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ABSTRACT

This project explores the history of gay and lesbian activism in the Republic of Ireland from
1973 to 1993. Using primary archival material and oral interviews it challenges the current
historical narrative which presupposes that gay and lesbian activism in Ireland was confined to
a legal battle to decriminalise sexual activity between males and confined to the activities of
one man, David Norris. The project broadens the campaign for gay rights in Ireland to include
other individuals, organisations, concerns, aims, strategies, and activities outside Dublin. In
particular, the thesis demonstrates the extent to which there were numerous gay and lesbian
organisations throughout Ireland which utilised the media, the trade union movement, student
movement and support from international gay/lesbian organisations to mount an effective

campaign to improve both the legal and social climate for Ireland’s gay and lesbian citizens.

While politicians in recent years have claimed credit for the dramatic changes in attitudes to
homosexuality in Ireland, this project demonstrates the extent to which these dramatic changes
were pioneered, not my politicians, but rather by gay and lesbian activists throughout Ireland,
in both urban and provincial regions, since the 1970s. The project considered the emergence
of a visible gay community in Ireland and its impact on changing perceptions of homosexuals;
the important role played by lesbian women; the role of provincial gay/lesbian activists; the
extent to which HIV/AIDS impacted the gay rights campaign in Ireland; and how efforts to
interact with the Roman Catholic Church, political parties, and other important stakeholders

shaped the strategies of gay/lesbian organisations.

Homosexuals are revolting: A history of gay and lesbian activism in the Republic of Ireland,
1973-1993, reveals the extent to which gay and lesbian activists were important agents of social
and political change in Ireland, particularly in terms of Irish sexual mores and gender norms.
This project helps to contextualise the dramatic changes in relation to homosexuality that have
taken place in recent years in Ireland and encourages scholars to further explore the
contribution of Ireland’s queer citizens to the transformation of Ireland in the twentieth- and

twentieth-first century.
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INTRODUCTION

In the privacy of the ballot box, the people made a public statement. With today’s vote we have
disclosed who we are. We are a generous, compassionate, bold and joyful people who say yes
to inclusion, yes to generosity, yes to love, yes to gay marriage. Enda Kenny, Prime Minister
of the Republic of Ireland, 23 May 2015.!

It’s a social revolution that’s been going on — perhaps in the church people have not been as
clear in understanding what that involved. It’s clear that, if the referendum is an affirmation
of the views of young people, the church has a huge task in front of it. Archbishop of Dublin,
Diarmuid Martin, 23 May 2015.?

On 22 May 2015, in what has been described as a ‘social revolution’ within Irish society,
Ireland became the first country in the world to legalise same-sex marriage by popular vote. 41
of Ireland’s 42 constituencies, representing 1,202, 198 people (62.01% of electorate),
overwhelming endorsed the following amendment to Bumreacht NA hEireann (Irish
Constitution): ‘Marriage may be contracted in accordance with law by two persons without
distinction as to their sex.”® Internationally, Ireland received widespread praise and admiration
as a beacon for LGBT civil rights. The United Nations Secretary-General, Ban Ki-moon,
remarked that ‘the result sends an important message to the world: All people are entitled to
enjoy their human rights no matter who they are or whom they love.’* The widespread backing
for same sex marriage in Ireland was supported by many sections of Irish society, in both rural
and urban areas. In a rare sign of political agreement all the major political parties: Fianna Fail,
Fine Gael, Sinn Féin, and the Labour Party, along with the Irish Society for the Prevention of
Cruelty to Children, the Union of Students in Ireland, Barnardos, Children’s Rights Alliance,

and the Adoption Alliance campaigned for marriage equality.’

! http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/may/23/gay-marriage-ireland-yes-vote, Henry
McDonald, ‘Ireland becomes first country to legalise gay marriage by popular vote’, The
Guardian, 23 May 2015. Accessed on 25 May 2015.

2 McDonald, ‘Ireland becomes first country’, The Guardian.

3 Lise Hand, ‘Troubles melt like lemondrops on a day of sunshine, happiness and rainbows,
Irish Independent, 25 May 2015. http://www.rte.ie/news/2015/0121/674602-marriage-
equality/ RTE News, ‘Wording of same-sex marriage referendum published’, 21 January:
2015. Accessed on 25 May 2015.

4 http://www.irishexaminer.com/breakingnews/ireland/ban-ki-moon-praises-ireland- on-
marriage-equality-vote-678570.html Irish Examiner, ‘Ban Ki-moon praises Ireland on
marriage equality vote’, 24 May 2015. Accessed on 25 May 2015.

> https://www.irishtimes.com/news/social-affairs/children-s-charities-call-for-yes-in-same-
sex-marriage-vote-1.2193759 Kitty Holland, ‘Children’s charities call for Yes in same-sex
marriage vote’, Irish Times, 29 April 2015. Accessed on 1 February 2018.




How is that Ireland, a state where sexual acts between males had been treated as
criminal activity and homosexuals as deviant, perverted, sick, and sinful since its foundation
in 1922 suddenly became a beacon for the LGBT community throughout the world? Moreover,
how was it possible for the leaders of the main political parties, most notably social
conservative Prime Minister Enda Kenny of Fine Gael, to express support for marriage equality
without suffering any political fallout? One answer is the gradual acceptance in the last 40
years within Irish society that homosexuals are not deviant or perverted and should not be
treated as unequal or second-class citizens. When asked in 2013 what life is like for him today

in Ireland, Tonie Walsh, a long-time gay rights activist, remarked that:

If I could go and visit myself back at the age of nineteen, I’'m not so sure that at the age
of nineteen I could even imagine where I would be today. I think the transformation in
Irish society has been extraordinary. It’s been rapid. It’s happened within a generation.
It’s been extraordinary, and we’ve gone much further than I think anything — any of us
could have imagined, say, thirty or forty years ago.6

In the aftermath of Ireland’s historic decision to legalise same-sex marriage commentators
struggled to explain this dramatic transformation in a country once renowned for its strict
adherence to Catholic social teaching. Eamon Gilmore, in the Irish Independent, argued that
Ireland’s positive endorsement for marriage equality, ‘and the liberalisation of its social laws,
owes much to education, and to the women’s movement. [...] Women gave the lead. They
were no longer willing to have their lives and their childbearing determined by elderly celibate
and often unsympathetic, male clerics. By persisting to oppose and condemn artificial
contraception, the Catholic Church lost its hold on Ireland’s social laws.”” Others argued that
this particular transformation resulted directly from the efforts of one individual, Senator David
Norris. Speaking in Seanad Eireann, (Upper House of the Irish parliament), Senators
congratulated Norris on getting ‘the ball rolling many decades ago when it was neither popular
nor profitable.’® Fianna Fail’s Denis O’Donovan, who entered Seanad Eireann in 1989, argued
that ‘at that stage Senator Norris was ploughing a lone furrow, not alone in this House, but in

this country and he was often scoffed at by members of my party and other parties.”® Similarly,

¢ Edmund Lynch interview with Tonie Walsh, 6 April 2013, Edmund Lynch, Irish LGBT
History Project.

7 Eamon Gilmore, ‘A Republic of Equals’, Irish Independent, 25 May 2015.

8 http://www.irishtimes.com/news/politics/oireachtas/miriam-lord-some-puffing-out-of-the-
norrisonian-chest-1.2227038 Miriam Lord, ‘Some puffing out of the Norrisonian chest’, Irish
Times, 27 May 2015. Accessed on 27 May 2015.

? Lord, ‘Some puffing out of the Norrisonian chest’, Irish Times, 27 May 2015.




Senator Eamonn Coghlan took the opportunity ‘to acknowledge Senator David Norris as the
pathfinder on this human rights issue and for his role in leading us to a more modern Ireland.’!°

Prior to the referendum, politicians, such as Albert Reynolds and Maire Geoghegan,
had also been credited with helping this transformation. Astonishingly, at his death in 2014,
the Gay and Lesbian Equality Network stated that former Prime Minister Albert Reynolds had
helped start ‘the great transformation in the status of lesbian and gay people in Ireland.’!!
Although Reynolds was indeed Prime Minister when sexual activity between males was
decriminalised, he had never been a proponent of decriminalisation.'> Similarly, in a 2004
article in the Irish Independent, former Minister for Justice Maire Geoghegan-Quinn was listed

as one of only 5 individuals who helped change ‘gay Ireland.’!?

While she was justifiably
lauded for introducing the Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act, 1993, it must be
acknowledged that for many years Geoghegan-Quinn, along with Fianna Fail, Fine Gael and
the Labour Party, had studiously avoided introducing legislation to decriminalise sexual
activity between males. This narrative, however, is hardly surprising considering the current

state of the historiography on the history of gay and lesbian activism in Ireland.

Literature Review

Despite the dramatic change in attitudes towards homosexuality in the Republic of
Ireland, the efforts of numerous gay and lesbian organisations throughout Ireland has received
negligible attention in the historiography of modern Ireland. The current Irish historiography
and narrative on the history of gay and lesbian activism has focused exclusively on the legal
status of sexual activity between males and its subsequent legalisation in 1993. Focusing on
decriminalisation led most historians and observers to conclude that, in comparison to its
international counterparts, the campaign for gay liberation in Ireland only had one aim. This
has also led many to treat the movement as if it had been comprised of one man, David Norris,
who from 1973 until 1993 was allegedly the only activist committed to the liberation of Irish
gay and lesbian citizens.!* Secondly, the overwhelming majority of the discussion has been

restricted to organisations and events associated with David Norris in Dublin. Organisations in

19T ord, ‘Some puffing out of the Norrisonian chest’, Irish Times, 27 May 2015.

1 http://www.thejournal.ie/albert-reynolds-gay-rights-1631517-Aug2014/, Darragh Brophy,
‘How Albert Reynolds made Ireland a fairer place for gay people’, thejournal.ie, 22 August
2014. Accessed on 10 March 2015.

12 Ddil Eireann Debate, Vol. 420 No. 6, ‘Legislation on Homosexuality’ 3 June 1992.

13 http://www.independent.ie/opinion/analysis/five-people-who-changed-gay-ireland-
25912487.html Accessed on 29 May 2015.

14 Chrystel Hug, The Politics of Sexual Morality in Ireland (London, Macmillan Press, 1999).
Diarmaid Ferriter, Transformation of Ireland 1900-2000, (London, Profile Books, 2004).




Galway, Limerick and Cork, if ever mentioned, have only been mentioned in passing, although,
they played a vital role in challenging negative views of homosexuality in areas considerably
more culturally conservative than Dublin.

In particular, very little is known about the activities of Ireland’s lesbian community
during this early period. Although lesbians constituted a minority within the Irish gay liberation
campaign, they nevertheless played a significant role in challenging Ireland’s restrictive gender
stereotypes by making lesbianism visible in Irish society. Finally, with the exception of New
York’s Stonewall Riots, the diverse transnational influences on the emergence and
development of gay and lesbian organisations in Ireland have also tended to be overlooked.
Just as James Green in the case of Brazil and Stephen Brown on Argentina have shown, the
emergence and development of gay movements there resulted from changing interaction
between local conditions and transnational influences, be that through migration, tourism, gay
periodicals, or formal organisations such as the International Lesbian and Gay Association.
Any account of the history of gay and lesbian activism in Ireland must consider the interaction
of both internal and external events. To do otherwise would hinder one’s understanding of the
sources of development of Irish gay and lesbian organisations.

Although, historians and sociologists have in recent years recognised the existence of
Irish gay and lesbian organisations, their approach has nevertheless taken a very narrow focus.
In her 1999 sociological and legal monograph, The Politics of Sexual Morality in Ireland,
Chrystel Hug bizarrely remarked that ‘the developments of the gay movement, including the
Irish one, have been well discussed elsewhere so suffice it to draw a link between the creation
of homosexual groups in various countries and calls for the liberalisation of anti-homosexual
legislations on one side, and the fact that the Catholic Church reiterated its condemnation of
homosexual activity on the other.”!> Simplistic on several levels, Hug’s assertion in 1999 that
the gay movement in Ireland had already been well discussed is hard to fathom. Researching
this topic since 2014, I struggled to find any comprehensive account on the history of gay and
lesbian activism in Ireland, particularly one that does not limit its focus to the issue of
decriminalisation, to David Norris, or to the organisations with which he was involved in
Dublin. Since lesbianism was never criminalised, are we to believe that it was an accepted
sexuality in Ireland during this period? Moreover, if there was a movement, did it (or did it
not) cater to the differing demands of its urban and rural constituents? How influential were
foreign organisations in the development of specific Irish gay and lesbian strategies? What

impact did Ireland’s decision to join the European Economic Community (EEC) have on the

15> Hug, The Politics of Sexual Morality, 204.



campaign for gay rights in Ireland? These are just some of the many questions that remain
unaddressed. It would be disingenuous to suggest that the liberation of Irish gay and lesbian
citizens, along with the transformation of social and cultural attitudes, was somehow the result
of external forces alone, rather than the work of gay and lesbian citizens in Ireland.

Hug’s analysis rests on a series of contradictory assumptions common to other
observers as well. Whereas, in the above quotation Hug seems to suggest that homosexual
emancipation essentially came to Ireland from the outside, the bulk of her text dealing with
homosexuality nevertheless argues that it was the campaign fought by David Norris to
decriminalise sexual activity between males that ultimately liberated Irish homosexuals. In her
concluding remarks, she writes, David Norris took ‘his own liberalisation campaign to its
rightful conclusion thanks to the fantastic expert work of his lawyer and friend, now President
of Ireland had put into it [...] The legislation of homosexual acts was hailed as one of the
historic events of the decade, a satisfying conclusion to nearly two decades of commitment and
involvement in the gay rights movement on the part of David Norris.’!® Hug’s extensive
reliance on governmental reports such as the Law Reform Commission, the Report on the
Commiittee on the Criminal Law Amendment Acts (1880-1885) and parliamentary debates helps
to explain her narrow focus on David Norris’ role in decriminalisation to the exclusion of a
broader movement.

