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Gaelach, Corr agus Comhionannach?

Kieran Rose

First, I'd like to say thanks very
much for inviting me tonight to
contribute to the discussion
because | think it's very impor-
tant that the various groups,
different geographically, or
different interest groups whose
interest is in change in society,
talk to one another and learn
from one another and work with
one another to change society.
And it’s a great honor to be
asked here to the West Belfast
Festival. | think it's also inter-
esting because | just came
from a very vibrant and exciting
cultural festival in Dublin, the
Dublin Lesbian and Gay festi-
val, and as Gerry Adams
pointed out earlier on, the West
Belfast Festival came from a
need identified within the West
Belfast community to search
their identity, to celebrate the
fact that they are a community
and to reject the stigmatisation
they had been experiencing at
that particular time. That’s
exactly the role of the various
cultural events that the lesbian
and gay community has, like
the film festival, and | think
perhaps it's a very interesting
area to discuss the role of
culture in building communities
and in renewing communities
and in building political social
and economic change.

| also welcome the opportunity

to speak here tonight because |
think it's most opportune in
terms of what's happeningiin
the Republic and also what’s
happening here. Marie has
already outlined briefly the
changes that have taken place
in the South in terms of equality
legislation and an Equality
Authority. In a sense that's the
end of a 25 year lesbian and
gay political program in the
South, or maybe a shorter one
since 1988. So | think it's really
important as political activists
or as community activists that
we continually look at what
we’re doing, evaluate our
strategies, see where we're
winning, see where we’re
losing, see where we're making
progress, see where we need
to stop doing things that we did
in the past, and build strategies
for the future. So | welcome
being asked to speak here in
the sense that it gives me an
opportunity to focus on some of
those issues.

So just to look briefly at the
progress that has been made in
Ireland in the Republic in recent
years. We've moved from
being one of the most reaction-
ary countries in terms of les-
bian and gay men, in terms of
their status in the country, to
being one of the most progres-
sive countries in the world.

In 1988 gay men were totally

So just to look briefly at
the progress that has
been made in Ireland

in the Republic in
recent years. We’ve
moved from being one
of the most reactionary
countries in terms of
lesbian and gay men, in
terms of their status in
the country, to being
one of the most
progressive countries in
the world.
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criminalised by the state in the
Republic and the Irish govern-
ment felt very happy and very
easy and felt under no threat.
They refused to change the law
even though the European
Court of Human Rights had
instructed them to change the
law and even though they were
under threat of being thrown out
of the Council of Europe. Ina
sense, around 1988 in Ireland
was the high water mark of
reactionary politics. Joseph
Lee in his book on modern
Ireland talks about war in the
north and gloom in the south.

It was a time in the south where
Family Solidarity, the right wing
Catholic group, almost ran the
government and wrote parts of
the Maastricht Agreement
secretly to suit themselves,
and the government put up with
that. Soin that kind of dark
period of Irish history the Gay
and Lesbian Equality Network
was set up and it set out very
radical, but feasible objectives.
The first one was equality in
terms of the criminal law. The
second was anti-discrimination
legislation, not just lesbians and
gay men but for all of the
groups in society that suffer
discrimination. And | thought it
was very important at that
stage that we should set out to
win because | don't believe in
moral victories.

To give a brief anecdote: |

remember once watching a by-
election in Waterford on televi-
sion. Fianna Fail as usual had
won the by-election. Fine Gael
as usual had lost the by-elec-
tion. And the Fine Gael spokes-
person was trying to say how
well they had done, ‘we didn’t
actually lose, our vote went up
pro rata’, or something like that,
and then he finished by saying,
‘well, we had a moral victory’.
Just as the program was
ending the Fianna Fail spokes-
person said, ‘as long as Fine
Gael keeps having moral
victories and Fianna Fail keeps
winning the seats, we’re happy’.
And | think if there’s one thing |
would take from Fianna Fail it's
that one particular approach,
that moral victories are not
enough. So we set out to win,
and to win as a minority you
have to build a majority. -

And so at that particular time
we set out a program. First of
all it was to consolidate our
support around the demands
for equality, to win over the
doubtful because there will
always be people who won't
fully agree with you. At any
particular time they may be
open but you must win them
over. Then there are people
you just have to pacify, those
who are opposed to your
particular program, for example
the Catholic Church, or the
mainstream of the Catholic
Church which would have been
opposed.

