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Abstract 

The ‘two worlds of morality politics’ framework suggests that the historical structure of the 

party system has a major influence on the politics of morality issues. This study uses the case 

of Ireland to examine that proposition. Ireland is unusual in that it combines the absence of an 

historical church-state conflict in its party system with an historically strong Roman Catholic 

Church. It is therefore a ‘critical case’ for the ‘two worlds’ framework, which brings to the fore 

the interaction of the Church and the party system. It is also a puzzling case in the timing and 

sequence of its reforms. Focusing on the politics of contraception, abortion, same-sex marriage, 

and divorce, we show that the Church had no strong secularising opponents (‘enemies’); 

however, when public attitudes changed and when liberalising interest groups mobilised, nor 

did the Church have parties who were close allies (‘friends’). Case studies of abortion and 

same-sex marriage show in greater depth how, in the presence of changing attitudes and 

mobilisation, the Church lacked a foothold in the party system that would allow it to obstruct 

reforms. The study’s findings open a conversation between the heretofore separate literatures 

on morality politics and Church influence. 
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The Roman Catholic (RC) Church is perhaps the largest interest group in the world with global 

reach and about 1.2 billion members. It is not surprising, then, that it features prominently in 

debates about the influence of religion on public policy, especially in a European context 

(Minkenberg 2002). For political science, the questions of which factors condition the policy 

influence of the RC Church and how it interacts with the political system are of obvious 

relevance.  

Morality issues like abortion and same-sex marriage, which touch on core teachings of 

the RC Church, are among those on which the question of its political role is most pertinent. 

Therefore, it is not surprising that the role of churches and especially the RC Church has 

become a central theme in the rapidly growing literature on the politics of morality issues (e.g., 

Knill and Preidel 2015; Euchner and Preidel 2018; Budde et al. 2018). One central discussion 

within this literature relates to the idea of ‘two worlds of morality politics’, presented by Engeli 

et al. (2012; see also Euchner 2019; Hurka et al. 2018; Adam et al. 2019; Studlar et al 2013). 

According to this perspective, the key factor shaping the politics of morality issues – including 

the influence of the RC Church – is the presence of a secular vs. religious conflict in the party 

system. 

 From the perspective of the ‘two worlds’ theory, Ireland is a critical case (cf. Gerring 

2007, 115-120). According to the ‘two worlds’ perspective, the conflict structure in the party 

system, not the strength of the RC Church, is the decisive factor for the politics of morality 

issues. However, these two factors can be hard to disentangle as countries with a strong RC 

Church typically have a church-state conflict embedded in their party systems. This is where 

Ireland is different. Historically, Ireland has had a strong RC Church, but no church-state 

conflict in its party system. From the ‘two-worlds’ perspective, the politics of morality issues 

in Ireland should follow the same policy dynamics as countries in the ‘secular world’, like the 

UK and the Nordic countries, rather than resembling countries with strong RC Churches in the 
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‘religious world’. This implies limited party attention, free votes in parliament, the 

insignificance of government composition for policy change and a crucial role for interest 

mobilisation. 

 Ireland is also empirically interesting. In terms of the regulation of morality issues, 

Ireland was long an outlier, where access to contraception, abortion and divorce remained very 

restrictive when it had become more liberal across the rest of Western Europe. Just as 

peculiarly, Ireland has rapidly converged with other West European countries in recent years 

and this process is characterised by an unusual sequence of reforms, with same-sex marriage 

being permitted in 2015 before convergence on abortion in 2018. 

We argue that the process leading to this puzzling development is characteristic of the 

‘secular world’ in the ‘two-worlds’ perspective. As support for the Church declined in Irish 

society and demand for the liberalisation of morality policies increased, political parties 

pushing for more permissive regulation remained marginal; mobilisation for change had to 

come from outside the party system. However, once this mobilisation occurred, the ‘secular’ 

nature of the party system meant that, although the RC Church and its position on morality 

issues had had no significant secularising opponents (‘enemies’), nor did it have strongly 

institutionalised alliances in the party system (‘friends’) through which it could resist reform. 

This explains the rapid convergence with other West European countries.  

Our critical case study of Ireland from the perspective of the ‘two worlds’ argument 

contributes to further developing the ‘two worlds’ perspective. It highlights the importance of 

interest mobilisation around specific morality issues in the ‘secular world’, where political 

parties neglect and avoid morality issues. It also has important implications for debates about 

the conditions for the RC Church’s political influence (Warner 2000; Grzymala-Busse 2015; 

2016) and debates about the way in which religion influences public policy (Minkenberg 2002; 



 
 

4 
 

2003). Neither of these debates have focused on the role of the conflict structure of the party 

system.   

Our paper proceeds by, first, discussing the literature on the politics of morality issues. 