Hug is not alone in her narrow focus on decriminalisation. In her contribution to the
1997 volume Gender and Sexuality in Modern Ireland, Elizabeth Butler Cullingford argues
that the more overt representations of gay men in drama and film of the 1990s coincided
‘historically with the reform of Irish anti-homosexual legislation that was initiated by Senator
David Norris® 1988 victory in the European Court of Human Rights, and completed in 1993.°17
Cullingford’s reliance on Kieran Rose’s, Diverse Communities: The Evolution of Lesbian and
Gay Politics in Ireland, helps to explain her narrow understanding. Rose’s personal account is
focused primarily on the five-year period from 1988-1993, highlighting the role of the Gay
Lesbian Equality Network (GLEN), an organisation he founded, and which was concerned
primarily with enforcing the 1988 European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) judgement.'® I
argue, however, that the political campaign for decriminalisation was only one of many factors

that made gay themes more culturally acceptable to Irish audiences. The successful staging of

1 Hug, The Politics of Sexual Morality, 228.

17 Elizabeth Butler Cullingford, ‘Gender, Sexuality, and Englishness in Modern Irish Drama
and Film’, in Gender and Sexuality in Modern Ireland, (ed.) Anthony Bradley and Maryann
Gialanella Valiulis, (Massachusetts, University of Massachusetts Press, 1997),176.

18 Kieran Rose, Diverse Communities: The Evolution of Lesbian and Gay Politics in Ireland,
(Cork, Cork University Press, 1994).



Mister X and Any Woman Can, by the London Gay Sweatshop, in the Projects Art Centre in
Dublin, in 1976, for example, was a key moment in bringing homosexuality to an Irish theatre
audience.

Even when a sociologist like Paul Ryan explored issues of ‘being gay’ in Ireland and
the early years of the gay movement in, Asking Angela MacNamara: An Intimate History of
Irish Lives 2011 and ‘Coming out of the dark: a decade of gay mobilisation in Ireland’, in
Connolly and Hourigan, Social Movements and Ireland, 2006, respectively, his account was
nevertheless hampered by a lack of historical context. Ryan concludes his analysis in 1980, at
which point the movement was a mere six years old. Moreover, Ryan concluded that the
Women’s Movement had been central to the emergence of a gay movement in Ireland. While
it was indeed a key factor, Ryan’s omission of events in Northern Ireland or transnational
influences, particularly interaction with British and Scottish Gay Rights organisations weakens
his argument that the Irish women’s movement alone ‘provided a blueprint to subsequent
groups in the art of promoting their message through the media, while persuading decision
makers of the merits of their arguments through different forms of social protest.”® In fact, it
would seem that the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association and the Scottish Minorities
Group were equally important sources of information, providing advice on tactics to gay
activists in 1973, before the Irish Gay Rights Movement (IGRM) was founded.?°

Ryan also used oral interviews with David Norris, Edmund Lynch and Bernard Keogh
to help understand the development of the gay movement in Ireland, which emphasises the
personal stories of these three individuals. However, the selection of Norris, Lynch, and Keogh,
whose shared primary concern was also decriminalisation, produces a similar narrative to that

of Rose’s. In a 2013 interview, Edmund Lynch, discussing the IGRM, stated that:

At that first meeting, as I said, there was over a hundred people there. It was never
expected. And the following day, when they decided to have a meeting to organise
committees and everything else, it’s amazing all the committees you came across. Even
the Gay Switchboard, which was known as Tel-A-Friend, where in Northern Ireland it
was known as Cara, and I think it’s now called the Dublin Switchboard. But things like
that were established, you know. But I was more interested in the legal situation, of
changing the law, and also making contacts with the media because, at that stage, the
media was changing.?!

19 Paul Ryan, ‘Coming Out of the Dark: A decade of Gay Mobilisation in Ireland 1970-1980°,
in Social Movements and Ireland, ed. by Linda Connolly and Niamh Hourigan (Manchester,
Manchester University Press, 2006), 88.

20 National Library of Ireland (NLI), Irish Queer Archive (IQA), MS 45, 948/2 — ‘Report of
Coleraine Conference on Sexual Freedom.’

2l Edmund Lynch interview, 31 August 2013, Edmund Lynch, Irish LGBT History Project.



Ryan’s narrative highlights only one aspect of the IGRM, but it is clear from Lynch’s interview
that there were many committees established. Somehow, they have been forgotten in this more
legally focused account. The extent to which changing the law was the primary concern for
many Irish homosexuals, particularly lesbian women, is debatable. I believe, there is a strong
argument to be made that the main concern for lesbian women and gay men was not legal
reform, but simply the challenge of meeting other individuals similar to them, in a non-
judgemental environment. Ryan, like Hug, seems to believe that the movement depended on
Norris and could not have emerged without him, noting that ‘Norris possessed the necessary
cultural capital, both in its objectified and embodied forms to not merely launch the movement
but to put the establishment and legislation on trial by defending men brought before the courts
on charges of gross indecency.’?? There is no question that Norris was indeed a key figure in
the movement, but obviously he could not have founded the IGRM alone. He too depended on
the support of many individuals who played important roles away from the media spotlight and
often outside of Dublin.

Diarmaid Ferriter, professor of history, has provided a more balanced account of the
efforts of gay and lesbian activists, both north and south of the border, in Occasions of Sin: Sex
and Society in Modern Ireland, 2009.> While devoting much attention to Norris” campaign to
decriminalise sexual activity between males in the Republic, Ferriter at least attempts to draw
some attention to wider aspects of the movement, particularly in terms of AIDS activism, the
establishment of the Hirschfeld Centre, and the conflict within the gay movement, particularly
within the IGRM. Ferriter’s account, however, does not consider the wider implications of the
establishment of the Hirschfeld Centre®*, particularly its role in the gradual emergence of a
commercial gay scene in Dublin in the 1980s. Furthermore, the extent to which the gay
community’s activism around AIDS played a significant role in changing perceptions of
homosexuals, particularly in presenting them as responsible upstanding Irish citizens, is
overlooked. Ferriter’s account of gay Ireland is a particularly urban one. He excludes any
analysis of the movement outside Dublin, particularly in Cork and Galway, or any discussion

of the aims of those in provincial regions. Finally, Ferriter’s approach is decidedly focused on

22Paul Ryan, ‘Local Structures and the Coming Out of the Gay Movement in Ireland 1970-
1979°, Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Sociological Association, 12
August 2005.

23 Diarmaid Ferriter, Occasions of Sin: Sex and Society in Modern Ireland, (London, Profile
Books, 2009).

24 The Hirschfeld Centre was a gay community centre founded by the National Gay
Federation in 1979. Between 1979 and 1987 it was the centre of Dublin’s gay social scene,
housing a disco, cinema, telephone support service and youth group.



the nation state. Although he draws attention to the ILGA, it is not clear what impact he believes
this organisation had on the development of strategies within the respective Irish gay and
lesbian organisations.

In his 2012 autobiography, 4 Kick Against the Pricks David Notris provides a valuable
insight into how he became Ireland’s most prominent gay activist and one of the founding
members of the gay movement in Ireland.? This book offers Norris’ account of the foundation
of the IGRM in 1974, highlighting for example the impact of British newspapers on his own
awareness of a gay movement outside of Ireland, events in Northern Ireland and his
participation in the Southern Ireland Civil Rights Association. Norris’ primary focus,
unsurprisingly, is a discussion of the campaign to decriminalise sexual activity between males.
While acknowledging the work of other individuals, such as Sean Connolly and Edmund
Lynch, he does not detail their roles in the broader movement. Moreover, Norris avoids any
discussion of the lesbian movement, only mentioning that lesbianism was not criminalised in
Ireland.

In the Name of Love: The Movement for Marriage Equality in Ireland, 2014, Una
Mullally used Oral History to document the emergence of marriage equality as a key issue for
the current gay and lesbian movement in Ireland.?® Mullally interviewed gay and lesbian
activists from the early movement 1973-1993 to provide an insight into growing up in Ireland
pre-1993. Her account provides insights into some of the motivating factors that led people to
become involved in the gay movement in Ireland during the 1970s. Nevertheless, one learns
little new about the movement itself. Mullally is more concerned with the activities post 1994,
as she sees the period since then as the moment when marriage equality became a gay rights
issue in Ireland. Recently, Orla Egan, in Queer Republic of Cork, has provided a wonderful
insight into the activities of gay and lesbian activists in Cork from the 1970s to 1990s. While,
Egan’s publication is particularly welcomed for moving the discussion outside Dublin and the
legal campaign, its own narrow focus on Cork does not give us a broader understanding of the
role Cork played in the national campaign for gay and lesbian liberation in Ireland.?’

Internationally historians have tended to acknowledge in greater detail the impact of

gay and lesbian organisations on their respective societies.”® However, a common characteristic
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of this historiography is its tendency to see the USA as the prime instigator of international gay
and lesbian liberation, particularly when one considers the global dominance of the Stonewall
myth. According to Barry D. Adam, ‘within two years from the Stonewall Rebellion, gay
liberation groups emerged in every major city and campus in the United States, Canada,
Australia and Western Europe.’?® Today Stonewall is synonymous with gay liberation. Even if
we accept the significance of the Stonewall riots in the history of the international gay and
lesbian movement, one unfortunate consequence of this discourse is the over-Americanisation
of the movement. One could be forgiven for thinking that in 1969 New York City alone
pioneered the gay rights movement, which other parts of the USA and the rest of the world
then tried to emulate. This tendency, in turn, has led historians to concentrate solely on the
diffusion of United States’ influence in other societies, as opposed to broadening their approach
to incorporate events and movements in other societies as well as the interaction between local
and transnational events.

To understand the dramatic changes that have characterised attitudes towards
homosexuality in Ireland in recent years, I contend that we must recognise that gay and lesbian
organisations throughout Ireland, not a small number of politicians, were the central agents in
transforming Irish society to point where it became the first country in the world to legalise
same-sex marriage by popular vote. By challenging Ireland’s attitudes towards homosexuality,
by presenting a different image of and rhetoric on homosexuality, and by forging effective
alliances with other social groups, both inside and outside Ireland, Irish gay and lesbian
organisations successfully renegotiated Irish perceptions of homosexuality, and sexual mores
during this period. It did so by challenging the specific (often unspoken) meanings of what
constituted ‘Irishness’, by coming out publicly discussing their homosexuality, by engaging
with Irish society through day-to-day interactions, in the media, talks, lobbying, protests, by
creating a space for gay and lesbian individuals, and crucially by confronting those who
continued to portray homosexuals as sinful, deviant, perverted and a threat to society. Irish gay
and lesbian activists were unafraid to speak publicly and to articulate their cause, unafraid to
confront their opponents and unwilling to succumb to any setback, despite their limited

resources.
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(Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2009). Jeffrey Weeks, Coming Out: Homosexual
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Gay and lesbian activism was present in many corners of Irish society, in a myriad of
different guises and played its role in forging a social movement and spirit of a gay community
in Ireland. The impact and role of provincial activists in the campaign for gay liberation in
Ireland must be explored, for otherwise, understanding the developments and events which
emerged in Ireland in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s cannot be explained. The role of lesbian
women must also factor into this discussion. Lesbian women were neither passive agents or
absent agents in the campaign for gay liberation in Ireland. Although they formed a minority
in this campaign, they nevertheless played a significant role in bringing greater visibility,
awareness and understanding of lesbianism to an Irish public. The willingness of many lesbian
women to involve themselves actively in the gay liberation campaign ensured that lesbian
women in Ireland had a voice in the movement, a voice in Irish society, and a voice fighting
for the issues that directly affected them. Lesbian activists ensured that spaces for lesbian
women also emerged throughout Ireland, and with it a spirit of a lesbian community.

To write the history of gay and lesbian liberation in Ireland, I maintain, that we need to
also broaden our understanding of what we understand gay liberation to be. We need to
recognise that institutional reform alone was not the sole concern of Irish gay and lesbian
citizens and institutional reform alone cannot be seen as gay liberation. Institutional reform is
an important part of gay liberation but, as this dissertation will demonstrate, it was only one
aspect of gay liberation in Ireland. For many gay and lesbian individuals, the primary concern
was not legal reform, but rather gaining the opportunity to meet others, to end their social
isolation, to understand their sexuality and to have spaces where they could safely express their
sexuality. Only by recognising this can we understand the importance gays and lesbians
attached to the creation of spaces for socialising, to the development of social services, such as
befriending services, counselling services, and outreach activities, all of which aimed to help
foster a sense of a gay community in Ireland, and all of which had a wider impact on the
campaign for gay liberation in Ireland. These attempts to create socialising spaces provided the
basis for many Irish gay and lesbians to understand and become confident in their sexuality.
Such spaces and events, often characterised as merely ‘social’, were an integral part of a
resistance campaign in Ireland, which in turn facilitated a wider recognition of the existence of
gay and lesbian individuals in Ireland and a cultural transformation. It is also my contention
that by exploring the impact of these social events we can further challenge the false distinction
between social and political action.

To understand the introduction of progressive legislation in 1989 and 1993, we must
explore the alliances forged by the different gay and lesbian organisations with other groups

both inside and outside Ireland. In particular, the Irish Congress of Trade Unions, Union of
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Students in Ireland, Irish Council for Civil Liberties, Employment Equality Authority, and
International Gay and Lesbian Association. These efforts ensured that gay rights were heard in
trade unions, on student campuses, in boardrooms and at conferences throughout Ireland. The
inclusion of sexual orientation in the Unfair Dismissal’s Act, 1993, and the introduction of an
equal age of consent for homosexual and heterosexual activity in 1993 was not the direct result
of a decision at the European Court of Human Rights in 1988, but rather the direct result of the
efforts of gay and lesbian activists who lobbied influential groups in Ireland to support gay law
reform, who in turn helped gay activists lobby the political class.

Finally, I contend that a transnational approach to the history of gay and lesbian
activism in Ireland allows us to challenge the accepted consensus around the key role of USA
diffusion in the rise of gay liberation groups. While activists in Ireland were well aware of
events taking place in the USA, the emergence of gay and lesbian organisations in Ireland in
the mid-1970s was the direct result of events closer to home, most notably the outbreak of
violence in Northern Ireland, engagement with groups in Great Britain and, in particular, the
impact of Ireland’s decision to join the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1973. 1970s
Ireland was not as isolated as it had been in previous decades, as the 1973 decision to join the
EEC demonstrated. To date, however, Europe’s role in the quest for gay liberation in Ireland
has centred only on the importance of the European Court of Human Rights. In particular,
Article 8 of the European Convention on Human Rights has been seen as the main (if not the
only) argument put forward by gay activists in the campaign for gay liberation in Ireland during
this period. In turn, the courtroom has been viewed as the main avenue and location for the
promotion and propagation of gay rights in Ireland. However, the courtroom was only one of
many sites of strategies adopted by gay and lesbian activists in Ireland. In fact, Ireland’s place
in Europe was central to the campaign for gay and lesbian liberation in Ireland. Irish gay and
lesbian activists strategically utilised Ireland’s decision to join the EEC to argue for a greater
alignment of Ireland’s laws on homosexuality with those in continental Europe. A transnational
analysis of gay and lesbian activism in Ireland will also add to the emerging transnational
literature on the Gay and Lesbian Movement and challenge the USA-centric approach of
previous scholars.

