
International Women’s Day

In 1945 members of the Irish Women Workers 
Union won all workers the right to two weeks’ 
annual holiday. 

Women laundry workers were amongst the 
lowest-paid workers in the Republic, working 
long hours – sometimes from 8 am to 9 pm – 
for less wages than women working in other 
industries, or than laundry workers in Britain. 
The work was arduous, with women standing 
for long hours in hot and humid conditions.

The laundry industry was highly competitive, with many commercial laundries being undercut 
by institutional laundries such as ‘Magdalene laundries’ where women were forced to work for 
little or no pay – thus depressing wages and conditions for all laundry workers.

In 1945, laundry workers in the IWWU voted 
by an overwhelming majority to take strike 
action in pursuit of an additional week’s 
holiday – a long-standing demand of the wider 
trade union movement, which the laundry 
workers had been demanding since 1934. 

The employers said it was a matter for 
the Government to legislate on, and the 
Government said that any concessions 
on holidays should be linked to greater 
productivity. 

The strike started in July 1945, and was to 
last for fourteen weeks.

We stand on the shoulders of the women who went before.

March 8th

Unite’s Charter for 
Women was adopted 
in 2012 and points 
out that 

Unite women participate in ICTU and community-based events held 
around IWD, enabling us to celebrate this important day with our sisters.  

We also campaign in solidarity with women around the world struggling 
for equality.  We have achieved much since the days of Clara Zetkin and 
those who first celebrated International Women’s Day, but we still have 
a lot of work to do. 
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            the price of progress  
is eternal vigilance – we  
must ensure that women’s  
demands are heard  and acted upon. 

“  
”

UNITEing on International Women’s Day

When laundry workers 
won all our holidays

Celebrating our victories. Voicing our demands.

Workers in a Magdalene laundry, where women and children 
worked for little or no pay. 
Well over 10,000 women were incarcerated in Magdalene 
institutions between 1922 and 1996, and this system of 
virtual slave labour depressed wages and conditions for 
all laundry workers

The cast of These Obstreperous Lassies, a play about 
the 1945 Laundry Strike staged as part of the Congress 
Centenary Celebrations. Credit: Tommy Clancy

A march through Dublin was attended by around 1,500 laundry workers and their supporters, 
and a clever PR campaign started to swing public opinion to their side. 

After fourteen long weeks on strike, the women laundry workers finally won two weeks annual 
holiday not just for themselves, but for all workers.



Why we celebrate 

On March 8th, 1908, 

women in New York 

held a mass meeting to 

demand the vote and 

an 8-hour working day.  

Their recognition – 

that economic rights 

and political rights are 

inextricably linked – 

continues to be 

reflected in the 

struggles waged by 

trade unionists and 

feminists.

March 8th was declared International 
Women’s Day by the United Nations in 
1975, but the idea of an international 
day of women’s solidarity goes back 
to 1910, when women from fourteen 
countries meeting in Copenhagen heard 
a proposal from German socialist and 

feminist Clara Zetkin 
that an annual 
International 
Women’s Day be 
held in each country, 
allowing women to 
voice local as well 
as general demands.

By the 1980s, March 8th – International 
Women’s Day – had become a fixture in 
the Irish trade union calendar and has 
been used to highlight issues of particular 
concern to women, ranging from the 
gender pay gap to the lack of accessible 
and affordable childcare. 

International Women’s Day allows us 
to celebrate our achievements – and to 
highlight what remains to be done.

Clara Zetkin in the 1920s

Unite is a pro-choice union, 
a position that was reaffirmed 
at the 2015 Irish Policy Conference.

We have always argued that abortion is a workplace issue – a stance 
reflected in the title of the seminal research which Unite co-sponsored, 
Abortion as a Workplace Issue. In 2019, following a lengthy campaign by 
women working in civil society groups and trade unions, and over a year 
after the Republic voted to repeal the Eighth Amendment, abortion 
was finally decriminalised in Northern Ireland. The struggle for equal 
access to abortion services continues  

Over recent decades women have won significant victories, but many of 
the challenges faced by our mothers and grandmothers, by women such 
as the striking laundry workers remain – from a continuing gender pay 
gap to a lack of affordable childcare.

Winning the right to choose in Northern Ireland

Unite women calling 
‘Time4Equality’ during 
the 2019 ICTU Women’s 
Seminar