Second, it describes the Irish party system and, third, it describes the development of morality 

policies and public opinion in Ireland. We focus on four issues (abortion, divorce, 

contraception, and same-sex marriage) encompassed by any definition of a morality issue (e.g., 

Knill et al. 2015). Fourth, the study sets out its analytical strategy. Fifth, a study of morality 

politics in Ireland describes the politics of morality issues in two parts: through the lens of 

election manifestos and legislative activity and then by examining in greater detail the 

processes underlying policy continuity and change in the cases of same-sex marriage and 

abortion. The final section concludes by summarising the paper’s findings and their broader 

implications. 

 

Morality issues and the role of Roman Catholic Church 

Recent years have seen the growth of a distinct literature on the comparative politics of morality 

issues, especially in Western Europe. The role of Catholicism and the RC Church has been 

central to this literature. Empirical studies clearly show that there is no simple effect, such as 

Catholic countries generally having less permissive regulation of morality issues (cf. Fink 

2009; Minkenberg 2002; Knill et al. 2014). However, Knill et al. (2014) find a delaying effect, 

whereby Catholic countries move more slowly in a permissive direction (cf. also Budde et al. 

2018). Other studies focus on specifying the conditions under which religion or the strength of 

the RC Church matter for policy outcomes. Fink (2009) argues that one should study churches 

as veto players. Overall, these studies show that the RC Church is potentially an important 
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actor, but the literature struggles to specify the conditions that affect the influence of the 

Church.  

The role of religion is also prominent in the ‘two worlds’ perspective developed by 

Engeli et al. (2012; see also van Kersbergen and Lindberg 2015; Euchner and Preidel, 2018; 

Hurka et al. 2018; Hildebrandt 2016). The argument from this perspective is that the politics 

of morality issues differ fundamentally depending on whether countries belong to the ‘secular’ 

or ‘religious’ world. This in turn depends on the existence of a historical church-state conflict 

between secular and religious parties.  

In the religious world, where this conflict has continued to exist in times of 

secularisation, secularising parties try to draw political attention to morality issues while 

powerful Christian Democratic parties, who base their electoral success in times of 

secularisation on an un-secular profile (van Kersbergen 2008), try to avoid morality issues. 

Christian Democrats in government reduce the rate of liberalisation (Adams et al. 2019) and 

major steps in a permissive direction typically come when secularising parties gain power (e.g., 

Knill et al. 2014: 856-858; Timmermans and Breeman 2012).  

In the secular world, with no historical religious-secular party conflict, parties generally 

pay little attention to morality issues. They allow free votes in parliament on those issues and 

the ‘colour’ of government does not matter for policy change. Instead, policy processes depend 

on the interests that can be mobilised around a particular issue and the initiatives of individual 

MPs and interest groups. This leaves considerable room for other actors, like churches, to 

exercise political influence. At the same time, churches do not have strongly institutionalised 

alliances (i.e., ‘friends’) in the party system. Therefore, if other interest groups such as 

women’s organisations or LGBT groups gain the upper hand on a particular issue, there is – 

unlike in the religious world (Adam et al. 2019) – little help from the party system in the form 
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of allies who will delay and obstruct liberalisation. Thus, in the secular world, the major 

obstacle to liberalisation is the lack of attention to morality issues, rather than strong opponents 

in the party system.  

One important challenge for the ‘two worlds’ perspective is to separate the influence of 

the conflict structure of the party system from other factors like the role of RC Church and 

Catholicism more broadly. Countries in the ‘religious world’ are typically Catholic countries 

like Spain, Belgium and Austria, though other countries in the religious world like Germany 

and the Netherlands are only partly Catholic. From this perspective, Ireland has an unusual 

configuration of characteristics: it is a Catholic country without an historical church-state 

conflict. Ireland can therefore be seen as a crucial or critical case for the ‘two worlds’ 

perspective in the ‘least likely’ sense (Gerring 2007: 115-120). If the policy processes in Ireland 

follow the same dynamics as other countries in the secular world, this provides important 

evidence for the crucial role of the church-state conflict (or its absence) in the party system for 

policy processes around morality issues.  

 

Ireland’s party system in the ‘secular world’ 

The compromises involved in the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921 divided Ireland’s nationalist 

movement. This resulted in the Civil War (1922-23) between pro-Treaty forces, which became 

Cumman na nGaedheal (CnaG; later Fine Gael [FG]) and anti-Treaty forces from which Fianna 

Fáil (FF) emerged. At all general elections from 1932 to 2007, FF won a plurality of votes; FG 

came second; and the Labour Party remained marginal, typically winning one-tenth of the vote. 

FG and FF remained the axis around which the party system was structured; even in the 1990s 

and 2000s, as the system became more fragmented, they together occupied about 70% of Dáil 

(lower house) seats. This pattern of competition gradually subsided after FF’s major electoral 
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defeat in 2011. From 2016 until 2020, FF supporting an FG-led government in a ‘confidence-

and-supply’ arrangement, while the general election of February 2020 saw Sinn Féin (SF) – 

another party with its roots in divisions within the nationalist movement – emerge as the largest 

party by vote share (Little and Farrell 2020). 

