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Anatomy of a Campaign

Chris Robson

AT the beginning of 1988 Ireland had a constitutional ban on
any form of divorce, there was restricted access to non-medical
contraceptives, and a new constitutional provision apparently pro-
hibited entirely any form of abortion. It also boasted what was, on
paper at least, the worst legal regime in Western Europe for lesbians
and gay men. There was no recognition or protection of any sort,
and gay men faced a total ban on any type of sexual activity. If these
laws were almost never enforced (largely because of effective action
by David Norris and others in the 1970s) they still insulted and
marginalized tens of thousands of gay men and, by association,
lesbians as well. There is a general perception that these criminal
laws simply derived from British law, so it is perhaps important to
emphasize that they were not merely similar to the old British laws,
but identical. In 1922 the new Irish state had incorporated all British
common and statute law into its legal system, and the 1967
Wolfenden-inspired ‘reform’ in Britain did not apply to us. .

Seven years on from 1988, the legal regime for gays and
lesbians now mandates:

® The abolition of all previous laws criminalizing gay activity,
and their replacement by a new gender-neutral law with a
common age of consent of seventeen, and no special privacy
conditions. [June 1993]

e No exceptions from this law for the armed forces or for the
merchant marine. [June 1993]
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in Strasbourg. Nor can [ document the many community organiza-
tions that did, and continue to do, so much essential work.

The Strasbourg judgement stated that the total ban on gay
sex was too severe, and that some reform must be introduced.
However, previous judgements had also indicated that if this reform
were based on the 1967 British ‘reform’, then that would almost
certainly be accepted. The real question therefore was ‘What sort of
law?’ A series of meetings was held, under the title ‘Unite for
Change’, to which every lesbian and gay group in Ireland was
invited. Almost all did attend, and the result was the foundation of
a new organization, the Gay and Lesbian Equality Network
(GLEN). It was given a specific mandate: to campaign for an equal
criminal law and for new equality-based labour and civil laws. No-
one would expect, or even desire, that our diverse communities
would agree on everything, but on this specific issue we did. To
confirm and renew its mandate GLEN held annual national meet-
ings to present its work and agree its priorities, and throughout each
year it attempted, with reasonable success, to maintain a continuous
liaison with its sponsoring groups. It might seem frivolous to attrib-.
ute some of our eventual success to so simple a thing as a name, but
GLEN sounds both friendly and Irish, and is easily remembered. It
also carries in four words the essence of our entire programme. We
were never asked who we were, or what our aims were. More
crucially, we were never asked to compromise: to accept, for
instance, a differential age of consent. The word ‘equality’ carries
great power. You either have it in total, or you remain unequal.

The mandate we’d been given would have been daunting at
any time but in 1988 it seemed almost impossible. It was not long
since a referendum had decided, by 66 per cent of the vote, to reject
divorce. The previous referendum on abortion had bitterly split the
country and, by a similar percentage vote, abortion was (suppos-
edly) rendered entirely illegal. Right-wing groups were successfully
prosecuting women’s -clinics and student health centres for the
heinous crime of providing the phone numbers of abortion informa-
tion services in England. The same right-wing groups were gazing in
admiration at Britain’s ‘Clause 28’. We nonetheless felt confident
that there was no inherent majority for oppression. Irish people have
for too long been on the receiving end of discrimination to be
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Allies

It seemed (and does still) to be an elementary tactic that
lesbian and gay groups should form coalitions with other dis-
advantaged groups as well as with more powerful allies. It is a
matter of continuing surprise to people in GLEN that, year after
year at international conferences, we hear a ‘new’ radical call for
creative liaison with both marginalized and sympathetic sections of
society. When we mention (again) that this approach has been at the
core of our work for eight years, they listen politely and then change
the subject.

People who were to become GLEN activists had already
begun to work with the first and perhaps the most influential of our
allies, the trade unions. Unions are not only comparatively well
funded but strongly in need of some effective visible action on civil
rights. Following initiatives within their own unions by lesbian and
gay members, the annual conference of the Irish Congress of Trade
Unions (ICTU) agreed to sponsor a conference on lesbian and gay
workplace issues. An ICTU working group, with several lesbian and
gay members, was duly set up to prepare ‘negotiating guidelines’ on
lesbian and gay workplace rights. The result was an unapologetic
and radical charter of rights, printed in thousands, and sent to every
union in Ireland (June 1987). It also gave a mandate to the ICTU to
intervene on our behalf in negotiations with government. They have
done so ever since, to powerful effect.

