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Introduction  

The Woman Who Walked into Doors by Roddy Doyle was originally published 1996. It is 

a book about domestic violence, a theme which had not been brought up on the political 

agenda in Ireland before and therefore the novel caused a stir because it gave a voice to 

violated women (Sbrockey 538). In an interview, Roddy Doyle said about the protagonist 

Paula Spencer: “she is an alcoholic and has been through a very bad and violent marriage, 

and she is using the novel to sort herself out” (Sbrockey 547). Ten years later, in 2006, 

the follow-up novel Paula Spencer was published. Almost ten years of Paula’s life has 

passed since the first novel and she is still in the process of sorting herself out. Reading 

Paula Spencer puts The Woman Who Walked into Doors into a perspective which shows 

that apart from domestic violence, the two novels together span over several important 

issues in society.  

A characteristic of Roddy Doyle’s novels is their anchorage in time and space. 

‘Northside realism’ is a literary term which has been applied to his novels, and which 

describes the novel’s geographical placing in the northern suburbs of Dublin where 

unemployment rates are high and low income housing projects exist. These low-status 

suburbs are inhabited by Dubliners, who in the backwater of urbanization, have been 

forced to leave the centre of Dublin (Smyth 23). Persson talks about the characters in 

Roddy Doyle’s first five novels, all of which take place in the same surroundings: “the 

characters have similar social background, such as poverty, unemployment, lack of 

education and an uncertain future. They come from large families, bleak housing estates, 

while at the same time being close-knit socially and geographically” (“Polishing” 49). An 

aim of Northside realism is to give the most realistic picture possible of contemporary life 
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in the northern suburbs, including its full spectrum of social life. By bringing up the 

social problems of the suburbs, Roddy Doyle breaks with traditional Irish fiction which 

tends to concern itself with rural life in Ireland. Instead, the author: “celebrates another 

Ireland just as profoundly at odds with its own mythology; an Ireland of the suburbs, 

which has really been absent from the pages of Irish fiction for too long” (O’Connor 

140).  

Both novels in this study mirror the time in which they were written, something 

which favours a comparison between the two. They are written, and take place in two 

different time periods in Irish history. The Woman Who Walked into Doors is written just 

before a period of booming economy, often referred to as the Celtic Tiger, whereas Paula 

Spencer is written towards the end of the Celtic Tiger period. During the interval between 

the two novels, the character Paula Spencer has changed. In reading the books it becomes 

evident that Irish society has also undergone an enormous transformation. Furthermore, it 

is the lapse of time which emphasises the understanding of the tremendous impact these 

changes have had in society. Kuhling and Keohane summarize some of the most 

significant economic factors behind the phenomenon of the Celtic Tiger: 

 

Between 1991 and 2003 the Irish economy grew by an average of 6.8 per cent 

per annum, peeking at 11.1 per cent in 1999. Unemployment fell from 18 per 

cent in the late 1980s to 4.2 per cent in 2005, and the Irish debt/GDP ratio fell 

from 92 per cent in 1993 to 38 per cent in 1999. (1) 
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However, the transformation of society which started with economic growth has 

influenced many aspects of society and affected everyday life in Ireland. By reading 

Paula Spencer and The Woman Who Walked into Doors it is possible to distinguish some 

of those aspects.  

The aim of this paper is to show how the development of the protagonist Paula 

Spencer is inseparable from developments in Irish society and that she, and the 

circumstances which she lives in, functions as an allegory of Ireland. The lapse of time 

between the novels reflects the rapid transformation of society and visualises how 

perceptions of the Celtic Tiger have had an all-pervasive effect on Irish society in diverse 

areas such as immigration, private finances, Irish patriarchal perspectives and finally in 

the transformation of the national mindset. Parallel to these social changes the protagonist 

Paula Spencer is trying to create a normal life for herself and her family after years of 

abuse and heavy drinking.   

