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Northern Ireland After Repeal the Eighth: Democratic Challenges 

 
Introduction 
What does Ireland’s repeal referendum mean for abortion access in Northern Ireland? This question 
is considered here in terms of the tensions between institutional and cultural opportunities for 
establishing what is at stake with the region’s abortion law. While the politics of abortion in this region, 
as elsewhere, link moral and political life (Boltanski, 2013; Sanger, 2016; Smyth, 2016), the context 
shapes the debate in particular ways. The chapter examines the organized efforts of the two major 
political groups in the region to frame what is at stake in abortion legislation, whether as a matter of 
democracy in a devolved post-conflict context; or of equal citizenship. The focus is on pro-choice and 
anti-abortion1 organisational efforts to engage in core political tasks of frame building and bridging, 
to establish relevance to everyday life and motivate support. In Northern Ireland these tasks are 
pursued within a restricted political context which is at the same time culturally open. The challenges 
abortion politics poses to democracy and post-conflict constitutionalism provide the focus of 
attention. 
 
Northern Ireland has some of the most restrictive abortion laws in the world. Abortion is a crime 
punishable by a maximum sentence of life imprisonment, under the 1861 Offences Against the Person 
Act (OAPA). The only exceptions are in circumstances where an abortion is necessary to preserve a 
woman’s life, or to protect her from becoming a ‘physical or mental wreck’. Abortion in cases of rape, 
incest, fatal or serious foetal abnormality are all criminal offences  (Committee on the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women, 2018b:Sec. IV.8; Supreme Court, 2018). Britain’s 1967 Abortion Act 
was not extended to Northern Ireland, a result of repeated pressure from Northern Ireland’s political 
parties (Bloomer & Fegan, 2014; Fegan & Rebouche, 2003; Smyth, 2006). At the same time, more than 
900 women from Northern Ireland travelled to Britain for abortions in 2017, and 724 in 2016 (BBC 
News, 2018b). For those who cannot travel, abortion pills can be purchased online, although these are 
taken without medical supervision. The use of the abortion pill has also been the focus of criminal 
prosecutions in recent years, under the OAPA  (BBC News, 2018a; Gentleman, 2016).  
 
What follows examines political contestation over the significance of abortion access in Northern 
Ireland. This is a context where norms of equality and citizenship have gained prominence through 
the post-conflict settlement. At the same time, the region tends to be treated as politically and socially 
exceptional, ‘a place apart’, requiring differentiated rights from Britain (Side, 2006). This chapter 
argues that the deployment of common frames of meaning by conflicting organisations in this context 
indicates the importance of cultural politics in generating change, particularly in contexts such as this, 
where institutional structures reinforce political stalemate. 
 

                                                           
1 Since terminology is itself a focus on conflict in abortion politics, I adopt the widely accepted liberal rather 
than conservative nouns throughout this chapter. For a critical discussion of this terminology, see Smyth 
(2002). 
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The Politics of Signification 
Social movement organizations, such as those engaged in abortion politics, can be understood as 
‘norm entrepreneurs’ (Sunstein, 1996), who seek to change the accepted meaning attached to a social 
phenomenon. Such organisations are primarily caught up in ‘the politics of signification’, namely those 
efforts to secure public acceptance for a specific way of framing what is at stake with the phenomena 
in question (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 613). This politics is not straightforward, as competing frames 
are developed and deployed in the face of contestations, both within social movement organisations 
and in the wider political context (e.g. Baird & Millar, 2018; McDonnell & Murphy, 2018). Political 
tactics can include adopting an opponent’s meaning frames so as to confuse the terms of debate 
(Rohlinger, 2006, p. 540). Efforts to generate successful meaning frames which define the moral, 
political or social significance of a specific phenomenon are continuous, as norm entrepreneurs cope 
with dissent from both within and beyond their organisational contexts. A number of core tasks and 
processes have been identified as driving efforts to frame and re-frame political significance. These 
include diagnosing the issue at stake; developing prognoses for how to address this issue; and 
motivating political support. These tasks are pursued in several ways, including by building bridges to 
other congruent frames, and connecting otherwise disparate events or attitudes to amplify the 
frame’s significance. Other strategies involve demonstrating the frame’s relevance to the everyday 
lives of wider publics; resonating with contemporary cultural norms; and deploying strategic 
vocabularies to motivate support, for instance by attaching claims of severity, urgency, or moral duty 
to the frame in question. The success of a frame depends on how inclusive and flexible it is, since these 
attributes allow meaning frames to develop broad appeal, respond to unexpected events or situations 
that may arise, and become amplified in the process, for example through the successful 
dissemination of slogans or catchphrases (Benford & Snow, 2000). 
 