A second union-based initiative had a more dramatic initial
effect. The AIDS committee of one of the civil service unions (which
included a future GLEN member) was mandated by a number of
other unions to negotiate an ‘AIDS policy for the Civil Service’. The
combined union position was accepted almost in its entirety, and
resulted not only in effective protection for those with HIV/AIDS
but also in a statement that “discrimination on the basis of sexual
orientation will not be tolerated’. The real significance was that it
was issued in July 1988, four months before the Strasbourg decision
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‘Good question’. Next morning it became

Campaign for equality

action another. Law reform was

Promises are one thing,
were pressing. Under

obviously still distant, and our other concerns
the title ‘Campaign for Equality’ we asked for, and received, written
commitments of support from political parties, national organiza-
tions, and from individual political leaders for anti-discrimination
legislation and a Human Rights Commission. At the press con-
ference launch, GLEN’s co-presenters included the Forum of People
with Disabilities, the Dublin AIDS Alliance, the Women’s Coalition
and the Travellers’ Development Group, all of whom_st ayed on as
core members of the campaign. Eventually, some organiza-
including four of the main political parties, became
use of our commitment to rights in the
context only of equality, we now had a range of allies working to a
common goal under a common slogan, ‘Welcoming Diversity’. (The
campaign continues: the day after the new criminal law was decided,
a Technical Workshop on Equal Status Law was held under its
banner.) :

Friends in the media were anot
of Ireland’s most powerful political journalists spoke as invited

guests at our public meetings: their insights into strategies and
tactics, and their opinions on our own proved invaluable. They were
happy to be associated with our campaign, as we were so clearly
aligned to the direction in which they hoped Ireland would move.
The press also published long articles by GLEN itself, where the
most radical possible programme was set out in quiet argument with
which no reasonable person could possibly have disagreed. (That is
the point, after all: everything we ask for is entirely reasonable,
though we seem at times to forget this.)
Workplace protection lies the heart of any lesbian and gay
programme. Under a national employment agreement, the Unfair
Dismissals Act was due for renewal. Getting it amended to include
just two new words, ‘sexual orientation’, required long, grinding

tions,
supporters. Precisely beca
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work involving hundreds of letters and calls to unions, employers’
groups, national and even religious organizations, requesting that
they articulate to the government our demands on their own behalf.
. (No file, we’ve been told, was ever bigger in the Department of

Labour.) It worked. Travellers, legg;a_ns, gays and (by understand-
ing) those with HIV/AIDS are now fully protected from arbitrary
dismissal in all categories of employment. We’d always said that if
we’d had to choose, we’d have taken that rather than a reformed
criminal law. Now, with both, we think it is still the more important,
There is also, of course, the issue of those denied access to work. A
proposal by GLEN to the Combat Poverty Agency was accepted,
and we were commissioned to carry out a research project (now
almost completed) on the mechanisms whereby discrimination leads
to disadvantage and poverty.

A year earlier, however, all this had seemed impossibly
distant. The new Taoiseach, after receiving complaints from the
Council of Europe, simply stated that reform was “at the bottom of
his list of priorities’. A sardonic fourth birthday party for the
Strasbourg Judgement, which we held outside the Dail, didn’t seem
to shame him. At a bleak time, an international letter campaign,
channelled through ILGA, kept up some real pressure.

In November 1992 the government fell, and while negotia-
tions were proceeding after the election, we gained our most
powerful ally yet. At an earlier suggestion of the Limerick Forum,
representatives of gay and lesbian groups throughout Ireland were
invited to a special reception at the official-residence of President

Mary Robinson. She had previously been a civil rights activist and
had acted as David Norris’s barrister in Strasbourg, and is easily one
of the most admired public figures Ireland has ever had. The recep-
tion symbolized a national reconciliation with our community.