 

Cultural Studies 

In the analysis, this thesis applies a cultural studies approach. Cultural studies are a broad 

field of studies spanning over academic borders, united in their interest in, and study of, 

human culture: 

  

It is the shared interest in the topic of culture and the recognition of common 

themes that has brought practitioners from different disciplines together in the 

belief that that it is through cooperation and collaboration that understanding 

and explanation will develop most powerfully. (Baldwin 41)  
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The concept of culture can be interpreted in different ways. The concept applied in this 

essay is that culture is defined by a set of values and symbols which distinguishes a group 

of people. Any person belongs to a number of different groups, each of them possessing 

its own value system and set of symbols which facilitate communication and 

understanding within the group.  

All societies are formed by cultural norms and values which also affect the political 

agenda performed in a particular society. Baldwin et al discuss how politics and culture 

are dependent on, and affect each other: “Any period of political change will inevitably 

also be a time of cultural change” (233). From a cultural studies perspective it is 

interesting to study this process of change. This essay emphasises changes in society and 

their reflection in the protagonist’s daily life. A number of issues such as class, gender 

and ethnicity, where each is surrounded with its own value system in Irish society are 

raised in the essay with emphasis on the change within these value systems during the 

period known as the Celtic Tiger and how that is reflected in the two novels about Paula 

Spencer. It will be shown how Irish society has witnessed a transformation from a 

patriarchal society to a society where women call for more space. The issue of 

immigration is another area which is discussed in this thesis, where Irish society has been 

forced to revise its value system due to increased immigration during the past decades.  
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Private Finances and Consumption 

From the beginning of Paula’s personal story it is palpable that she belongs to the lowest 

socio-economic group in society. In the sixties and seventies, growing up in a family 

where everyone had a bath in the same water and who “only ever went on holiday once” 

was not considered extraordinary in Ireland (Doyle, The Woman 12). However, Paula has 

not managed to rise from the bottom; rather, she is left behind when people around her 

advance from their poor circumstances. 

In The Woman Who Walked into Doors, Paula’s economic situation is best 

described as desperate. She is always putting her children’s needs first, nevertheless, she 

has “never been able to afford good shoes for [her] children” (Doyle 9). However, it is 

not until Paula Spencer that the full extent of her economic deprivation is fully 

developed. In her hopeless situation she knows how much money remains in her wallet 

until next payday down to the last cent: “She didn’t buy anything. She’d no money. 

Thirteen euro, sixteen cents was what she had” (Doyle 166). Constantly, she is counting 

the days to payday, but for the first time she has economic hopes: “There are eight 

[waffles] left in the box and three more days to payday. She’s two waffles ahead” (182). 

What may be considered a small achievement is a crucial step for Paula on her way out of 

the desperate conditions that serve as the starting point for her new life. 

Working illegally as a cleaner, Paula gets paid in cash and stands outside the social 

security system of society (Doyle, Paula Spencer 246). So far, the economic boom has 

passed her by unnoticed; she did not see it coming, apart from “the price of vodka going 

up” (166). The major part of the past decade, she has spent as a habitual drunkard, 

eventually realising that only she can change her circumstances and achieve the normal 
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life she is dreaming of. After she stops drinking and actively starts the process of 

changing her life, Paula’s financial situation has improved; she buys herself a stereo and 

enjoys it like a child would (192). During the story she proudly opens her first bank 

account to be able to save up for a computer for her son Jack (85). It is the first time ever 

she is able to save up for anything. In the course of the year when the novel takes place 

she also manages to save enough and buys the computer for Jack. One reason for her 

improved financial situation is that she takes extra jobs when offered, and it is the money, 

and the prospect of buying what she needs that motivates her: 

 

- How come? he [Jack] says. 

- What? 

- The job, like. 

- The money, Jack, she says. (48) 

 

In a consumer society where people are constantly subjected to commercial messages, 

money functions as a major motivator. Nevertheless, when Paula is promoted to 

supervisor, she is “delighted”, even though it only adds a small contribution to her salary; 

more importantly, it is big boost to her confidence (Doyle, Paula Spencer 38). To Paula, 

the promotion demonstrates her ability to supervise her own life.  

