
[image: cover]



 

Gay and Lesbian Activism in the 
Republic of Ireland, 1973–93



[image: cover]




Contents



	List of Plates

	Acknowledgements

	List of Abbreviations

	Introduction

	1     Irish Homosexuals are Revolting, 1973–78















	i

	iii

	v

	vi

	vii

	viii

	ix

	x

	xi

	xii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19






























































































































































































Plates

1.Members of the Sexual Liberation Movement protesting outside the Department of Justice on 27 June 1974 as part of Gay Pride.

2.Picture of five of the founding members of the Irish Gay Rights Movement. Kenneth F. Jackson is the sixth person.

3.Dublin’s Gay Pride protest march, June 1983.

4.Arthur Leahy and Tony O’Regan of Cork Gay Collective handing out leaflets during Gay Pride week on Princes Street, Cork, c. 1982/83.

5.The Quay Co-Op, Sullivan’s Quay, Cork. Photo c. 1984 during Lesbian and Gay Pride week.

6.Laurie Steele of Cork Gay Collective lobbying delegates as they arrived for the Irish Congress of Trade Unions annual general congress at Cork City Hall, July 1981.

7.GHA AIDS Information Leaflet, May 1985.

8.GHA Play Safe Card, 1986.



 



 

[image: Book title]

This book has been published with a financial subsidy from the European University Institute, Florence. This publication is based on a revised version of an EUI PhD thesis defended in 2019 in the Department of History and Civilization.



Acknowledgements

From the beginning of this project, I have been fortunate to be surrounded by supportive individuals, without whose advice, guidance and friendship this project would never have seen the light of day. To begin with, I want to thank the team at Bloomsbury Academic, who have been a pleasure to work with over the past two years. During my time at the EUI, I will be forever grateful to my PhD supervisor, Pieter Judson, and second reader, Laura Lee Downs, who have both been a constant source of support throughout the project. I would also like to acknowledge the kind support I received from Lindsey Earner-Byrne. This project owes much to her early support and guidance. A special thanks also to Lucy Riall, Sean Brady and Diarmuid Ferriter.

To all the staff at the EUI, in particular Serge Noiret, Francesca Parenti, Anna Coda and Nicola Hargreaves, thank you all for your assistance. I would like to give a special mention to the late Nicky Owtram, who was a wonderful source of support during my time at the EUI. Thank you also to the staff at the National Library of Ireland, in particular to James Harte; National Archives of Ireland; the Deputy Keeper of the Records, Public Record Office of Northern Ireland; University College Dublin Archives; University College Cork Archives; Trinity College Dublin Archives; Noelle Dowling at the Dublin Diocesan Archives; RTÉ Archives; Gale Primary Sources; Irish Newspaper Archive; Galway Advertiser; The Irish Times; SAGE Publication; Palgrave Macmillan; University of Texas Press; Firenze University Press; Paul Gouldsbury; Celine Curtin; Eamon Brett; Miriam G. Smith; and especially Orla Egan at the Cork LGBT Archive. Without these individuals and institutions this project would not have been possible.

Throughout this project I had the privilege to meet and talk with individuals involved in gay and lesbian activism in the Republic of Ireland, so thank you to: Edmund Lynch, Cathal Kerrigan, Kieran Rose, Marese Walsh, Tonie Walsh, David Norris, Helen Slattery, Deirdre Walsh, Nuala Ward, Sean Connolly, Clement Clancy and Bill Foley.

To my wonderful friends: Sara, Jennifer, Emma, Carmel, Tasneem, Kathryn, Alexandra, Eva, Dieter, Sebastian, Evair, Anthony, Aoife, Judith, Kate and Adam, thank you for your friendship. My final thanks are for my family. To my husband Breno, your love and support has meant everything to me. To Sarah, Noel, JD, Geni and Osmar (RIP), thanks/obrigado for always being there for me. Finally, for all their sacrifices over the last thirty-two years, I owe everything to my Mam (Bernie) and Dad (Jim). This book is dedicated to them.

The author and publisher gratefully acknowledge the permission granted to reproduce the copyright material in this book. Every effort has been made to trace copyright holders and to obtain their permission for the use of copyright material. The publisher apologizes for any errors or omissions in the above list and would be grateful if notified of any corrections that should be incorporated in future reprints or editions of this book. The third party copyrighted material displayed in the pages of this book is displayed on the basis of ‘fair dealing for the purposes of criticism and review’ or ‘fair use for the purposes of teaching, criticism, scholarship or research’ only in accordance with international copyright laws, and is not intended to infringe upon the ownership rights of the original owners.