Political opportunity structures: institutions and norms 
The success of framing efforts depend not only on the strategic efforts of social movement 
organisations, but also, crucially, on the political opportunity structure within which the politics of 
signification takes place (Ferree, Gamson, Gerhards, & Rucht, 2002, p. 106). This refers to the 
opportunities which a political system’s institutional and normative structure makes available to social 
movement actors. If a frame does not resonate with the context’s political concerns, meanings and 
institutional arrangements, it is unlikely to take hold and become the lens through which questions 
are posed and public debate plays out (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 628; Crossley, 2002).  
 
Cross-border campaigning has long been a feature of both pro-choice and anti-abortion campaigning 
on the island of Ireland, and changes in the regulation of abortion access in one jurisdiction have 
resonances in the other. However, the political opportunity structure in Northern Ireland is different 
both from that of the Republic of Ireland and Great Britain. Northern Ireland is not a state but instead 
is governed as a UK region with devolved political institutions. Legislation is caught up in the broader 
UK framework as well as local political interests. It is inhabited by two conflicting ‘imagined 
communities’ (Anderson, [1983] 2006) rather than one, making appeal to ‘the people’ as the source 
of political legitimacy difficult (McEvoy & O'Leary, 2013). 
 
Northern Ireland’s devolved Legislative Assembly was suspended in January 2017 (Carroll, 2018), and 
seems unlikely to be re-instated in the foreseeable future. Westminster’s minority Government relies 
on the region’s Democratic Unionist Party for political support (Gov.UK, 2017), giving that party’s 
fundamentalist position on gender and sexual equality some influence at the centre of UK politics. 
Northern Ireland currently operates in a state of crisis and uncertainty. Despite devolution, abortion 
politics take place within the confines of limited institutional opportunities for contesting current 
legislation.  
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Nevertheless, there has been some important changes. Although access to legal abortion is highly 
restricted, in October 2017 the UK Government introduced funding for women in Northern Ireland to 
travel to Britain to access abortions through the NHS (BBC News, 2017). This was followed by national 
and international judgements in 2018 which found that the region’s current abortion law violates 
women’s human rights (Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, 2018a; 
Supreme Court, 2018). Although there have been some significant attempts by Westminster MPs to 
call for UK-wide decriminalisation of abortion (Bowden, 2018), Brexit has dominated Westminster’s 
political agenda throughout 2018 and beyond. 
 
By contrast, the normative opportunity structure is more open. Recent attitudinal survey data from 
Northern Ireland shows that 70% of the population favour liberalizing abortion access (Kolirin, 2018). 
The changed constitutional and legislative context of the Republic, and the pressures brought to bear 
by international bodies such as the United Nations, have opened up new opportunities for building 
bridges to other congruent frames which justify abortion access around the world. Most notable here 
is that abortion should be understood as a key aspect of women’s equal citizenship, and specifically 
as a social right to reproductive healthcare. The efforts of the two major campaign organisations in 
the region to resonate with this wider political context by framing abortion law in Northern Ireland as 
raising issues of equal citizenship, in both liberal and illiberal ways, will be examined below.  
 