Her desperation about her financial possibilities is depicted in everyday situations in 

Paula’s life. When Paula’s confused mother asks her about her car, a car Paula has never 

had, she thinks to herself that “fuckin’ everyone” has a car, everyone except her. This 

confirms her own misery and low status in society.  Simultaneously she calmly answers 
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her mother that she is mistaking her for her sister Carmel (Doyle, Paula Spencer 187). In 

The Woman Who Walked into Doors, Paula does not have her own telephone, but goes to 

the nearby Chinese take away to use their pay phone when she has to make a phone call 

(Doyle 43). Ten years later she is the proud owner of a mobile phone (Doyle, Paula 

Spencer 29). The mobile phone is a birthday gift from her oldest daughter, Nicola, who is 

better off than her mother. Apart from expensive gifts, Nicola keeps giving Paula the old 

household equipment she no longer has any need for. Paula is proud that her own fridge 

is fancier than the fridge in one of the houses where she cleans (159). At the same time 

she is not comfortable being taken care of by her daughter Nicola who already as a child 

had to take a lot of responsibility (250). Nicola’s generosity acts as a symbol of the 

throwaway mentality of a consumer society, where the pressure to exchange still working 

utensils is strong. In donating her replaced goods to her worse-off mother, Nicola has an 

excuse to acquire a later model for herself. This need to constantly change and renew 

articles of consumption is a corner-stone in a growing consumer society, created by the 

market.  

The issue of holidays is another area where the increased wealth, but also the 

growing gap between rich and poor, is expressed in the two novels. As a child, Paula 

went on holiday one single time: “We had a caravan for a week” (Doyle, The woman 13). 

Together with her sisters, Paula discusses how much they loved that holiday. With a bit 

of jealousy, Paula contemplates that her sister Denise “has her own mobile home now”, 

where she and her husband spend their holidays (15). Paula perceives that her sister has 

financially achieved something which she can only dream of: “I’d love that, somewhere 

to go” (15). In Paula Spencer the mobile homes are relegated to the past; now 
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“everyone”, including Paula’s sister Carmel, is buying houses in Bulgaria (Doyle 28). 

However, in the rapidly progressing period of the Celtic Tiger, having a holiday home is 

not necessarily a symbol of increased quality of life. Instead, it has been reduced to 

primarily an economic issue. Carmel, who is undergoing treatment for breast cancer, 

admits that if she has a choice, she prefers staying at home. The house in Bulgaria was 

something she and her husband bought “because everyone else is doing it”, justifying 

their purchase with: “It is a good investment, though” (242). The character of Carmel 

symbolizes that the excess of money created in times of prosperity does not automatically 

create psychological welfare. Furthermore, the example shows that the difference 

between Paula and her sisters continues to increase.  The extended gap between rich and 

poor is a negative development which according to Kirby has been evident in Irish 

society throughout the Celtic Tiger (48). 

 

Immigration and Multi Ethnicity 

When a rise in the Irish economy became evident during the 1990s, it opened up the 

opportunity for increased immigration to Ireland: “At the turn of the celtic tiger [many 

immigrants] were invited here to rescue the economy” (Onyejelm 70). The Woman Who 

Walked into Doors was published in 1996 when the increased migration to Ireland had 

recently started. Issues such as segregation were not yet on the political agenda. 

Due to a rising number of immigrants, a multi-ethnic Ireland is an increasing 

phenomenon during the decade between the two novels. While The Woman Who Walked 

into Doors does not discuss immigration, in Paula Spencer it is palpable from the 

beginning that foreigners have become a noticeable part of the Irish population. Paula is 
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concerned about racism and contemplates the subject; who might be racist and where the 

boundaries of racism occur. When Paula’s husband Charlo was alive, there were only a 

limited number of immigrants in Dublin. In a society where the issue of immigration is 

not discussed it becomes difficult, if not impossible, to distinguish who is racist. With the 

new multi-ethnical society Paula cannot stop wondering what he would have thought 

about the foreigners. The answer remains hypothetical because “He died before all these 

people started arriving” (Doyle, Paula Spencer 25). Instead it is Paula’s neighbour Rita 

who expresses her opinion on the matter when she illustrates the difference between 

Dublin and Belfast: “And I’ll tell you another nice thing up there. The girls in all the 

shops and cafés and that. They’re Irish. It’s great. They know what you’re talking about” 

(79). 