Abbreviations



	AAA
	AIDS Action Alliance



	AOH
	Ancient Order of Hibernians



	AAC
	Anti-Amendment Campaign



	CGC
	Cork Gay Collective



	CHE
	Campaign for Homosexual Equality



	CHLR
	Campaign for Homosexual Law Reform



	CLG
	Cork Lesbian Group



	CSW
	Council for the Status of Women



	DGC
	Dublin Gay Collective



	ESBOA
	Electricity Supply Board Officers Association



	EEA
	Employment Equality Authority



	ECHR
	European Court of Human Rights



	EEC
	European Economic Community



	FUE
	Federated Union of Employers



	FWUI
	Federated Workers Union of Ireland



	FWGH
	Federation of Working Groups Homophily



	GLEN
	Gay and Lesbian Equality Network



	GHA
	Gay Health Action



	HEB
	Health Education Bureau



	IGA
	International Gay Association



	ILGA
	International Lesbian and Gay Association



	ICTU
	Irish Congress of Trade Unions



	ICCL
	Irish Council for Civil Liberties



	IDATU
	Irish Distributive and Administrative Trade Union



	IFUT
	Irish Federation of University Teachers



	IGRM
	Irish Gay Rights Movement



	ILGO
	Irish Lesbian and Gay Organisation



	IMPACT
	Irish Municipal, Public and Civil Trade Union



	IQA
	Irish Queer Archive



	LGRW
	Lesbian and Gay Rights at Work



	LIL
	Liberation for Irish Lesbians



	LGPSU
	Local Government and Public Services Union



	NGCOC
	National Gay Conference Organising Committee



	NGF
	National Gay Federation



	NLI
	National Library of Ireland



	NUPE
	National Union of Public Employees



	NUS
	National Union of Students



	NUU
	New University of Ulster



	NICRA
	Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association



	NIFPA
	Northern Ireland Family Planning Association



	NIGRA
	Northern Ireland Gay Rights Association



	PLUTO
	People Like Us Totally Outrageous



	PRONI
	Public Record Office of Northern Ireland



	QUB
	Queen’s University Belfast



	RTÉ
	Raidió Teilifís Éireann



	SHRG
	Scottish Homosexual Rights Group



	SMG
	Scottish Minorities Group



	SLM
	Sexual Liberation Movement



	SRM
	Sexual Reform Movement



	STDs
	Sexually Transmitted Diseases



	TAF
	Tel-A-Friend



	THT
	Terrence Higgins Trust



	TCD
	Trinity College Dublin



	UPTCS
	Union of Professional and Technical Civil Servants



	USI
	Union of Students in Ireland



	UCC
	University College Cork



	UCD
	University College Dublin



	UCG
	University College Galway



	WRTCC
	Women’s Right to Choose Campaign






Introduction

In May 2015, in what has been described as a ‘social revolution’ within Irish society, the Republic of Ireland became the first country in the world to legalise same-sex marriage by popular vote. Forty-one of forty-two constituencies, representing 1,202,198 people, overwhelmingly endorsed the following amendment to Bunreacht na hÉireann (Constitution of Ireland): ‘Marriage may be contracted in accordance with law by two persons without distinction as to their sex.’1 Internationally, the Republic of Ireland received widespread praise and admiration as a beacon for LGBT civil rights. The former United Nations Secretary-General, Ban Ki-moon, remarked at the time 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.’2 Such is the image of the Republic of Ireland today as a leading voice for LGBT civil rights, that as recently as September 2020, former Polish Prime Minister Jaroslaw Kaczynski claimed that the Republic of Ireland has become a ‘Catholic wilderness with rampant LGBT ideology’.3

That it is the Republic of Ireland that is now seen as a beacon for LGBT civil rights internationally is all the more surprising, considering that the country has long been viewed as a socially conservative society dominated by the teachings of the Roman Catholic Church. Moreover, it was only in 1993 that the Irish government decriminalised sexual activity between men, comparatively later than its European counterparts. For example, England and Wales partially decriminalised sexual activity between men in 1967, with Scotland and Northern Ireland following suit in 1981 and 1982 respectively.4 Yet, despite the recent nature of decriminalisation, within the space of twenty-two years the Republic of Ireland has come to be viewed as a leading light for LGBT civil rights internationally and a sign of hope for oppressed LGBT individuals. Today, the Republic of Ireland uses this newfound reputation on the international stage to strengthen its position as a defender and promoter of human rights. For many, this transformation from decriminalisation in 1993 to same-sex marriage in 2015 has been rapid.

In the immediate aftermath of the 2015 referendum, a number of authors sought to explain how the Republic of Ireland came to be the first country in the world to introduce same-sex marriage by popular vote.5 For the most part, these books begin by highlighting that sexual activity between men was criminalised until 1993. Reference is made to David Norris’ legal battle in the Irish courts to challenge the laws that criminalised sexual activity between men and his subsequent victory at the European Court of Human Rights in 1988, and the amending of those laws in 1993. The narrative then moves onto the early 2000s and the efforts to introduce legislation permitting same-sex marriage. While these accounts provide an impressive forensic analysis of the marriage equality campaign from the early 2000s, little else is learned of gay rights activism in the Republic of Ireland pre-1993. As a result, one is left with the distinct impression that it is only in the post-decriminalisation era that efforts to change mindsets in the Republic of Ireland actually began. Prior to that, the efforts solely revolved around David Norris’ legal battle and activities confined to Irish and European courts. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that after the 2015 referendum result a number of Irish politicians signalled Norris out as ‘the pathfinder on this human rights issue’ and someone who had ploughed ‘a lone furrow’ in this country for gay rights.6 There can be no denying the immense role that Norris played in advancing gay rights, but as he himself has often acknowledged, he was not alone.

In reality, the history of gay rights activism in the Republic of Ireland dates back to the early 1970s, included much more than a campaign to decriminalise sexual activity between men and involved more individuals than just David Norris. In fact, if we are to truly understand the dramatic changes in recent years, we need to contextualise the efforts dating from the 1970s of gay and lesbian individuals who paved the way for later activism on issues such as civil partnership, marriage equality and gender recognition. In other words, 1993 was not the beginning, but rather an important juncture. Looked at from this perspective, the history of gay rights activism in the Republic of Ireland is much broader and has a longer trajectory.

In recent years scholars have begun to explore the history of gay rights activism in the Republic of Ireland in more depth. New work impressively explores issues such as LGBT activism in Cork; Irish radical gay activism; Irish LGBTQ+ visibility in the Irish media; Ireland’s LGBT diaspora; and the gay community’s response to AIDS in 1980s Ireland.7 Despite these important contributions, this history remains in its infancy and there can be no doubt that Irish historians and Ireland’s history departments more generally have been slow to explore Ireland’s wider queer history in comparison to many of their international counterparts. It was only in 2018 that the first ever degree-level Irish LGBT History module was taught in an Irish university at University College Cork. Writing in 2004, Diarmaid Ferriter argued that into the latter years of the twentieth century in Ireland, ‘the unfortunate reality was that the focus of historians remained narrow – republicanism, violence and the continuing fixation with intransigence in the North …’.8 While some progress has been made in diversifying Irish history, particularly in the area of Gender (although there is still a long way to go), some may well argue that Ferriter’s analysis from 2004 could still be applied to Irish history today.

Ireland has a rich queer history that has yet to be fully uncovered, and as Colm Tóibin stated at the handover of the Irish Queer Archive (IQA) to the National Library of Ireland (NLI) in 2008: ‘This [handover of the IQA to NLI] establishes that an understanding of our history, the history of gay women and men’s struggle for liberation, is as essential in understanding contemporary Ireland as the history of the women’s movement, or the labour movement, or the Fianna Fáil party.’ Tóibin further maintained that in acquiring the IQA, the NLI ‘understands the importance of our story as part of the national story’.9

While the passage of the 2015 marriage equality referendum was a seminal moment in Ireland’s queer history, contextualising its passage should not be restricted solely to events post-1993 nor to David Norris’ legal battle. Instead, we need to broaden our approach to explore other actors, other factors and the other sites of activism. In particular, we need to explore what took place in the years prior to the decriminalisation and how gay and lesbian individuals fought to bring about not only legal change but also socio-cultural change in the Republic of Ireland with regard to homosexuality. The twenty years prior to 1993 saw considerable advances for Ireland’s gay community that have paved the way for subsequent victories in the 1990s and 2000s. Without a broader understanding of what happened prior to 1993, we cannot fully understand events in more recent years. With this in mind, Gay and Lesbian Activism in the Republic of Ireland, 1973–1993 seeks to expand our understanding of events that transpired in the twenty years preceding the decriminalisation of sexual activity between men.