The Politics of Signification: Framing abortion politics in Northern Ireland after the Eighth 
Political actors seek to establish frames of meaning at local, national and international levels. What 
follows considers this politics of signification as it played out during the Summer and Autumn of 2018, 
following the result of the Repeal the Eighth Referendum in May. The public statements of Northern 
Ireland’s two most prominent abortion rights organisations are the focus of analysis, namely the anti-
abortion group Precious Life, and the pro-choice group Alliance for Choice. Campaigning material 
posted on both organisation’s websites between late May and September 2018, in the aftermath of 
the repeal referendum, was collected.  This has been analysed inductively, supported by NVivo 
qualitative analysis software. The analysis is informed by debates in moral and political sociology on 
social movements and abortion politics,  drawing in particular on Ferree et al.’s approach to frame 
analysis of public abortion speech (2002).  
 
The major frames apparent in material posted to each organisation’s websites during this period are 
outlined below. It should be no surprise that the master frames deployed during this period are those 
of Democracy and Equal Citizenship. These are put to use in conflicting ways by each group, as they 
struggle to build bridges which resonate beyond the immediate political context, to amplify the 
significance of their political agenda and motivate support. Political strategies are differently oriented 
towards either the political or the cultural opportunity structures, as each side seeks to lever 
widespread support for their agenda, in light of the cultural impact generated by the result of the 
Repeal the Eighth referendum in the Republic.   
 
Democracy: The Anti-Abortion Frame 
Both pro-choice and anti-abortion organisations frame their competing perspectives in terms of 
democracy. Anti-abortion responses to the outcome of the Repeal the Eighth referendum emphasized 
that post-conflict devolved power in Northern Ireland requires that abortion legislation should not be 
changed by Westminster or Dublin. Precious Life insisted that Stormont debated abortion law in 2016 
and decided to leave it unchanged, a position which should be respected despite the absence of a 
Legislative Assembly in 2018. 
 
The suspension of the Assembly was treated as threatening democratic control over Northern 
Ireland’s abortion laws, in the wake of repeal.  Deploying slogans which reflected this, such as ‘our 
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laws matter because every life matters’, Precious Life framed their defence of Northern Ireland’s 
abortion laws as a defence of democratic institutions:  

 
… because of the stalemate at Stormont in restoring power sharing in Northern Ireland, pro-
abortion MPs in Westminster are trying to ride roughshod over the democratic process here and 
force abortion on Northern Ireland. But the legislation governing these issues is a devolved matter 
for the Northern Ireland Assembly only. (Precious Life, 2018i) 

 
In the wake of Repeal the 8th, Precious Life emphasized the centrality of the Good Friday Agreement 
to Northern Ireland’s devolved democratic institutions, and framed the possibility of Westminster 
making direct changes to Northern Ireland’s abortion laws as a threat to devolution and peace:  

 
Meddling with the Agreement could undermine and endanger the peace process here. The spirit 
of the Good Friday agreement was all about respecting devolution, and was founded on the 
principles of full respect for and equality of all rights, and of freedom from discrimination for all 
people in Northern Ireland. Our unborn children must never be discriminated against. Their most 
fundamental right – the right to life – must always be respected and upheld. (Precious Life, 2018f) 

 
The Republic’s government similarly came under attack for threatening Northern Ireland’s democratic 
institutions: 

 
Simon Harris [Republic’s Minister for Health] has no respect for the fact that laws in Northern 
Ireland are a matter for public representatives in Northern Ireland. Abortion is illegal in the 
North. Our laws protect unborn babies and their mothers. This is the reality that Simon Harris 
and other pro-abortion politicians need to acknowledge as a matter of urgency, and stop 
interfering in our affairs. (Precious Life, 2018g) 

 
Such efforts to frame abortion as a democratic issue insisted that the restricted political institutions 
structuring opportunities for political change should be respected, given the fragility of democracy in 
the region. This ignores key provisions in the Good Friday Agreement allowing for island-wide 
governance (The Government of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland & The 
Government of Ireland, 1998). Anti-abortion framing efforts instead suggested that political 
‘interference’ would threaten the post-conflict settlement and undermine peace. 
 
A communitarian rather than an egalitarian account of democracy underpinned this position. 
Democracy from this perspective entails the representation of a united moral community, rather than 
morally diverse individuals. Characterizations of Northern Ireland as  morally unified are commonly 
made in Precious Life’s online materials, alongside depictions of liberal views as destructive of that 
unity. This allows for claims to represent ‘the people’ in moral rather than contested 
political/nationalist terms. Precious Life claims to represent and defend a moral community in the face 
of threat, not only from Westminster but also now from the Republic, as abortion seemed likely to 
become more accessible for Northern Ireland inhabitants following repeal.  
 