Neither a left-right conflict nor a church-state conflict has played a significant role in 

the Irish party system (Sinnott 1995: 284). FF and FG resemble Christian Democratic parties 

– FG is a member of the European People’s Party – but they are not Christian Democratic 

parties by origin. To the extent that there has been a difference between the two main parties 

on morality issues and the religious-secular dimension, FF has been slightly more conservative 

(McGraw 2017: 61).  

The main differences between the parties on morality issues have been at the margins 

of the party system, between smaller parties and the two main parties. Labour has been the 

most significant of these, but only once, from 2011 to 2016, was it the second-largest party. 

From the 1980s, new parties gained representation in the Dáil: the Workers’ Party in the 1980s; 

Democratic Left in the 1990s; the Progressive Democrats (PDs) from 1987 until it dissolved in 

2009; and, from 1989, the Greens. SF grew steadily from 1997, winning 23% of Dáil seats in 

February 2020. With the exception of Labour in 2011 and SF in 2020, these parties have been 

electorally marginal. They have also been cautious in advancing a liberalising agenda 

(described below). Thus, Ireland belongs to the ‘secular world’ with no historical church-state 

conflict in the party system, manifested in particular by the absence of parties that were both 

strong and strongly secularising.  

 

 

The RC Church and morality policies in Ireland 
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The next question, then, is if the politics of morality issues in Ireland follows the patterns one 

should expect based on the placement of Ireland in the secular world. To begin our analysis of 

this question, we describe the policy developments around morality issues in Ireland; we also 

use this section to describe the Church’s historical strength, and its more recent decline. 

Ireland differs from other countries in the secular world in an important respect, namely 

the historical role of the RC Church. Political mobilisation in 19th Century Ireland was founded 

on an alliance between nationalism and the Church (Coakley 2018; Grzymała-Busse 2015: 65–

71) and the Church played a very influential role in shaping the foundations of the State in the 

1920s and 1930s: ‘The process of incorporating Catholic teaching into Irish legislation… 

reached a peak with the passing of the Irish Constitution of 1937’ (Inglis 1998: 79), which 

could be amended only by referendum. The Church’s strong influence was founded on 

consensus with politicians and the overwhelmingly Catholic electorate (Inglis 1998; Whyte 

1980). It was a strength borne of ideas shared by the public and the elite, and thus buttressed 

by strong electoral incentives for politicians to toe the Church’s line. Although most individual 

politicians deferred to the Church (e.g., Ferriter 2007: 217-222), the Church’s strength was not 

founded on being the major stakeholder in a political party with a religious identity, and this in 

turn was due to the ‘secular’ nature of Ireland’s party system. 

 Ireland was an outlier in Western Europe on the regulation of contraception owing to 

legislation dating from the 1930s that criminalised the importation and sale of contraceptives, 

while censorship legislation prohibited advocacy for contraception. Other West European 

countries with a strong RC Church (Italy, Spain, France) also had restrictions on contraception, 

but they were lifted in the 1960s and 1970s. In Ireland, it was not until 1979 that married 

couples could be prescribed contraceptives by a doctor and pharmacies were allowed to sell 

them. In 1985, legislation did away with the need for a prescription for condoms and 
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spermicides and broadened the outlets from which condoms could be distributed, and reforms 

in 1992 and 1993 loosened restrictions further (Galligan 1998: Ch.7). 

Ireland was also an outlier in Western Europe until 2018 in its regulation of abortion 

(Nebel and Hurka 2015: 67; UN 2014). This can be traced to both 19th Century law under which 

abortion was a criminal offence and the Eighth Amendment to the Constitution, which was 

introduced by referendum in 1983 with the intention of making abortion unconstitutional. 

Notwithstanding this intention, the Supreme Court ruled in the ‘X Case’ (1992) that abortion 

was permissible where there was a ‘real and substantial’ risk to the life of the woman. Yet it 

was not until 2013 that new legislation put in place procedures to ascertain whether abortion 

was permitted in individual cases. From 2014 to 2018, just 124 abortions took place under that 

restrictive legislation (HSE 2019). The Eighth Amendment was repealed by referendum in May 

2018 and this was followed by legislation allowing abortion up to 12 weeks’ gestation and after 

12 weeks where there was a risk to the health of the woman and in cases of fatal foetal 

abnormalities, meaning that Ireland’s rules are now fairly typical among European countries.  