I do not claim that this book is the definitive history of gay rights activism in the Republic of Ireland during this period; it is not. There are many other stories and events that I have not been able to include in this book, which, if space had permitted, I would have liked to have discussed. Moreover, I have focused exclusively on gay and lesbian individuals, to the exclusion of a broader history on Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) activism. It would be disingenuous to suggest that bisexual and transgender individuals were not mobilising during this period, but until more sources on the efforts and activities of bisexual and transgender individuals emerge, a comprehensive account is significantly curtailed. For this reason, the efforts of Sara Phillips to create an Irish Trans Archive, for example, are crucial in helping to document this area of Irish history. Furthermore, while this book does, to some degree, allude to the issue of gay and lesbian emigration/migration, this is certainly one area of Irish history where considerably more research is warranted. However, in saying that, this book does seek to provide a more nuanced and comprehensive account of the activities of gay and lesbian individuals and organisations to fight for their rights in the years between 1973 and 1993. This period represents the first phase of gay rights activism in the Republic of Ireland.

At the heart of this book is an attempt to explore the other sites of gay and lesbian activism in the Republic of Ireland outside the courtroom and beyond Dublin; the efforts of lesbian women, not just gay men; the efforts of provincial gay and lesbian activists; the efforts to win over allies, namely the student movement, trade union movement, and international organisations; the efforts to confront and challenge opponents of gay rights; and the strategies and rhetoric gay and lesbian activists adopted to engage with the wider Irish society in an effort to bring about a change in how the Republic of Ireland treated and viewed its lesbian and gay citizens. Put simply, this book seeks to demonstrate the extent to which a gay rights movement, rather than a small collection of individuals, emerged in the early 1970s to challenge the oppression of Irish gay and lesbian citizens and how it was through these efforts that progressive legislation was introduced in 1989 and 1993 to protect gay and lesbian individuals from discrimination. In the process, they also convinced many in Irish society to adopt a more tolerant and understanding attitude towards homosexuality.

Although the primary focus of this book centres on the efforts to challenge the socio-cultural, political and legal oppression of gay and lesbian individuals in the Republic of Ireland, this story should not be read exclusively as one of repression. This is not to suggest that I am diminishing in any way the oppression faced not just by Irish gay and lesbian individuals, but also those who did not conform to the strict societal norms of twentieth-century Ireland; rather, I am seeking to highlight the extent to which this book also reveals stories that are often ignored, particularly in an Irish context, namely stories of fun and pleasure. In his seminal book on the history of sexuality in Ireland, Occasions of Sin, Diarmaid Ferriter argued that ‘an over reliance on sources relating to sexual crime also presents the historian with a dilemma. Does the history of sex in Ireland have to be a history of criminal sexual activity? In the absence of accounts of the joys of sex, this remains a problem …’.10 As we shall see in this book, there are glimpses of fun and pleasure and it is hoped that these glimpses will encourage further exploration of the joys of sex in Ireland. One only needs to look at the existence of saunas targeting Dublin’s gay community in the 1980s or the personal advertisements in Irish gay magazines to see evidence of gay men and lesbian women looking to meet others to act out their sexual fetishes – no doubt the same applies to their heterosexual counterparts.

Moreover, while I concentrate on the activities taking place within the Republic of Ireland, it must be acknowledged that Irish gay and lesbian activists situated themselves and their struggle within the wider international gay rights movement during this period. In other words, Irish gay and lesbian individuals were not isolated from their international counterparts – quite the contrary. Throughout this book, we will see the extent to which international gay and lesbian organisations lent support to their Irish counterparts. This support can be seen in the rise of a gay rights movement in Ireland, but also in the development of important services for the gay community, most notably and crucially during the height of the AIDS epidemic. There can be no doubt that international gay rights organisations helped sustain their Irish counterparts during challenging periods and that Irish gay and lesbian activists drew inspiration from their international colleagues. This inspiration came not only through direct contact with international gay organisations and the media, but also from those who emigrated from the Republic of Ireland and subsequently returned, bringing with them new ideas and a determination to change Irish society. In saying that, it must be acknowledged that Irish gay and lesbian individuals were also part of shaping the international gay rights movement.

What emerges, therefore, in Gay and Lesbian Activism in the Republic of Ireland, 1973–1993, is a story of how Irish gay and lesbian individuals refused to continue to accept the status quo with regard to homosexuality. By challenging the Republic of 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 by the early 1990s. They did so by challenging the specific (often unspoken) meanings of what constituted ‘Irishness’, by coming out publicly discussing their sexuality, 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 to become more comfortable in their sexuality, and crucially by confronting those who continued to portray homosexuality as sinful, deviant, perverted and a threat to society. Irish gay and lesbian individuals 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. By empowering gay and lesbian individuals to proudly ‘come out’ and to no longer feel ashamed or isolated and to tell their stories, 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 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 many respects, many of the strategies and rhetoric rightly deemed to have been so successful during the marriage equality campaign had been adopted during the first phase of gay rights activism in the Republic of Ireland. With that being said, this book does not seek to claim that the history of gay rights activism in the Republic of Ireland from 1973–1993 is one of an inevitable march towards liberty or freedom. As we shall see throughout this book, this was certainly not the case – it was anything but. My hope is that this book will encourage further research into Ireland’s queer history not only during the period of focus in this book, but both before and after.

Book outline and reflection on sources

This book is thematically structured and is divided into six chapters. Chapter 1 traces the emergence and development of the Republic of Ireland’s first gay rights organisation, the Irish Gay Rights Movement (IGRM) between 1973 and 1978. It begins by looking at the events that led to the rise of the IGRM and thereafter how it sought to provide a space and voice for Irish gay and lesbian individuals. Chapter 2 looks at events in 1980s Dublin, in particular the activities of the National Gay Federation (NGF) and Liberation for Irish Lesbians (LIL). Through a focus on the social activities organised by these groups, it charts the rise of a more visible gay community in the Republic of Ireland in the 1980s and demonstrates how these social activities must be viewed as a form of resistance, i.e., they cannot be disregarded as apolitical. Chapter 3 moves outside Dublin to explore the different forms of activism taking place in Cork and Galway in the 1980s, arguing that these areas also played a significant role in championing gay rights and challenging the status quo in the Republic of Ireland.

Chapter 4 discusses the efforts to forge alliances with other organisations in Ireland. It explores the strategies and rhetoric activists engaged when they sought support from others, such as the Student Movement, the Trade Union Movement and the political class, as well as the support they received from their international counterparts. In short, this chapter focuses on the efforts to build up alliances outside the gay rights movement, while at the same time trying to undermine those who opposed any change in attitude towards homosexuality. Chapter 5 looks at the response of the gay rights movement to the AIDS epidemic and how this impacted the movement’s activities and public image. Chapter 6 concludes with an examination of the legal changes introduced in 1993. It seeks to move beyond the assumption that the type of change introduced in 1993 was solely a direct result of Norris’ legal victory in 1988. While the 1988 ECHR was crucial, it does not alone explain why the Irish government introduced the type of law reform it did, nor why it introduced an amendment to employment legislation that same year outlawing discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation. This chapter looks at the activities of gay and lesbian individuals post-1988 and how these actions influenced the legal reform introduced in 1993.