Paula herself is at the bottom of the social ladder and in that position she has to 

compete with the newcomers who are occupying space at the same socio-economic level 

as her; once she tried to get a job in the supermarket - now almost everyone on the 

checkout is foreign (Doyle, Paula Spencer 24). A hint of bitterness can be detected in 

Paula’s mind when preoccupied by thoughts of racism. Although she has felt 

marginalised by society, she does not express aversion towards the immigrants. Her 

fascination for them lies in the beauty of the women and their exotic origin, but she does 

not know how to integrate with them; “She likes looking at the foreigners. Some of them 

scare her a bit. The Romanians, the women. They are a bit frightening – wild, like they 

have come straight out of a war. But most of them are grand” (26). The distance, 

expressed by Paula in the novel, between the Irish and the immigrants contributes to 

consolidating the feeling of isolation on the part of the immigrants and confirms their 
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otherness, rendering integration difficult. This is a parallel to what political scientist 

Onyejelm has to say on the political development in society when he calls for an 

extended public discussion on multiculturalism and to raise the issue of integration on the 

political agenda (71). 

 Paula’s attempts to improve her life have not resulted in an improvement in her 

social status. At work she is one of the few white people left in the cleaning business. 

When she is offered the job as supervisor for floor four and five, Paula finally feels that 

she counts, that she is part of the booming economy: “She’s one of the tigers now. She’s 

in charge of two floors” (Doyle, Paula Spencer 40). To her astonishment she also 

supervises male, well-educated cleaners, men who come to work dressed in suits, 

ashamed of the work they are forced to do since there is nothing else available. Paula 

does not think they are suited for the job; not because they are foreign, but because they 

are suited for something else, something better (39). Comparing herself to those men, she 

finds herself at the very lowest level of society: “But everyone starts at the bottom, she 

supposes. But that’s not true either. She knows it… She didn’t start at the bottom. It was 

hard work getting there.” Paula started her climb beneath the bottom of society, and by 

becoming supervisor she has finally managed to pass the bottom. Shortly afterwards, 

sitting on the bus as the only white woman among foreign women about to clean up after 

a concert, Paula has reason to contemplate her situation anew: “She’s a failure. She 

shouldn’t be in this van… Irishwomen don’t do this work. Only Paula.” (56). 

Desperately, although she wants to prove herself better than the immigrants, at the same 

time she is afraid to appear xenophobic. She thinks that she ought to be slightly better 

than them, like her sister Carmen who: “used to do cleaning and now she’s buying flats in 
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Bulgaria” (56). “Enough”, she tells herself in an attempt to silence her inappropriate 

thoughts (56).  

Immigration is an issue which permeates both society in general and the political 

agenda during the period of the Celtic Tiger. When the Irish economy started to rapidly 

grow, the indigenous Irish population could not supply the demands of the market “which 

encouraged the Irish government actively to seek to encourage migrant workers to 

relocate to Ireland” (Kuhling and Keohane 54). Onyejelm argues that racism is on the rise 

as a result of the increasing number of foreigners and that the Irish government is 

ignoring the problem by, for example, cutting the funds for anti-racism campaigns (73).  

The lack of political interest in the issue has furthermore created a situation where certain 

media “continue to stir up feeling against ethnic minorities and also question the need for 

multiculturalism” (Onyejelm 75). Kuhling and Keohane express their concern about the 

tougher climate in society in regard to the increasing number of foreigners: 

 

Despite the fact the fact that migrant labour is being used to fuel the Celtic 

Tiger, frequently immigrants are scapegoated for a variety of social problems 

ranging from inflation to overcrowded and inefficient transport, health and 

education systems, and the public discourse around migrant workers often 

expresses concern that they are ‘stealing our jobs’. (54) 

 

In Paula Spencer, the character Paula becomes a vessel for all these thoughts about 

foreigners and immigration, and she is teetering between what she understands is an 

acceptable point of view and her feelings. She knows instinctively that it is wrong to 
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discriminate against the immigrants while at the same time she wishes to raise herself 

above their social status. Society has failed to integrate the newcomers and does not 

provide funds and programs to cope with the increasing segregation. Thereby, the scene 

is set for xenophobia to spread among the native Irish population.  

