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Abortion debate has much to learn from
equality referendum

When it comes to abortion, constructive discourse is often sacrificed for
‘balance’ and this has got to change
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The Oireachtas Committee debates on the Protection of Life During Pregnancy Act, admirably led by Fine
Gael TD Jerry Buttimer, proved that we can provide space for civilised debate

Open Gallery 1

Is there anything to be said for having a mature, compassionate conversation about abortion? Politicians,
terrified of losing their seats, have ruled out any constitutional or legislative change this side of the
general election.

But you would think we are in the final days of an abortion referendum and I'm exhausted even thinking
about it.

Yesterday, pro-life and pro-choice supporters took to the streets of Dublin, staging rallies and counter-
rallies to maintain/repeal the Eighth Amendment.

Human Life International is organising a “training school” for Catholic pro-life activists for the autumn and
one online medical abortion service (Women on Waves) says it may attempt to drop illegal abortifacient
pills into Ireland via drones as it has recently done in Poland.
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All around us, voices old and new, familiar and foreign, moderate and hysterical, are gearing up for the
mother (sorry, ladies) of all battles.

Family & Life, one pro-life organisation, has warned - recklessly, in my view - that any repeal of the Eighth
will lead to euthanasia of the sick and elderly and "ultimately the killing of babies born with ‘defects™ after
birth.

This kind of needless, inaccurate scaremongering (part of a fundraising drive) is profoundly unhelpful. But
it's a taste of things to come.

The abuse and vitriol - sadly, I'm speaking from personal experience here -unleashed at anyone who dares
express a view on the operation of Article 40.3.3 is real and visceral and serves to silence experience,
nuance and reason.

To secure "balance” our media, especially our broadcasters, end up giving platforms to shouty voices at far
ends of the spectrum, producing the very antithesis of a constructive debate.

The culture of censorship that runs like an ocean current through much of Irish public discourse, as well as
the oppressive tactics hurled at those who contribute to this debate, are incredibly effective.

Together they ensure that the voices that must be heard - of women, clinicians, men who have been
affected by abortion, as well as those genuinely conflicted about the issue, to name but a few - are utterly
silenced.

It is not unusual for moral issues to dominate election campaigns, here and elsewhere. But the intractable
issue of abortion has dominated Irish politics like no other.

Can we have a mature conversation about abortion? Is there a way to ensure that looming debates on the
Eighth are not as polarised as before?

Our Republic has been in existence since 1949: can we get over our post-colonial inferiority complex and
stop exporting our difficult issues to our next-door neighbours? Can we make up our own minds?

| may be proved wrong, but I'm feeling tentatively optimistic that maybe, just maybe, this time we can.

The Oireachtas Committee debates on the Protection of Life During Pregnancy Act, admirably led by Fine
Gael TD Jerry Buttimer, proved that we can provide space for civilised debate, even - and especially - with
those whose views we disagree with.

The recent marriage equality referendum also provides a template for how things might be done.

In the US, the Supreme Court justices who wrote blistering dissents on that court's decision to extend
marriage equality to same-sex couples, complained bitterly that seismic societal shifts should be left to
the ballot box, not to judges.

| agree.

But, more often than not, we burden our courts with difficult issues such as abortion because our
legislators fail inexcusably to act and we - the voters who elect them - do not insist that they do the job
they are elected to do.

What was striking about the marriage equality campaign was not just the efficacy of its coordinated, well-
funded grassroots and social media operation: the tailwinds of social change nurtured over generations
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helped, of course.

Its success wasn't down to politicians jumping on the bandwagon or a rejection of the Catholic Church,
which ran a halfhearted campaign leaving it up to more feverish foot soldiers to sow what at times felt, to
me, like fear and loathing.

It wasn't just the personal stories from gay children and their grandparents. It wasn't even the
contributions from celebrities and the intervention of former President Mary McAleese that brought us out
in record numbers to vote for something that would have been unthinkable 10 years ago.

The campaign was a success because the debate was different, a measured one that reached out across
generations, gender and mindsets.