Primary archival research forms the backbone of this book. In particular, I have made extensive use of the Irish Queer Archive and the Personal Papers of David Norris at the National Library of Ireland; the Northern Ireland Gay Rights Association Archive at the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland; Cork LGBT Archive; National Archives of Ireland; personal papers of individuals involved in gay rights activism; and the archives of national and provincial papers. I am very grateful to all for granting me access to their material. I have also incorporated Oral Interviews into my research methodology. Through interviews I conducted with not only some of the leading activists of this period, but also those less publicly known, and together with 220 interviews conducted by Edmund Lynch, these stories add the personal to the history of gay rights activism in the Republic of Ireland. Since 2013, Lynch has been interviewing LGBT individuals who grew up in the Republic of Ireland pre-decriminalisation, as well as some high-profile individuals who supported gay rights activism, such as former presidents Mary Robinson and Mary McAleese. I am very grateful to Edmund Lynch for granting me full access and use of his interviews.

Suffice to say, Oral Interviews have both strengths and weaknesses. It goes without saying that the period of focus in this book dates back over forty years and there can be no doubt that memory lapses exist, and individuals’ recollections of certain events may also have changed over the years. Moreover, while an extensive number of interviews were conducted, many individuals, for their own reasons, chose not to participate, and therefore, their stories have not been recorded. However, Oral Interviews have facilitated telling a broader history of gay rights activism in the Republic of Ireland, which is not exclusively focused on political activities. Instead, these Oral Interviews have enabled me to explore other issues such as: growing up in the Republic of Ireland; how individuals came to learn about gay rights organisations or homosexuality; how individuals came to involve themselves in gay rights activism; and the emotions they experienced both then and looking back at these events. Crucially, they have facilitated uncovering the stories of individuals whose voices hitherto had not been recorded in the archives, namely those involved in provincial activism. This has been especially important in recounting the role of lesbian women in gay rights activism during this period.

Overview of (homo)sexuality in the Republic of Ireland in the twentieth century

Jeffrey Weeks has noted that: ‘[the] mid-1960s was the golden age of liberal-humanitarian reforms, and of single-issue campaigns, mostly of long standing, to achieve them: the abolition of capital punishment and abortion-law reform and divorce-law reform as well as homosexual-law reform. And this was a European phenomenon.’11 Weeks only had to look across to the Republic of Ireland to find an exception to this ‘European phenomenon’. The Republic of Ireland of the 1960s lagged considerably behind its European counterparts in terms of liberal-humanitarian reforms.

Since the foundation of the Irish Free State in 1922 a strict puritanism had been institutionalised, primarily because of the power that the Roman Catholic Church wielded over Irish society. Chrystel Hug has argued that a Catholic morality ‘has been central to the development of state law and state politics as it has been to the personal development of the Irish individual …’12 Throughout the twentieth century successive Irish governments sought to maintain, and strengthen, restrictions on the sexual activities of Ireland’s citizens. While similar restrictions existed internationally, the difference is that in the Republic of Ireland they remained in force much longer, well into the late twentieth century. A key issue influencing this was what Lindsey Earner-Byrne and Diane Urquhart described as ‘a self-conscious narrative of moral superiority [that] emerged to differentiate the fledgling state from its erstwhile coloniser’.13 An active laity, they argue, along with ‘various professional groups, religious leaders and politicians worked hard to shape independent Ireland’s society and legislation in accordance with Catholic moral teaching … In both states [Northern Ireland and Irish Free State] shame and secrecy formed fundamental bulwarks of societies which placed a high premium on sexual “purity”.’14

While the Free State was keen to distance itself from its colonial oppressor England, it nevertheless was content to retain many of the same laws that Westminster had introduced. For example, the Free State maintained the 1861 Offences Against the Person Act and the 1885 Criminal Law Amendment Act, both of which contained sections that criminalised sexual activity between men (notably, this act did not criminalise sexual activity between women).15 The 1861 Act also criminalised abortion with a penalty of life imprisonment. Averill Erin Earls has noted the extent to which the Free State was more than willing to enforce these laws. Whereas from 1900 to 1920 eighteen men were arrested for same-sex crimes, in the first twenty years of Irish independence over 200 men were arrested for gross indecency or sodomy with men.16 These figures continued to increase into the second half of the century, with Hug noting that between 1962 and 1972 there were 455 men convicted.17 Available statistics from 1979 to 1987 show a further 247 prosecutions under the same laws.18

The Free State did not shy away from introducing further restrictions when the opportunity arose. In 1929 the then Cumann na nGaedheal government, following recommendations from the Committee of Enquiry on Evil Literature, introduced the 1929 Censorship of Publications Act.19 This Act prohibited the sale and distribution of ‘unwholesome literature’. Two of the first books to fall foul of this law were Radcliffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness and Bertrand Russell’s Marriage and Morals, while books by Dr Marie Stopes on birth control were also censored.20 Even into the late 1970s, gay rights activists maintained that the Act had resulted in all the major studies on homosexuality going back to Havelock Ellis, Krafft-Ebing and Magnus Hirschfeld being banned.21

With the rise of Fianna Fáil to power in 1932, the 1930s saw the further strengthening of a Catholic morality in Ireland. This decade saw an amendment to the 1885 Criminal Law Amendment Act in 1935 prohibiting the sale and importation of contraceptives, while two years later a new constitution, Bunreacht na hÉireann, was passed by the Irish electorate. During the drafting of the new constitution, Fr John Charles McQuaid, future Archbishop of Dublin and Primate of Ireland, had sought (successfully) to influence its content and make-up by sending a ‘deluge of material’ to government officials.22 Niall O’Dowd has also noted how the then Taoiseach, Eamon DeValera, sent a copy of the draft constitution to Pope Pius XI for benediction, but none was forthcoming.23 Nevertheless, O’Dowd describes the passage of the new constitution as heralding the Republic of Ireland as the ‘most ferociously Catholic state on Earth’.24

Bunreacht na hÉireann reaffirmed the primacy of Catholicism. Article 44.1.2 stated that the ‘State recognises the special position of the Holy Catholic Apostolic and Roman Church as the guardian of the Faith professed by the great majority of the citizens’.25 The ‘special position’ of the Roman Catholic Church was most obvious in the educational sphere in the Republic of Ireland, with the overwhelming majority of Irish schools coming under the patronage of the Roman Catholic Church.26 As a result, the hierarchy enjoyed considerable influence over the education of Irish citizens, with the power to prevent anything they deemed not in-keeping with the religious ethos of the school from entering the classroom. It is hardly surprising then that there was an almost complete lack of sex education within the Irish educational system throughout the twentieth century.