 

Masculinity and the Irish Patriarchy  

In The Woman Who Walked into Doors Paula describes a society where teachers “never 

let us forget that we were dense” and fathers were “cruel to be kind” (Doyle 33, 47). It is 

a society where girls are called sluts for no reason: “If you were good-looking; if you 

grew up fast. If you had a sexy walk; if you had clean hair; if you had dirty hair. If you 

wore platform shoes, and if you didn’t. Anything could get you called a slut” (45). The 

word ‘slut’ is used for women throughout the book and symbolises the masculine power 

in a hierarchical society and in addition acts as an insult against all females in society 

(Mildorf 109).  

 

…Jesus, if you went wrong once you were a slut. 

 - Slut. 

My little brother.  

 - Slut. 

My father. 

 - Slut. 

Everyone. They were all in on it. 



 13 

But it stopped when I started going with Charlo. […] I was Charlo’s girl now 

and that made me respectable. (Doyle, The woman 49) 

 

“Among other forms of domestic violence,” writes Mildorf, “verbal abuse is often 

neglected because it hurts psychologically and emotionally rather than physically and 

thus remains ‘invisible’” (108). In Paula’s, and the other schoolgirls’ process of shaping 

their identity, the male dominant culture denigrates them by means of verbal abuse and 

thereby achieves the confirmation of the prevalent patriarchy, or as Mildorf expresses it: 

“by labelling women in such a way men indirectly define women as sexually available 

and, at the same time, condone their own desires and sexual power over women” (110). 

The verbal abuse stops when Paula started going out with Charlo. However, the 

relationship which at first gains her respect in the course of time turns out to be 

oppressive also physically:  

 

He hit me. He sent me across the kitchen and I hit the sink and fell. I felt 

nothing, only shock. A spinning in my head. I knew nothing for a while, where I 

was, who was with me, what I was doing on the floor. I saw nothing; I was 

empty. Then I saw his legs, making a triangle with the floor. He seemed way up 

over me. Way up; huge. I had to bend back to see him. Then he came down to 

me. I saw his knees bending; I saw his hand pulling up one of his trouser legs. I 

saw his face. His eyes were going over my face, every inch, every mark. He was 

worried. He was shocked and worried. He loved me again. He held my chin. He 

skipped over my eyes. He couldn't look straight at me. He felt guilty, dreadful. 
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He loved me again. What happened? I provoked him. I was to blame. I should 

have made his dinner. It was my own fault; there was a pair of us in it. What 

happened? I don't know. He held my chin and looked at every square inch of my 

face. He loved me again. (Doyle, The woman 175) 

 

Apart from displaying the brutality of the violence Paula is subjected to, the above 

quotation serves as an example of Paula’s ability to minimise Charlo’s violent behaviour 

and come up with excuses for him. The years of abuse have made Paula blind to the 

assaults she is subjected to and she accepts Charlo’s excuses and apologies as the truth. 

To Paula, Charlo’s excuses have the effect of not only justifying his violent actions 

towards her, but she also reuses them in order to be able to sustain her own situation. In 

this way she diminishes his violence as unimportant, everyday incidents. After denying 

the oppression she is subjected to, to herself or anyone else, writing down her story 

finally becomes her way to cope with her past experiences: “Thus, the telling of her own 

story becomes a way out of the invisibility and silence, an act that could be read as a 

grassroots resistance to top-down patriarchal oppression” (Persson, “Between” 68). 

Paula’s breaking away from Charlo and his death are both known to the reader from 

the beginning of the novel; nevertheless, those events chronologically mark the end of the 

story in The Woman Who Walked into Doors. Paula breaks free from Charlo by hitting 

him with a frying pan in an attempt to protect her oldest daughter from his violence. 

Symbolically, she is using the frying pan; a domestic utensil belonging to the women’s 

traditional domain, to drive her oppressor out of her life. Paula’s success in driving her 

oppressive husband out of the house mirrors the development in Irish society, where 
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women at this time broke free from the traditional and patriarchal structures and entered 

the labour market in large numbers (Kuhling and Keohane 19). At the end of the novel 

Paula stands out as a strong woman and it finishes with a gleam of hope for the future: 

“Doyle manages to make his abused, damaged heroine a remarkable woman, who in a 

qualified way triumphs” (White 142). 