Divorce is another issue where Ireland has been an outlier. Ireland had a legislative ban 

on divorce from 1924 until 1937, at which point the ban was enshrined in Ireland’s new 

Constitution; it remained in place until a referendum in 1995 and the passage of supporting 

legislation the following year. This was the second attempt to get rid of the ban, the first having 

been rejected by referendum in 1986. After the 1995 referendum, the Constitution required that 

a couple live apart for four of the five years before the divorce. This unusually long waiting 

period contributed to Ireland having the lowest rate of divorce in Europe (Fahey 2013). A 

further referendum on divorce in May 2019 empowered the Oireachtas (parliament) to legislate 

on divorce, and it duly did so later that year, reducing the waiting period to two years out of 

the previous three.  
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Homosexuality was criminalised under 19th Century laws and its very late 

decriminalisation in 1993 again makes Ireland unusual. However, Ireland has not been a 

restrictive outlier on same-sex marriage. It legislated for civil partnerships in 2010, affording 

same-sex civil partners many of the same rights as married couples. In 2015, it enacted 

legislation that addressed many legal issues relating to parenting by lesbian and gay-headed 

households and, later that year, passed a constitutional amendment by referendum that 

introduced marriage equality. Unlike in other countries, same-sex marriage was the first issue 

after contraception where regulation became truly permissive, marking the beginning of a rapid 

movement towards liberalisation; this is a surprising feature of the Irish case, and one that 

demands explanation. 

Overall, the legislative status quos on morality issues in the late 20th Century had their 

origins in Victorian-era Britain or in 1930s Ireland, when Church influence was very strong. 

Arguably, the most important role of the RC Church in Ireland’s policy development is to have 

defined the status quo. In comparative perspective, Ireland stands out by how long it continued 

with very restrictive regulation of abortion, contraception, divorce, and homosexuality 

compared to almost all other major West European countries.  

One straightforward explanation for the Irish development would be that it reflects the 

late and steep decline in religiosity and support for the Church, which brought with it demands 

for more permissive regulation of morality issues. In the 1970s, church attendance was above 

90% in Ireland; by 2018, it was 30% (Coakley 2018; Elkink et al. 2020). The Church’s strength 

declined especially rapidly from the early 1990s, as the media began reporting on clerical child 

abuse, the protection of abusers, and other forms of institutional hypocrisy (Inglis 1998: 201–

242; Halikiopoulou 2011). In 1981, 51% of respondents had a ‘great deal of trust’ in the 

Church; this declined to 42% in 1991, 25% in 1995, and 20% in 2008 (McGraw 2018: 688; 

Elkink et al. 2020).  
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Attitudes to morality issues also shifted. In 1981, 14% of respondents to a European 

Values Survey held that abortion was acceptable in some circumstances and in 1983, the Eighth 

Amendment was passed by a 67% majority on a 54% turnout. By 2016, a poll commissioned 

by Amnesty International found that 87% were in favour of greater access to abortion (McGraw 

2017: 87–88) and in 2018, repeal of the Eighth Amendment was passed by 66% on a 65% 

turnout. The electorate rejected a restrictive divorce regime in 1986 in favour of a continued 

ban on divorce, it approved the same proposal by a bare majority of 9,000 votes in 1995 (despite 

a last-minute appeal by Pope John Paul II), and it passed the 2019 divorce referendum with an 

82% majority (on 51% turnout). Likewise, marriage equality – almost unthinkable in late 20th 

Century Ireland – was passed by a significant majority (62%) on a high turnout (61%) in 2015.  

Clearly, the restrictive regulation of morality issues in Ireland persisted for longer than 

public support for these policies. This was partly a result of the Church’s status quo advantage, 

which was enshrined constitutionally in the cases of divorce, marriage, and (from 1983) 

abortion. We argue that the slow responses of the political parties in Ireland to changing public 

attitudes (Costello 2017: 420) also played an important role, and that these responses were 

rooted in the ‘secular’ nature of Ireland’s party system.  

 

 

How to study morality politics in Ireland?  

Based on the argument thus far placing Ireland in the ‘secular world’ of morality politics, and 

the observation that the Church played an important role in defining the policy status quo, 

explaining the puzzling timing and sequence of liberalisation involves two elements. The first 

is to document the weak politicisation of morality issues among the parties. We expect Irish 
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political parties to have ceded leadership on these issues to interests that could be mobilised 

around particular policy issues. For a long time, this was to the advantage of the Church. 

Having defined the policy status quo, the Church’s influence persisted because no party had 

sufficient incentive and capacity to challenge it.  

The second element is to show that once policy entrepreneurs on the pro-permissive 

side had grown strong – and they did so with regard to same-sex marriage before abortion – 

the Church had no firm friends in the party system who would reliably represent its preferences 

in the face of strong mobilisation against the status quo. Our argument thus implies that we 

study the role of Church and its interaction with the party system indirectly by examining how 

parties and other political actors – including liberalising interest groups and the lay Catholic 

groups that were often the key protagonists in protecting restrictive policies (Ferriter 2007: 

218; O’Reilly 1992) – shaped policy preferences about the status quo originally defined by the 

Church. When attitudes to the Church and morality issues changed in Ireland, there was little 

the Church itself could do. The important question was how those other political actors, 

especially political parties, responded.  

 We initially examine the politicisation of four morality policies using parties’ general 

election manifestos (Table 1) and Private Members’ Bills (PMBs) (Table 2). General election 

manifestos are a well-established source of studying politicisation, but are only available every 

few years, while Private Members’ Bills (PMBs) have typically been used as tools for agenda-

setting in the Oireachtas by TDs and parties in opposition.  