Contrasting NI’s alleged ‘pro-life’ collective morality with ‘a culture of death in Britain stemming from 
half a century of legalised abortion’  (Precious Life, 2018d), Precious Life insisted that ‘we’ in NI would 
defend against a similar situation developing: 
 

Before the official results were even announced, the pro-abortionists were baying for the 
blood of Northern Ireland's unborn children. But we will not stand idly by in Northern Ireland 
and let pro-abortion groups, in collusion with pro-abortion politicians, try to legalise the killing 
of our unborn children by attacking our prolife laws. (Precious Life, 2018e) 
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The language of war is deployed here by Precious Life to rally support for the moral community in the 
face of a threatened return to bloodshed and terror, were abortion to be decriminalised. This can be 
understood as an effort to generate solidarity by provoking a sense of outrage against a shared enemy, 
the all-island pro-choice movement (Joas, 2013, p. 61).  
 
A call to arms made at a a ‘Rally for Life’ held at Stormont, Belfast, in July 2018, similarly combined 
militarist and populist tropes to mobilise support: 
 

This is our land and we will not rest until it is a pro-life light to the world once again. We will rebuild 
the culture of life in Ireland, we will stand strong, we will walk tall, we will fight on - in the North 
and the South - a people united together for life – because a child’s life is always worth fighting 
for. (Precious Life, 2018i) 
 

A coalition of anti-abortion groups participated in a public march in August 2018 organized by Sinn 
Féin to commemorate the 50th anniversary of the Civil Rights movement in Northern Ireland. While 
this was not an anti-abortion event, Precious Life participated, a ‘piggybacking’ strategy adopted to 
increase public attention (Rohlinger, 2006, p. 540). Their speeches drew parallels between the history 
of violent political conflict and the struggle against abortion: ‘[t]here has been enough bloodshed in 
Northern Ireland since 1968, without now legalising the killing of our unborn children’ (Precious Life, 
2018h). Following the May referendum result, the threat to democracy was treated as heightened, as 
attitudes liberalised and the Republic’s abortion laws changed. The response evident above called for 
a hardening of moral boundaries between Northern Ireland, the Republic and Britain. 
 
Democracy: The Pro-Choice Frame  
Pro-choice groups similarly relied on the Democracy frame in public statements during 2018, although 
emphasizing individual freedom rather than claims about the moral character of the culture . Alliance 
for Choice identified barriers to abortion access as a threat to a morally diverse democratic society. 
Democratic polities are expected to treat women as moral agents whose individual decisions 
concerning pregnancy should be respected: ‘It is the time to confront the abortion issue in Ireland and 
Northern Ireland, and to build toward a more progressive future where women are heard, respected, 
valued and trusted.’ (Alliance for Choice, 2018a).  
 
Framing abortion access as an aspect of democratic respect for individual moral agency is captured in 
Alliance For Choice’s campaign slogan ‘Trust Women’, and gained fullest expression through the public 
recounting of personal stories of abortion seeking (http://www.alliance4choice.com/trust-women-
campaign/#/partner-projects/). The moral complexity and personal intensity of abortion decision-
making was demonstrated through individual testimonies made available through the Alliance for 
Choice website. This also allowed the organisation to underline both moral diversity in abortion 
decision making, and the personal cost of the abortion regime, in ways which potential supporters 
might identify with. As Ferree et al argue, such stories are present in strongly democratic contexts, 
characterised by an expectation of moral disagreement rather than unity (Ferree et al., 2002).  
 