When Paula’s story is resumed in Paula Spencer almost ten years later, her 

oppressors are not only long dead, they no longer occupy her thoughts to the same extent 

as earlier. The men now present in Paula’s vicinity are of a different character than in the 

former novel. Occupied with her own drinking problems and the effort of bringing up her 

children as a single mother, Paula has not allowed a new man to come into her life. There 

is her oldest son John Paul who is a recovered drug addict who is going through a similar 

process as Paula. He is now a father of two and is trying to reconnect with his mother and 

family after many years of silence. While mother and son awkwardly try to find ways to 

communicate, he shows action and responsibility when he wants to help his sister Leanne 

out of her alcohol abuse (Doyle, Paula Spencer 129). Significant for the new role of men 

is Denise’s lover who she met at a parent-teacher meeting (141). At the end of the novel 

Paula meets Joe at the recycling deposits and they initiate a relationship. Joe’s wife left 

him eight years ago to live with another woman (262). Together, these men represent a 

new masculinity, responsible and tolerant, which stands in contrast to the manliness in 

The Woman Who Walked into Doors. In that book it is Charlo, Paula’s father and her 

teachers who represent a raw and brutal manliness. This is a depiction of a shift which 

has taken place where Ireland has transformed from a rural to a modern society. The raw 

and brutal manliness of the 1990s is also described by other Irish authors. O’Connor is 
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one of them and he depicts the Irish manliness in a comical fashion. Nevertheless, he 

manages to bring out a picture of the Irish male, or the ‘Dublin bores’ as he calls them, as 

egocentric and full of themselves. In his book The Secret World of the Irish Male, 

originally published 1994, O’Connor finds that “Something should be done about his 

pantheon of Dublin superbores” (87). His call for a change in Irish masculine culture is 

contemporary to Doyle publishing The Woman who Walked into Doors.  

Another issue brought up by O’Connor is the Catholic Church, and how it would 

only profit if women were allowed more influence (94). The Catholic Church in itself 

possesses a strong patriarchal organization and a strict hierarchy and was an important 

pillar of the traditional Irish society with a steady grip over the reigning value system. 

However, in its transformation of traditional society, the Celtic Tiger has not left the 

Catholic Church untouched, evident in falling numbers of visitors at church services. 

Following the legalization of divorce and homosexuality: “there has been a massive 

decline in adherence to Catholic doctrine” (Kuhling and Keohane 54). The episode of the 

death of Pope John Paul in Paula Spencer symbolises how the Catholic Church has been 

weakened. Paula and her daughter are watching the television, and the program is 

reporting directly from his deathbed in the Vatican. The relationship between Paula and 

Leanne is complicated, and it is one of few passages where they experience a moment of 

unity. Although the death of the Pope becomes an excuse for them to talk, his death does 

not engage them: 

 

- I’m going to bed if he does not die soon. 

- Me too. (Doyle 199) 
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The church has lost its importance and the Irish are standing outside watching, but they 

are not affected by what is happening. Only the polish girls living next door to Paula go 

to mass during this time. 

 

The Concept of Memory  

Writing becomes a method for Paula to cope with her present situation. It helps her in the 

process of healing the wounds of the past and taking back control over her life. Gaining 

power over her memories and her past enables her to change her identity and finally her 

life: “By understanding what happened to her, she hopes to start to make changes in her 

life and in herself” (White 118). 

