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Abstract
In this paper, I draw on ongoing ethnographic research on abortion care in Ireland. My research
follows a reproductive justice framework to inquire whether pregnant people have the means
and the accessibility to abortion care, and whether providers have the means to provide abortion
care. I argue that my approach provides an innovative way of examining reproductive justice
in Ireland through a feminist and intersectional lens. Moving away from the moral framing
of abortion which has dominated the public construction of the issue in Ireland to date, the
reframing of abortion as a reproductive justice opens up opportunities for a more balanced
consideration of abortion provision as policy, practice and lived experience for both service
users and service providers.
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Introduction
After a 35 year-long constitutional ban, abortion has been legally available in Ireland since Jan-
uary 2019. Following the repeal of the Eighth Amendment to the Irish Constitution, termination
is now permitted during the first twelve weeks of pregnancy, in later cases where the pregnant
woman’s life or health is at risk, and in cases of fatal foetal abnormality (Health Termination
of Pregnancy Act, 2018). Due to the decades of the constitutional ban on abortion, limited
research has been conducted on the experiences of abortion providers and abortion seekers in
Ireland. The legal, social, cultural and political transition to the legalisation of abortion and the
implementation of abortion care, further accelerated by a mandate for telemedicine provision
for the duration of the COVID-19 pandemic, provides fertile ground to study abortion from a
new perspective. Situating abortion at the intersections of governance, healthcare, and social
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justice is a relatively new and unexplored way of studying abortion in Ireland and it is essential
to place lived experiences at the centre of research to understand the effects of the recent legal-
isation of abortion.6, 16 In this paper, I draw on ongoing ethnographic research on abortion care
in Ireland. My research follows a reproductive justice framework to inquire whether pregnant
people have the means and the accessibility to abortion care, and whether providers have the
means to provide abortion care. My approach provides an innovative way of examining repro-
ductive justice in Ireland through a feminist and intersectional lens. Moving away from the
moral framing of abortion which has dominated the public construction of the issue in Ireland
to date, the reframing of abortion as a reproductive justice and public health issue opens up
opportunities for a more balanced consideration of abortion provision as policy, practice and
lived experience for both service users and service providers.

Reproductive justice and abortion governance
Studies of abortion in Ireland have mostly focused on law and politics,1, 5, 14, 17, 19 national iden-
tity,17, 23 and the influence of the Catholic Church.7–9, 11 Moreover, feminist scholars have
worked on resistance and negotiations of state policies and women’s rights.12, 22 However,
there are few studies on experiences of having or providing abortions in Ireland and of stud-
ies on reproductive justice. Only recently, more scholars have come to apply a reproductive
justice approach to studying abortion in Ireland, most notably in the themed issue of Éire-

Ireland “Women’s Health and Reproductive Justice in Ireland” of Fall/Winter 2021, the Femi-

nist Review’s special issue “Abortion in Ireland” of March 2020, and Fitzsimons’ (2021) book
Repealed. Ireland’s Unfinished Fight for Reproductive Rights.

Reproductive justice
The term reproductive justice was coined in 1994 by 12 Black women in a statement that they
published in the Washington Post (“Black Women for Reproductive Justice”, 2012). React-
ing to government plans for universal health care reform at the time, the women developed a
feminist intersectional framework, combining reproductive politics with social justice:20

Reproductive justice has generated new theory and practices that explain the phe-

nomena at the intersection of race, class, and gender in reproductive politics to

coherently account for events across time and include multiple events. In doing so,

reproductive justice has eclipsed the binaries and under-theorized pro-choice/pro-

life frameworks among both women of color and predominantly white organiza-

tions. [. . . ] Reproductive justice theory examines the meanings assigned to re-

productive relations and externally imposed policies and practices. Such theory

unmasks the power relations of the world in narrative forms.

Reproductive justice brings a radical focus on intersectionality and inclusivity, on reproduc-
tive rights as an issue of social justice, and on abortion as part of people’s broader reproductive
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desires.3, 20, 21, 25

Intersectionality
Intersectionality is central to a reproductive justice framework, as it considers the convergence
of multiple oppressions: it does not concern diverse identities or positionalities per se, but the
consequences of how you are perceived by society; the reactions to your ascribed identities.
Kimberlé Crenshaw first coined the term intersectionality to highlight the multidimensionality
of marginalised subjects’ lived experiences.4 Intersectionality subverts binaries in the analy-
sis of how various aspects in life, such as race, gender, class, sexuality, age, and migration
background are “mutually reinforcing”.15 It also provides a response to critiques of identity
politics by exposing differences within categorisations such as gender and race.15 The problem
with identity politics is that it “frequently conflates or ignores intragroup differences”.4 Inter-
sectionality aspires to show variations and contestations within categorisations. By addressing
intersectionality as a core concept, a reproductive justice framework addresses the multiplicity
of marginalisations people might experience in exercising their reproductive rights, as well as
the historical and social particularity of which categories cause marginalisation and discrim-
ination in the first place. “The reproductive justice framework highlights the intersection of
race/ethnicity, immigration status, age, SEP [socioeconomic position], gender, sexual orienta-
tion, and ability”.24 Firmly rooting intersectionality in particular times and places, it becomes
clear how we need to analyse the transitionary abortion politics in Ireland beyond previous ex-
plorations of gender, and identify how many more tacit understandings of race, sexuality, class,
mobility, all together shape who is able to access and provide abortion. The engagement with
intersectional considerations of reproductive healthcare have historically been problematic in
Ireland. Irish feminists working to legalise abortion and improve reproductive healthcare have
tried, but strategic political choices have mostly resulted in public discourses lacking intersec-
tionality - a development most feminists themselves struggle with as Calkin, de Londras, and
Heathcote2 delineate in the campaign for the repeal of the Eighth Amendment:

The mindsets that the 8th Amendment had inculcated are hard to shift. [...] The

bruises of the campaign itself also remain, especially for those who were marginalised

within an official campaign that apprehended loss and thus focused on the so-

called middle ground. [...] Ordinary, everyday abortions were unspeakable [...]

the campaign too largely ignored the difficulties of access to abortion for people

of colour, migrants with precarious legal status in Ireland, trans people, young

people, people in abusive and controlling relationships.

The struggles of the Irish feminist movements to make progress in abortion care shows that
giving voice to women and pregnant people in Ireland does not necessarily focus on the power
dynamics and systemic discriminations people might experience, but rather positions them as a
homogenous, vulnerable category. Rather than creating nuance in the different experiences of
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women and pregnant people, and highlighting how they experience intersectional oppressions
differently, dominant discourses on reproductive rights in Ireland continue to conceal the varied
positionalities that shape experiences with abortion.

An ethnographic approach to reproductive justice and intersectionality
An ethnographic approach in particular is well suited to accommodate the analytical concepts
of intersectionality and reproductive justice in that it centres the experiences of subjects whose
voices have often been left out of dominant discourses on abortion. Ethnography’s main meth-
ods of participant observation and semi-structured interviews are well-suited to illustrate how
large issues and abstract concepts come into being through everyday practices.18 Looking at
abortion in a holistic way enables a richer understanding of how political and legislative pro-
cesses come to be experienced and have very real consequences for people. Ethnographic
methods are also apt in demonstrating how science, politics, religion, cultural representations,
and popular beliefs intersect, and sometimes contrast one another in understandings of abor-
tion. Additionally, an ongoing reflexive practice and consideration of the positionality of the
researcher is a crucial part of the research process in ethnographic work.10 The attention for
reflexivity and positionality enables the researcher to highlight connections between different
areas of social life that may influence people’s reproductive dreams, desires and decisions. It
also makes for a strong ethical approach to studying a complex, sensitive and personal topic. In
this research project, I draw on participant observation, semi-structured interviews, and content
and discourse analysis of various documents, resources and debates on abortion care. I explore
abortion from a multi-level and multi-perspectival lens to consider the social and cultural di-
mensions of abortion as a healthcare service, to hear about experiences with abortion care, and
to examine possibilities to contribute to reproductive justice. The ethnographic methods that I
use enable inquiry into which particular factors shape lived experiences with abortion and they
are helpful to trace the governance of abortion throughout transitionary moments in abortion
politics. In this way, I capture how abortion care comes into being as a new area of healthcare
service and which factors are critical for access and provision.

Governance of abortion as healthcare
An increasingly medicalised approach to abortion and a framing of abortion as a healthcare
issue is partly what helped to make the recent legalisation possible in Ireland and what has
contributed to achievements within women’s rights globally.2, 13 The shift to the framing of
abortion as a healthcare service and the implementation of abortion care make it crucial to hear
from abortion providers. They have first-hand experience with service provision, and they have
to implement policies into practice. How they experience abortion care provision is indica-
tive of how abortion governance is managed. The experiences of medical professionals give
insights into assumptions embedded in medical knowledge and practice, which, in turn, pro-
duce medical facts that inform abortion governance. Therefore, to critically examine abortion
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service provision, the underlying power dynamics and inequities affecting medical practition-
ers have to be taken into account as well. Adopting a reproductive justice framework also calls
attention to how abortion sits among a set of reproductive (health) issues, such as access to con-
traception, sexual education, parental leave, and childcare. Wider contemporary social issues
are relevant for the availability and accessibility of reproductive healthcare services.20, 25 When
abortion is considered as a stand-alone issue, or as only an issue of healthcare, the intersectional
oppressions experienced by people trying to access abortion care are not adequately addressed.
Looking at the influence of social issues on reproductive rights enables the exploration of how
contraception, fertility services, pre- and postnatal care, intimate partner violence, marriage,
divorce, and many other aspects to a person’s life might shape an experience with abortion. In
this way, it can be assessed how systemic inequities shape reproductive decision-making; how
resources and accessibility to abortion care are distributed differently among populations; and
how various public policies affect clinical practices. An ethnographic study with reproductive
justice at its core accommodates the holistic consideration of abortion care; as a political issue
governed by the Irish state, as a healthcare service provided by medical practitioners, and as a
complex lived experience for abortion seekers.