Critically, the campaign succeeded because it reassured those fearful of the consequences of marriage
equality, especially in respect of children, that some form of reproductive Armageddon would not befall
Ireland.

The marriage equality campaign floundered somewhat on the issue of children, but Ms McAleese dealt
decisively with many red herrings when she said the only children who would be affected were Ireland's
gay children.

Poll after poll shows that there is strong support for abortion in cases of rape, incest and fatal foetal
abnormalities (FFA).

Tectonic plates have shifted, but can that change be debated constructively and compassionately?
The pro-life side must realise that shrugging their shoulders indifferently at the plight of victims of sexual
violence, suicidal women or parents with FFA pregnancies returning home from the UK with the remains of

their unborn in Jiffy bags will no longer be tolerated.

Equally, the pro-choice side must provide reassurance that there are alternative legal structures that meet
valid concerns for all sides - such as rationale, thresholds, viability and conscientious objection - that can
be put in place if the Eighth is repealed.

The drumbeats of a perennial war are growing louder, but we don't have to march to the beat of a weary
drum.

The one thing that we cannot do is wait for the death of yet another woman to force us to confront the
reality of abortion.

Ireland, it's time to talk.
Sunday Independent

Follow @Independent _ie

Promoted Articles

http://www.independent.ie/opinion/abortion-debate-has-much-to-learn-from-equality-referendum-31352332.html 3/9



7/29/2015 Abortion debate has much to learn from equality referendum - Independent.ie
. A |
i gn

A Girl, an Airport and a Dance  This Video Will Change How Most Beautiful Women On
Goodnet You Think About Women Earth , Number 1 is a
[VIDEO] SHOCKER !
Goodnet CyberBreeze

TR T e, gy

These Beautiful Women From The Epicenter Of The Next Ten Car Models With the
Around The Globe will Shatter  Global Financial Crisis - Highest Resale Value
your... Financial... Cars & Sport Talks

Entertain Me TalkMarkets

= :

What's the Most Popular Baby

10 Tips from the Pope for

Becoming a Happier Person the year! Wage historical battles Name in Your State?
[LIST] Sparta AllAnalytics
Goodnet

Recommended by

Recommended Videos

from Independent.ie 7

VIDEO - WARNING: Child VIDEO - Irish lads hit VIDEO: Irish dancing trio go
nearly drowns while adults 2.5million views with shot viral after UCC 'Freedom’
swim nearby through giant Tesco sign video

http://www.independent.ie/opinion/abortion-debate-has-much-to-learn-from-equality-referendum-31352332.html

4/9


http://www.goodnet.org/articles/790
http://fryerschat.com/ten-car-models-with-the-highest-resale-value/
http://plarium.com/en/games/sparta-war-of-empires/?plid=61947&pxl=outbrain&publisherid=SP_EN_ROW_GAME_4
http://www.goodnet.org/articles/10-tips-from-the-pope-for-becoming-a-happier-person-list
http://www.independent.ie/videos/sport/video-irish-lads-hit-25million-views-with-shot-through-giant-tesco-sign-31410814.html
http://www.goodnet.org/articles/this-video-will-change-how-you-think-about-women
http://www.talkmarkets.com/content/us-markets/the-epicenter-of-the-next-global-financial-crisis-financial-dreadnoughts?post=69675&utm_source=outbrain&utm_medium=referral
http://www.allanalytics.com/author.asp?doc_id=277759&_mc=sem_otb_edt_allan
http://cyber-breeze.com/brace-your-eyes-the-most-beautiful-women-on-earth/?utm_source=Outbrain&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=OB-Beautiful-Int-DT
http://cyber-breeze.com/beauty-from-around-the-globe/?utm_source=Outbrain&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=OB-IntBeauty-Int-Des
http://www.independent.ie/videos/world-news/video-warning-child-nearly-drowns-while-adults-swim-nearby-31407866.html
http://www.independent.ie/videos/have-you-seen/video-irish-dancing-trio-go-viral-after-ucc-freedom-video-31407532.html

7/29/2015 Abortion debate has much to learn from equality referendum - Independent.ie

Read More

Defeat should have hurt Westmeath more

Colm Parkinson Westmeath lost to Fermanagh in embarrassing circumstances on Saturday night.
Fermanagh lost two of their best defenders to black cards in the first half and lost their midfielder in the
second.