Seeking to capitalise on the cultural momentum for liberalisation that the Republic’s referendum 
result had generated, Alliance for Choice developed slogans such as ‘The North is Next’ and ‘The time 
to act is NOW’. This effort to build political pressure was explicitly framed in terms of Democracy: 
‘…ultimately we need […] Westminster to do it's job and support the people, not the politicians of 
Northern Ireland in enacting access to abortion healthcare NOW’ (Alliance for Choice, 2018f). This call 
on Westminster to ‘do it’s job’ demands majority represention, given the failures of locally elected 
politicians and parties. 
 

http://www.alliance4choice.com/trust-women-campaign/#/partner-projects/
http://www.alliance4choice.com/trust-women-campaign/#/partner-projects/
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The threat to democracy included barriers to representation created by party politics: ‘[w]e believe 
that abortion and reproductive rights and the corresponding discussions should be led by those 
affected, not by politicians.’ (Alliance for Choice, 2018b). Emphasizing the disjuncture between 
attitudinal surveys showing liberalization, and the perspectives of political parties, Alliance for Choice 
argued that ‘We have been let down by our representatives who either refuse to take seat in 
Parliament or refuse to acknowledge the public will in Northern Ireland for change’ (Alliance for 
Choice, 2018c). This insistance on the responsibility of democratically elected politicians to actively 
represent majority views is a standard political strategy of liberal and left social movement 
organisations, as they seek to demoralize and secularize contentious issues in order to win support 
(Rohlinger, 2006, p. 542). It is the failure to represent majority views, rather than supposed moral 
cultures, that threatens democracy, from this perspective. 
 
Pro-choice articulations of the Democracy frame sought to resonate with newly established norms 
governing abortion access in the Republic following repeal. This frame was deployed in pro-choice 
public speech in ways that sought recognition for individual moral authority, in sharp contrast with 
anti-abortion efforts to signify democracy as a mechanism for representing a putative ‘pro-life’ moral 
culture. 
 
Equal Citizenship: The Anti-Abortion Frame 
The second major frame evident in post-May 2018 abortion politics in Northern Ireland is that of Equal 
Citizenship. This frame has particular value in political conflicts over the role of states in recognizing 
and interpreting competing rights (Ginsburg & Rapp, 1995), and has wide resonance beyond Northern 
Ireland.  
 
Anti-abortion organisations commonly frame abortion access as a threat to women’s equal status, 
seeking resonance with pro-woman norms (Condit, 1990). Arguing that ‘[Repeal the 8th] has 
highlighted the situation north of the border where action is urgently needed to protect the human 
rights of women’ (Precious Life, 2018a), Precious Life characterized women and girls as victims of 
industrial abortion, suffering psychological as well as physical harms as a result. The rights of disabled 
future citizens, and minority racialized populations, were also framed as threatened by legal abortion. 
Precious Life shared stories from the US of ‘abortion racism’, where non-white women are apparently 
targeted for abortion advertising, and so are potential victims of a ‘silent genocide’ (Precious Life, 
2018b): 
 

75% of the abortion centres – lucrative killing machines – are in minority areas. Dr Alveda King, 
niece of Martin Luther King Jr., who had two abortions she severely regrets, exposed that around 
¼ of the black population in America are missing because of the abortion industry. 
 

 
The availability of abortion as a matter of choice when foetal abnormalities are diagnosed was 
similarly framed as a eugenic effort to undermine equal citizenship for future disabled populations: 
‘[t]his choice I think it is very much directed towards eliminating Down Syndrome, it’s almost like they 
want to make part of the human race extinct’ (Precious Life, 2018c). The eugenic agendas of early 
birth control movements in Britain and the US are also underlined in statements such as this, as is the 
disproportionate use of abortion services by ethnic minority women in Britain. This is explained not 
as a reflection of the structural position of such women with respect to choices about family formation 
and size, but instead as an indication of the racist and eugenic agenda of abortion providers. 
 
Central to anti-abortion deployment of the Equal Citizenship frame, captured in the slogan ‘civil rights 
begin in the womb’, is that ‘the unborn’ should be accorded rights equal to those of women: ‘we seek 
to be a voice for the voiceless, and as we argue for more modern and humane abortion law that 
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upholds not only the dignity and rights of women but the dignity and rights of the unborn child’ 
(Precious Life, 2018d). This assumption that citizenship can be held prior to birth reflects an effort to 
resonate with the individualism of late modern societies (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002).  At the same 
time, no account is offered of how the duties of citizenship might be discharged when the ‘citizen’ is 
not yet born (Holc, 2004). 
 