So our idea was to pacify it.
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And then finally you isolate the
bigots, and hopefully that is
going to be a very small group
of people, a five, ten, fifteen or
whatever percent.

Another thing I think we learned
at that stage in Ireland, from
other social movements, was
around 1986 with the divorce
campaign, which by all the
opinion polls was going to win,
but lost seriously. The Irish
people voted against divorce
and the spokesperson for the
divorce action group in the
south, the pro-divorce group,
said the Irish people had dis-
graced themselves again. And
that was a very strong lesson
we learned. That was such an
outrageous thing to say to
people who had cast their
democratic mandate, that they
had disgraced themselves
again. It was like trying to
shame people into being pro-
gressive and we firmly rejected
that. We believed that the Irish
people and the traditions of
Ireland aren’t negative, al-
though we have to accept that
there are negative aspects of
Irish culture and history. But
there are also deeply positive
aspects of Irish culture and we
wanted to appeal to those
traditions. We wanted to appeal
to people’s best sense of their
tradition and to lead them
forward.

| suppose that an interesting
thing in a sense, for a minority
is that we actually have to

provide leadership to society in
difficult situations for ourselves.
When we’re trying to make
change happen the leadership
must come from the ground
and must come from the par-
ticular minority and we must
make the whole community, the
whole society, feel safe in going
and wanting to go in the direc-
tion we are going. Marie has
already listed the changes: we
have an equality-based law
reform which means that
heterosexuals and homosexu-
als are equal before the law,
which is totally different from
the situation in Britain. We
have a wide range of equality
legislation, as Marie has
pointed out. But we also fought
for and won legislation that
includes lesbian and gay men
in other areas. And that’s the
Refugee Act, Powers of Attor-
ney Act, Domestic Violence
Act, and also taxation meas-
ures. | think that that is a great
victory, but | think also, and it's
something we need to look at in
terms of the future, winning is
important but what's equally
important is how you win.

| think that it was very impor-
tant that we were able to give
the sense that we were not a
small, highly active pressure
group that had somehow used
the political system to put one
over on the Irish people, and to
give them something that they
didn’t really want.
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We had to convince people,
and really believe it ourselves,
that those legal changes were
a victory for Irish society, those
legal changes that were
brought in. And I think it was. |
think it was a victory for Irish
society, for the progressive
forces in Irish society. So in
that sense there’s been no
backlash to this development.
The Catholic Church never
said anything particularly
negative about the Equal Sta-
tus Bill, for example, in terms of
lesbians and gay men. And |
don’t think there’s any feeling
that we have gone too far, there
are no beginnings of a back-
lash, which you can see in
many other countries like, for
example, Britain.

I'm stressing these areas of
generosity and the idea that we
must open out to people. Hav-
ing been at various meetings
and on television programs
faced by the lunatic fringe of
the right wing in Ireland, Youth
Defense and Family Solidarity,
and people like that, you’ll
forgive me if | have a certain
sense every now and then that
I'd like to taunt them and say
like, ‘We won and you lost.’

And that reminds me of a
history professor of mine, John
A. Murphy, who said one time
that you should be magnani-
mous in defeat and vindictive in
victory. That was a joke, it was
not a political strategy.

There’s a very interesting book,
published recently, ‘After the
Good Friday Agreement’ and it
looks at the Good Friday
Agreement and what it is ex-
actly and what the future is.
And | think there is a brilliant
framework in it. There’s one
particular article in it called ‘The
End of Irish History: Three
Readings of the Current Con-
jecture’, which provides us with
a brilliant framework of analysis
for the situation of lesbians and
gay men in the South and also
in the North because you're
getting those type of equality
measures up here. And it's
looking basically at what does
this legal equality mean, anti-
discrimination legislation and
procedures and so on. Does it
really change the reality, the
underlying structures that
produce and reproduce in-
equality?