Hard to believe in Tour magic when we've been burned so many times

Michael McCarthy | can't remember a Tour de France we've talked about as much. But most of it was
about power data and media coverage. On Saturday, for the Tour's penultimate stage, up the Alpe d'Huez,
| finally got a...

Lilies get their fight back to halt long and painful slide

Joe Molloy | won't lie, things were getting desperate in Kildare. A lot of fans in the county had given up on
the team.

Independent.ie
News
Special Features
Irish News
News
Politics
Education

http://www .independent.ie/opinion/abortion-debate-has-much-to-learn-from-equality-referendum-31352332 .html 5/9


http://www.independent.ie/irish-news/news/
http://www.independent.ie/irish-news/education/
http://www.independent.ie/news/
http://www.independent.ie/irish-news/politics/
http://www.independent.ie/
http://www.independent.ie/news/special-features/
http://www.independent.ie/opinion/columnists/off-the-ball/hard-to-believe-in-tour-magic-when-weve-been-burned-so-many-times-31411716.html
http://www.independent.ie/irish-news/
http://www.independent.ie/opinion/columnists/off-the-ball/defeat-should-have-hurt-westmeath-more-31411748.html
http://www.independent.ie/opinion/columnists/off-the-ball/lilies-get-their-fight-back-to-halt-long-and-painful-slide-31411712.html

7/29/2015 Abortion debate has much to learn from equality referendum - Independent.ie

Health
Courts
World News
Europe
Americas
Middle East
Africa
Asia-Pacific
Opinion
Letters
Columnists
Editorial
Comment
Local Papers
Weather
Forecast
Upload your Weather photos
Business
Irish
Banking Inquiry
Rich List
Budget 2015
World
Technology
Web Summit
Digital Edition
Personal Finance
Latest News
Property & Mortgages
Pensions
Small Business
Latest News
Advice Centre
Your Stories
Farming
Ploughing Championships
Commercial Property
Media
The Punt
Jobs
Sport
Soccer
Premier League
Champions League
Other Soccer
International Soccer
League of Ireland
Soccer Stats
GAA
Gaelic Football
Hurling
Ladies Football
Camogie
Rugby

http://www .independent.ie/opinion/abortion-debate-has-much-to-learn-from-equality-referendum-31352332 .html 6/9


http://www.independent.ie/business/technology/web-summit/
http://www.independent.ie/business/technology/digital-edition/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/gaelic-games/camogie/
http://www.independent.ie/business/world/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/gaelic-games/gaelic-football/
http://www.independent.ie/irish-news/courts/
http://www.independent.ie/irish-news/health/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/rugby/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/soccer/league-of-ireland/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/
http://www.independent.ie/business/commercial-property/
http://www.independent.ie/world-news/asia-pacific/
http://www.independent.ie/business/small-business/advice-centre/
http://www.independent.ie/business/budget/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/soccer/champions-league/
http://www.independent.ie/business/small-business/your-stories/
http://www.independent.ie/world-news/africa/
http://www.independent.ie/business/personal-finance/property-mortgages/
http://www.independent.ie/opinion/comment/
http://weather.independent.ie/
http://www.independent.ie/world-news/middle-east/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/gaelic-games/
http://www.independent.ie/business/personal-finance/
http://www.independent.ie/business/technology/
http://www.independent.ie/world-news/
http://www.independent.ie/business/irish/banking-inquiry/
http://www.independent.ie/world-news/europe/
http://www.independent.ie/opinion/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/soccer/
http://www.independent.ie/weather/upload-your-weather-photos/
http://www.independent.ie/weather/
http://www.independent.ie/business/personal-finance/pensions/
http://www.independent.ie/business/farming/
http://www.independent.ie/business/irish/rich-list/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/gaelic-games/ladies-football/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/soccer/other-soccer/
http://www.independent.ie/business/the-punt/
http://www.independent.ie/business/small-business/latest-news/
http://www.independent.ie/regionals/
http://www.independent.ie/opinion/columnists/
http://www.independent.ie/business/media/
http://soccerstats.independent.ie/
http://www.independent.ie/business/personal-finance/latest-news/
http://www.independent.ie/world-news/americas/
http://www.independent.ie/business/jobs/
http://www.independent.ie/business/irish/
http://www.independent.ie/business/small-business/
http://www.independent.ie/opinion/editorial/
http://www.independent.ie/business/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/soccer/premier-league/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/soccer/international-soccer/
http://www.independent.ie/business/farming/ploughing-championships/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/gaelic-games/hurling/
http://www.independent.ie/opinion/letters/

