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WOMEN’S RIGHTS AND THE IRISH ELECTION 

2016 marked the centenary of the Easter Rising, a rebellion that served as a catalyst for Irish 

independence from Great Britain. Since then, the rights and social roles of Irish women have 

undergone significant change. The women of Ireland have made tremendous strides in gaining 

greater rights, particularly when it comes to breaking down the barriers limiting women’s 

opportunities in the work force set in place with the 1937 Irish Constitution. However, progress 

does not negate the continued existence of concerns. This paper aims to determine the major 

concerns that constituents consider when voting in the general election. It will examine how 

gender affects voters’ concerns. The following is an examination of the concerns of Irish women 

in relation to the 2016 Irish election and the historical significance of women’s rights in politics. 

Analysis is drawn from data collected from members of the Limerick constituency as well as 

historical scholastic research. 

 Due to the year’s status as the centennial of the 1916 Rising, there was significant 

reflection upon the nation’s revolutionary period leading up to the Easter season, which occurred 

only weeks after the Irish general election. As a result, many media sources used the opportunity 

to draw connections between today’s politics and the politics of the early twentieth century. In an 

article published in The Guardian, Olivia O’Leary noted that the Proclamation of the Irish 

Republic proclaimed on Easter Monday 1916 “guaranteed religious and civil liberty, equal rights 

and equal opportunities for all citizens....[as well as] a commitment to universal suffrage, 

extraordinary for the time.”1 However, gender equality was not immediately achieved in the 

early twentieth century. Social norms and constitutional law operated to limit women’s 

opportunities and rights, particularly in regards to their employment opportunities and 

																																																								
1 Olivia O’Leary, “Why, 100 years after the Easter Rising, are Irish women still fighting?” The Guardian, 25 March 
2016. 
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reproductive health. The 1937 constitution, promoted by Eamon de Valera, provided the church 

with a special position within Irish society, assimilating church dogma into its own language. 

This set a legal precedence for limiting the rights of the women of Ireland for decades to come. 

 Articles from the Constitution passed in 1937 became important platforms to debate in 

the 2016 general election, in particular Article 41.2, which “recognises a woman’s life in the 

home and requires the state to endeavour to ensure that mothers are not forced by economic 

necessity to engage in labour to the neglect of their duties in the home.”2 This article effectively 

limited a woman’s employment opportunities. Rather than providing state support for stay-at-

home mothers, it discriminated against women who sought employment in the public workforce. 

Discrimination against working women, especially married women as well as unequal rates of 

pay based on gender continued into the 1970s.3 Although the European Economic Community 

issued a directive in 1975 instituting equal pay, the Irish government proved slow to the task of 

implementing it.4 The government at the time included the Irish Labour party, which was part of 

the coalition government leading in to 2016 general election. According to the Gender Equality 

Division, a gender pay gap of 13.9 per cent still existed as of 2010.5 Although this gap is 2.3 per 

cent below that of the European Union average, it also illustrates an increase of 1.3 per cent from 

the 2008/2009 data. This, combined with Ireland’s slow recovery from the economic recession, 

thus provides a historical background upon which the economy, employment, and wages would 

be a major concern for female voters in 2016. 

Although O’Leary’s article concluded positively that presence of a “female chief justice, 

a female attorney general, a female director of public prosecutions, a female head of the Garda 

																																																								
2 NWCI gender analysis report, p. 19 
3 O’Leary, “Why, 100 years after.” 
4 IBID. 
5 Department of Justice and Equality, “National Women’s Strategy,” Gender Equality in Ireland, last modified 
2015. 
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Síochána (police), a female minister for justice, [and] a female deputy prime minister,” there 

remain pressing issues.6 While greater political representation is certainly an attribute to the 

cause, women continue to struggle to attain rights, particularly in regards to their reproductive 

health, and they continue to carry the brunt of domestic work while being underrepresented in 

other areas of the workforce. An exceptionally contentious topic extrapolated upon by the media 

in the 2016 election was in relation to a woman’s right to an abortion, which will be discussed in 

greater detail below. 