The passage of the constitution had far-reaching implications for many in Ireland, but none more so than for women. Not only did the new constitution outlaw divorce, but it also affirmed that the state would ‘endeavour to ensure that mothers shall not be obliged by economic necessity to engage in labour to the neglect of their duties in the home’.27 The woman’s place, therefore, was in the home not the public sphere. These legal restrictions and the social climate they engendered ensured that anyone who failed to conform to societal expectations (i.e., heteronormativity and sex confined to marriage between a woman and man) found themselves alienated and shunned from society, as unmarried mothers and children born outside of wedlock learned. In the last two decades a number of inquiries and commissions have unveiled the sustained abuse and ill-treatment of many women and children who, through no fault of their own, ended up in Magdalen laundries or reformatory and industrial schools operated by religious organisations and funded by the Irish state.28 Lindsey Earner-Byrne has rightly argued that in Ireland ‘there was little room for sexual individualism.’29 One cohort who could strongly attest to this was homosexuals.30

Internationally, the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century saw the rise of individuals and organisations, most notably in Germany and the Netherlands, who began to highlight and confront the oppression of what were then labelled homophiles or homosexuals. These efforts later spread across other western societies in the mid-twentieth century, for example, in the USA, Great Britain and France; however, no such efforts appeared in the Republic of Ireland during this period.31 For much of the twentieth century, the Republic of Ireland was an unwelcoming society for homosexuals. Notwithstanding the aforementioned laws that criminalised sexual activity between men, there was also considerable ignorance and, oftentimes, hostility towards homosexuals. As was true elsewhere, homosexuals were commonly characterised as being criminal, sinful, promiscuous, effeminate, mentally unwell and un-Irish.32 The vast majority of Irish citizens grew up in ignorance of homosexuality and regarded homosexuals as deviant outcasts without actually ever knowingly meeting, talking to or even listening to one. One gay man writing in 1986 about his experience of growing up in the Republic of Ireland recalled that:



Growing up gay is very hard, but more so if you happen to be growing up in rural Ireland. You have a very negative attitude all around you and many people would prefer to lose a gay family member rather than have to face the neighbours … People saw stereotypes and most articles which appeared in the papers helped to reinforce these stereotyped images. Two of these that my family believed were that all gays were either screaming queens or else they were child molesters.33



The conflation of homosexuality with child molestation was, as was the case in other countries, common in the Republic of Ireland and could even be seen in a submission by the Irish government to the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) in 1987 as part of its defence of the 1861 and 1885 laws. The submission provided a breakdown of what the government labelled ‘prosecutions for homosexual offences in Ireland’. However, a closer look at these cases shows that what the government had characterised as homosexual offences were actually sexual acts with minors. Of the 247 prosecutions between 1979 and 1987, 63%, or 156 cases, involved sexual acts with minors 13 years of age or younger.34 That the government labelled these offences specifically ‘homosexual offences’ suggests that there was little differentiation in their minds between homosexuality and paedophilia.

There can be no doubt that many Irish homosexuals felt the need to suppress or hide their sexuality. According to Dr James Quinn, a psychiatrist at Belfast City hospital, speaking in 1975, ‘Ireland was one of the most difficult societies for homosexuals to live in’.35 The Samaritans’ 1977 annual report supported this view, noting that the largest increase in calls that year had come from individuals affected by loneliness (up 22%), marital problems (up 25%) and homosexuality (up 50%).36 Most worryingly, the following year’s report noted that the highest proportion of suicidal calls came from individuals affected by extramarital issues, girls with unwanted pregnancies and homosexuals.37

Many have recalled that the negative attitudes towards homosexuality resulted in them developing anxiety and feelings of loneliness. Theresa Blanche, who was born in Dublin in 1957, recalled that: ‘I was sort of coming out at sixteen, but there was nowhere to come out to. Where did my type go? And there was nowhere to go. And there was no one to talk to. You didn’t discuss it. You didn’t talk. I didn’t talk. I had no one. It was a very lonely time, very isolated time.’38 Tonie Walsh, who was born in Dublin in 1960 but spent his youth growing up in Clonmel, Tipperary, recalls a similar experience during his teenage years:



The thing that set me apart, I realise now, was my sexuality, although I simply had no understanding of it at the time. And, you know, we’re talking about the late 60s in Ireland, in rural Ireland. There was nothing that I could reference at the time. There was nothing that could tell me this is the person that you are, the person you might be, these are the sort of people you belong to, because, of course, there was no gay civil rights movement or anything, and there was very little talk. And there were no positive role models … So, what I’m really trying to say here is my teenage years were quite fraught with anxiety – especially as I came face-to-face with dealing with my sexual identity, and, of course, also having to sort of square that up with being Roman Catholic as well.39



Often those who did find an outlet with which to discuss their sexuality did not fare any better. One individual revealed in a letter to OUT the problems he faced after coming out to his mother. He recounted how after he told her he was gay, she told him she wanted him to have ‘aversion treatment [and that] the psychiatrist has told her it will cost £2,800 and there is 85pc cure …’40 While acknowledging that this amount of money would be a considerable financial burden on her, she told her son that this was something his late father would have supported. The belief that homosexuality could be cured was not uncommon. In 1973, Dr Austin Darragh, director of the UCD Psycho Endocrine Centre, had called on the Irish government to introduce new laws relating to homosexuality whereby convicted homosexuals would be sent for medical treatment instead of to jail, stating his firm belief that homosexuals could in fact be cured.41 Speaking to the Irish Independent, Dr Darragh warned that ‘to legalise it [homosexuality] may be legalising a disease and may stop researchers like us proceeding with our attempts to plum the causes and possible treatment for the condition.’42 Later in the 1970s and 1980s, the issue of aversion therapy was raised by gay rights activists. David Norris, a founding member of the Irish Gay Rights Movement, for example, called for a public enquiry into the extent to which aversion therapy was being practised in Ireland, telling The Irish Times that he knew of ‘at least one psychiatrist who was seemingly quite proud of having used electric shock treatment in an attempt to alter homosexual orientation …’.43 To this day, the extent and degree to which electric shock treatment was used to try and alter one’s sexuality in the Republic of Ireland remains unknown.44

This legal and cultural climate placed emotional and oftentimes physical pressures on many homosexuals. In a society with such rigid sexual norms as those in the Republic of Ireland, there existed few outlets in which homosexuals could feel secure and comfortable in openly discussing their feelings with others. For David Norris, who was born in 1944 in Leopoldville before his family moved back to Dublin in 1945, the pressure of concealing his sexuality had implications for his health. In his 2012 autobiography Norris recounted an incident in the late 1960s when he was rushed to Baggot Street Hospital with a suspected heart attack. However, after examinations he was informed that it was an anxiety attack caused by the fact that ‘I was homosexual’.45 Norris was subsequently sent to a psychiatrist, who advised him 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’.46 This advice outraged Norris and rather than leaving, he chose to remain and fight the injustices against homosexuals.