We then examine in greater depth two issues – abortion and same-sex marriage – to 

access greater detail concerning the effects of issue-specific interest mobilisation in the absence 

of a Church with close partisan allies. As well as providing the opportunity to examine these 

processes in greater depth, the selection of abortion and same-sex marriage has three other 
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implications: together, abortion and same-sex marriage are diverse, as conflict on same-sex 

marriage is relatively independent of conflict on abortion; individually, abortion is 

substantively important as a ‘master’ issue among morality issues; and, finally, the long period 

during which abortion has been the subject of morality politics in Ireland sheds light on both 

the influence of the Church until the 1980s and its subsequent decline.  

 

The politics of morality policy issues in Ireland 

Driven by lay Catholic anti-abortion groups supported by the Church, abortion came onto the 

political agenda in the early 1980s (O’Reilly 1992). Their successful campaign is reflected in 

the restrictive positions taken by the parties in election manifestos (Table 1); in 1981, even 

Labour explicitly supported the policy status quo. After the Eighth Amendment was passed in 

1983, the parties fairly consistently avoided taking positions on this divisive issue in their 

manifestos. It is perhaps unsurprising in this context that that voters have struggled to place the 

main parties in relation to abortion and perceive only minor differences among them (McGraw 

2015: 37, 74-75). It was only at the 2016 general election – after a major mobilisation of interest 

groups and public opinion in favour of repeal – that the manifestos of Labour, the Greens, and 

SF advocated repealing the Eighth Amendment and permitting abortion where the woman’s 

health was threatened. 

Contraception received more ready engagement in party manifestos, but again this was 

only after mobilisation for liberalisation in the 1970s and a substantial shift in public opinion 

(Galligan 1998: 149). Labour, which was divided on the issue in the 1970s, quite consistently 

advocated for liberalisation in its manifestos from the early 1980s. On divorce, too, Labour 

pushed for reform, and after the mid-1980s there was a broader party consensus on the need 

for reform, culminating in policy change in the mid-1990s. On same-sex marriage, civil unions 
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were initially advocated in the Labour manifesto in 2002; this became a cross-party consensus 

in the 2007 manifestos; and in 2011, Labour, SF, and the Greens included commitments to 

marriage equality.  

Overall, FF and FG tended to avoid taking clear positions on morality issues in their 

general election manifestos. Labour was more active on these issues, but it often avoided 

spelling out its positions in its manifestos. When the parties did take positions in their 

manifestos they tended to follow – rather than lead – broader mobilisation on the issue (e.g., 

contraception, repeal of the Eighth Amendment, same-sex marriage).  
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Table 1: Positions on four morality issues in general election manifestos, 1969-2016  

 
Fianna Fáil Fine Gael Labour 

Progressive 
Democrats Sinn Féin Green Party 

       
1969 NA   X X X 
1973   X X X 
1977 Contraception 

(+) 
 X X X 

1981 Contraception 
(s.q.), 

Abortion (-) 

Abortion (-), 
Contraception 

(+) 

Abortion 
(s.q.),  

Divorce (+), 
Contraception 

(+) 

X X X 

1982a    X X X 
1982b  Abortion (-) Contraception 

(+),  
Divorce (+) 

X X X 

1987 Divorce (+) Divorce (+), 
Contraception 

(+) 

Divorce (+) Divorce (+) X  

1989    Divorce (+) X  
1992 Divorce (+)  Contraception 

(+), 
Divorce (+) 

Contraception 
(+),  

Divorce (+) 

X Abortion (+),  
Divorce (+), 

Contraception 
(+) 

1997 Contraception 
(+) 

     

2002   Abortion (+), 
Same-sex 

marriage (+) 

Divorce (+)  Same-sex 
marriage (+) 

2007 Same-sex 
marriage (+) 

Same- sex 
marriage (+) 

Abortion (+), 
Same-sex 

marriage (+) 

Same-sex 
marriage (+) 

Same-sex 
marriage 

(+) 

Same-sex 
marriage (+) 

2011   Abortion (+), 
Same sex 

marriage (+), 

X Same-sex 
marriage 

(+) 

Same-sex 
marriage (+) 

2016   Abortion (+), 
Same-sex 

marriage (+), 
Contraception 

(+) 

X Abortion 
(+) 

Abortion (+) 

       

Positions: + = in favour of liberalising reform; s.q. = in favour of the status quo; - = in favour of 
restrictive reform; blank where there was no commitment to a clear policy position (+, -, or s.q.). X = 
party not running; NA = no manifesto. FG and Labour published joint documents in 1973 and 1977. 
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Table 2: Private Members’ Bills on four morality policy issues, 1969-2018*  

 
Contraception Abortion Divorce 

Same sex-
marriage 

Fianna Fáil     
Fine Gael   2  

Labour (1) 2 1 3 
Progressive 
Democrats     

Sinn Féin     
Green Party  (1)   

Independents 
and others 3 9  1 

Total (bills) 3 11 3 4 
*Figure in parentheses if not the first named sponsor. Data: Houses of the Oireachtas (2018).  
 