7/29/2015 Abortion debate has much to learn from equality referendum - Independent.ie

Six Nations
Champions Cup
Guinness Pro12
Other Rugby
International Rugby
Leinster Rugby
Munster Rugby
Connacht Rugby
Ulster Rugby
Schools Rugby
#TrainWithTommy

Golf

Horse Racing

Other Sports

MMA

LeftField

Soccer Stats

Greyhounds

Special Olympics

Life

Food & Drink
Food News
Recipes
Food Reviews
Wine
Table Talk

Motoring
News
Reviews
International
Talk

Health & Wellbeing
Health Features
Healthy Eating
Fitness
Mental Health

Family
Family Features
Mothers & Babies
Parenting
Learning
Fertility and You

Home & Garden
Homes
Interiors
Gardens
Home Property Videos

City Cycling

Style

Celebrity
Celebrity News
Celebrity Features

Fashion
Fashion News

http://www .independent.ie/opinion/abortion-debate-has-much-to-learn-from-equality-referendum-31352332 .html 79


http://www.independent.ie/life/food-drink/recipes/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/greyhounds/
http://submit.independent.ie/enter-to-win-a-training-session-with-subway-famous-fan-tommy-bowe-and-1-000-worth-of-rugby-gear-.html
http://www.independent.ie/life/family/fertility-and-you/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/leftfield/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/rugby/munster-rugby/
http://www.independent.ie/life/family/parenting/
http://www.independent.ie/life/health-wellbeing/
http://www.independent.ie/style/fashion/
http://www.independent.ie/style/
http://www.independent.ie/style/celebrity/celebrity-news/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/rugby/champions-cup/
http://www.independent.ie/life/food-drink/
http://soccerstats.independent.ie/
http://www.independent.ie/life/motoring/car-international/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/rugby/six-nations/
http://www.independent.ie/life/
http://www.independent.ie/life/home-garden/interiors/
http://www.independent.ie/life/food-drink/wine/
http://www.independent.ie/life/health-wellbeing/fitness/
http://www.independent.ie/life/food-drink/food-news/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/rugby/leinster-rugby/
http://www.independent.ie/life/family/family-features/
http://www.independent.ie/life/health-wellbeing/healthy-eating/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/rugby/international-rugby/
http://www.independent.ie/life/home-garden/
http://www.independent.ie/life/home-garden/homes/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/mma/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/rugby/ulster-rugby/
http://www.independent.ie/life/food-drink/table-talk/
http://www.independent.ie/life/motoring/car-news/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/rugby/guinness-pro12/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/special-olympics/
http://www.independent.ie/style/celebrity/celebrity-features/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/golf/
http://www.independent.ie/life/family/learning/
http://www.independent.ie/life/family/
http://www.independent.ie/life/home-garden/home-property-videos/
http://www.independent.ie/life/family/mothers-babies/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/rugby/other-rugby/
http://www.independent.ie/life/motoring/car-talk/
http://www.independent.ie/life/motoring/car-reviews/
http://www.independent.ie/life/motoring/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/horse-racing/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/other-sports/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/rugby/connacht-rugby/
http://www.independent.ie/sport/rugby/schools-rugby/
http://www.independent.ie/life/food-drink/food-reviews/
http://www.independent.ie/life/home-garden/gardens/
http://www.independent.ie/style/fashion/fashion-news/
http://www.independent.ie/life/health-wellbeing/health-features/
http://www.independent.ie/style/celebrity/
http://www.independent.ie/life/health-wellbeing/mental-health/
http://www.independent.ie/life/city-cycling/