While Norris decided to remain, there can be no doubt that many others felt the need to emigrate from the Republic of Ireland in search of more tolerant societies where their sexuality did not need to be concealed to the same degree as it did back home.47 Sexuality, of course, was not the only motivating factor behind many leaving; economic factors also played a role. In Rethinking the Irish Diaspora, Johanne Devlin Trew and Michael Pierse rightly acknowledged that ‘emigration has been an enduring and defining experience for the island of Ireland’.48 Between 1922 and the end of the twentieth century, 1.5 million people emigrated from the Republic of Ireland, with the 1950s and 1980s witnessing particularly high levels of emigration.49 Among those who emigrated were many homosexuals. One place in particular that proved to be a popular destination was London. According to Daryl Leeworthy,



the liberalisation of English law, even on the relatively modest terms of the 1967 Act, encouraged a gay migrant’s trail from the island of Ireland to major cities in England – most notably London … For young gay Irishmen, then, London may have seemed like Nirvana compared with circumstances at home, but it was by no means a hotspot of liberty and free expression.’50



One individual who believed that London offered a greater prospect than remaining in the Republic of Ireland did was Colm O’Clubhán. Writing in Out for Ourselves, O’Clubhán explains his decision to leave in the early 1970s for London, ‘that beacon of lust and potential occasions of sin’.51 It was London where he decided he would come out, not Dublin: ‘No, London was where it was all going to happen. London where they even had a law for doing it. London, of marches and the Gay Liberation Front. London. I was nineteen when I finally got here. I found the number for the Gay Liberation Front (GLF) and rang them. Suddenly I was free. I was gay.’52

O’Clubhán’s story is just one of many told by gay people who left the Republic of Ireland. Some others who left, however, returned bringing with them ideas and a newfound determination to challenge the oppressiveness of Irish society. In saying that, those who remained abroad also involved themselves in gay rights activism, as Leeworthy’s research demonstrates. This can also be seen in New York and no doubt in other parts of the world; however, further research is needed on Ireland’s LGBT diaspora.53 As Róisín Ryan-Flood has recently noted, it is important to uncover the life narratives of Irish LGBT migrants because it ‘allows for more nuanced accounts of the Irish diaspora and rectifies the heteronormative focus of much previous writing and research within migration’.54,55

As noted previously, the late nineteenth and early twentieth century saw the emergence of individuals and organisations determined to challenge the oppression of homosexuals. These efforts increased in the post-war decades, often met with resistance by state officials, but ultimately led, as Weeks noted, to the introduction of a wide spectrum of liberal humanitarian reforms across Europe in the 1960s. However, this was not the case in the Republic of Ireland, where it was not until the 1960s that sustained efforts emerged to challenge the status quo, in particular with regard to sexuality and women’s rights. The late 1960s and early 1970s saw the emergence of influential feminist and civil rights organisations in Ireland, namely the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association in 1967 and the Irish Women’s Liberation Movement in 1970. Both organisations were spurred on by international and domestic events and went on to have a considerable impact on the transformation of Irish society.56 In particular, their actions and rhetoric helped to create a vacuum for minority groups to emerge and demand their human and civil rights. International events were also filtering through to Ireland, most notably the 1967 Sexual Offences Bill, which partially decriminalised sexual activity between men aged 21 and over in private in England and Wales, the Stonewall Riots in 1969 and the Anti-Apartheid Movement. The Republic of Ireland’s decision to join the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1973 also confirmed a desire to move away from years of isolationism. This was a period in which the status quo on the island of Ireland was being challenged and created the space into which minority groups were able to organise and begin a process of seeking change. Linda Connolly has argued that ‘the mobilisation of the civil rights movement in Northern Ireland in 1968 and the flowering of Republican, student and left-wing organisations crystallised a social movement sector across Irish society’.57 It was within this changing domestic and international context that some Irish homosexuals began to meet to discuss gay rights in the early 1970s.



1

Irish Homosexuals are Revolting, 1973–1978

In May 1973, Gay News printed a letter from Paddy from Galway.1 Paddy’s letter was in response to a previous article in Gay News, ‘Breakthrough in Éire’, in which it was reported that Alan Crossley, a member of the Campaign for Homosexual Equality (CHE), had travelled to Dublin to meet an existing homophile grouping.2 As it transpired, the group that Crossley had met was the Legion of Mary, which had been advertising meetings for homosexuals since 1970 to discuss their problems in an informal and sympathetic manner with the ‘view to encouraging them to explore a possible solution’.3 It was this description of the Legion of Mary as an ‘existing sympathetic homophile grouping’ that led Paddy to write to Gay News lambasting the organisation as a group ‘confined to Roman Catholics whose near-worship of the “Blessed Virgin” is among the many mediaeval groups contributing to the continuing suppression of gays in Ireland’.4 Coincidentally, while Paddy did not consider the organisation a supportive homophile grouping, John Grundy remembers that it was through the Legion of Mary that he and others often met men to ‘go off with’ in the 1970s.5

What was most interesting about Paddy’s letter, however, was what he described as his surprise – and that of ‘other Irish gays’ – 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.’6 Paddy’s letter provides an insight into what might be described as a gay subculture in the Republic of Ireland during this period. The letter revealed the extent to which there were not only a number of cottaging areas throughout the country, but also a number of ‘gay bars’ in Dublin, Cork and Westmeath. In Dublin, Paddy named Bartley Dunne’s on 32 Lower Stephen Street and Robert Rice’s on the corner of St Stephen’s Green as the main ‘gay bars’. In Cork, there was the Persian Bar in the Imperial Hotel on Pembroke Street, while the Genoa Bar in Athlone in Westmeath was described as ‘worth a try’. Although Paddy did not name any bar in Galway, he did mention that the promenade in Salthill was a popular spot for cottaging. However, he warned against cottaging, particularly in Dublin, as a few gay men had been mugged in recent months. Other popular pubs frequented by homosexuals in the early 1970s, but not listed in Paddy’s letter, included Larry Tobin’s and Davy Byrne’s on Duke Street in Dublin, O’Donovan’s Bar, Lower Glenworth Street in Limerick, and La Chateau, Patrick Street in Cork.7 Clearly, therefore, despite the social and legal climate, there were certain establishments in the Republic of Ireland that homosexuals frequented. Moreover, Paddy’s reference to other ‘Irish gays’ who he was aware were as surprised as he was also suggests that there was to some degree a network of homosexuals who were in touch with each other and clearly had access to the British magazine, Gay News, even in a provincial county like Galway. This is further evidenced by the fact that Paddy, who was based in Galway, was aware of gay men in Dublin who had been mugged in recent months while cottaging.