The dramatic change in Irish attitudes to homosexuality was the direct result of 40
years’ work on the part of gay and lesbian individuals involved in a movement, not the sudden
result of “pioneering’ politicians. By empowering Ireland’s gay and lesbian citizens to proudly
‘come out’ and to no longer feel ashamed or isolated, Irish gay and lesbian organisations
convinced Irish society and its policymakers to re-think their attitudes towards homosexuality.

In doing so, they successfully presented themselves as ‘ordinary respectable Irish citizens’ who
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should not be viewed as deviant, sick or a threat, and their demands as neither extravagant or
unique, but rather as basic human rights. In 1970s Ireland the issue of human rights was gaining
considerable traction, unlike at any other period previously in Irish history. Irish gay and
lesbian activists were highly cognisant of this development and adopted this rhetoric in their
engagements with Irish society. It was a rhetoric which many Irish citizens were willing to
accept.

The pathway to ‘equality’ for Irish gay and lesbian citizens began long before Maire
Geoghegan-Quinn decriminalised sexual activity between males and long before David Norris
won his case at the European Court of Human Rights. To truly understand this dramatic
transformation, we have to acknowledge the hard work accomplished by numerous gay and
lesbian organisations throughout Ireland in legitimatising homosexuality in Irish society. In
focussing on this hard work, this dissertation demonstrates the extent to which institutional and
cultural change was a direct result of gay and lesbian activists throughout Ireland and that Irish

society was not as resistant to change during this period, as some would have us believe.

Description of Project

This dissertation creates a local, regional, and transnational analysis of the history of gay and
lesbian activism in Ireland between 1973 and 1993. The dates for this project cover the
beginning of the movement up to the introduction of legislation sympathetic to homosexuals,
most notably the decriminalisation of sexual activity between males and the amending of the
Unfair Dismissals Act in 1993. This period forms the first phase of gay and lesbian activism in
Ireland. I have divided the thesis into two parts. The first part focuses primarily on the
emergence, development and spread of gay and lesbian organisations in Ireland. The second
part focuses on attempts to move outside these gay and lesbian organisations and generate a
greater understanding and awareness of homosexuality, through the use of the media, by
forging alliances both domestically and internationally, and by lobbying the political class.
Part 1 concentrates firstly on the emergence and dynamics of the different gay and
lesbian organisations in Ireland, with reference both to international events and to particular
Irish issues (events in Northern Ireland, the emergence of the Irish women’s movement and
Ireland’s decision to join the EEC). I examine these organisations’ membership profiles, aims,
development of strategies, rhetoric and identities and how these related to the creation of a ‘gay
community’, something that had previously not existed in Irish society. How did they locate
and engage with the differing desires of its provincial and urban constituents? What role did
provincial activists play in the campaign for gay rights in Ireland? How did activists publicise

the existence of a gay and lesbian organisations in Ireland? How did these organisations expand
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outside Dublin into a truly national grassroots movement? What obstacles did they encounter?
To what extent did it enjoy success in forging a gay community and spaces for gay and lesbian
individuals? What conflicts emerged within and between the different gay and lesbian
organisations? How were these conflicts negotiated?

Part 1 also examines the tensions that developed between gay and lesbian members of
the respective groups, particularly issues surrounding women-only spaces, sexism,
motherhood, etc. Lesbian women may not have suffered legal prosecution, but thanks to their
sexual orientation they suffered discrimination in other areas of their lives. What aims, and
objectives did Irish lesbian women have? How did they go about achieving these aims? To
what extent were lesbian women and gay men able to work together? Did tensions arise, and
if so, over what issues? Were lesbian women able to generate greater visibility and awareness
of their existence in Irish society? If so, how? What role did lesbian women play in the overall
campaign for gay liberation in Ireland? These are just some of the questions and issues that
will be discussed in Part 1.

Part 2 examines the efforts of gay and lesbian organisations to engage with other activist
groups and institutions in Irish society and abroad. Particularly important is the relationship
with key stakeholders such as: Irish governments, the political parties, the various churches,
Union of Students in Ireland (USI), the Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU), and the various
media. It will also be crucial to explore interactions with the international gay movement. These
efforts formed a crucial part of the attempts to penetrate Irish society and promote gay
liberation in all areas of Ireland. How did Irish gay and lesbian organisations forge alliances,
negotiate obstructions, and engage in dialogue about homosexuality and discrimination?
Where did the tensions arise in this process? What arguments and strategies were adopted in
lobbying such groups? How effective were these efforts?

Part 2 also includes an analysis of gay and lesbian activists’ response to AIDS in Ireland
in the 1980s. The Irish AIDS experience provides a unique contrast to other countries
experiences with AIDS. Unlike, in the USA, Great Britain or France, Ireland’s gay community
did not become the scapegoat for AIDS in Ireland. This was a direct result of the work of the
gay and lesbian activists, who, when the State ignored AIDS, took the lead in providing a public
educational campaign on AIDS, at a considerable financial and personal cost. These efforts led
many in Irish society to view gay community as the best informed in how to deal with AIDS.
This resulted in considerable praise for the gay community, protecting them from the vitriol
their international counterparts encountered. The response of gay and lesbian activists to AIDS
was an integral and overlooked part of changing perceptions of gay and lesbian individuals and

therefore an integral part of the campaign for gay liberation in Ireland.
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Finally, I will reflect on the degree to which the Irish gay and lesbian activists
penetrated the public sphere. By examining print media, speeches and various periodicals and
journals, I will offer an assessment of the degree to which the gay and lesbian activists reshaped
public discourse and broader understandings of homosexuality in Ireland. By analysing their
actions this project will situate the history of Irish homosexuality within the wider framework
of Irish sexuality by considering the ways in which gay and lesbian activists contributed to the
challenging, reconceptualising and re-framing of public discourse on homosexuality, sexual
mores and gender identity. This will help us to see how gay and lesbian activists in Ireland
served as crucial agents in the renegotiation of sexual mores in Irish society during the

twentieth century.

Methodology
Primary archival research formed the backbone of this history project. The Irish Queer Archive

(IQA) in the National Library of Ireland was the main archive consulted. The IQA contains
numerous documents relevant to the establishment, evolution and dynamics of the different
gay and lesbian organisations in Ireland, and copies of correspondence with the hierarchy of
the Irish Roman Catholic Church, Church of Ireland, and politicians from the main political
parties, along with correspondences with organisations outside Ireland. Irish gay periodicals
such as In Touch, Identity, Out and GCN were also consulted to ascertain the main issues for
those within the different gay and lesbian organisations during this period.

Members of the different gay and lesbian organisations created this archive and certain
folders have been marked ‘not for consultation until 2039.” This posed some problems,
particularly in terms of the materials which remain restricted. I was aware that these restrictions
may directly influence my research and possible conclusions. Having considered that
possibility, I deemed it essential for me to consult other archives that hold material related to
my project, as a means of branching out of the IQA. In particular, the archive of the Northern
Ireland Gay Rights Association in the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland, the Attic Press
Archive at University College Cork, the National Archives of Ireland and the Gale Archives of
Sexuality and Gender, were also consulted and proved beneficial in analysing the history of
gay and lesbian activism in Ireland. Moreover, [ was granted access to the personal papers
David Norris, Kieran Rose, Sean J. Connolly and Cathal Kerrigan. The online Cork LGBT
Archive was also consulted to explore gay and lesbian activism outside of Dublin.

The papers of the hierarchy of the Catholic Church remain closed from 1970 onwards.
Therefore, I had to examine the public religious discussions on the issue via the main religious

periodicals, for example, Christux Rex, The Catholic Standard, The Furrow, and The Church
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of Ireland Gazette. Dr. Noel Browne’s papers were also consulted. Dr. Browne was a medic,
politician and Dail representative, and his collection contains information regarding his
political campaigning on gay rights. Additionally, Irish student publications and trade union
journals were consulted to ascertain the extent to which the student movement and trade union
movement was engaged with the gay liberation movement. The Union of Students in Ireland
archive was not accessible during the course of this project, however the Irish Queer Archive
had files of correspondences between the different gay organisations and the USI, and along
with the student publications, offered an insight into the level of interaction between the student
movement and the gay movement. The relationship with the state was examined through the
files of the Department of Justice, Labour, Foreign Affairs, and Taoiseach, at the National
Archives. However, due to the 30-year rule files relevant to the latter years of this project were
not accessible. Nonetheless, Dail and Seanad Eireann debates were readily available online,
along with the archives of the Labour Party, and Fianna Fail. I also consulted the Historical
Archives of the European Union at the European University Institute in Florence for statements
made in the European Parliament on homosexuality and specifically issues directly related to
Ireland and gay rights. The Irish newspaper archive and Irish Times archive at the NLI provided
access to regional and national newspapers during this period, helping to trace the evolution of
public discourse on homosexuality in Ireland.

Edmund Lynch, founding member of the Irish Gay Rights Movement, has granted me
access to 188 oral interviews he conducted with gay and lesbian citizens who grew up in Ireland
before decriminalisation of sexual activity between males. These interviews provided insights
into the experience of growing up in Ireland as well as provided an insight into the gay
subculture in Ireland before the emergence of the IGRM and the impact of the gay liberation
campaign on the lives of Irish gay and lesbian citizens. I also carried out my own oral
interviews with members involved with gay and lesbian organisations in Dublin, Galway and
Cork. They included, Marese Walsh, Helen Slattery, Deirdre Walsh, Sean Connolly, Clement
Clancy, Kieran Rose, Cathal Kerrigan and David Norris. These oral history interviews helped
to compensate for certain archival gaps and were particularly important in documenting what
influenced these individuals to establish gay and lesbian organisations in Ireland, the
emergence of numerous divisions, and development of certain strategies. They also provided a
crucial insight into the priorities of some lesbian activists during this period. Oral History
remains a controversial method of research. Nevertheless, I believe, by balancing my own
interviews with primary archival research and Edmund Lynch’s interviews it was possible to
provide, as humanly possible, an objective account of the history of gay and lesbian activism
in Ireland from 1973 and 1993.
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CHAPTER 1 - Smashing the wall of silence: Irish Gay Rights Movement

‘You see the only sin in Ireland was getting caught. Ireland was actually doing
whatever it wanted to do provided it was behind closed doors. >’

Gay and lesbian individuals did not suddenly appear in Irish society in 1993 with the
decriminalisation of sexual activity between males. Since the 1960s, a gay subculture had been
developing in certain neighbourhoods throughout the country. The Ireland of the 1960s, while
still relatively conservative and dominated by the social teachings of the Roman Catholic
Church was, nevertheless, slowly loosening its grip on the way Irish people lived their lives,
thereby facilitating, unknowingly, the rise of a gay subculture and subsequently a gay and
lesbian movement. In 1974, Gay News described Dublin as ‘the gay mecca of the province,
attracting people from around the country, in much the same way as London attracts gays from
all over the British Isles.”3! While mecca might be an exaggeration, a gay subculture did exist
in Dublin, and, to some extent, in Cork and Galway in the 1960s. In another Gay News article,
Paddy wrote that ‘in common with a number of Irish gays, I have been surprised at the scarcity
of articles on the gay scene in Ireland. Surprised, because there is quite an advanced and
organised gay scene here — even if it is still ostensibly an underground one.’3?

In many respects Paddy was correct, an underground or hidden gay scene did exist. In
Dublin pubs such as: Bartley Dunne’s, Rice’s, and The Bailey were seen, but not publicly
advertised, as the main hubs for gay, and to a lesser extent, lesbian individuals in the 1960s and
1970s. Bartley Dunne’s, located on Stephen’s Street Lower, and Rice’s on the corner of St.
Stephen’s Green, were within walking distance of each other and were the most popular

locations for Dublin’s gay clientele. Gerard Lawlor quipped that:

You walked up and down in case there was somebody better looking — if you were in
Bartley Dunne’s, you thought maybe there was somebody better looking in Rice’s, or if
you were in Rice’s, you thought somebody better in Bartley Dunne’s, but when you left
and went to the other, you saw all the people you had already seen in the other bar
anyway, because everybody was walking up and down.3*

30 Edmund Lynch interview with Brian Merriman, 27 April 2013, Edmund Lynch, Irish
LGBT History Project.

31 Public Records Office Northern Ireland (PRONI), D3762/1/10/1, ‘Eire: A long, hard
struggle ahead’ in Gay News, 1974.

32 PRONI, D3762/1/10/1 ‘News from Ireland’ in Gay News, 1973.

33 Edmund Lynch interview with Gerard Lawlor, 23 February 2013, Edmund Lynch, Irish
LGBT History Project.

16



Sam McGrath argued that homosexuals frequented these pubs because ‘they were in close
proximity to the Gaiety Theatre and St. Stephen’s Green, which at the time were popular gay
cruising areas.”*

Although not exclusively gay, these pubs nevertheless provided a meeting point for gay
and lesbian individuals and helped begin the creation of a greater collective consciousness,
albeit a relatively hidden one. While both lesbians and gay men frequented Bartley Dunne’s
and Rice’s, the clientele were overwhelmingly gay males. According to Theresa Blanche, only
a small group of ten lesbian women regularly visited the establishment, while the men
numbered in the hundreds.®® It was, in fact, through contacts made at Bartley Dunne’s and
Rice’s that Blanche later became a central figure in the Irish Gay Rights Movement.