Conclusion
A reproductive justice framework provides a useful conceptual framework to inquire where
women and abortion service providers are positioned in Ireland at the moment. A reproductive
justice perspective aptly identifies discourses and practices that reinforce a normative moral
framework around abortion, ánd reveals how such a framework is constructed and maintained
through practices of moral governance. With a commitment to intersectionality, it exposes the
various positionalities that impact pregnant people’s experiences with abortion care and how
the ability to exercise the right to abortion is differentially distributed. Under the recent cir-
cumstances of significant shifts to digital and telemedicine engagement with abortion care due
to COVID-19, it is necessary to take into account how these new ways of experiencing abor-
tion care tie in with reproductive justice. By giving voice to the people who directly access or
provide abortion care, a reproductive justice framework creates a more nuanced perspective on
abortion and it critically appraises the nature and quality of abortion care. This approach em-
powers previously marginalised voices of women and pregnant people and abortion providers
and contributes to more situated knowledges of experiences with abortion. In doing so, this
framework ensures that research outcomes can go beyond academia alone and contribute to
improvements in healthcare access and policies.
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4 Kimberlé Crenshaw. Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique
of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics. Contemporary Sociological
Theory, 1:354, 1989.

5 Rishona Fleishman. The battle against reproductive rights: the impact of the Catholic Church on
abortion law in both international and domestic areas. Emory Int’l L. Rev., 14:277, 2000.

6 Ruth Fletcher. #repealedthe8th: translating travesty, global conversation, and the Irish abortion refer-
endum, 2018.

7 Chrystel Hug. The politics of sexual morality in Ireland. Springer, 2016.

8 Tom Inglis. The Struggle for Control of the Irish Body: State, Church, and Society. Religious Regimes
and State Formation: Perspectives from European Ethnology, page 55, 1991.

9 Tom Inglis. Moral monopoly: The rise and fall of the Catholic Church in modern Ireland. Univ.
College Dublin Press, 1998.

10 Annette Lareau. Listening to People: A Practical Guide to Interviewing, Participant Observation,
Data Analysis, and Writing it All Up. University of Chicago Press, 2021.

11 Angela K Martin. Death of a nation: Transnationalism, bodies and abortion in late twentieth-century
Ireland. In Gender Ironies of Nationalism, pages 65–86. Routledge, 2012.

12 Sandra McAvoy, Dermot Keogh, F O’Shea, and C Quinlan. Before Cadden: abortion in mid-
twentieth-century Ireland. The Lost Decade: Ireland in the 1950s, pages 147–63, 2004.

13 L Morgan. Reproductive governance meets European abortion politics. A fragmented landscape:
abortion governance and protest logics in Europe. New York, Oxford, pages 266–82, 2017.

14 Siobhán Mullally. Debating reproductive rights in Ireland. Human Rights Quarterly, pages 78–104,
2005.

15 Jennifer C Nash. Re-thinking intersectionality. Feminist review, 89(1):1–15, 2008.

16 Anja Nyberg. Achieving reproductive justice: some implications of race for abortion activism in
Northern Ireland. Feminist Review, 124(1):165–172, 2020.

17 Laury Oaks. Reproductive Rights. Reproducing reproduction: Kinship, power, and technological
innovation, page 132, 1998.

18 Karen O’reilly. Ethnographic methods. Routledge, 2012.

19 Vicky Randall. The politics of abortion: Ireland in comparative perspective. The Canadian Journal
of Irish Studies, 18(1):121–128, 1992.

20 Loretta J Ross. Reproductive justice as intersectional feminist activism. Souls, 19(3):286–314, 2017.

21 Ellie Smith, Beth Sundstrom, and Cara Delay. Listening to women: Understanding and challeng-
ing systems of power to achieve reproductive justice in South Carolina. Journal of Social Issues,
76(2):363–390, 2020.

The Boolean 2022 | Volume 6 | DOI:10.33178/boolean.2022.1.30 189



22 Ailbhe Smyth. The ’X’ case: Women and abortion in the Republic of Ireland, 1992. Feminist L. Stud.,
1:163, 1993.

23 Lisa Smyth. Abortion and nation: The politics of reproduction in contemporary Ireland. Routledge,
2017.

24 Beth Sundstrom, Ellie Smith, Cara Delay, John S Luque, Caroline Davila, Bailey Feder, Vincenza
Paddock, Jessie Poudrier, Jennifer Young Pierce, and Heather M Brandt. A reproductive justice
approach to understanding women’s experiences with HPV and cervical cancer prevention. Social
Science & Medicine, 232:289–297, 2019.

25 Carly Thomsen. From refusing stigmatization toward celebration: New directions for reproductive
justice activism. Feminist Studies, 39(1):149–158, 2013.

The Boolean 2022 | Volume 6 | DOI:10.33178/boolean.2022.1.30 190