In the first reading, he sees the
Belfast Agreement with the
wider process of change in
society as having unraveled
the conflict, bringing it to an
end. In the second reading he
says that the underlying condi-
tions of the conflict are still
present, but the high intensity
nature of the conflict is at an
end. And then in the third one,
which is | suppose is the least
benign or the most malign, is
that little change has really
occurred and that the conflict
will continue and that the best
that can be hoped is that the
violence will be at a lower level.
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Of course, as a typical aca-
demic he concludes that the
readings are complementary,
that they’re not necessarily
mutually exclusive, that they
are different approaches in a
contradictory situation. What he
calls up then is the idea that the
situation that you have in the
Belfast Agreement, and | would
say the situation that we have
in the South given all of this
equality legislation, the Equality
Authority, and so on, is that we
have a situation of great risk.
We have a situation of great
opportunity, as well, and that
our role is to develop a strategy
to bring us through this great
situation, or this great opportu-
nity, while avoiding the pitfalls.

So, very briefly, what do | think
our future strategies as a
lesbian and gay community
are? | think one main one is,
we must demand that the state
and other institutions and
services deliver those proper
services to the gay community.
It's not up to the gay community
or the lesbian community to
fundraise to deliver half-hearted
services that don't meet the
real needs. Forexample, the
educational system, primary
and secondary. It should be an
inherent part of that system to
respond to the needs of lesbian
and gay students.

It's not up to lesbians and gay
men to go into the odd school
every now and then to give a
talk. The system must deliver.
But of course, that demands us
working with the state, and that
has great problems: Do we get
co-opted by the state?

So | think we need to work with
the state, but we also need to
work in a way that we don’t
lose our identity or we don’t
lose our project and that we
maintain that sense of a long-
term vision of social and eco-
nomic transformation, that
we’re hopefully using the state
and not the other way around. |
think it's very important as well
for the lesbian and gay commu-
nity, and it has come up already
tonight, that we not forget the
issues of poverty and disad-
vantage that are prevalent in
the wider society, but also exist
within our own communities. In
fact, the Gay and Lesbian
Equality Network, GLEN, has
carried out a study on poverty
and lesbians and gay men.

Finally, | think that another key
aspect of our strategy for the
future is that we must continue
to build and renew and rebuild
the lesbian and gay communi-
ties.
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I think what we have seen in
the South and in the North is a
sea change in the status of
lesbians and gay men in
society. What brought us to
this brighter space,
individually and collectively,
was a confidence and a
determination in ourselves
that radical change was
necessary and was possible in
the wider society. And we
have come a long way. We
have built a community from
zero and we have changed the
wider society. But of course
we’ve still a long way to go yet.
And I think for ourselves, as
individuals, for our diverse
lesbian and gay communities,
or queer communities, and for
the wider society, we can and
must, in the words of Seamus
Heaney, believe that a further
shore is reachable from here

We must continue to build our
self-confidence and our self-
belief, because | think that, in a
sense, is what has got us here
and that is what is going to help
us continue in the future. We
can never trust the state, |
think, and so we’ll always have
to rely on ourselves. Basically,
we always have to make sure
we have a vibrant, dynamic
gay and lesbian community that
can make the political change.

So, to finish, | think what we
have seen in the South and in
the North is a sea change in
the status of lesbians and gay
Imen in society.

What brought us to this brighter
space, individually and collec-
tively, was a confidence and a
determination in ourselves that
radical change was necessary
and was possible in the wider
society. And we have come a
long way. We have built a
community from zero and we
have changed the wider soci-
ety. But of course we’ve still a
long way to go yet. And | think
for ourselves, as individuals,
for our diverse lesbian and gay
communities, or queer commu-
nities, and for the wider society,
we can and must, in the words
of Seamus Heaney, believe
that a further shore is reach-
able from here. Thanks.
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