For many it was a daunting experience entering Bartley Dunne’s or Rice’s. Even though
Bartley Dunne’s did not promote itself as a gay bar, it had developed a reputation as a place
that such individuals frequented. In 1980, for example, Vortex acknowledged this reputation,
noting that ‘the patronage is so overwhelmingly gay that sight of anyone entering is enough to
label that person as ‘queer’, ‘dyke’ etc.’3® Pat O’Byrne, born in 1948 in Dublin, recalled the

anxiety he felt upon entering Bartley Dunne’s:

I found myself one Sunday afternoon, (believe it or not, it must have been late in the
afternoon because the bars didn’t open till 6 then) going into Bartley Dunne’s, and I was
the only customer for about an hour. And that was my first — it took quite an effort, and
I was absolutely terrified. I was convinced that everyone knew, and my entire family
would be sitting in the bar waiting for me, which was ridiculous, but that’s what was
going through my mind. Or that somebody would see me going in or coming out.>’

O’Byrne’s recollection is one of many which highlight the turmoil gay and lesbian individuals
had to contend with when looking to meet others at that time. It was clear from O’Byrne’s
comments, and those of Vortex, that there was a considerable stigma attached to be seen as
homosexual.

Outside of Dublin in Cork, Galway and Limerick a gay subculture also existed. In Cork

the Persian Bar in the Imperial Hotel, Morgan’s Hotel on St. Oliver Plunkett Street, and La

34 http://comeheretome.com/2013/10/06/rices-bartley-dunnes-dublins-first-gay-friendly-bars/,
‘Rice’s and Bartley Dunne’s: Dublin’s first gay-friendly bars’, in Come here to me blog, 6
October 2013. Accessed on 27 May 2015.

35 Edmund Lynch interview with Terri Blanche, 17 June 2013, Edmund Lynch, Irish LGBT
History Project 2014.

36 NLI, IQA, MS 45, 963/5 — Vortex, February 1980. Vortex was a student magazine
produced at Trinity College Dublin.

37 Edmund Lynch interview with Pat O’Byrne, 15 November 2013, Edmund Lynch, Irish
LGBT History Project.
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Chateau on St. Patrick’s Street were frequented by gay and lesbian individuals. *® While in
Galway, the Tavern Bar on Eyre Square and in Limerick, Gleeson’s Bar on Patrick Street and
Captain Hogg’s on Cecil Street, also proved popular locations.?® Describing the Cork gay scene
before the establishment of the Cork IGRM in 1976, Cathal Kerrigan remembered that:

The scene then in Cork was very layered and structured. Most people didn’t leave home
in Cork at that stage, unless they married, or they were leaving Cork. So, everybody was
living at home. The structure of the scene was almost freemasonry and was class and
hierarchically structured. So, what happened was, you had the people who only engaged
in the street. Then there were people who went to the public loos and then went to the
hotels and then there were the people who had apartments, who were largely older,
middle-aged, they had a career and money. They were the ones who had a place to go, or
a room, a living room, a dry place. The system worked as such, in those days, that if you
were young, a new guy on the scene you often would be taken under the wing by these
older men. It was almost like a patronage sort of thing. It was just taken for granted that
that was the way it was.*

Kerrigan’s description of the scene demonstrates the extent to which the scene was hidden and
closed off, particularly to those who were unwilling to follow the unwritten etiquette, or
unaware of where the scene actually was. Moreover, while Kerrigan does not imply in his
comments that the younger individuals were exploited by their older counterparts, it does
appear that this was, to some degree, likely due to their inexperience, vulnerability and reliance
on older individuals. One does not get the sense from Kerrigan’s comments that any sense of
a community spirit existed or could exist due to the secretive hierarchical nature of the scene at
that time. There is a sense from Kerrigan’s comments that people were simply using each-other
for their own satisfaction and benefit.

Although these premises were frequented primarily by homosexuals, this did not
necessarily mean they were welcomed. Describing his time attending the Imperial Hotel in the
early 1970s, Kieran Rose, who grew up in Cork City in the 1950s, recalled that ‘it was all kind
of subterfuge, you know a nod and a wink and basically it was just a hotel bar, but you could
go in there and you might meet gay people by accident, but it wasn’t a very pleasant feeling,
because you were there on sufferance.”* This is a view supported by Cathal Kerrigan, who
remembered that in 1975 La Chateau barred suspected homosexuals after word reached the
owner that his pub was advertised in Gay News as a gay friendly pub in Cork. Kerrigan stated

that the owners ‘were horrified and convinced we had betrayed them. I mean this is 1975 they

38 PRONI, D3762/1/10/1 ‘News from Ireland’ in Gay News, 1973
39 NLI, IQA, MS 45, 967/5.

40 Cathal Kerrigan interview with author, 14 January 2016.

41 Kieran Rose interview with author, 12 January 2016.
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did not want to be a gay bar.’*? According to the Sunday Independent, a similar reaction was
expressed by pub owners in Dublin after their premises were advertised in Gay News in 1975.
The owner informed the Sunday Independent that he would be seeking legal advice on a
possible action against Gay News.*

Outside of the bar scene, house parties proved to be a popular feature for Irish
homosexual’s sociability and constituted an alternative means to meet other homosexuals.
However, this was extremely limited to those only in the know or with connections. According
to Orla Egan, the Cork scene in the early 1970s consisted of ‘informal social networks, (mostly)
centring around parties and gatherings, particularly in the homes of some of the wealthier gay
men. These parties were open only to those ‘in the know” and in the ‘in-crowd.’** In Dublin,
one individual’s house which was popular with gay and lesbians was Marie Seligman’s.
Seligman opened her home to gay and lesbian individuals to facilitate their socialisation. In the
words of Gerard Lawlor, Seligman was ‘a wonderful friend to the gay community before we
had anybody else and I think she was a star to us.’* The National Gay Federation later awarded
Seligman the Magnus Hirschfeld Award for her services to the gay community.*¢ Tonie Walsh,
writing on Seligman, noted that ‘she gave gay people support as a friend, and as a counsellor,
and even earned herself the title of the Fairy Godmother.’*” Seligman later described those days
as ‘the happiest of her life.’#8

For many homosexuals due to their location or personal situation attending pubs or
house parties was not an option. Like in many other countries, cottaging therefore was not an
uncommon feature of Irelands predominantly gay male subculture.*” In Dublin, Cork and
Galway, many areas throughout these cities were well-known locations for cottaging. In
Dublin, St. Stephens Green, the Forty Foots gents bathing area in Dun Laoghaire, East Pier
Gardens, and numerous public toilets along O’Connell Street were common cottaging areas.>°

In Cork, the public conveniences on South Mall Grand Parade and Pope’s Quay near Patrick’s

42 Cathal Kerrigan interview with author, 14 January 2016.

43 Sunday Independent, ‘Dublin pubs listed as ‘gay bars’, 11 May 1975.

4 http://corklgbthistory.com/2014/07/30/cork-early-mid-1970s/, Orla Egan, ‘Cork Early-Mid
1970’s’ on Cork LGBT History blog, posted on 30 July 2014. Accessed on 6 January 2016.
4 Edmund Lynch interview with Gerard Lawlor, 23 February 2013, Edmund Lynch, Irish
LGBT History Project.

4 NLI, ILB 305 G 2, Gay Community News, Issue 2, March/April 1988, ‘Magnus Hirschfeld
Awards Honours Supporters of Gay Community.’

47NLI, ILB 305 G 2, Gay Community News, Issue 2.

8 NLI, ILB 305 G 2, Gay Community News, Issue 2.

9 Cottaging is a slang term for cruising for sex, most commonly in public toilets.
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Bridge, and in Galway, Eyre Square and Salthill promenade were also frequented.’! Cottaging
was an extremely risky and dangerous practice and often resulted in attacks, but for many
homosexuals it offered the only opportunity to find a sexual encounter with a member of the
same sex. Even in the 1980s, when gay venues were much more common, cottaging continued
to be a lifeline for many individuals. Following Cork City councillors’ decision to close the
public toilets on Pope’s Quay in 1985, Out, an Irish gay magazine reported that ‘there must be
a lot of people in Cork who regret the closure of Pope’s Quay and all the other loos.’>?

Despite the fact that the aforementioned bars were not exclusively gay bars, they
nevertheless did facilitate the gradual development of a collective consciousness and personal
contacts that eventually facilitated the creation of gay organisations in Dublin, Cork, Galway
and Limerick in the 1970s and early 1980s. As John D’Emilio has argued:

the spread of the gay bar contained the greatest potential for reshaping the consciousness
of homosexuals and lesbians. Alone among the expressions of gay life, the bar fostered
an identity that was both public and collective. [...] But the bars offered an all-gay
environment where patrons dropped the pretension of heterosexuality, socialising with
friends as well as searching for a sexual partner. When trouble struck, as it often did in
the form of a police raid, the crowd suffered as a group, enduring the penalties together.
The bars were seedbeds for a collective consciousness that might one day flower
politically.>

While it would be a step too far to state that those who visited these bars were able to drop the
pretension of heterosexuality fully, the bars were nevertheless important in building up
connections. Through encounters in Bartley Dunne’s, Rice’s, La Chateau, and the Tavern Bar,
gay and lesbian individuals gradually got to know more and more gay and lesbian individuals,
who would later form the backbone of a gay movement and community. Des Fitzgerald, for

example, has spoken of meeting homosexuals for first time by going to Bartley Dunne’s:

I did it through walking in the door of Bartley Dunne’s and hanging around, looking very
lonely and feeling, I don’t know anybody here and they all seem to know each other.
And then, after a while, a few people talked to me, and I met one or two people that I
actually recognised. One was in college with me, and they, in a sense, took me under
their wing, and through them, I made friends and started circulating and, I suppose,
having a social life here in Dublin.>*
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The rise of a gay subculture in Ireland in the 1960s provided the necessary groundwork for the
rise of gay and lesbian organisations in the 1970s in the Republic of Ireland. It instilled a shared
sense of oppression and a desire to fight for their civil rights. Most importantly, the gay
subculture allowed gay and lesbian individuals to meet others, who would later become
involved in the founding and running of the Irish Gay Rights Movement. However, while these
events provided an important avenue for these individuals to express their sexuality, they
nevertheless were underground and hidden, and did not facilitate a more public affirmation of
confidence in one’s sexuality, or an attempt to challenge Ireland’s restrictive sexual mores. In
many respects, after attending these events individuals would continue their everyday lives
denying or hiding their sexuality, until returning to the parties, where once again they could be
their ‘gay’ selves for the few hours they were there. A more public and visible affirmation of

one’s sexuality was not realised through this underground scene.

‘Tracing the origins of the gay movement in Dublin could cause any outsider quite a
headache, for the beginnings, if not actually shrouded in mystery — are confused to say the
least.”>

The Irish Gay Rights Movement was publicly launched in the South County Hotel in Dublin
in July 1974.5¢ Although no official record exists of those in attendance, David Norris, writing
in 1980, stated that 30 people had turned up to this meeting.>” That 30 included Sean Connolly,
Clement Clancy, Martin Barnes, Edmund Lynch and David Norris. At that time, David Norris
was a lecturer in Trinity College Dublin, while Sean Connolly was a civil engineer, Edmund
Lynch worked for the national broadcaster, Radié Telefis Eireann and Clement Clancy worked
in the supermarket industry. Born in the 1940’s, they spent the majority of their adult life living
and working in Dublin prior to meeting and establishing the IGRM. While none of these
individuals were arrested under the 1861 Offences Against the Persons Act and the 1885
Criminal Law Amendment Act, which criminalised sexual activity between males, they
nevertheless felt aggrieved by these laws and the treatment of homosexuals in Irish society,

particularly the negative image of homosexuals as deviant, perverted or child molesters. In his
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2012 autobiography, Norris spoke about the impact these attitudes had on his own health and

the subsequent advice he received from his doctor:

I was suffering great stress at the time, as I was still in mourning for my mother and the
man I loved had just got engaged, but the anxiety attack was blamed on the fact that I
was homosexual. I was sent to a psychiatrist, Dr. McCracken, whose advice was that for
the preservation of my health and to forestall a possible nervous collapse, I should leave
Ireland and go to live in the south of France, where these matters were better understood
under the Code Napoléon.>®

Whereas, the Stonewall Riots have been credited with providing the necessary impetuous for
the emergence of gay liberation in: North America, Brazil, Argentina, Australia, Great Britain,
and many more regions, the emergence of the Irish Gay Rights Movement in 1974 was
influenced more by organisations and events in Great Britain and Northern Ireland, than the
direct consequence of the Stonewall Riots. While the outbreak of violence in Northern Ireland
divided Ireland’s hard-line Catholic and Protestant communities, the emergence of gay
organisations, north and south, was the direct result of co-operation and mutual support
amongst, catholic, protestant, unionist and republican homosexuals on the island of Ireland.
Brian Lacey, who was involved in the Northern Ireland Gay Rights Association, has stated that
‘the oddity of course was that that was against the background of the Troubles, and it’s one of
the greatest joys of my life, and I look back at it with great, great pleasure, that throughout the
whole of the, you know, the 20 years or more that I was there, there was virtually no
sectarianism within the gay community.”>® It is hardly surprising, therefore, that the
constitution of the IGRM clearly stated that it was a ‘non-party political, non-sectarian
homophile grouping.”®

The climate generated by events in Northern Ireland created a greater awareness of an
individual’s rights as a citizen, particularly minorities. The 1970s heralded a time of dramatic
upheaval in Ireland with widespread demonstrations taking place over a range of different
issues. In the three-year period preceding the emergence of the IGRM, anti-apartheid
demonstrations took place in Dublin, the Catholic Church’s ban on Catholics attending Trinity
College Dublin was lifted, a Commission on the Status of Women in Ireland was established
and was followed by the infamous contraception train, when Irish women travelled from
Belfast to Dublin with contraceptives, which were illegal. Moreover, January 1972 witnessed

the Bloody Sunday massacre and one year later Ireland joined the European Economic
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Community.®! This was a period when the status quo in Ireland was beginning to be challenged,
particularly by the Women’s Movement and Civil Rights activists in Northern Ireland.

In the midst of all this, the Sexual Reform Movement at the New University of Ulster,
Coleraine, organised a conference on human sexuality in October 1973. According to the
conference report ‘it was in acknowledgement of their common problems that the first ever gay
rights conference in Ireland was organised by the Sexual Reform Movement on an all-Ireland
basis.’$? Out of 50 people who attended, 4 were from the Republic of Ireland, along with
representations from the Scottish Minorities Group, the Exeter Gay Liberation Society and Al
Stewart of the National Union of Students. One of the four to attend this conference from the
Republic of Ireland was Edmund Lynch.