Turning to PMBs, almost all of the 21 bills identified in Table 2 sought liberalising reforms, 

but considering that more than 1000 PMBs were initiated during this period, morality issues 

account for only a tiny fraction of the agenda. It has been Independent parliamentarians, small 

left-wing parties, and the Labour Party that have made most use of PMBs on morality issues. 

Independent Senator Mary Robinson used them to set the agenda on contraception in the 1970s. 

In 1992, the Workers’ Party sought repeal of the Eighth Amendment, while Labour sought 

travel and information rights on abortion, and between 2012 and 2014 left-wing TD Clare Daly 

sponsored four PMBs seeking abortion to be allowed where there was a risk to the life of the 

woman and in cases of fatal foetal abnormalities, and then used a PMB to seek a constitutional 

right to bodily integrity. Labour initiated a Civil Unions Bill in 2006, a Marriage Equality Bill 

in 2013 (while in government), and sought fair treatment of same-sex couples in respect of 

pensions in 2016. On divorce, Labour sought a referendum in 1985 (again while in 

government), while FG initiated bills on family law reform in 1987 and the liberalisation of 

divorce in 2016. Overall, the preferences of Labour and most other small parties have been 

only moderately liberalising and the salience of morality policy issues was modest until the 

2010s. 
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The Church, mobilisation and party politics: same-sex marriage and abortion 

Same-sex marriage. Just as non-partisan actors were the driving force behind the 

decriminalisation of homosexuality in 1993 (Healy et al. 2016: 17), so were they the main 

protagonists in reforms leading to marriage equality. From 2004, Katherine Zappone and Ann 

Louise Gilligan challenged the Revenue Commissioner’s decision not to recognise their 

Canadian marriage; their campaign was renamed Marriage Equality (ME) in 2008. Meanwhile, 

the long-established Gay and Lesbian Equality Network (GLEN) played an ‘insider’ role with 

more incremental goals. They supported civil partnership – to which ME and others were 

vehemently opposed – as an improvement on the status quo and a stepping stone to marriage 

equality (Parker 2017: 1-3). Public opinion on LGBT issues also became more liberal in the 

mid-2000s: while only one-quarter Irish people strongly agreed that ‘Gays and lesbians should 

be free to live their own life as they wish’ in 2002 and 2004, this grew to more than 40% in 

2010 and 2012 and half in 2016 (ESS 2019). The first civil partnership ceremonies in the UK 

took place in 2005 and LGBT groups stepped up their political engagement from the late 2000s 

(Healy et al. 2016: 16). 

Among the parties, Labour and the Greens were early supporters of greater rights for 

same-sex partners, and civil partnership became a consensus issue among the parties by 2007 

(Table 1), leading to legislation for civil partnerships in 2010 under the FF-Green government 

and legislation on taxation rights in July 2011 under the new FG-Labour government. In 2012, 

the Labour Party leader and Tánaiste (Deputy PM) declared same-sex marriage to be ‘the civil 

rights issue of this generation’. However, FG’s reluctance to support marriage equality meant 

that the Government asked a deliberative forum comprising politicians and randomly selected 

citizens to examine the issue. After hearing personal, expert, and interest group testimony – 
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from GLEN, ME, the Irish Council for Civil Liberties (ICCL), the Catholic Bishops’ 

Conference and other religious organisations – 79 out of 100 delegates voted in favour of same-

sex marriage (Healy et al. 2016: 4, 13).  

By the time of the referendum in 2015, GLEN, ME, and the ICCL had spent two years 

seeking to coordinate their actions, leading to the joint Yes Equality campaign. The FG Minister 

for Health came out in the months before the election, becoming Ireland’s first openly gay 

minister, and there was considerable coordination between the Yes Equality campaign and the 

main parties, which by then all supported marriage equality. However, the Labour Party and 

other partisan actors were wary of playing too prominent a role, which they felt could be 

counterproductive (Healy et al. 2016: 50); other parties – most conspicuously FF – were unable 

to mobilise their conservative members.  

The main campaign group against the referendum – Mothers and Fathers Matter – had 

a weak presence on the ground and offended many with their slogan: ‘Children deserve a 

mother and a father’. Of the 26% of respondents to a referendum survey who reported being 

canvassed, 87% were approached by the Yes campaign and 36% by the No campaign, and 

canvassing by the Yes campaign had a strong mobilising effect (Elkink et al. 2017: 373). The 

Church itself was relatively passive until the final weeks of the campaign, when the views of 

bishops who favoured greater activism appeared to prevail (Knill and Preidel 2015: 385-386; 

Healy et al., 2016: 116–117, 123, 154; Parker 2017: 14-15). 