Although none of the aforementioned bars advertised as ‘gay bars’ they nevertheless provided a space, albeit a relatively hidden one, for homosexuals. Theresa Blanche described how in Bartley Dunne’s there was only a small group of ten lesbian women who regularly visited the establishment, but ‘the men numbered in the hundreds’.8 One of those men was Edmund Lynch (born in 1947 in Dublin), who remembered being nervous at first going into Bartley’s in the early 1970s, but soon felt that he had entered a whole new world: ‘I had a riot’.9 The sign of the warmth that many individuals felt towards Bartley Dunne’s was evident in 1977, when it was announced that the barman Brian was leaving after fifteen years. Brian was described as a wonderful man who had ‘served the gay patrons of B.D.’s with respect and genuine friendliness rare among barmen in any establishment’.10 Before he departed, a collection was held for him, which raised £131.94 (approximately €881 in today’s currency), something that was described as ‘one of the loveliest occasions experienced on the scene for a very long time’.11

While those frequenting Bartley Dunne’s may have felt welcomed, this was not always the case in these establishments. Describing his time attending the Imperial Hotel in the early 1970s, Kieran Rose, who grew up in Cork 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.’12 This is an experience shared by Cathal Kerrigan (who grew up in Cork in the 1950s), 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. Kerrigan recalled that the owners ‘were horrified and convinced we had betrayed them. I mean this is 1975, they did not want to be a gay bar.’13 That same year, the Sunday Independent reported that five Dublin pubs were ‘furious about the listing of their premises in a homosexual newspaper [Gay News]’.14 One pub owner told the newspaper that, while accepting their premises did have the reputation of being a gay bar, they strongly objected ‘to this being printed’ and expressed the view that they would ‘prefer that they [homosexuals] did not come in.’15 On the whole, therefore, the Irish gay pub scene at that time was best described by Paddy as one which depended on ‘being unobtrusive rather than being accepted’.16

Less than one year after Alan Crossley visited Dublin in the hope of setting up a branch of the CHE, Gay News reported on a conference at the New University of Ulster (NUU), Coleraine, Derry, which took place on 3 November 1973. Gay News informed readers that:



for Irish homosexuals the border question has little or no meaning – at least as far as their homosexuality is concerned. For neither the North nor the South allows gays to make love … 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.17



While not exclusively a gay rights conference but rather one which discussed more broadly the whole area of sexual oppression and alternative sexuality, it became a critical juncture in Irish queer history. Don Gill, a member of the Sexual Reform Movement (SRM), a student organisation at the NUU, was one of the leading figures behind the organisation of the conference. Northern Ireland, in fact, had seen the first attempts to organise around the issue of gay rights on the island of Ireland, with the establishment of the Belfast Gay Liberation Society at Queen’s University Belfast (QUB) in 1971.18

The Coleraine conference succeeded in attracting over fifty individuals (one third of whom were women) from Northern Ireland, the Republic of Ireland and Great Britain. These included representatives from: the Exeter Gay Liberation Society; the Society of Friends’ Homosexual Fellowship; the National Union of Students (NUS); the Scottish Minorities Group (SMG); the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association (NICRA).19 In his address to delegates, Terry Bruton (NICRA) insisted that ‘gay rights were a part of civil rights’ and it was ‘important for as many gays as possible to come out into the open boldly, and seek acceptance …’.20 Alastair Stewart (NUS) echoed these sentiments, but suggested they needed ‘to treat the problems faced by gays within the wider context of civil rights for all oppressed people, rather than seek change for gays alone’. Meanwhile the SMG’s Fred Broughton, who was studying at the NUU, provided an overview of efforts to extend the 1967 Sexual Offences Act to Scotland. Pat Knight (NUU student), the only woman to make an address, concentrated on highlighting the double oppression of gay women, oppressed both as women and as homosexuals, noting that ‘contrary to what one would expect, and hope, gay men were no less chauvinistic than heterosexual men.’

It is quite evident then that the issue of gay rights dominated the Coleraine conference. Following the speeches, delegates passed a resolution that 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 continually 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.).21



This was the first time in Ireland that individuals north and south of the border had committed themselves to work for the establishment of human rights for the sexually oppressed and to establish firm links with British groups active on the issue of gay rights. It is quite clear from the speeches and the resolution that the context of the period, particularly the international gay rights movement and the campaign for civil rights in Northern Ireland, heavily influenced the rhetoric of those who participated, with considerable emphasis placed on human rights and civil liberties.

In a sign of the commitment to work on these issues on a cross-border basis, the steering committee consisted of individuals from Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland: Don Gill (NUU, SRM); Pat Knight (NUU, SRM); Margaret McWilliam (Sappho, Dublin); Edmund Lynch (CHE, Dublin); Maeve Molloy (QUB); Margaret Ward (Belfast); Peter Bradley (Trinity College Dublin, SRM); Hugo MacManus (Trinity College Dublin, SRM). It’s interesting to note that both Lynch and McWilliam were listed as Dublin members of two British-based gay/lesbian organisations: CHE and Sappho. Again, this highlights the awareness of some Irish homosexuals of international gay/lesbian organisations and their ability to make contact with them.

The Coleraine conference coincided with events that had taken place at UK universities only a few months prior to its organisation. In April 1973 the NUS had met for its annual conference at the University of Exeter. During the course of this conference a motion was passed that committed the NUS to campaign for an end to sexual inequality and discrimination against homosexuals.22 The task of following through with this motion fell to Alastair Stewart, who played a central role in the Coleraine conference. Within a few months of the aforementioned motion, almost sixty colleges had established gay societies, including the University of Exeter, another key participant at the Coleraine conference.23

As the NUS was the representative body for student unions throughout the UK, we might confidently assume that students in Northern Ireland would have been aware of these developments. It is also possible that Fred Broughton’s presence as an SMG member studying at the NUU also influenced the organisation of this historic conference. These transnational influences, interactions, and networks were crucial at an early stage in the emergence of a wider gay rights movement in Ireland. Peter Bradley, a Union of Students in Ireland (USI) delegate to the Coleraine conference, described it as the ‘first practical step on the road to lifting sexual oppression in Ireland …’.24

Following the Coleraine conference, a number of individuals in the Republic of Ireland came together to form the Sexual Liberation Movement (SLM) at Trinity College Dublin (TCD).25 Although established in TCD, its membership comprised both students and non-students, including Hugo MacManus, Margaret McWilliam, Edmund Lynch, David Norris and Mary Dorcey. As we have seen, MacManus, McWilliam and Lynch had been elected to the steering committee that had emerged from the NUU conference, while David Norris was a lecturer in TCD and Mary Dorcey had recently returned from living in France. In a 2013 interview, Dorcey recalled moving to Paris in the 1960s to live with a French man she had met in Dublin, leaving behind an Ireland that she described as ‘so regressive, so conformist, so depressing, in every way damaging to the individual spirt’.26 In France she recalled:



Through one of my lecturers in Paris, I went to this wonderful gay nightclub in Paris, which was a huge event, something like 300 gay people in the room, fantastic, beautiful, energetic figures, vital people, like, you know, you’ve never seen in your life and certainly hadn’t seen in Dublin. And I thought these are the people for me, you know. So, that was what it meant for me. It was about excitement; it was about freedom. It was about redefining yourself.27



Dorcey’s immersion in Parisian life and the more vibrant and open gay scene there clearly had a liberating effect on her, providing her with the confidence to return to the Republic of Ireland ‘determined to find people who were different’. Lynch recalls a number of other individuals who were also involved with the founding of the SLM: Ruth Riddick, Gerry McNamara, Peter Bradley, Irene Brady and Michael Kerrigan.28

The SLM mobilised around a broad range of issues such as contraception, divorce and homosexuality. This reflected the mixed configuration of the group, which consisted of both homosexual and heterosexual individuals. By February 1974, Christina Murphy reported that the SLM had close to 100 members.29 Buoyed by the success of the Coleraine conference, the SLM organised a two-day symposium at TCD from 16 to 17 February 1974. In contrast to the Coleraine conference, the TCD symposium focused exclusively on homosexuality, discussing issues such as the legal situation facing homosexuals in Ireland, the difficulties of being homosexual and the importance of challenging the legal and cultural climate in Ireland.30 Jeffrey Dudgeon, then a member of the Belfast Gay Liberation Society and later a founding member of the Northern Ireland Gay Rights Association (NIGRA), described the excitement and significance of the TCD symposium, proclaiming, ‘Fuck it, this was to be the big coming out event in Irish sexual history.’31

The symposium attracted over 300 individuals from Ireland and Great Britain and included speeches from: Dr Noel Browne, a psychiatrist and then an Irish Senator; Rose Robertson, London Parents Enquiry (support group for parents of homosexuals); Ian Dunn, SMG; Babs Todd, CHE; and Fr Enda MacDonagh, a Catholic priest and moral theology lecturer at Maynooth University. Dudgeon later wrote that during the coffee interval after Robertson, Browne and McDonagh had spoken, there was ‘bitching about the condescension of the speakers …’.32 However, he was more praiseworthy of Ian Dunn and Babs Todd’s contributions. While Dunn concentrated his speech on providing lessons learned from his experience of being involved with the SMG, Todd spoke openly and proudly about her sexuality. According to Dudgeon:



she spoke as if to a gay audience which it largely was, rather than to a symposium of persons, “interested in the homosexual problem”. She told of her lover, her children, her double bed and offered a future. The applause and cheering was colossal. At last the audience spoke and it spoke loud. Had Babs continued there could easily have been an outbreak of straight-bashing in Dublin that night, not to mention the birth of gay terrorist groupings.33



The novelty of the TCD symposium helped generate media attention. Edmund Lynch, one of the conference organisers and then an employee with RTÉ, recalled how he arranged for Rose Robertson to appear on Ireland’s most watched show, The Late Late Show, to discuss Parents Enquiry and homosexuality, while Hugo MacManus and Margaret McWilliam appeared on radio on the Liam Nolan Show.34 Journalists with The Irish Times, Irish Farmers Journal and the Sunday Independent also reported on the symposium. Interestingly, these articles presented a more sympathetic image of homosexuals to the one Irish society was more accustomed to. Conor McAnally’s article in the Sunday Independent, for example, revealed the extent to which he had changed his mind about homosexuals after attending the symposium:



I expected to find a bunch of effeminate caricatures of gay men and a collection of equally obvious lesbian women. I was in for a surprise … It’s amazing how much a person’s views can change in five hours … Four hours later I had a clearer picture as one by one gay men and women contributed to the discussion, questioned speakers and spoke seriously and a little angrily about repressive laws and attitudes such as mine … Society is altered by a change of attitude. My attitudes to homosexuality and gay people were changed at the meeting.35



Mary Dorcey has described the symposium as ‘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.’36 David Norris likewise wrote how ‘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 liberation and specify an interest in gay liberation as such’.37 While this did not immediately happen, the seeds were sown for such a move a few months later.

Norris and Edmund Lynch both began to question the extent to which it was wise for a majority of homosexual individuals within the SLM to spend ‘their Monday evenings in a Trinity garret writing letters to The Irish Times indignantly demanding unrestricted access to contraceptive devices’.38 According to an interview that Norris gave to Gay News, 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.”’39 At a meeting in June 1974, which Norris described ‘as the gunfight at the K.Y. [sic] Corral’, the differences within the SLM became evident.40 For Norris ‘the protective mask of woolly liberal reform should be discarded, and our position publicly announced by the formation of an openly gay movement’.41

This June 1974 meeting coincided with an announcement by Kim Friele, general secretary of the Norwegian gay organisation, Det Norske Forbundet, that that year’s Gay Liberation Day (27 June) would be dedicated to the people of Ireland in their struggle against Church and State. In doing so, Friele and their Norwegian colleagues spotlighted the situation in Ireland. Demonstrating outside the British Embassy in Oslo, they carried placards with slogans saying: ‘Stop the oppression of Irish homosexuals’ and ‘No to discrimination on the grounds of being different’.42 Encouraged by their Norwegian counterparts, twelve individuals, including David Norris, Hugo MacManus, Michael Kerrigan, Margaret McWilliam, Joseph Leckey, Jeffrey Dudgeon and Edwin Henshaw picketed outside the British Embassy in Dublin before moving to the Department of Justice, with placards saying: ‘Homosexuals are revolting’, ‘Gay is Good’ and ‘Lesbian Love’. This was the Republic of Ireland’s first gay pride demonstration.

Shortly afterwards another meeting took place at the South County Hotel, in Stillorgan, Dublin, on 7 July at which Norris and Lynch recalled thirty people attended.43 While Norris and Lynch did not list those in attendance, the meeting did include Clement Clancy, Sean Connolly and Martin Barnes. A note from the personal papers of David Norris states that the topics discussed included the ‘conception of IGRM [Irish Gay Rights Movement]’ which would have the objective of ‘working for gays on gay issues’.44 Opening the meeting, Edmund Lynch told those in attendance that the ‘IGRM was being launched to fight vigorously and actively on homosexual issues only’.45 Therefore, between the June and 7 July 1974 meetings, the Republic of Ireland’s first gay rights organisation, the Irish Gay Rights Movement (IGRM), was born.

From the beginning, the title the IGRM adopted sent out a strong statement of intent, challenging the assumption that Irish and gay were mutually exclusive.
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