From the very beginning, gay and lesbian individuals in Ireland were exposed to the
thoughts and activities of gay and non-gay organisations from across the Irish sea. Fred
Broughton of the Scottish Minorities Group (SMG) updated members on the activities of SMG,
revealing that the SMG had published a draft bill to amend the Scottish laws on
homosexuality.%® Terry Bruton, (Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association) offered advice on
tactics based on his own political experience telling delegates to ‘look for short term gains first,
rather than the moon. He ended by saying that [Irish] gays should come out boldly in the open

264

and seek acceptance.’®* At the conclusion of the conference, delegates agreed on a resolution

which committed them to:

work in the future for the establishment of human rights for the sexually oppressed in society,
noting that problems exist in all areas of civil liberties, these liberties being continuously ignored
and rejected by the authorities at present controlling our society. We resolve to elect a steering
committee of 6 to (a) keep activists aware of developments in Northern Ireland and the Republic
of Ireland, (b) organise future meetings and (c) establish firm links with other groups active in
gay rights and civil liberties (NICRA, CHE, GLF, NUS, SMG, etc.).®

The immediate impact of this conference was the establishment of the Sexual Liberation
Movement, in Trinity College Dublin, the first such organisation to emerge in the Republic of
Ireland. Although the SLM was born in Trinity College Dublin, its membership was

overwhelming comprised of non-students.®® The SLM was an organisation not restricted to one
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particular issue, rather it focused on issues such as contraception, divorce, abortion and
homosexuality.

Encouraged by the success of the 1973 Coleraine conference, the SLM organised a two-
day symposium on homosexuality, in February 1974, at Trinity College Dublin. Jeffrey
Dudgeon, a Northern Irish gay activist, described the excitement and significance of the event,
proclaiming, ‘Fuck it, this was to be the big coming out event in Irish sexual history. The
delegates gathered from all corners of the isle. Anticipation of fresh talent swept through
Bartley Dunne’s and Rice’s — the city’s gay bars — and the bar queens put on their Bord Failte
smiles.”®” In a sign of the strong enthusiasm evident at that time, over 300 attended the event,
a considerable increase on the turnout at the conference in Coleraine in October 1973. In the
words of Christina Murphy, those in attendance ‘were a pretty widely assorted group,
comprising young students, clerics, middle-age respectable looking men, very attractive
looking girls, country, posh and working-class accents and a contingent from Northern Ireland.
They didn’t look in the least queer, freaky or weird [...].”*® Murphy’s comments provide insight
into what many in Irish society perceived homosexuals to be at that time, freaky, queer, and
weird.

The SLM had arranged for Dr. Noel Browne an Irish politician, Rose Robertson of
Parents Enquiry in England, Babs Todd of Campaign for Homosexual Equality (CHE) and Ian
Dunn of Scottish Minorities Group to speak. Surprisingly for 1970s Ireland, Fr. Enda
MacDonagh also agreed to speak urging ‘the churches to understand the character and the
dignity of the homosexual.’®® Tan Dunn, of the Scottish Minorities Group, offered practical
advice to Irish homosexuals on organising and running a gay rights organisation. In particular,
Dunn focused on two specific issues: Is the movement to be run by homosexuals? And what is
the simplest structure? Dunn advised that a homosexual group should be run by homosexual
women and men and that an executive committee, was the most effective way to run the
group.’® Babs Todd reassured Irish homosexuals that the good days were ahead and soon they
would no longer have to deny their homosexuality. Echoing Terry Bruton’s call in Coleraine,

Todd urged Irish homosexuals to come out in the open and be honest about themselves.”! In
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his report, Jeff Dudgeon complimented Babs Todd for speaking as if to a gay audience, as
opposed to persons interested in the homosexual problem, insisting that ‘the applause and
cheering was colossal; at last the audience spoke and it spoke loud. Had Babs continued there
could have been an outbreak of straight bashing in Dublin that night.’”?

The novelty of this symposium caught the attention of some within the media. Prior to
the symposium, Hugo McManus and Margaret McWilliams became the first openly gay
individuals interviewed on Irish radio, while Rose Robertson appeared on Late Late Show to
discuss homosexuality. David Norris jokily remarked that ‘the event occasioned some surprise
among reporters that homosexual men and women looked just like you or I and were issued
with a standard regulation set of equipment — 2 eyes, 2 arms, 2 legs etc.’”® Although, Norris’
comments were taken as a joke, there was some truth to them. For many, as we have seen with
Christina Murphy’s previous comments, the realisation that homosexuals were not alien, and

in fact were much the same as heterosexuals was a surprise. Murphy herself seemed to have

changed her perception of homosexuals following the symposium, writing:

As I walked up the steps to the Junior Common Room in Trinity College, Dublin, on
Saturday, [ met a young Dublin businessman whom I know coming down. And I thought,
full of embarrassment, Oh, my God, he’s one of them, too. By the time I left, three hours
later, having listened to over 200 gay people talk about their problems, I was almost
feeling guilty that I wasn’t one myself.”*

Murphy’s attendance at the symposium was particularly important because she devoted two
sympathetic articles to the symposium and homosexuality, one of which dismissed the
assertion that homosexuality was unnatural, while the other drew attention to the oppressive
treatment of homosexuals in Ireland.”

The importance of the symposium cannot be underestimated. David Norris remarked
that ‘the injection of confidence provided by these events confirmed a number of us in the view

that it was necessary to emerge from under the comparatively bland umbrella of general
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liberation and specify an interest in gay liberation as such.’’® While Mary Dorcey, speaking in
2003, described it as ‘an extraordinary day and it was the start of all the changes that have since
happened in Ireland and it was the first time publicly in the South that questions of sexual
orientation had ever been addressed. We came out of a society that was as repressed as Stalinist
Russia.””’

By June 1974 some individuals within the SLM were actively advocating for the
establishment of a specifically gay rights orientated organisation. ’® At a meeting, on 23 June
1974 in Dundalk, often referred to by those who attended as the gunfight at the K.Y. Corral,
the differences within the SLM became evident.” For Edmund Lynch and David Norris, it was
now time for Irish homosexuals to band together and unite under a gay rights organisation. In
an interview with Gay News, Norris stated that ‘he thought it idiotic that gays within SLM were
fighting the contraception issue. First, we must define our own aims, then we can lend our
support to other things.’8® Lynch, Norris and others, had three stated objectives at that point:

1. The protective mask of woolly liberal reform should be discarded, and our position

publicly announced by the formation of an openly gay movement.

2. That this movement should move to a permanent home outside the easy custody of
Trinity’s walls, thereby demonstrating our maturity independence and accessibility as
a group to those who might to be too intimidated to penetrate what I called the ‘Front
Gate Barrier.’

3. That we should establish in this new location an organisation with 2 inter-relating
functions — A) the provision of positive social outlets, i.e. discos etc. in which gay
people could explore their newfound sense of social and sexual identity in a civilised
manner, the profits from this going in turn to fund B) the more actively liberationist
but uneconomic areas such as counselling, consciousness raising and political
lobbying.8!

On 27 June 1974, in what was further confirmation of the necessity in establishing a gay rights
organisation in Ireland, Kim Friele, general secretary of the Norwegian gay organisation, Det
Norske Forbundet, dedicated Gay Liberation Day to the people of Ireland in their struggle

against Church and State. Demonstrating outside the British Embassy in Oslo, they carried
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placards with slogans, such as ‘Stop the oppression of Irish homosexuals’ and ‘No to
discrimination on the grounds of being different.’®? Encouraged by their Norwegian
counterparts, twelve individuals picketed the Department of Justice in Dublin on the same day
carrying placards saying, ‘Gay is Good” and ‘Homosexuals are revolting.”®®> On 7 July 1974,
the Irish Gay Rights Movement, the first gay rights organisation in Ireland, was launched.3*
The IGRM came about in a time when Irish society was undergoing a cultural transformation
and transnational influences were filtering through, thereby creating a space for minority

groups to emerge and fight for their rights, as citizens of a republic.

‘The Irish Gay Rights Movement was founded in 1974 in a blaze of energy and
optimism, when radical change seemed possible, necessary and immediate.’’

The constitution of the IGRM was formally adopted at its annual general meeting on 28
September 1975. In 42 separate articles the rules governing membership, voting rights, and the
general aims of the IGRM were carefully constituted, rendering strict control of the
organisation to the 9 members of the elected committee, of which the founding members held
most of the positions, most notably, David Norris as Chairperson, Sean Connolly as General
Secretary and Clem Clancy as financial controller. The specific aims of the IGRM may, in
comparison with other gay organisations outside Ireland, appear conservative considering what
they demanded was already in existence in the vast majority of European countries. However,
in the context of 1970s Ireland, there can be no doubt that the demands of the IGRM were

radical. Their six primary objectives as laid out in the constitution were:

¢ The improvement in the lifestyle of homosexual men and women.

¢ The achievement of equality under the law with heterosexual congress.

¢ The promotion of better understanding of homosexuality by the community at large, by
education and example.

¢ The provision of social amenities and events for members, befriending.

¢ The provision of religious, legal and medical information relating to homosexuality.

0 The acquisition of premises for official and social activities.
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The IGRM acquired a temporary premise at 23 Lower Lesson St., Dublin 2. Clem Clancy

recalled how their respectable image had worked in their favour:

The owners knew we were a social group. They may not have understood what we were
totally about, other than we were a social group, who were prepared to pay the rent. We
had respectable jobs, respectable backgrounds and at the end of the day once the lease
was signed, we paid the money and no issues arouse.®’

The annual membership fee was set at £3.50.%8 This entitled individuals to attend the AGM, to
elect candidates to the executive committee, to seek office themselves and most importantly a
reduced entrance fee to events organised by the IGRM. As a new and small organisation, the
social activities within the IGRM were limited. A typical month for the IGRM in 1974 and
1975 would have seen Thursdays and Saturdays open for general enquiries, coffee reception
and awareness discussion group. On the first Sunday of each month the IGRM also hosted a
cheese and wine reception, which was often used as a means of welcoming new individuals
who had made contact through the telephone befriending service, Tel-A-Friend.

The discos organised at the Good Karma on Sunday’s, however, proved most popular.
Discos were particularly important for the IGRM in terms of generating revenue to sustain the
organisation. In the Sunday Press, Hugh Lambert estimated that roughly 1000 individuals took
part in the events organised by the IGRM.?? In light of this success, the IGRM was in a position
to move from its Lesson Street premises to a bigger venue at 46 Parnell Square, Dublin 1, in
late 1975. David Norris described the new location as being in a ‘very fashionable part of the
city — centrally located at the top of O’Connell Street.’*® The Parnell Street venue allowed the
IGRM to host discos on Friday and Saturday nights, along with other occasional social
activities. The new disco venue held 150 people, but Gay News reported that the new discos
were so popular that over 180 people attended every Friday and Saturday.’

While lesbian members of the IGRM were strongly outnumbered by their male
counterparts, the new premises facilitated the introduction of a trial series of women-only
discos on Thursday nights, beginning on 18 December 1975. Lesbians also had use of their

own room, known as the Lavender Room, to host discussion groups and informal meetings.®?

87 Author interview with Clem Clancy, 15 April 2016.

8 D3762/1/8/1, ‘Sean Connolly to NIGRA, February 1975.

8 Hugh Lambert, ‘Gay Rights: the good news and the bad’, in Sunday Press, 10 August
1975.

% PRONI, D3762/1/10/1, ‘Eire’, Gay News, 1975.

1 PRONI, D3762/1/10/1, Dublin Toast, Gay News.

92 Theresa Blanche, ‘Irish Action’, Sappho, n.d.: 25. Archives of Human Sexuality and
Identity. Accessed on 8 March 2016.

28



In comparison with the mixed disco nights on Friday, the women-only disco attracted small
numbers. Theresa Blanche estimated that the women’s disco, which only took place once a
month, attracted around 30 lesbian women each night.”> According to Clem Clancy, the
women-only disco was ‘probably the only night we never paid all the bills to run that club.’%*
It is perhaps no surprise then that the women-only disco was restricted to one Thursday a
month.

Although, many people did enjoy and take advantage of the discos, the IGRM did come
in for some criticism, particularly from younger and less affluent individuals. Rory Campbell
wrote to Gay News complaining that the IGRM entry fees were too expensive for young
homosexuals. Campbell remarked that ‘I wonder what English readers think of the scandalous
prices the IGRM charge for three hours dancing (members, 75p, guests £1). I speak for many
young gays here in Dublin.”®> John Scott shared this view, deciding instead to frequent Bartley
Dunne’s because he ‘was a penniless student. I couldn’t afford taxis and going through all of
that, so I never went to this club in Parnell Square.’®

Despite this criticism, the IGRM’s popularity substantially increased in just three years,
even with an increase in the annual membership fee to £5 in 1976.°7 By February 1977, the
IGRM was able to report that over 3000 individuals had benefited from the organisation.”® The
IGRM’s ability to provide a space for gay and lesbian individuals made it a popular venue for
those who could afford it. One individual, who spoke to Mary Maher of the Irish Times, stated
that ‘it’s a great thing for gays in rural Ireland to be able to come to a place like this. You can
have the freedom to dance, to be yourself for a little while, even if it’s within the confines of
these walls.”® The discos and Phoenix Club venue allowed homosexuals to leave the harsh
realities of gay life in Ireland and imagine what a positive gay life could be like, if even for just
one night.

Attending discos or bars did not necessarily appeal to every gay or lesbian individual.
In seeking to facilitate these individuals, even on a limited scale, the IGRM initiated alternative
activities on an occasional basis. One such activity was the fortnightly Wednesday Forum,

hosted by James Malone. The Wednesday Forum involved either a lecture by an invited guest,
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or a debate. Guests included Dr. Noel Browne and Brian Reynolds of RTE, who gave a talk on
‘Radio Producing and the Media.”!% This talk was preceded in February 1976 by a talk on the
‘Human Sexual Response’ and a discussion involving Fr. Michael Cleary on the topic of
homosexuality in March 1976.1°! The IGRM also set up a library in the Parnell venue. IGRM
members helped by donating books and equipment to get the library up and running. The
success of this commitment resulted in an array of different genres from Biography, Arts, Gay
Liberation and Fiction. Books on homosexuality included, Society and the Healthy
Homosexual, Time for Consent, Woman Plus Woman, and Homosexual: Oppression and
Liberation.!” While the IGRM library may seem like a mundane initiative, it must be
understood that at this time in Ireland finding books on homosexuality was particularly
difficult. It was this reality which led the IGRM to write to librarians throughout the country
requesting that they consider adding books on homosexuality.!*> Even if one did find a book
on homosexuality, developing the courage to actually buy it required considerable bravery.
Theresa Blanche, for example, remembered the shame and embarrassment she felt when trying

to purchase The Well of Loneliness at a bookstore in Dublin:

I think I went in on a Saturday and I stood outside and I walked up and down and then I
went in and then I came out. I couldn’t. Then, the next Saturday, I went back in and I
said you have to go in and I went up to this woman. I said, okay, just, just do it, you
know, just ask. And very sternly she said to me, ‘We don’t sell those type of books’, and
I felt like, oh, and like, very ashamed. It was very shaming because I had asked for
something that was, you know, not to be asked for.!%4

The IGRM library allowed individuals to further their limited understanding of homosexuality,
while also avoiding the awkward and embarrassing situation of having to try purchase the book
themselves in an Irish bookstore.