 The primary concerns of Limerick constituents in the general election were collected 

through pre-election surveys conducted by the Limerick Be Heard! program. For the sake of 

simplicity, the data collected from the surveys has been categorized into twenty categories. The 

data provided in this report represents what surveyed constituents of Limerick listed as their 

number one concern in the upcoming election. However, further concerns noted by them will not 

be analysed in this paper in order to limit opportunities for error or confusion. The data 

represents the concerns of 90 female and 98 male Limerick constituents. The primary concerns 

noted by women were considerably more varied than the responses received by men. Though 

both genders identified some aspect of healthcare as their primary concern, men’s other concerns 

in the 2016 election showed greater consistency than women’s. 

																																																								
6 O’Leary, “Why, 100 years after.” 
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Figure 1. Categories determined by author. 

 Women in the Limerick constituency identified several major concerns prior to the 

election, but the two primary issues identified by women that will be analysed are healthcare and 

the economy. These concerns will be discussed in specific regards to abortion and employment 

respectively. Other notable concerns expressed by them were water charges and education. 

Water charges were a charged topic in the 2016 election and faced criticism and major 

opposition, including protests, one of which occurred in Limerick in the early spring. 

Interestingly, only one woman noted women’s rights specifically as her primary concern in the 

upcoming election. However, women’s rights can cover a broad spectrum of issues, including 

healthcare and the economy. 

 The economy and employment individually each had fewer women listing them as a 

primary concern than water charges. Ten women listed the economy as their primary concern 

whereas five listed employment and wages specifically. Combined together, they exceeded the 

number of women (11) who noted water charges as their main worry. In total 16.7% of women 

listed either the economy or employment as their primary concern, in comparison to 25.5% of 
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men. According to the Gender Equality Division, “the economic downturn and an increase in the 

baseline population have both contributed to a significant downturn in the employment rate for 

women.”7 However, at the same, research collecting employment data from 2001 to 2011 

revealed “the labour force participation rate between men and women narrowed from 23.6 to 

15.1 percentage points.”8 This data suggests that the women continue to represent a growing 

portion of the workforce in Ireland. As stated earlier, Ireland’s gender pay gap generally trends 

under the EU average. Thus, many of the concerns regarding the economy and employment in 

the 2016 surrounded the country’s recovery from the economic recession, which has been 

arduous.  

A poll conducted in February 2016 found that while only “44% [of people] felt they had 

experienced some benefit from the recovery, almost double that figure—79%—said they 

believed the recovery was based on two tiers in society.”9 Concerns with the economy varied, 

including disagreement over the universal social charge (USC) that Fine Gael has pledged to 

scrap and that the Labour Party promised to abolish for low and middle-income earners. 

Furthermore, the Leaders Debate hosted at the University of Limerick in February 2016 

dedicated a portion of its time to discussing the issue of unemployment in Ireland. The debate 

and poll illustrated that concerns with the economy and employment in 2016 are largely gender 

neutral, more centred on economic recovery than on gender specific concerns.10 Instead, many of 

the larger concerns in the 2016 election were about how to deal with rural decay and the effect of 

urbanization, as well as high rates of youth unemployment. 

																																																								
7 Department for Justice and Equality, “National Women’s Strategy.” 
8 Department for Justice and Equality, “Women at Work: Labour Market Participation,” Gender Equality in Ireland. 
9 Noel Baker, “Poll finds half of respondents felt no benefit from the economic upturn,” Irish Examiner, 17 February 
2016. 
10 “Leaders’ Debate,” (debate, University of Limerick, 2016). 
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That is not to say that gender inequalities no longer exist in the Irish labour market. 