During the election, and after it, we continued to implement
these lessons. After the Campaign for Equality’s press conference, its
policy statement was faxed to every party leader and director of
elections. The Campaign, the ICCL and GLEN all subsequently
made detailed submissions to the negotiators for the new Fianna
Fail-Labour Party government, submissions which reappeared,
sometimes very exactly, in that government’s programme. The new
government created a Department of Equality and Law Reform with
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arguments. It also prompted us to use one very high-risk strategy.
We contacted a member of the Cabinet and said that the only
acceptable reform was one that abolished both the common law
offences and the Victorian statutes. If these were retained, even with
an equal age of consent, we would mount a campaign for the law’s
defeat and thus risk in one throw all the credibility we had gained.
We subsequently learned that the Labour Party ministers, nearly
half of the Cabinet, had agreed a common strategy: repeal of
existing law, and a common age of consent.

Opposition

Where in all of this were our opponents? Some were in the
Diil and Senate, in government as well as opposition. Some
remained quietly unhappy at what their parties were agreeing to,
while others ventured the occasional speech saying so. The fight was
left instead to the ideological right-wing groups, whose hugely
successful manipulation of Irish politics in the 1980s had given them
an aura of invincibility.

One such group, Family Solidarity, took on the ‘Homosexual
Challenge’ and published a book with that title. Much of their
resources and all of their statistics came from the ideological right in
the US and Australia. TV and radio audiences became acquainted
with the syphilis statistics in Oklahoma, as well as the forty-five
sexual partners that all gay men were supposed to enjoy in a
weekend. Politicians’ offices were flooded with such stuff. In a
country where most view gays and lesbians as peculiar or simply
different, the objective was to make us appear loathsome and
riddled with disease.

They received little help from the press. We don’t have anti-
gay tabloids in Ireland, and elsewhere our articles and letters more
than answered theirs. However, they got a more sympathetic
response from TV and radio. News programmes tended to be fair,
but the political and discussion programmes were dreadful. Not
once was there a serious analysis of any issue: right totteend they
maintained a ‘bear-pit mentality’. Happily television as a medium
doesn’t favour bigots. Our opponents made a further surprising
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nature it is to express themselves sexually in their personal

relationships, ... in a way that others disapprove of, must
suffer the sanctions of the criminal law.

The command from Strasbourg seemed forgotten: this was an Irish
parliament extending Irish freedoms, and both the Dail and Senate
debates are worth reading in full. Listening in the gallery, we felt
justified in our optimism that discrimination is not ingrained in
Ireland, that diversity can be welcomed.

Perhaps the most astonishing moment came when the main
opposition party, Fine Gael, proposed the raising of the gay age of
consent to eighteen rather than seventeen. The proposal was treated
with such general derision that the proposers filibustered their own
amendment to ensure that there would be no Diil vote.

By the most perfect of coincidences, the reforms were passed
two days before the Dublin Lesbian and Gay Pride march, which
turned into the happiest of street parties. (‘What did we want?
Equality?” “When_did we erday.’) Saturday shoppers
cheered us. They even thanked us. In a country used to the snail’s
pace of change in matters of social reform, this issue had been
successful at the first attempt. To politicians and campaigners who
had fought for divorce, and for the rights to contraception (let alone
abortion), it marked a new era of possibility. 7

This article may appear to make large claims. I can only
agree, and indeed I'd go further. It is, I would suggest, a sustainable
claim that this campaign for legal and civil rights stands alongside
the most successful campaigns undertaken in Ireland since our
Independence, and is possibly even the most successful. The much-
vaunted successes of the ideological right in the 1980s were largely
negative holding operations and are in the (slow) process of being
overturned. Of the positive reforming campaigns, it is very hard to
think of one that has had virtually its full programme implemented

at the first attempt and in a relatively brief period. I make the point
because, even in our own communities, there is a vaguely articulated
feeling that “If it happened so easily, maybe it’s not that important.
Maybe Ireland was simply joining the rest of the world.’ But itdidn’t
happen that easily, and in the rest of the world there are only a tiny
handful of countries with an equivalent spread of legislation. The
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