by men with potentially greater earning power. This 
argument relies on two dubious assumptions: that the distribution of power within 
the family group is determined by the relative earning capacity of its members, 
and that the resultant inequalities acquire a normative force outlasting the 
economic rationale that engendered them. According to a more credible hypo-
thesis, the effect of the sudden devaluation of normal male entitlements would 
be to enhance men's demand for 'psychic' services such as protection and cosseting. 
Faced with the certainty of hunger and the consequent risk of illness and death, 
the potential victim might rationally seek comfort and succour at the cost of 
sharing food with his protector, so trading current consumption for future 
security-15  For both sexes, indeed, the probability of survival was determined not 
merely by nutrition, but by access to helpers and nurses in periods of incapacity; 
To the extent that women (particularly able-bodied women with families) were 
the primary suppliers of care and affection, the rising value of that endowment 
favoured the female, 6  Alone among the major sources of either male or female 
entitlement, the price of love may have been inflated by famine. 

If mortality provides the best index of victimhood, emigration is the surest 
evidence of transcendence over the crippling assaults of famine. Admittedly, the 
decision to emigrate was often unwelcome and largely involuntary; being therefore 
identified in many studies as a variety of victimhood. Nevertheless, emigration 
was widely regarded, even by those who deplored its genesis, as the most effective 
means of securing a livelihood for most survivors of the famine. Despite the 
restoration of land values and increase in wages, over a third of most cohorts in 

55 This hypothesis is superficially at odds with Becker's model of 'altruism' within the 
family, in which the (male) altruist transfers part of his money income to the (female) 
beneficiary, in exchange for 'psychic income' .When a 'disaster' cuts the altruist's income 
by a larger amount than that of the beneficiary, he reduces the transfer and therefore her 
consumption. Becker does not discuss disasters such as famine, in which such a decision 
might cause starvation for the beneficiary by pushing her (initially lower) consumption 
below subsistence level. The optimal strategy for maximising the family's welfare might 
be to keep the beneficiary alive by actually raising the transfer, in the expectation that 
the altruist's further loss of money income would be compensated by life-preserving 
psychic services. By keeping a nurse in the lifeboat, the altruist's chance of survival might 
be increased despite his own consequent loss of consumption. Cf. Gary S. Becker, A Treatise 
on the Family (Cambridge, Mass., 1981), esp. pp. 176-7, 194-5. 	56 This hypothesis is 
consistent with the reduction in the female proportion of middle-aged deaths between 
1841-45 and 5846-5!, discussed above.The association between survival and succour was 
mainly confined to family groups, and cannot account for mortality among the growing 
proportion of isolated men without' potential female protectors, and women without 
potential male food-suppliers. 
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the later nineteenth century found it appropriate to seek employment and 
establish households outside Ireland. During the famine, departure had the further 
attraction of sharply raising one's probability of immediate survival, provided that 
the journey was not to Québec or the Maritimes in 1847.  Access to emigration 
provides a crucial test for the prevalence of discrimination against women: the 
vital choice concerned those who would be helped aboard the lifeboat, not those 
who would be thrown overboard. Unfortunately, no aggregate record of Irish emi-
gration was compiled before May 185 i, so precluding definitive analysis. Between 
185 x and 185  5, however, there was a slight female surplus of recorded emigrants, 
an Irish aberration not replicated until the turn of the century57  For the famine 
years, official returns by sex were compiled for each country of departure but 
not nationality, so leaving unknown the sex ratio of Irish passengers from 
Liverpool and other British ports. There was a small male surplus among the 
minority of Irish emigrants using Irish ports, a surplus which peaked at the height 
of the crisis in 1847-58  A study of over 6,000 Irish passengers reaching NewYork 
in 1847 and 1848 also indicates a male majority, amounting to 5 5.6 per cent by 
comparison with 53.8 per cent for a sample of sailings between 1840 and 1846.59  
It therefore seems likely that men gained preferential access in the earlier years 
of famine, progressively losing their advantage to women by 18 5 I .Yet these 
fluctuations cannot mask the most striking characteristic of Irish emigration in 
European context: the enduring absence of a substantial male majority Before, 
during and after the famine, women and men enjoyed roughly equal opportunities 
to seek sustenance beyond Ireland's shores. 

The intention of this essay is to provoke discussion of the evidence for 
discrimination against women in Irish history, by comparing male and female 
suffering and survival during an unexampled economic, social and familial crisis. 
To the extent that the incidence of mortality indicates relative victimhood, 
women had a marked initial advantage which was extended during the famine. 
The allocation of official relief, at least through the workhouse, favoured women 
among younger adults but males among children and the elderly. The state thus 
protected and enhanced the entitlements of dependants in general, and of non-
dependant women. These relief measures affected a society in which the 
superiority of male endowments was less obvious than is usually assumed. If 
household and family services are analysed along with assets and skills with a 

57 See David Fitzpatrick, 'The Unimportance of Gender in explaining Post-Famine Irish 
Emigration' in Eric Richards (ed.), Visible Women:  Feniale Immigrants in ColonialAustralia 
(Canberra, 1995), pp. i45-67. 	58 The reports of the Colonial Land and Emigration 
Commissioners, in HCP, indicate that the female proportion of non-cabin passengers 
from Irish ports was 48.3 per cent in 1843, so.o per cent in 1844, $o.o per cent in 1845, 
49.3 per cent in 1846, 46,1 per cent in 1847, 46.3 per cent in 1848, 47.7  per cent in 1849, 

per cent in i 8o, and so.6 per cent in 1851. 	5 Corniac 0 Grâda, 'Across the Briny 
Ocean: Some Thoughts on Irish Emigration to America, i800—r8o', P. 126, in  M. 
Devine and David Dickson (eds), Ireland and Scotland, i.600-1 850 (Edinburgh, 1983), pp. 
118-30. 
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monetary exchange value, the apparent differential in pre-fanune entitlements is 
greatly diminished. The effect of famine was to reduce the value of most of these 
endowments, while increasing the demand for the provision of affection and 
solace, perhaps a female speciality. The roughly equal access of the sexes to 
emigration suggests that women were not effectively excluded from the most 
efficient path to survival and revival. If women were indeed the victims of 
systematic discrimination during the Irish famine, the evidence in support of that 
hypothesis has yet to be assembled.6° 

6o I am grateful to Cormac 6 Gráda, Timothy Guinnane and Joanna Bourke for their 
searching critiques of my argument and suggestions for its development. 