In The Woman Who Walked into Doors Paula’s version of her past and that of her 

sister Carmel do not correspond. Paula has kept all the bright memories, whereas Carmel 

has picked out and remembers all the bad things from their childhood, which makes 

Paula refer to her as a "hard bitch" (Doyle 7). Paula admits that her memories are not 

always correct: "I'm nearly certain it started raining" she says about her first day in 

secondary school (38). To get correct information she asks her sisters to fill in the gaps in 

her memories. The process of repeating the same memory progressively brings her closer 

to the true picture of her background. Paula’s retelling of memories has the function of 

analysing what has happened and why it happened: “She’s trying to separate what 

actually happened from what she thinks might have happened. She’s trying to get her 

sister’s memory to tally with hers” (Doyle in Sbrockey 547).  
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As a child Paula enjoyed primary school, her bad memories of school start when 

she begins secondary school: “I was only in the tech [technical school] half an hour when 

I realised that I wasn’t good at all” (Doyle, The Woman 25). She connects the experience 

of school to her later development and wonders if things would have been different if she 

had been in another class or in another school. A memory of masturbating a guy in her 

class she concludes by stating, "I wouldn't have done it if I'd gone to the holy Rosary"; an 

expression of how different everything might have been under other circumstances (41).  

Throughout The Woman Who Walked into Doors Paula is victimizing herself, and 

through the process of revising her memories and her life a change of character is 

evident. The process of writing down her story has helped her to reconquer control over 

her situation: “Paula, as she is speaking to us, is coming to terms with and learning about 

herself and her life” (White 117). Even if they do not follow directly after each other 

chronologically, The Woman Who Walked into Doors concludes with the episode where 

Paula physically throws Charlo out of the house, followed the episode of his death. 

Charlo now belongs to her past and twice Paula ascertains that: “He’s not coming back in 

here again” (225, 226). She has managed to leave that part of her life behind her mentally 

and physically, the break with her past and her oppressor has transformed Paula into a 

stronger person who gives the impression of being able to rise above her circumstances. 

Despite her new approach to life, when the story of Paula recommences after ten 

years in Paula Spencer, the reader learns that she has passed the major part of those years 

as an alcohol addict. The alcohol has become her way to cope with her life as a single 

mother of four children, living in a tired northside suburb of Dublin and having the low-

status job of a cleaner. When the novel begins, she has been sober for close to a year. 
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During the period of sobriety, Paula has come to terms with the fact that she cannot 

change history and the pointlessness of looking back and blaming herself: “She’s always 

blamed herself, for everything. It goes without saying now; it gets her nowhere” (Doyle, 

Paula Spencer 23).  

The insight into her inability to change history makes Paula understand that her 

remaining chance is to try to affect the future. She admits that she has been a bad mother, 

something which she now wants to make up for as a grandmother. Being a grandmother 

she sees as an opportunity to correct her earlier failures (Doyle, Paula Spencer 35). Her 

grandchildren serve as another motivator to stay sober, she cannot change the past and 

how she brought up her children, but she has come to realise that she has a chance to 

affect the future and be a better grandmother than she was a mother. Thinking and talking 

about the past is difficult for Paula, and her daughter Leanne finds it hard to accept her 

reluctance to take responsibility for her past actions. When Leanne brings up the past and 

blames her mother for her own problems with alcohol, Paula wants to yell: “What about 

now? I’m sick of feeling guilty” (72). While Leanne is looking for answers to her present 

situation in the past, Paula has come to the insight that the only way for her to get the 

normal life she wishes for herself and the children is to look forward, into the future. This 

insight has taught her to cope with her memories: “It [the brain] invents a new woman 

who can look back and wonder, instead of look back and howl” (136).  

In Paula Spencer, there is spirit of optimism.  Ten years earlier she was imagining 

her mirror image, almost thirty-nine years of age, thinking, “See her when she gets out of 

bed and she’ll look fifty” (Doyle, The Woman 43). Now, she is admitting to herself that 

“She’s a good looking woman (Doyle, Paula Spencer 10). Furthermore, she is planning 
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ahead; she is making lists of things to buy in order to improve her comfort (12). She is 

writing lists for Christmas; what to buy for her children, sisters and most importantly for 

her grandchildren. She is making plans for the future for the first time in her life. Trying 

to please everyone proves to be a hard task: “She’s doing her best. She’s trying to like it. 

She’s trying to mean it when she wishes people a Happy Christmas” (106). Even if it is 

not easy, she struggles. A feeling of change permeates the new Paula, her life has turned 

from darkness into light, symbolically expressed in her excitement over nice weather: “A 

big blast of sunlight. It would have killed her a few months ago. Guilty! It’s grand now, 

though. She loves a bit of sun”(13).  