Article 41.2 of the Constitution has significant ramifications on the understanding of gender roles 

both in the home and in the workforce. By confining the role of women to the home, the article 

failed to account for the spectrum of roles women inhabit “as employees, as carers, as employers, 

as public, political figures.”11 At the same time, it did not consider the role of men within the 

home. The framing of this constitutional article thus resulted in the creation of gender 

stereotypes in Irish society that have persisted since the 1930s into the modern day. Even as of 

January 2016, Article 41.2 remained a part of the Constitution, despite the Labour Party’s stated 

commitment to its removal and strong support for at the very least amending the language to be 

gender neutral.12 Women disproportionately continue to handle the responsibilities of care work 

in the home, including the caring for children, the elderly, and the disabled.13 Understanding that 

women often represent the primary provider for care in the home thus explains why a smaller 

percentage of women noted the economy and employment as their primary concern than men. 

Instead, female Limerick constituents were slightly more likely to note concerns relating to the 

family, elderly, or disability as their primary concern in the 2016 election. 

The most popularly noted concern in the general election for both men and women, 

however, was healthcare. 24.5% of men and 22.5% of women surveyed by Limerick Be Heard! 

listed healthcare as their main concern in the election, but there are distinctions within that 

including spending, health services, mental health, and abortion, the last of which has been 

categorized separately from healthcare in the data provided above. Women, in particular, were 

more likely to specifically note abortion as their primary concern in the 2016 election. Seven 

women, or 7.8% noted abortion or the 8th Amendment as their primary electoral concern, in 

																																																								
11 Siobhán Mullaly, “On Women in the Home,” (presentation, University College Cork, 11 February 2013), p. 4. 
12 Mark Hilliard, “Remove ‘women in the home’ clause from Constitution, says Nash,” 2 January 2016. 
13 Mullaly, “Women in the Home,” p. 2. 
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comparison to only two men, roughly 2.0%. Abortion is a controversial issue that can be 

categorized in several ways, including as part of healthcare, of women’s rights, and of family 

issues. 

Abortion has long been prohibited in some shape or form in Ireland. Legislation banning 

abortion originated with the Offences Against the Person Act of 1861, more than half a century 

before the foundation of the state. Between then and 2012, Ireland had “two constitutions, five 

proposed constitutional amendments on abortion (of which three passed) and a series of high 

profile court decisions.”14 One such development during this period was the passing of the 8th 

Amendment into the Constitution, which claims a right to life of the unborn. In the past year, 

feminist groups have campaigned for a constitutional referendum to allow abortion in Ireland, 

following the 2013 Protection of Life Act and the “the progressive political current that carried 

Ireland’s marriage equality referendum to triumph in May 2015.”15 The active public interest in 

the marriage equality referendum models the type of movement sought by those hoping to repeal 

the 8th Amendment. The success of the marriage equality referendum is also part of the 

inspiration behind the Limerick Be Heard! program, which aims to understand local constituents 

attitudes to politics and the election. 

Part of the Limerick Be Heard! program centres on educating constituents about the 

election topics, including healthcare and abortion. However, doing so becomes difficult when “a 

vast majority of candidates [331 out of 392] have declined to give their views on the 

controversial subject” of abortion.16 Though a number of political parties have stated their 

																																																								
14 Alan D.P. Brady, “The Constitution, Gender and Reform: Improving the Position of Women in the Irish 
Constitution,” (National Women’s Council of Ireland working paper, Trinity College Dublin, 2012), p. 75. 
15 Emer O’Toole, “Ireland’s election result is no stepping stone to abortion rights. It’s a roadblock,” The Guardian, 9 
March 2016. 
16 Carol-Anne Hudson, “Women’s Rights in the Republic of Ireland: The Politics of Abortion and the Irish National 
Election,” 25 February 2016. 
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commitment to holding a referendum to repeal the 8th Amendment from the Constitution, some 

argue that the results of the February election will prevent any liberalization of the nation’s 

abortion laws. The two largest political parties in Ireland, Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil, are both 

socially conservative, and the national election results put them in the peculiar position of 

needing to cooperate more together. This could be unbeneficial to those in favour of repealing 

the 8th Amendment as “while 87% of the general population favour expanding access to abortion, 

only 4.5% of Fianna Fáil TDs and 4% of Fine Gael TDs do.”17 Although, the campaign to repeal 

the 8th Amendment is not necessarily doomed as a result of the elected government, political 

leaders that hope to keep a pro-life amendment in the constitution could hinder it. 