On occasion the IGRM’s attempts to provide cultural events for Irelands gay and
lesbian community caused considerable controversy. This was the case following the IGRM’s
invitation to the London based theatre group, Gay Sweatshop, to perform in Dublin. In

November 1976, the IGRM and the Project Arts Centre co-sponsored Gay Sweatshops’
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productions of Any Woman Can and Mister X. Gay Sweatshop was established in 1974 to
expose the media mis-representation of the homosexual and to increase general awareness of
the oppression of sexuality both gay and straight.'% 4ny Woman Can followed the life of a
young lesbian, describing her awareness of her non-conformity, her guilt complex, her
frustrations and her eventual release when she finds solace in the company of another woman,
while Mister X presented one cliché after another about homosexuality and exposed them to
the ruthless scrutiny which knocks them for the Aunt Sallies that they are. [...] It is an angry
work, attacking those gays who accept the view that straight society holds of them.!% Prior to
the opening of the Gay Sweatshop in Dublin, Scene Magazine mused that ‘it’ll be interesting
to see whether or not traditional guardians of the moral fibre of the nation like the Irish Family
League and the Irish Independent will step out for the occasion. It’s unlikely that a more
controversial exploration of the whole question of sexual roles and attitudes has ever been
staged in this country before, so there’s meat for their kind of politics here.’!” This was a very
accurate account of the events that followed Gay Sweatshop’s appearance in Dublin.

While the Sunday Independent noted that Gay Sweatshop played to a crowded house,
the Project Arts Centre nevertheless received heavy criticism from some sectors for showing
the production.'® The controversy centred on whether or not Dublin City Council should
continue to award the Project Arts Centre its grant for the upcoming year, in light of it
facilitating Gay Sweatshop. Councillor Ned Brennan, a member of the Dublin City Council
Corporation Culture Committee, fumed that ‘Ratepayers did not elect me to subsidise that kind
of filth. I will oppose any further grants to this theatre unless they give an assurance that the
quality of their productions will not be obscene. Certain standards of morality must be
observed, and theatre people are no different than anybody else.’!?” A fellow committee
member, Sean D. Loftus, supported Mr. Brennan arguing that a Christian society like Ireland
should not be subjected to ‘this sort of stuff.’!'? Other individuals and organisations were
equally critical. Kenneth McQuillan of the Knights of St. Columbanus, in a letter to the
chairman of the Cultural Committee, expressed his organisations objections to the production.
Mr. McQuillan argued that ‘The message of the plays was that to be Gay was normal, in fact
more normal than to be straight. We do appreciate that at the time of the performances, i.e.

11pm it is unlikely that children will be present, but we are very worried at the effect such a
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show would have on an immature teenager or impressionable young adult.”!!! Although he did
agree that the Project Arts Centre had in the past produced high quality productions, Mr
McQuillan asserted that it had now spoiled its reputation by ‘promoting homosexuality.’!!?
Reviewing the production in the [rish Independent, Desmond Rushe dismissed them as
‘grotesquely obscene’, insisting the group ‘is pitiable in its failure to achieve its aims. Its efforts
are more geared to repulsing the heterosexual and making the homosexual with a tittle of
sensitivity cringe with shame.’!!3

Despite this criticism, there was some cause for encouragement, as reporters from the
Cork Examiner, Evening Herald, The Irish Times, Hibernia and the Irish Press all praised the
production. In Hibernia, Deirdre Younge took exception to Desmond Rushe’s review, insisting
that ‘the tenor of the review is one that finds homosexuality inherently disgusting, a point of
view which one is entitled to hold. The review itself might have been less distorted if that fact
was made clear from the beginning as a criterion on which the play was judged.’!!#

Whereas, before 1974 such a production would not have appeared in Ireland and such
negative opinions concerning a production on homosexuality would have gone unchallenged,
the existence of the IGRM allowed them to vigorously challenge these damaging assertions,
both for the sake of the Project Arts Centre and Ireland’s homosexual community. In an attempt
to persuade certain councillors who condemned the production without viewing it, the IGRM
reserved 15 seats for them at the Project Arts Centre.!'> One such councillor was Mrs.
Carmencia Hederman who, prior to seeing the production stated that the ‘Gardai should go in
and see if the players could be prosecuted for violating the obscenity laws. [...] If it is shown
that they are abusing the grant then we must make it a precondition in future that no money be
given out without an agreement that only responsible productions be shown.’!'® However,
when asked for her opinions after seeing the production, Mrs Hederman replied that:
2117

‘Personally, I didn’t like the performance but I saw no reason why it should not go on.

Another councillor, Sean Loftus, also appeared to have changed his opinion. Loftus told
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reporters that: ‘The acting was very good. It was as good as I have seen everywhere. They were
presenting a problem which is in human society and which is not very well understood. They
put a point of view across. The second play was certainly rather crude in parts. People can be
emotional about a thing like this because we have been a closed society for so long.”!'® Both
comments were a remarkable turnaround in perceptions of the production and, in fact, Loftus’
comment suggests that the productions made him reconsider the position of homosexuals in
society and the lack of understanding of homosexuality.

Despite the many positive reviews of the production and a petition signed by over 170
individuals, one of whom wrote that they ‘agree[d] with this production and would hope to see
more public acceptance for the group and for IGRM’, Dublin city councillors voted against
awarding a future grant to the Project Arts Centre on the basis that the centre did not have
security of tenure.!!” This was something the Project Arts Centre’s managers insisted was only
an excuse and the real reason they maintained was because ‘councillors had set themselves up
as censors and had more objections to the kind of shows being put on at the centre, particularly
those by Gay Sweatshop.’!?°

While the IGRM was not directly attacked, homosexuality clearly was at the centre of
the controversy. In a strong show of defiance, Gay Sweatshop returned to Dublin in January
1977 to perform both productions again at the Eblana Theatre as part of a fundraising effort for
the Project Arts Centre. According to the Irish Times, both shows were completely sold out,
resulting in the Sweatshop raising over £700 for the Centre.'?! Even more remarkable were the
thousands who expressed their support for the centre through petitions, donations and gifts,
which according to Peter Sheridan amounted to £1,500. In a letter thanking people, Sheridan
maintained that it was the Project Arts Centre’s duty to ‘raise issues of social importance,
whether it be housing or homosexual. This is a duty we shall continue to discharge and we are
confident that the people of this city will keep us open to do this for another ten years.’ 122

Although the council refused to give a grant to the Project Arts Centre following Gay
Sweatshop’s production, the IGRM’s ability to court support from prominent newspapers and
members of the public helped promote a better understanding of the reasons the IGRM was
established. Attempts to censor such productions had in fact resulted in a much greater

discussion on homosexuality than would have likely occurred had the council and opponents
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simply said nothing. Peter Martin of The Irish Press wrote that ‘what the Gay Sweatshop
Company succeeds in doing is initiating self-questioning among the onlookers. We the
audience are part of the oppressive conspiracy. We too must change if the gay population are
to find their rightful place in our society.’!?* What started out as a simple invitation to perform
at the Project Arts Centre resulted in a broader debate around homosexuality and its place in

Irish theatre and Irish society more broadly.

‘It was very interesting for me because quite a lot of people were ringing from rural areas,
from country areas. And they were really very isolated. They really didn’t have any place to
go or any place to meet people, and very often you were the first person they talked to.’'**

In Hugh Lambert’s aforementioned article on the IGRM in the Sunday Press, he noted that
‘there are 200 fully paid up regulars, most of them surprisingly living in rural Ireland. This is
not so surprising, however, when one considers the much more furtive atmosphere which must
cloak a homosexual’s life in small towns.’!?> Although discos were important to the gay and
lesbian individuals who attended, they were off limits to the majority of gay and lesbian
individuals who lived out outside Dublin. In an attempt to support these individuals, many of
whom were suffering in isolation, the IGRM established a confidential telephone befriending
service, Tel-A-Friend (TAF), in 1974. TAF, a voluntary service run by IGRM members, was
one of the most important services established by a gay rights organisation in the Republic of
Ireland. TAF was modelled on the London Gay Switchboard and, whereas, its equivalent in
Northern Ireland (CARA) received an annual grant of £750 from the Department of Health and
Social Services, TAF received nothing from the Irish state. Its funding came entirely from the
social events organised by the IGRM.!%¢ In the beginning TAF operated every Thursday and
Friday from 7:30 p.m. — 9:30 p.m. and Saturdays from 3 p.m. - 6 p.m. By the early 1980s,
however, the service had become so popular a second line was opened and the service operated
7 days a week.!?’

Despite the importance of this service to Irish gay and lesbian citizens the mainstream

media refused to carry advertisements for TAF. To circumvent this, TAF reached out to other
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less mainstream publications and organisations. One such organisation was the Samaritans, a
telephone service aimed at helping anyone in distress.!?® The IGRM requested that the
Samaritans provide the number for TAF to anyone who contacted it about homosexuality,
insisting that TAF would be better suited to deal with that caller. As a well-known nationwide
support service, support from the Samaritans insured that individuals both inside and outside
of Dublin, who might not necessarily have heard of TAF, but would know of Samaritans and
contact them, could therefore be introduced to the TAF service. The Samaritans Annual
Reports demonstrated that a percentage of their calls were on the topic of homosexuality. In
the 1978, for example, over 180 calls were received from homosexuals, with 20% stating they
were suicidal.!??

Publications such as /n Dublin, a popular fortnightly event journal, Hot Press a
fortnightly music and politics magazine and the National Social Services Council Directory
also assisted in promoting TAF. 13° Both In Dublin and Hot Press were particularly popular
with lesbian and gay individuals who placed personal ads looking to meet other gay and lesbian
individuals. Crucially, based on the addresses of those who placed ads in both magazines their
distribution reached areas well outside the capital city. Advertisement’s for the IGRM and TAF
were a common feature of In Dublin and Hot Press throughout the 1970s and 1980s. In 1985,
In Dublin even facilitated TAF advertising the need for new volunteers, which resulted in the
recruitment of 5 new volunteers.'3!

Joni Crone, who volunteered with TAF, remembered another advertising method
adopted by TAF:

TAF Volunteers subverted the printed media’s refusal to carry gay advertising by
printing their own stickers. These were small cards giving the telephone number and in
the tiniest of small print ‘befriending service for homosexual men and women. [...] We
would then place stickers on toilet doors in bars around the town. Since every small town
in Ireland has about ten bars, this ladylike networking proved quite effective and for
several years it was the only means of advertising our existence outside Dublin.!*?
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Volunteers with TAF quite often had no formal experience or professional training in
dealing with the situations they faced. While they received advice from the Samaritans, CARA
and London Gay Switchboard, the majority of TAF volunteers simply learned on the job.
Despite the constant demand for new volunteers, not everyone, however, was suitable to be a
TAF volunteer. To be eligible one had to be homosexual, but more importantly had to be
‘totally at ease with their own gayness.’!33 They had to follow strict guidelines which were
aimed at easing the pressure on those who made contact, but also protecting them from being
exploited. From the moment a volunteer answered a call, they had to adhere to 6 main points:
‘Find out fairly quickly where the person is phoning from. If they are ringing from a call-box
ask if they have enough money for a long chat, and if warranted get their number and ring them
back — but watch the time. Ask fairly soon Are you homosexual? And mention that you are
also. Some callers may assume that we’re a group of helpful hets [heterosexuals]! If the caller
is not of your own sex, ask ‘would you prefer to speak to a man (or a woman)?’!34
Des Fitzgerald, who volunteered with TAF, remembers the isolation and nervousness

expressed by those who called:

It was very interesting for me because quite a lot of people were ringing from rural areas,
from country areas. And they were really very isolated. They really didn’t have any place
to go or any place to meet people, and very often you were the first person they talked
to. So, we always operated on the principle that for the first 10 minutes they probably
don’t hear a word you’re saying because they’re so wound up and nervous. So, the first
part would be really calming people down and then just getting to talk to them. !>

Don Donnelly recounted how the most popular question asked by callers was ‘How would I
know if ’'m gay?’13¢ According to Don, volunteers asked the callers three questions to ascertain
whether they were or were not: ‘Firstly what are their fantasies predominantly about, secondly
in the street or on buses do they generally find themselves attracted to people of the same sex
and lastly we ask them about previous experience, if they have ever had a gay sexual experience
and how do they see the rest of their lives?’!3” When it came to arranging meetings with callers
for the first-time volunteers had to take extreme caution for a number of reasons. Firstly, to

protect their own safety, and secondly to protect the wellbeing of the caller. Guidelines
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stipulated that ‘if a meeting is to be arranged specify that it is for a chat and that you and another
or others will be there. Mention that there can be no sexual contact between the caller and their
befriender.”!3® Helen Slattery, who volunteered with the Cork Lesbian Line in the 1980s,
explained the reasoning behind this was that ‘you couldn’t sleep with the person you were
befriending. You couldn’t because you were talking to someone who was very vulnerable. So,
you were a little step better along the way because you were out for a little bit longer. So, you
would always meet in twos, because a lot of the time the person could end up having a crush
on the first lesbian they met, which also happened.’!3°

TAF also operated what they called a ‘Country Liaison Group’, which travelled
throughout the country organising opportunities for gay and lesbian individuals to meet others.
The Country Liaison Group was a lifeline for many gay and lesbian individuals in isolated
regions of Ireland who did not have the opportunity to meet others or travel to Dublin to attend
the Phoenix Club. In many respects, the group was a bridge between Dublin and more isolated
regions.'# Prior to these meetings, the IGRM would inform anyone who contacted TAF from
provincial regions that they would be in this location on this particular date. In an attempt to
disguise the true basis for these meetings, organisers booked the venues, mainly in hotels, under
‘the Phoenix Club’, thereby allowing un-come out homosexuals to attend these meetings
without arousing any suspicion. Theresa Blanche recalled the anxiety evident in those attending

for the first time:

They would come in and they would be absolutely petrified mainly because their main
thing was who else was there. Because, you know, sometimes there was maybe two guys
from the same town who didn’t know about each other. And it was initially for them very
difficult to discuss it, you know. They were outed without wanting to be outed. But then,
if they were able to, they would form a contact or friendship with each other.'#!