The relationship between Paula and her two sisters has changed in Paula Spencer. 

They do not go through the past when they meet; they talk about present concerns like 

sicknesses and lovers, but also what they expect from the future. The time of reviewing 

the past is over, not only for Paula and her sisters, but for a whole nation in 

transformation.  

Traditionally, a rural society with a strong anchorage in the Catholic Church and its 

system of values, Ireland has rapidly changed into a modern society. The effects of the 

Celtic Tiger has influenced a whole nation: “Most significantly, Ireland was effectively 

transformed from a premodern, peasant rural community to a postmodern, high-

technology urbanised society” (Kuhling and Keohane 1). According to Kirby, the 

politicians have emphasised economic growth over social and traditional values during 

the transformation of society (41). This has led to an “uncritical acceptance throughout 

public life of the value of ‘competitiveness’ as the uppermost value of economic (and by 

extension, social) life in today’s Ireland” (43). This feeling of optimism based on the 
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economic situation is characteristic of the Celtic Tiger. Instead of looking back, people 

are looking to the future with hope. There is a parallel development to that in Paula’s life. 

Her old life, the life with Carlo belongs in the past: “Before the Celtic Tiger thing” 

(Doyle, Paula Spencer 25). She does not dwell on the past, but looks forward to the 

future. Her present life is not always simple but she is confident about being on the right 

track: “It’s a different world. She’s not sure she likes it that much. But she is a new-old 

woman, learning how to live” (136). 

 

Conclusion 

Paula’s thoughts and her circumstances mirror the development of Irish society in its 

transformation from a rural to a modern society in so far as she becomes an allegory of 

Ireland and its progress. She examines her past and finds it miserable and eventually she 

reaches a point where she starts to look forward instead. This reflects the development in 

Ireland, when in the economic growth of the 1990s, together with social and cultural 

changes, turned Ireland into a nation with hope for the future. Traditionally the Irish 

dwelled on their past, for example the famine and the colonial oppression by the British. 

Managing to turn the perspective towards the future made way for a change in society. 

Historically many young Irish people emigrated to find work in other parts of the world. 

Ireland was long a rural society and for many well-educated youngsters, moving abroad 

was the only way to find work. In the transformation from a rural to a modern society, 

Ireland has gone from a society of emigration to a society of immigration. The time gap 

between the two novels helps the reader to fathom the tremendous change and its impact 

on Irish society.  
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The novels The Woman who Walked into Doors and Paula Spencer span over many 

areas of Irish society. The way in which Roddy Doyle depicts the Celtic Tiger is not as 

optimistic and bright as the phenomenon has been portrayed in the media. Paula 

recognises that the Celtic Tiger has passed her by, and indeed she is still a member of the 

lowest class in society. However, the effects of the Celtic Tiger can be felt in Paula’s new 

and sober life. While she is still struggling to be able to buy a computer for her son, her 

sister Carmel buys a house in Bulgaria only because it is a good investment. In the 

changeover to a modern society, money has become a prime source of motivation and to 

some Irish the new wealth and excess has resulted in a new lifestyle and in new values 

taking over from past ones. Paula herself is an example of how conditions have not 

improved for everyone in society, she is left at the bottom while people around her are 

climbing the social ladder. Paula’s daughter Nicola represents the throwaway mentality 

of a consumer society and her sister Carmel represents the nouveau riche who can buy 

anything they want, or even more. Paula’s neighbour Rita gives voice to the xenophobic 

trends which arise from increasing immigration and the male characters in Paula Spencer 

show that the value system has changed and that the patriarchal traditional values are not 

sustained in the modernised society.  

Spanning over a wide range of topics, Roddy Doyle has managed to capture the 

essence of a society in change. He gives a picture of a society which had seen enormous 

growth, but he emphasises that what may generally seem to be progress does not 

automatically apply to all of its members. As an allegory of Ireland, Paula Spencer gives 

voice to people who despite the economic boom have to struggle for their daily survival, 
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nevertheless, she inspires hope and possibility for a society with more emphasis on 

human values and less on economic factors.   
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