Restrictions on abortion through legislation are not the only healthcare issues affecting 

women in Ireland, but they do uniquely represent how despite a growth in social movements 

since the 1970s, women still face restrictions upon even their own bodies. They represent a 

larger social issue to “fully separate the state from the Church” and to acknowledge women’s 

rights to social and political autonomy. 18  The constitution passed in 1937 established a 

relationship between the Church and state that for decades heavily influenced Irish social norms 

and law. However, in the last decade, social reform and the collapse of the moral authority of the 

church in the face of scandals relating to child sex abuse, Taum Babies, and Magdalene 

Laundries scandals, has weakened the ties that once bound the state so closely to its primary 

religion.19 In addition to that, social activism calling for the repeal of the 8th Amendment has 

increased since 2012 when Dr. Savita Halappanavar was denied an abortion while experiencing a 

miscarriage on the grounds that the foetus still had a heartbeat.  

																																																								
17 O’Toole, “Ireland’s election result.” 
18 Hudson, “Women’s Rights.” 
19 IBID. 
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Protests held by grassroots organization ROSA (short for Reproductive rights, against 

Oppression, Sexism, and Austerity) ensured that the issue would be present on the 2016 electoral 

agenda. However, the results of the election bring into focus that the controversy surrounding 

abortion laws in Ireland is still very much present. Few women surveyed in Limerick listed 

repealing the 8th Amendment as their primary concern in the upcoming election and the number 

of men who called it their primary issue was nearly non-existent. Furthermore, pro-life sources 

argue that the election results illustrated a general disinterest in passing pro-choice legislation 

and that “the 8th Amendment is an incredible achievement of human rights protection.”20 

However, it is obvious that the 8th Amendment contains flaws, as it did not protect the rights of 

Halapapanavar in 2012. “The inclusion of a right to life for the unborn raises a potential conflict 

with the rights of the mother,” but without greater support from political leaders, the amendment 

is unlikely to change.21 Despite new legislation in 2013 that allows for an abortion in the 

situation where there is the threat of suicide, there is still considerable progress to be made in 

ensuring women’s rights to their own body.22 The likelihood of such change occurring under a 

Fianna Fáil or Fine Gael government is not high, however. Other less controversial healthcare 

issues, relating to high spending and the economy, which have not been discussed, are instead 

more likely to take precedence. 

It is difficult to come to a definitive conclusion as to how women’s social issues affected 

the result of the 2016 general election as even three months out the new government is still in the 

process of forming. However, it is clear that gender does have a notable effect on voters’ primary 

concerns for the election, as seen in the research conducted in Limerick. Furthermore, the 

																																																								
20 Cora Sherlock, “Irish Abortion Advocates Lose Seats in Parliament, Pro-Life Voters Want 8th Amendment to 
Stay,” Life News, 2 March 2016. 
21 Brady, “The Constitution, Gender and Reform,” p. 75. 
22 Hudson, “Women’s Rights.”	
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concerns of voters each have a complex history that can be traced back to the nation’s beginning. 

Women’s rights have undergone dramatic change in the last century, but in many ways, they still 

face social and constitutional limitations. These limitations are exemplified through a focused 

analysis of the two primary concerns noted by women in the Limerick constituency, the 

economy and healthcare. Though these categories are also the primary issues stated by men, they 

have particular impact upon women due to lingering gender divisions of work and the campaign 

for the repeal of the 8th Amendment. 
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