By venturing outside Dublin, to areas such as: Roscommon, Kilkenny, Galway, Sligo,
Dundalk, Cork and Limerick, those involved in the country liaison provided provincial
homosexuals with the opportunity to meet and talk with other homosexuals, something that
was not immediately available in their own localities. In 1970s Ireland, contacting TAF was
for many the first step in coming to terms with their sexuality, first opportunity to learn where
to meet other gay and lesbian individuals and, quite often, their entrance into gay and lesbian

activism. One such individual was Kieran Rose. Rose first contacted TAF in 1975 and from
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that moment on became a leading figure in the gay rights campaign in Ireland. He recalled that
moment in a 2013 interview, noting that:

I remember arriving up into Dublin, getting my bedsit out in Ratgar, and got on to the
Honda 50, went to a telephone box, which we had in those days and phoned gay
switchboard (TAF), and then they told me about the IGRM in Parnell Square and that
they had a cheese and wine on a Sunday, and that’s where I went and met gay people for
the first time.'4?

TAF provided the means for many gay and lesbian individuals to learn about an Irish gay
community and become part of it. Over the years those contacting TAF increased substantially.
Whereas, in period from 1975 to 1976, TAF received 136 calls, this figure had increased to
1,024 in 1980, broken down into 432 callers wishing to talk about their fears, anxieties and
sexuality, 411 requesting information, 150 requesting to visit TAF at the Hirschfeld Centre and
31 requesting TAF counsellors to meet the caller at another venue. Of these, 175 were from
callers outside the Dublin area.!** Over the next 6 years, calls to TAF went from 1,953 in 1982,
to 3,088 in 1985 and just over 3,700 by 1986.!4* The increased demand for TAF’s services
throughout the 1980s caught the attention of the media. The Irish Times, for example, reported
the high levels of calls TAF received, particularly amongst the 19-30 age group.!'#’

TAF provided a crucial link between those who were confident in their sexuality and
those who were struggling to come to terms with their sexuality. Whereas, a large city like
Dublin provided for greater freedom, most towns in Ireland did not have this luxury. Without
TAF, many homosexuals would have remained isolated, alone, confused, and perhaps never
developed the confidence to come out, or the opportunity to meet other homosexuals for much
longer than they did. One such individual who benefitted from TAF was Pauline O’Donnell,

who stills remembers the positive impact TAF had on our life:

I phoned anyway, and a guy answered, and I was nearly about to put down the phone,
but he was actually very nice and very sympathetic. And, he said to me, “Would you like
to speak to one of the women here?’ I think there’s somebody here. And I said, yes I
would actually. So, he went off, and who came back to the phone, only Terri Blanche,
and arranged to meet me. First of all, she said, well, we could meet you, say, at the
weekend or something. I think this was maybe a Wednesday night. And I said, ‘Is there
any chance I could meet you tonight?” because, having plucked up the courage to ring, |
didn’t want to wait any longer, you know. I desperately needed to get my story out and
to talk to someone of like mind. So, she said yes. So, Terri and the guy, some guy, came
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along with her and we met in the Royal Dublin and had a great old chat, and the relief
was just unbelievable, to be able to speak honestly about how I felt. So, that was the
beginning of a new life, I suppose for me really.!4

“The first thing on the agenda of an Irish organisation is the split.”'?’

Externally the IGRM may have appeared to be developing into a well-organised, well-
resourced, united gay rights organisation. Internally, however, the picture was much different.
Although, the IGRM had provided an important outlet for Ireland’s gay and lesbian citizens,
particularly those residing in Dublin, tensions between those running the organisation began to
emerge and distract from the successful operation of the organisation. At the centre of this
tension was personal animosities, rather than ideological differences. On 7 January 1977,
IGRM chairman David Norris sent a letter to the IGRM national executive. In his letter, Norris
derided what he described as the ‘very severe difficulties I encounter in attempting to fulfil my
role as Chairman given the present attitude of the general secretary Sean Connolly.’!*
According to Norris, he had been subjected to personal affronts from Connolly and therefore
‘valuable energies were being wasted at all levels of the organisation in fighting off personality
based attacks and futile point scoring exercises.’!* In particular, Norris signalled out 7 issues:
‘personality cult’, ‘illegal meetings’, ‘usurping of authority by insult and innuendo’, ‘refusal
to act as secretary” and ‘general abusiveness to members of the Movement.”!>* What followed
was a devastating division between those who supported Norris and those who supported Sean
Connolly.

This division became evident following Sean Connolly’s resignation letter in March
1977.151 While Connolly had stipulated his intention to resign as general secretary effective
from 4 April 1977, Bernard Keogh proposed at a special committee meeting on 13 March 1977
that Connolly’s resignation should be taken as effective from the date the letter was written.

Keogh’s proposal was seconded by Phil Carson, and subsequently approved by 6 votes to 4.
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Those in favour included, Keogh, Carson, David Norris, Michael Bergin, Theresa Blanche and
Martin Barnes. Those against were Clem Clancy, James Malone, Noel Clarke and Sean
Connolly. In response, Noel Clarke proposed that a vote of no confidence be taken in David
Norris chairing the meeting, which was seconded by Clem Clancy.!*? Another proposal was
also put by James Malone who argued that if they ‘were serious about removing Sean, a new
General Secretary should be elected immediately.’!>* This was defeated by the same group who
supported Keogh’s earlier motion and supported by the same group who opposed Keogh’s
motion.

It was evident from the March meeting that cliques of a sort had developed behind
Norris and Connolly. Those supporting Connolly sent a notice to IGRM members of their
intention to hold an extraordinary general meeting on 6 April 1977. According to the
announcement approximately 80 members had given their support to an EGM, to deal with
what was described then as a ‘crisis” within the IGRM.!3* Speaking at the EGM Norris appealed
to members ‘not to make a situation so bad and so distressing on what appears to be issues of
personality rather than issues of real substance [...]."!%

While initially the tension had been confined to within the IGRM national executive,
by April 1977 it had filtered out to the general membership. For many, a complete overhaul of
personalities was now needed to rescue the IGRM. In manifestos for the May 1977 election to
the new national executive of the IGRM, the discontent of many with the present IGRM
executive was evident. Numerous candidates’ manifestos spoke of a lack of momentum, lack
of enthusiasm, lack of proper leadership, the desire for an end to the present divisiveness and
the desire for the creation of a united committee.'*® One such individual, Tony O’Connell,
noted in his election manifesto that he felt ‘of late the committee has lost much of its original
momentum and it will require a radical change of personnel to bring the movement back on
course.’!>” Similarly, Thomas McGettigan, putting forward his candidature, claimed that ‘a lot

of the drive and enthusiasm which the committee had, has faded and therefore some changes
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would be for the better of all the members and the club [...] The most important thing is that a
united committee fights for the necessary changes in legislation regarding homosexuality.’!%8

According to Gay News, following the May 1977 AGM, ‘Tony O’Connell took over
from David Norris as Chairman of the IGRM in a palace coup.’!*® In an interview with Norris
in 2017, he similarly described events following the AGM as a coup d’état.'®® Unfortunately
for the IGRM membership, however, O’Connell only lasted eight months in this position,
before resigning, along with two other members of the executive, John Ryan and Desmond
Duffy. This followed complaints of inactivity on the part of the IGRM national executive
committee.!®! Rather than improving, the situation had worsened following the May 1977
AGM. The result of this infighting led to the exodus of many of the founding members, and
with it much of the manpower which had helped sustain and run the organisation since 1974.
The split left a trail of bitterness and antagonism between the different personalities involved,
which lingered long after the demise of the IGRM. The IGRM slowly disintegrated to the point,
whereby, in 1978 the IGRM had lost its lease at Parnell Square. Without a premise, the IGRM
was no longer able to organise events. This, in turn, led to the shutting down of TAF. From
1978 to March 1979 Dublin was without a gay premise for the first time since 1974. The
enthusiasm and optimism which greeted the establishment of the IGRM in 1974 appeared to
have disappeared within the space of just 4 years, with little hope in 1978 of an alternative
emerging. The blaze of energy and sense of community which greeted the movements
establishment in 1974 had withered in 1977 and all but extinguished by 1978. The positive,
however, was that the silence surrounding homosexuality in Ireland had certainly been broken
and a greater number of individuals were committed to challenging Ireland’s oppressive

treatment of its gay and lesbian citizens.
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Chapter 2 - Gay and lesbian visibility in 1980s Dublin: social activities as an
act of resistance.

‘We concentrate on the social aspect because we feel it’s not true that all a gay
organisation has to do is to be politically active. The vast majority of our members lack a
political awareness; they need a place to meet first, and maybe the political awareness will
develop later.’'%?

In a 1979 interview with Gay News on the re-opening of the IGRM, Clem Clancy remarked
that ‘he did not see IGRM as a directly political force. Banner waving is inappropriate in
Ireland. The whole thing is to talk to people, to put gay people in touch with each other for
friendship, understanding and companionship.’!®* For Clancy, it would appear that banner
waving was political, but putting gay people in touch with other gay people in a society which
stigmatised such actions and individuals was not political. In a similar vein, /In Touch
(newsletter of the NGF), discussing the opening of the NGF’s new centre, the Hirschfeld
Centre, described it as a social centre facilitating social events (discos etc.), which would
generate the finance for counselling and political action. This political action was considered
education of public opinion and reform of social, legal and religious attitudes towards
homosexuality. These social events, however, contributed to this only by generating the
finances, nothing more.'%*

Social events, therefore, are presented primarily as revolving around discos, tea and
coffee parties, cinema, and befriending groups, events which were considered hidden and
behind closed doors within these social centres. In other words, these were covert activities and
had little consequences outside the centres. On the other hand, the political was narrowly
defined as lobbying, legal action and demonstrations, events which were considered more overt
and carried out by those within the leadership of the different gay organisations. Those who
engaged in such actions were considered political, while those who engaged in social events
were apolitical. This was often used by leaders of their respective gay and lesbian organisations
to characterise Irish gay and lesbian individuals as not interested in anything political. Steve
Quillinan, for example, in a letter to David Norris requesting that a meeting be moved from
Cork to Dublin, argued that ‘There can be little doubt that given the stunning apathy of our

local gays towards anything which even remotely smacks of politics the chances of getting a
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respectable attendance are increased twofold by holding it in Dublin.’!® This is not to say that
Dublin gay and lesbian individuals were sufficiently more ‘politicised’ than those in Cork,
rather it reflected the reality that a greater number of gay and lesbian individuals were living
in Dublin.

Maintaining such a clear distinction between the social and the political, as adopted by
gay activist leaders and reinforced in the historiography, is problematic to understanding the
history of gay liberation in Ireland and elsewhere.!® This narrow distinction has facilitated the
disregarding of thousands of gay and lesbian individuals who crossed the threshold of these
‘social centres’ and who were not involved in overt political action. Their ‘social” actions have
been ignored as important elements in the undermining of the status quo in Ireland during this
period. Moreover, the centres themselves have been ignored as important sites of gay liberation
and particularly as centres of resistance, not merely social centres. Their very existence and
the determination of many to enter them, I argue, constitute a form of what James Scott has
characterised as Everyday Resistance.'’

According to Stellan Vinthagen and Anna Johansson in ‘Everyday Resistance:
Exploration of a Concept and its Theories, Everyday Resistance can be understood as ‘how

people act in their everyday lives in ways that might undermine power.’!%®

If one applies this
definition to the actions of gay and lesbian individuals who entered these social centres or any
other centre or event which accommodated gay and lesbian individuals during this period then,
I maintain, such actions can be considered a challenge to the status quo, and thereby political.
I see everyday resistance by gay and lesbian individuals as actions which individuals engaged
in, in an attempt to live out a homosexual lifestyle in Ireland, such as telephoning a gay
switchboard, attending a gay disco, participating in a gay youth group, watching homosexual

themed movies, or participating in discussion groups on homosexuality. These were activities

which were not generally tolerated, promoted, or welcomed in mainstream Irish society. Yet,

165 NLI, IQA, MS 45, 951/7 — Steve Quillinan to David Norris September 1982.

166 Take for example Izzy Kamikaze’s contribution to Lesbian and Gay Visions of Ireland:
Towards the Twenty-first century. In a scathing attack on the NGF, Kamikaze stated that: ‘The
kindest thing to say about the NGF would be that it was irrelevant. Not only would it be possible
to write a history of Irish lesbian and gay politics without mentioning it at all — it has already
been done. They avoided political action like poison. But everything is political, so they were
political too. Let’s put a name on their politics. They were conservative.” Kamikaze has fallen
into the trap of seeing a clear distinction between the social and the political, even though she
denies this in the text. There was nothing conservative about opening a gay centre in Dublin in
1979 and extensively advertising it as such.

167 James C. Scott, ‘Everyday Forms of Resistance’, Copenhagen Papers, No. 4, 33-62.

168 Stellan Vinthagen and Anna Johansson, ‘Everyday Resistance: Exploration of a Concept
and its Theories’, in Resistance Studies Magazine, 2013, No. 1.
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as we shall see, these actions were central to the evolution of a gay community and gay
consumer revolution in Dublin by the late 1980s. Moreover, by meeting, talking and socialising
with other gay and lesbian individuals in these centres, many finally came to accept their
sexuality as something normal, rather than abnormal. This was crucial for, as Nancy Duncan

has noted in Body Space: Destabilising geographies of gender and sexuality:

Bell Hooks offers another destabilising perspective on the idea of the traditional home as
a place of immanence rather than transcendence. She says that because public space can
be very hostile to African Americans (men as well as women), the home can be an
important site of resistance. She sees the home place as having a radical political
dimension. It’s a place where, as she says, we could restore to ourselves the dignity
denied to us on the outside in the public world.!®

If one applies this analysis to gay and lesbian centres and gay and lesbian individuals, then the
significance of these locations and actions becomes evident. For many Irish gay and lesbian
individuals home was not a place where one could restore dignity to themselves. However,
within centres like the Hirschfeld Centre and the Phoenix Club homosexuals could do exactly
that. In this regard, these centres in Ireland could be considered to have had a radical political
dimension, particularly in fostering a sense of a gay community. As Carol Hanisch rightly
noted, the personal is political.'” To accept and act on one’s sexuality, despite growing up in
a society which considered it a perversion, was political, was radical, and was central to gay
liberation.