7/29/2015 Abortion debate has much to learn from equality referendum - Independent.ie

Fashion Fix
Style Talk
Beauty
Body
Makeup
Hair
Sex & Relationships
Weddings
LookBook
Competitions
Entertainment
Movies
Movie News
Movie Reviews
Television
TV News
TV Reviews
Music
Music News
Music Reviews
Windmill Lane
Games
Radio
Books
Theatre & Arts
Festivals
SummerFest
Upload your festival photos
Banter
Cute
Gizmo
Videos
Trending
Coffee Break
Competitions
Horoscopes
Lotto
Crosswords
Windmill Lane
ThedJam
Travel
Travel News
Top 10s
Ireland
Europe
World/USA
Family
Sun
Cruise
Ski
Travel TV
Holiday Deals
Travel In Ireland

http://www .independent.ie/opinion/abortion-debate-has-much-to-learn-from-equality-referendum-31352332 .html 8/9


http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/music/windmill-lane/
http://www.independent.ie/style/lookbook/
http://www.independent.ie/style/beauty/makeup/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/music/windmill-lane/
http://www.independent.ie/life/travel/travel-tv/
http://www.independent.ie/style/beauty/body/
http://www.independent.ie/life/travel/europe/
http://www.independent.ie/life/travel/world/
http://www.independent.ie/life/travel/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/banter/gizmo/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/banter/cute/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/movies/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/movies/movie-reviews/
http://www.independent.ie/style/sex-relationships/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/horoscopes/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/banter/
http://www.independent.ie/style/competitions/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/theatre-arts/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/banter/videos/
http://competitions.independent.ie/
http://www.independent.ie/life/travel/travel-news/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/games/
http://www.independent.ie/life/travel/in-ireland/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/lotto/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/festivals/
http://www.independent.ie/life/travel/family/
http://www.independent.ie/life/travel/ireland/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/music/thejam/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/coffee-break/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/music/music-news/
http://www.independent.ie/style/fashion/fashion-fix/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/television/
http://www.independent.ie/life/travel/ski/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/television/tv-news/
http://www.independent.ie/style/beauty/hair/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/television/tv-reviews/
http://www.independent.ie/style/fashion/style-talk/
http://submit.independent.ie/send-us-your-festival-photos.html
http://www.independent.ie/style/weddings/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/
http://www.independent.ie/life/travel/sun/
http://www.independent.ie/life/travel/top-10s/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/festivals/summerfest/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/music/music-reviews/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/books/
http://www.independent.ie/life/travel/cruise/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/radio/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/crosswords-puzzles/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/banter/trending/
http://travel.independent.ie/special-offers
http://www.independent.ie/style/beauty/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/movies/movie-news/
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/music/

7/29/2015 Abortion debate has much to learn from equality referendum - Independent.ie
Register
Login
Newsletter
Search Go

http://www.independent.ie/opinion/abortion-debate-has-much-to-learn-from-equality-referendum-31352332.html 9/9


https://auth.independent.ie/evolok-ui-web/newsletter.htm?serviceName=independent_newsletter&viewType=fullPage&redirectTo=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.independent.ie%2Fevolok%2Flogin-redirect%3Fredirect%3Dhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.independent.ie%252F&redirectLabel=www.independent.ie
https://auth.independent.ie/evolok-ui-web/register.htm?serviceName=independent_register&redirectTo=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.independent.ie%2Fevolok%2Flogin-redirect%3Fredirect%3Dhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.independent.ie%252Fopinion%252Fabortion-debate-has-much-to-learn-from-equality-referendum-31352332.html&redirectLabel=www.independent.ie

