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The Irish battle for legal contraception was a contest over Irish exceptionalism: 
the belief that Ireland could resist global trends despite the impact of second-
wave feminism, falling fertility and a growing number of women travelling 
for abortion. It became so lengthy and so divisive because it challenged 
key tenets of Irish identity: Catholicism, large families, traditional gender 
roles and sexual puritanism. The Catholic Church argued that legalising 
contraception would destroy this way of life, and many citizens agreed. The 

Battle to Control Female Fertility in Modern Ireland provides new insights on 
Irish masculinity and fertility control. It highlights women’s activism in both 
liberal and conservative camps, and the consensus between the Catholic and 
Protestant churches views on contraception for single people. It also shows 
how contraception and the Pro-Life Amendment campaign affected policy 
towards Northern Ireland, and it examines the role of health professionals, 
showing how hospital governance prevented female sterilisation. It is a story 
of gender, religion, social change and failing efforts to reaffirm Irish moral 
exceptionalism.
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For a historian, the concept of a sole-authored book is something of a mis-
nomer  – we are very dependent on having access to source material. While 
researching and writing this book, I have accumulated a long list of debts, some 
sadly to people who are no longer alive. In addition to libraries and archives, this 
book draws on interviews and informal conversations, in coffee shops, private 
homes, across dining tables and walks beside Dublin Bay. My sister Patricia 
Crowley and Andrew Curtain, both gynaecologists, were valuable guides in this 
research, though they haven’t read the manuscript and bear no responsibility 
for the contents. They introduced me to many of their colleagues: John Bonnar, 
James Clinch, Conor Carr, Anto Dempsey, the late Jim Dornan, the late Declan 
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even identified the correct boxes, and the late Gemma Hussey also granted me 
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to UCD archivists, Seamus Helferty, Kate Manning and Orna Somerville. 
Harriet Wheelock, Keeper of Collections at the Royal College of Physicians 
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and gave me access, prior to their listing, to the files of the Irish Family 
Planning Association. I also wish to thank the staff of the National Archives, 
the National Library, the Newberry Library in Chicago and UCD Library.
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