Equal Citizenship – The Pro-Choice Frame 
Pro-choice efforts to frame abortion access as an issue of women’s citizenship similarly relied on  
individualist norms, emphasizing the differential rights accorded to women in Northern Ireland, in 
contrast to both Britain and Ireland. Personal story telling, an important feature of complex political 
deliberation (Polletta & Lee, 2006), was used to demonstrate the impact of unequal rights on girls and 
women in a variety of situations, in ways designed to underline the relevance of this frame to the 
everyday lives of potential supporters. 
 
Within this frame, the introduction of funding and a central booking system for women in Northern 
Ireland to access NHS abortions in Britain in the weeks following May 2018 was welcomed, but did not 
address the full extent of underlying inequalities: 

 
Although Alliance for Choice welcome this scheme, it sadly leaves behind those in precarious 
employment, those without childcare, those in abusive and controlling relationships, those 
who are unable to travel easily due to disability and many more. (Alliance for Choice, 2018e) 

 
The organisation responded in a similar way to the commitment from Ireland’s Minister for Health to 
ensure access to abortion services to those in Northern Ireland following repeal:  

 
… this is still not a solution to the lack of abortion access for us in the counties we call home. 
Women and pregnant people who travel for abortion care face practical and financial barriers 
which may be lessened by travelling to Dublin rather than Liverpool. However, they still exist 
and the details for accessing healthcare outside of our usual jurisdiction will require a great 
deal of co-operation and diplomacy from our representatives in Stormont. 

 
 
The resonance and flexibility of this frame not only allowed it to be deployed in different ways on both 
sides of the conflict, but also, crucially, generated international pressure on the UK government to 
introduce change. Local pro-choice organisations were able to mobilise international interest and 
support by emphasising the implications of NI-specific abortion legislation for equal citizenship (The 
Guardian, 2018). This extended normative opportunity attracted the attention of international 
citizenship and human rights bodies, who contributed to the amplification of pro-choice frames 
beyond the confines of Stormont and Westminster. Following the judgement of CEDAW and the UK 
Supreme Court’s statement on Northern Ireland abortion law, Alliance for Choice insisted that ‘[w]e 
urge the government to act now. Human rights do not need an electoral mandate, the rights of 
abortion seekers deserve immediate action’ (Alliance for Choice, 2018d). 
 
Conclusion: Northern Ireland After the 8th 
Tensions between the institutional and normative aspects of democracy and citizenship became 
central in conflicts over abortion access in Northern Ireland following the repeal referendum result. 
Anti-abortion politics sought to reinforce existing constitutional arrangements following May 2018, 
despite the suspension of the regional Assembly. By contrast, pro-choice politics sought to capitalise 
on the significant normative opportunity created by the referendum result, and particularly its 
resonance with wider politics of gender equality and women’s rights (Messerschmidt, Martin, & 
Messner, 2018).  
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The events of May 2018 in the Republic removed an important supporting structure for anti-abortion 
politics in Northern Ireland, as individual women south of the border have been newly recognized as 
the source of moral authority in pregnancy, at least in the first twelve weeks (Government of Ireland, 
2018). This has in turn added momentum to pro-choice activities in Northern Ireland, despite the 
suspended Assembly and barriers to change at Westminster. Indeed, a Bill to decriminalise abortion 
across the UK, introduced in October 2018, attracted majority cross-party support at its first reading 
(BBC News, 2018 ). Although it ultimately failed (Simpson, 2018), the willingness to support change 
evident amongst Westminster MPs signals a significant shift in political attitudes towards abortion 
access in Northern Ireland following repeal, perhaps reversing the tendency to treat the region as an 
exceptional ‘place apart’. However, while cultural politics have become a major route for generating 
normative pressure for change, the very limited institutional opportunities for political decision-
making, combined with the turmoil over Brexit, have not yet delivered on the hopes for equal 
citizenship and democracy raised by repeal of the Eighth Amendment. 
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