These centres and the activities carried out within them are important for another
reason. In a 2014 interview with the Irish Marxist Review, Ailbhe Smyth, a long time feminist
and LGBT activist, speaking on LGBT and feminist activism in the 1980s remarked that ‘the
1980s were such bad times in Ireland that a lot of the movement activity — whether it was the
women’s movement or whether it was lesbian or gay or whether it was socialist — tended to be
very much in abeyance and very much less visible. I remember from my own involvement in
movements that they tended to be off the public agenda. It was just so difficult to be overtly
involved in social movement politics or to be involved in direct action.”!”! Smyth is correct

that it was difficult to be overtly involved, but her account is very much one sided, very much

189 Nancy Duncan, ‘Renegotiating Gender and Sexuality in Public and Private Spaces’, in
Destabilizing geographies of gender and sexuality, ed. Nancy Duncan, (London, Routledge,
1996), 136.

170Carol Hanisch, The Personal is Political, February 1969:
http://www.carolhanisch.org/CHwritings/PIP.html| Accessed on 15 March 2017.

171 http://irishmarxistreview.net/index.php/imr/article/viewFile/136/138, ‘The Struggle for
LGBT rights in Ireland: Interview with Ailbhe Smyth’, in Irish Marxist Review, Vol. 3, No.
11, 2004. Accessed on 15 March 2017.
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shaped by what many have come to characterise as the success of the moral majority in 1980s
Ireland, specifically, the 8" Amendment, the Divorce Referendum, and Norris’ defeat in the
High Court and Supreme Court. In comparison with the 2000s, the 1980s were much worse.
However, by sustaining this narrative, one overlooks the considerable achievements that were
made in this period, achievements, which again, have been viewed as politically insignificant.
If one compares the 1980s with the 1960s/1970s the picture is considerably different. The
1980s, in contrast, was a period in which a gay scene was more vibrant and more public, a time
when there were numerous organisations throughout the country advocating for gay rights, a
greater public discussion on gay rights, organisations coming out in support of gay rights and
businesses seeking to cater to Ireland’s gay and lesbian community. In particular, it was a time
when lesbian women became more confident and active in their attempts to generate a sense
of a lesbian community and greater awareness of lesbianism in Ireland.

The 1980s had its setbacks for progressive groups in Ireland and successes for
conservative forces, but it was also a time when gay and lesbian individuals challenged Irish
social norms in a myriad of different ways. If we focus solely on the overtly political actions,
at the expense of the covert efforts taking place, then we fail to recognise the important
developments that took place in forging a gay and lesbian community in Ireland. If Smyth
believed the overt political action was less visible and in abeyance, (which I do not necessarily
agree with), then the covert resistance certainly was not in abeyance. In fact, covert attempts
to undermine power were in the ascendancy. As James Scott has rightly noted ‘Everyday forms
of resistance rarely make headlines. But just as millions of anthozoan polyps create willy-nilly
a coral reef, thousands upon thousands of petty acts of insubordination and evasion create a
political and economic barrier reef of their own.’!”? Within these centres there can be no doubt
that acts of insubordination were taking place. Irish gay and lesbian individuals were evading
heteronormativity and embracing homosexuality. These actions, in turn, formed a crucial part
in forging a cultural change in Ireland and cannot be overlooked. However, as Mary Bernstein
rightly argues ‘the bulk of research on movement consequences focuses on explaining
‘political’ outcomes and continues to give short shrift to understanding the cultural effects of
social movements.’!”® This chapter seeks to re-dress this approach by exploring the efforts of

those within the Dublin based National Gay Federation (NGF), and Liberation for Irish

172 James C. Scott, ‘Everyday Forms of Resistance’, Copenhagen Papers, No. 4, 33-62.
173 Mary Bernstein, ‘Nothing Ventured, nothing gained? Conceptualising Social Movement

‘Success’ in the Lesbian and Gay Movement’, in Sociological Perspectives, Vol. 46, No. 3,
(Autumn 2003), 353-379.
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Lesbians who worked to foster a sense of community amongst gay and lesbian individuals in
the 1980s. I maintain that such attempts, which have been labelled social, did in fact undermine
the status quo in Ireland and therefore cannot simply be dismissed as social per se. These
actions had a considerable cultural impact not only on Irish gay and lesbian individuals, but
also on the wider Irish society.

This chapter is divided into three sections. The first section will explore the more male
dominated NGF, with occasional reference to the IGRM, due to the paucity of sources. The
IGRM’s existence was nevertheless important as it represented evidence of a growing gay
scene in 1980s Dublin. The second section will then explore the efforts of LIL, which sought
to create a space for lesbian women to come together. What were the aims of LIL? How did
they go about achieving these aims? To what extent were lesbian women and gay men able to
work together? These are just some of the issues addressed in this section. Lesbian women
were active, rather than passive agents in the campaign for gay/lesbian liberation in Ireland.
Their independent existence was a central feature in bringing about a greater debate on issues
of gender and sexism within the gay movement in Ireland. While they did not garner the same
attention as gay males, the 1980s nevertheless marked a turning point for greater lesbian
visibility in Ireland. The final section will reflect on the impact of the above organisations,
activities and centres, particularly, in generating greater awareness of a gay and lesbian
community, fostering a spirit of a gay community and beginning a gay consumer revolution in
Ireland. These activities were a form of everyday resistance and must be part of the history of

gay and lesbian liberation in Ireland.

‘I certainly am aware of people talking about the recession and stuff in the 80’s. I honestly
Jjust partied the whole time and the gay scene was extraordinarily vibrant’’*

If the first years of the gay movement in Dublin (1974-1978) represented a time of growth on
a modest scale, then 1979 represented a time of greater excitement, opportunity, and
considerable expansion for gay and lesbian individuals in Dublin. With this expansion came
greater awareness of a gay scene in Dublin. 1979 heralded not only the re-emergence of the
IGRM, but also the foundation of a second gay rights organisation, the National Gay Federation

as well as the foundation of Ireland’s first lesbian organisation, Liberation for Irish Lesbians.!”>

174 Edmund Lynch interview with Ciaran McKinney, 9 February 2013, Edmund Lynch, Irish
LGBT History Project.

175 Archives of Human Sexuality and Identity, ‘New Group Set to Open Old Wounds in
Ireland’, in Gay News, 23 August — 5 September 1979.
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Although the IGRM adopted a new constitution in 1980, its aims were effectively the same
as those from 1974, despite Clancy and Ryan placing greater emphasis on social events.!’® The
IGRM opened its new premises, the Phoenix Club, on 15 March 1980 at 18 North Lotts,
Bachelor’s Walk, Dublin 1.177 Across the River Liffey on the South side of Dublin, those who
had broken away from the IGRM in 1977, most notably David Norris, Edmund Lynch and
Bernard Keogh, came together to establish the NGF in 1979. The NGF’s structure and aims
were practically identical to that of the IGRM, including for example a commitment: ‘To
achieve for gay men and women full equal rights with their heterosexual counterparts; to
provide social events and amenities for members of NGF; to encourage the growth of a spirit
of community among gay women and men in all parts of Ireland.”!”® On 17 March 1979, after
some £40,000 was spent on renovations, the NGF opened the Hirschfeld Centre, which became
the home of the NGF, and in many respects a home for many Irish gay and lesbian individuals
throughout the 1980s.!” Rhona McSweeney, writing In Dublin, described the Hirschfeld
Centre as ‘a warm and welcoming building and everyone in there is very friendly and quick to
welcome a strange face. It functions both as a social centre and as a welfare centre.’!%° The
centre was named after Magnus Hirschfeld, the pioneering German sexologist and founder of
the Scientific Humanitarian Committee in 1896.

Both the Phoenix Club and the Hirschfeld Centre were open seven days a week.
Between both centres, members could avail of: discos, a cinema in the Hirschfeld Centre, a
theatre group in the Phoenix Club, befriending groups, Parents Enquiry (a support group for
parents of homosexuals), youth groups, discussion groups, outdoor activities, and an
alternatives group for more ‘senior’ members. The Phoenix Club had a billiard table and coffee
room, while the Hirschfeld Centre even housed a café. Crucially, both organisations re-

established a telephone befriending service. Whereas, TAF had been aligned with the IGRM

176 Personal papers of Sean Connolly, IGRM constitution 1980.

Y77NLI, IR 94133 1 2, In Dublin, 7-20 March 1980.

I8 NLI, IQA, MS, 45, 936/3 — Constitution of the National Gay Federation adopted at the
first Annual General Meeting held on Saturday 31 May 1980, in the Gresham Hotel, Dublin.
Other objectives included: To promote, by education and example, greater understanding of
homosexuality by society in general, and by medical, legal and religious institutions in
particular. To work for the establishment of NGF groups in provincial centres. To work for
the elimination of sexism in the gay community and in society in general. To campaign for
the removal of all discriminatory sanctions against homosexual behaviour.

79 NLI, IQA, MS 45, 940/8 — Leaflet on the Hirschfeld Centre produced by the National Gay
Federation. NLI, IR 369 123, In Touch: Journal of the National Gay Federation, Vol. 1, No.
1, September 1979, ‘Finance.’

80 NLI, Ir 94133 1 2, In Dublin, July/August 1985, ‘The Gay Generation.’
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until 1978, in 1979 it transferred to the NGF, resulting in the IGRM (1979) establishing a new
switchboard in September 1979, known as Irish Gay Switchboard. '8!

‘Dublin’s Gay Population, formerly invisible, have now begun to reflect the times
that are in it and adopt a higher profile in the life of the city.’'*?

From the very beginning both centres enjoyed high profiles for gay centres. Rhona McSweeney
was not the only journalist to have visited the Hirschfeld Centre. In 1980, her colleague Lynn
Geldof wrote a favourable review of the Hirschfeld Centre and its disco, Flikkers.!®?
Encouraging her readers to ‘check it [Hirschfeld Centre] out’, Geldof described it as ‘a most
worthy, comprehensive and essential service for gay people. [...] Taking into account the
voluntary nature of the organisation and the financial burdens under which it operates, the
facilities are remarkable [...].”'®* Hot Press also featured an article on the Hirschfeld Centre in
1980, describing it as a solidarity centre and a ‘concrete sign of this demand for gay rights’ in
Ireland.'®® Similarly, Elgy Gillespie, writing in the Irish Times on the birthday celebrations of
the NGF and IGRM, noted the opening of the IGRM’s new premises on North Lotts, while
Colm Toibin in /n Dublin drew attention to the IGRM’s gay disco at the Phoenix Club, writing
that ‘the air was charged with a sort of sexual tension. Anything might happen. Love stories
could begin. If you’re gay, it could be a good idea to join.’!*¢ Even the fact that Elgy Gillespie
was aware of the NGF and IGRM’s birthdays is representative of the high profiles these
organisations and their centres enjoyed, even at that early stage. In fact, the opening of the
Hirschfeld Centre was deemed so newsworthy that both the Irish Times and Irish Press sent
journalists to visit and report on the centre.!8” The Irish Press described the Hirschfeld Centre
as ‘A Centre for counsel and for friendship.’!®® This headline, rather than sensationalising the
centre as a hotbed for homosexual activity, instead presented an image of an unthreatening

centre simply seeking to offer a space for gay and lesbian individuals.

18I NLI, IQA, MS 45 951/8 — IGRM Press Release, 9 September 1979.

182 NLI, IR 94122 1 2, In Dublin, 25 July 1985.

183 NLI, Ir 94133 1 2, In Dublin, December 1980, ‘Review of Flikkers’ by Lynn Geldof.
Flikkers was the Dutch word for faggot and again was representative of the NGF’s
interaction with their European counterparts.

184 NLI, Ir 94133 1 2, In Dublin, December 1980, ‘Review of Flikkers’ by Lynn Geldof.

185 NLI, ILB 780, Hot Press, Vol. 4, No. 12, 7 — 12 November 1980, ‘Solidarity Centre.’

188 NLI, IR 94133 12, In Dublin, 1980, 103, ‘Slow dancing’, by Colm Toibin. Elgy Gillespie,
Irish Times, ‘Gay Groups celebrate respective birthdays’, 2 June 1980.

187 Irish Times, ‘Gay group opens new headquarters in Dublin’, 25 April 1979. Irish Press, 1
May 1979, ‘A Centre for friendship and counsel.’

188 Jrish Press, 1 May 1979, ‘A Centre for friendship and counsel.’
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The IGRM and NGF did not shy away from publicly advertising these centres as centres
which catered to gay and lesbian individuals. This was clearly reflected in the advertisements
they placed with publications such as In Dublin and Hot Press. In one example of many which
appeared in /n Dublin and Hot Press, the confidence of the IGRM in promoting the Phoenix
Club was clearly evident.'® As figure 1 illustrates, these were not small advertisements hid
away at the bottom corner out of site, but rather quite large and visible. It is interesting to note
that these advertisements were also positioned alongside more ‘socially acceptable’
establishments, such as Captain America’s Cookhouse, or Solomon Grundy’s, helping to
normalise the Phoenix Club, and the Hirschfeld Centre within these publications. There was
no ambiguity about who these centres wanted to appeal to. The bold capital letters of ‘BEST
GAY DISCO IN TOWN’, was a courageous declaration of how unashamed and unafraid they
were in stating it was a gay disco. In other words, these were not hidden gay centres, but very
much public ones.

These venues were a clear progression from the more hidden venues gay and lesbians
had previously frequented, to a more publicly recognised gay space in the north and south of
Dublin city. This was a view shared by RTE’s Brian Black in November 1981. As the
Hirschfeld Centre’s stature increased Brian Black visited it as part of RTE’s Ireland’s Eye
programme.'® Black gave Irish viewers an insight into the going on’s inside the Hirschfeld
Centre, including footage of disco goers (almost exclusively male) at Flik<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>