 Overall, the issue did not become an important point of party competition and the main 

mobilisation took place in civil society. Although Labour’s presence in government was 

necessary for marriage equality (and the Greens’ for civil partnership), Irish political parties 

were not the main drivers of reform on same-sex marriage. When interest groups pushed the 

issue onto the agenda, the parties, most significantly FG and FF, only delayed reforms for a 
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short time, and for tactical rather than ideological reasons. The case of same-sex marriage 

illustrates the primacy of interest group and public mobilisation in morality policy change in 

Ireland, and a Church that ultimately had no significant party in its corner. 

 Abortion. In 1983, concerned that the existing law criminalising abortion was not watertight, 

anti-abortion groups succeeded in inserting the Eighth Amendment to the Constitution by 

referendum, guaranteeing to defend a right to life of ‘the unborn’, ‘with due regard to the equal 

right to life of the mother’ (Constitution of Ireland 2015). Their success was due to their 

effective campaigning amidst political instability and in the absence of significant advocacy 

for the legalisation of abortion (Murphy 2010: 575; O’Reilly 1992). The government parties 

(FG and Labour) granted free votes on the referendum legislation and defections by 

conservatives from both were instrumental in ensuring that the anti-abortion groups’ preferred 

wording was put before the people (Murphy 2010: 578). 

Three further referendums on abortion were held on 25 November 1992 following two 

court judgements. The Supreme Court judgement in the ‘X case’ interpreted the Eighth 

Amendment to mean both that abortion was permissible where there was a ‘real and 

substantial’ risk to the life (but not the health) of the pregnant woman, including the risk of 

suicide, and that a woman’s right to travel abroad for an abortion could be restricted. The 

European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) ruled against restricting information about abortion 

services abroad; this ruling was the culmination of a legal challenge and appeals taken by 

interest groups on each side (Bacik 2013: 22-23; Kennelly and Ward 1993: 116-117). The 

Church formally adopted a neutral position on the three referendums, but their de facto position 

opposing them was clear (Kennelly and Ward 1993: 123). The referendums resulted in two 

constitutional amendments affirming the right to travel abroad for an abortion and to 

information on abortion services abroad, each supported by about 60% of voters. Voters on 
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both sides (65.4%) rejected a proposed amendment that would have permitted abortion where 

there was a risk to the life of the woman, excluding the risk of suicide.  

Interest groups again played a central role. Lay Catholic groups had shown their 

continued influence in 1991 by getting a protocol on the Eighth Amendment added to the 

Maastricht Treaty, but the wording of the referendums in 1992 betrayed their reduced influence 

over policymakers (Reidy 2020). In 2002, the government was persuaded by anti-abortion 

groups and by conservative Independent TDs on which it depended to hold a referendum 

similar to the one defeated in 1992; this too was defeated, albeit by a slimmer margin (50.4%). 

What characterised Irish abortion politics in the late 20th Century was thus three things. 

First, a strong and well-organised anti-abortion side that ensured that the status quo was 

maintained even after the courts ruled that abortion was permissible under certain conditions. 

Second, shifting public opinion, both on the Church and on abortion. Third, a party system that 

showed limited interest in the issue and parties with divided support bases (Marsh and Sinnott 

1993: 101-102; McGraw 2017: 88). Policy change was to depend on significant mobilisation 

by pro-choice groups outside the party system. 

 In 2010, the ECtHR deemed that Irish law infringed the rights of a woman who feared 

a risk to her life from pregnancy relating to past cancer treatment and, in late 2012, abortion 

became a salient issue following the death of Savita Halappanavar after she was refused an 

abortion while miscarrying at 18 weeks pregnant. This resulted in significant mobilisation by 

a tactically diverse coalition of women’s groups (Cullen 2019). Legislation enacted in 2013 – 

which allowed women to access abortion when their lives were in danger – was driven in large 

part by the movement for abortion rights that gained strength after Halappanavar’s death; this 

forced the government to address the issue, and led to the expulsion of several FG TDs from 

the party for voting against the legislation. Between 2011 and 2016, public opinion shifted 
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markedly towards the position that abortion should be freely available (McGraw 2018: 688–

689; RTÉ/B&A 2016: 80).  

In 2016, a new FG-led government asked a deliberative forum of citizens and 

subsequently an all-party parliamentary committee to deliberate on abortion; this led to the 

referendum on 25 May 2018. These non-partisan and cross-party processes limited the potential 

for party competition. As in the case of same-sex marriage, the two main parties were unable 

to mobilise fully in favour of the referendum and offered a free vote (Cullen 2019: 35-36, 40); 

indeed, a majority of FF parliamentarians opposed repeal. SF took a harder line, suspending 

two anti-repeal TDs who later resigned from the party.  

The process that eventually led to the legalisation of abortion is characterised by several 

features. First, despite shifting public attitudes, the political pressure for policy change was 

weak: most parties were divided and showed limited interest in the issue. Second, changes in 

policy were driven primarily by interest group mobilisation and court rulings in which interest 

groups were involved. It took a focusing event – the death of Savita Halappanavar – that 

mobilised support for liberalisation to garner significant political attention and policy change. 

Third, when pro-choice groups mobilised with broad public support, neither FF nor FG were 

strong ‘friends’ of the RC Church in the sense of trying to delay or stop the process.  

 

Conclusion 

Ireland can be seen as a critical case for the ‘two worlds’ perspective. From this perspective, 

the politics of morality issues should be marked by the lack of engagement by parties and the 

importance of interest mobilisation outside the party system. The RC Church was very 

important in Ireland because it had defined the status quo on issues like contraception and 

divorce in the 1930s and abortion in the early 1980s. When the Church’s moral authority 
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declined rapidly, there was no strong and strongly-secularising party to mobilise against the 

policy status quo. Mobilisation for policy change was led by interest groups and through non-

partisan processes. The lack of strong, strongly-secularising parties is one side of the absence 

in the Irish party system of a religious-secular conflict. The other side is the absence of parties 

with strongly institutionalised links to the Church, and the importance of this factor became 

evident as electoral incentives to defend the status quo ebbed and individual politicians who 

shared the Church’s ideas became thinner on the ground.  

In this context, once changes to the policy status quo were on the agenda, there was 

little resistance from the parties and the resulting changes were dramatic. Ireland has rapidly 

moved from being a restrictive outlier to being similar to other West European countries on 

most morality policies. Interest groups rather than parties led these mobilisations and the 

relative strength of those interest groups explains why significant policy change was on same-

sex marriage before abortion, unlike in most other West European countries. Thus, the structure 

of the party system is what should shape the influence of the RC Church on morality issues.  

 The strategy of Irish parties towards morality issues, especially FF and FG, has been to 

ignore them to the extent possible. This follows from the lack of a religious-secular conflict 

within the party system, but has also been facilitated by several features of the Irish political 

system. The need to use referendums rather than ordinary legislative processes to resolve many 

moral policy questions due to their constitutional status has protected political parties from 

divisions (McGraw 2017: 87; Murphy 2010: 576). Another way in which parties have evaded 

this challenge is through ‘an uncommon degree of micro-political flexibility’ at the level of 

individual candidates and parliamentarians, aided by Ireland’s candidate-centred electoral 

system (McGraw 2016: 479). Parties have allowed this flexibility express itself in 

parliamentary votes by frequently granting free votes on moral policy issues.  
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The case of Ireland clearly supports the focus of the ‘two worlds’ theory on the conflict 

structure of the party system when it comes to explaining the politics of morality issues. The 

lack of a religious-secular conflict in the party system is the most important factor for 

understanding the politics of morality issues in Ireland. For discussions about which ‘world’ 

different countries belong to (Adams et al. 2019, 7-8), this also clearly reinforces the argument 

that Ireland belongs to the ‘secular world’. The lack of an historical church-state conflict led to 

the processes and politics that characterise the secular world, i.e. limited party attention, free 

votes in parliament, the insignificance of government composition for policy change, and the 

crucial role of interest mobilisation. The Irish case also points to important questions for further 

research when it comes to the politics of morality issues in the secular world, when existing 

studies focus on the religious world (e.g. Euchner 2019: Hildebrandt 2016). A key question is 

the dynamics of interest mobilisation across different issues. Ireland saw earlier mobilisation 

around same-sex marriage than abortion, but the reverse pattern is the case for other countries 

in the secular world (Engeli et al. 2012). Thus, the dynamics of interest mobilisation does not 

follow an issue pattern where some issues always see mobilisation earlier than others. 

In terms of the literature on the political influence of the RC Church and its interaction 

with the party system, this paper stresses the need to see this from the perspective of the party 

system as well. Gryzmala-Busse’s argument (2015; 2016) that the RC Church in Ireland has 

been particularly strong because of the fusion of Catholicism with national identity is clearly 

crucial to understanding the strength of the Church in Ireland and the persistence of restrictive 

morality policies. However, the national issue in Irish politics also became the major issue 

structuring the Irish party system and no religious-secular cleavage emerged. Once public 

attitudes to the Church and to morality issues changed in Ireland, this had profound 

consequences for the influence of the RC Church and the regulation of morality issues. One 

cannot focus exclusively on the potential allies of the Church (cf. Warner 2000) or the Church 
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itself as a veto–player (Fink 2009). Strong ‘friends’ in the form of Christian Democratic or 

religious parties are typically one side of a secular vs. religious divide, which implies that there 

also secularising opponents (‘enemies’) of the Church. If the Church does not form the basis 

of a fundamental cleavage, it means that it depends on its own strength and the advantage 

accruing from having defined the status quo (cf. Grzymala-Busse 2015). For debates about the 

role of religion for public policy more generally, this study suggests a need to focus on the 

conflict structure in the party system, whereas other studies (e.g. Minkenberg 2002) have 

focused on factors such as the church-state relationship, confessional heritage and cultural 

values.  
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