Invisible Comrades:

lesbians in the struggle

Gay men and lesbian women have been involved in
the struggle for national liberation and indepen-
dence as long as any other section of our people.
You might claim that you have never known nor

met a gay man or a lesbij
met one or more — toda
years ago — for they hav.
struggle alongside you,
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omen as a whole were
also once virtually invis-
+ ible in the national

struggle. In recent years, howey-
er, they have argued forcefully
that womien’s liberation must be
an integral part ofithe struggle.
In order that the cdncept of wom-
en’s liberation be recognised and
accepted as an equal, valid com-
ponent, women comrades con-
fronted their male counterparts
with the contradictions of sexist
words and actions. While there is
still a long way to 8o to overcome
male chauvinism and sexism, at
least today women have succeed-

ed in putting feminist issues on .

the agenda of the anti-imperialist
fight.

It is now time, indeed long
Past time, to open up debate
among republicans on the issue of
gays and leshians, our oppression
and its causes, and on our right to
be visible equal partners. [ believe
that national liberation by its very
nature incorporates gay/lesbian
liberation as an integral part, and

it is only through open debate-

leading to an understanding of
gay/lesbian experience that our
equality in struggle can be made a
reality.

Social and economic oppres-
sion is something the people in
the whole of Ireland have suf-
fered, and in the North the weight
of British occupation is an added
burden. As gays/leshians we are
doubly oppressed for we have had
to endure further oppression with-
in our families, local communities
and within the Republican Move-
ment because of our sexuality.
This manifests itself in many
ways and affects every part of our
lives.
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The state’s laws deny equali-
ty in marriage, education, social
welfare, employment, adoption,
life insurance... the list is end-
less. The state denies gay/les-
bian relationships the same
recognition as heterosexual
relationships under the civil
law. While British law allows
for consensual relationships
between men over 21 the posi-
tion in the 26 Counties remains
that gay men of any age are
liable to imprisonment because
of their sexuality — and this in
spite of the fact that the Dublin
government has accepted, in
theory, the ruling by the Euro-

“pean Court of Human Rights
. that present legislation is in

breach of the rights of gay men,
Both the British and Irish
states have appaling records in
the area of gay/lesbian rights,
especially when compared to
other countries in Europe. The
legal age of consent, for -exam-
ple, is 16 in Portugal, Switzer-
land and Holland.

he legal status of gays/les-
I . bians reflects attitudes in
the wider society. All the
Churches promote traditional,
stereotypical views in relation to
matters like contraception,
abortion, sex education for
young people and the rights of
women in marriage. The
Catholic Church in particular
seeks to maintain jts control
over our lives and our sexuality,
and it has spawned organisa-
tions such as Family Solidarity
whose views on homosexua]ity
range from the patronising and
arrogant to the downright chill.
ing:
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the issue of gays and lesbians
“If homosexual qcts are
legalised, the likelihood is that
this will be interpreted as q
major reversal in social policy,
and as recognition by society
that for those who are so
inclined, engaging in these
unnatural, unhealthy and
immoral acts is now to be seen
as a right... [Legislative reform]
would send shock wayes through
every part of society, the struc.
ture of marriage and the family
would be interfered with, the
rights of children and their par-
ents violated, and the freedom
and autonomy of religious insti-
tutions and schools would be
seriously breached.” (Family
Solidarity News, Spring 1991)
In short, the end of civilisation
as we know it because of men lov-
ing men and women loving wom-
en! Such attitudes, which are
based on intolerance, misinforma.
tion and fear, serve only to
demonise gays and lesbians in the
minds of the Irish people, evoking
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publicans on

images of us as depraved men and
women wreaking havoc through-
out society.

While oppression from the
state and the institutions of
society adversely affects the
quality of life for gays/lesbians,
there are other forms of oppres-
sion which are as much, if not
more, detrimental. Gays and
lesbians face oppression daily
from family, comrades, neigh-
bours and friends due to the
irrational fear of and deep prej-
udice against homosexuality.

The most direct expressions
of such homophobia are insults,
derision and threatened or actu-
al violence. Indirect expressions
are sometimes harder to pin
down but are nonetheless just
as offensive: the pressures to “be
what you are but keep it secret
and don’t rock the boat.” This is
nothing short of moral black-
mail as it is usually accompa-
nied by comments like, “What
will the family think?” or, “It




will harm the Movement /strug-
gle.” Thus gays/lesbians are
forced intd invisibility within
both the community and the
Republican Movement, and con-
sequently within the struggle.
This is a situation which
must be confronted not only by
gays and lesbians but by every-
one who espouses the ideals of
republicanism. “We declare that
we desire our country to be ruled
in accordance with the princi-
ples of liberty, equality and jus-
tice for all,” states the 1919
Democratic Programme of Dail
Eireann. Republicans who have
always been to the fore on
issues of justice and equality
must begin to recognise the
oppression of gays/lesbians and
to identify with their needs.
Republicans must acknowledge
and resolve the contradictions
in their attitude and behaviour
which add to that oppression.

ur participation in the
Onational liberation strug-

gle is not a detraction
from its nature and objectives:
on the contrary, our involve-
ment is a reinforcement that the
struggle is indeed about the
freedom and equality of all who
are oppressed. No one should
feel excluded. Gay men and les-
bian women, especially gay/les-
bian comrades within the
Republican Movement, must
begin the process of full integra-
tion and acceptance into the
struggle by becoming more visi-
ble and making our voices heard
on issues that affect us. The
prejudices of others can be
resolved only by confronting
them and by exposing the
oppression that those prejudices
give rise to, with the resultant
fear, isolation and violence. The
experience of such feelings is
not imaginary; they are a daily
reality for gays and lesbians in
the Bogside, Falls, Monaghan,
Dungannon, Ardoyne, Bally-
mun, Crossmaglen and every
other town and village in Ire-
land.

The key to gay/lesbian libera-
tion lies in the success of the
national liberation struggle. Gays
and lesbians must be a visible
part of that struggle so that
everyone will recognise that we
fought to end the oppression of
all. This vital necessity is stressed
by those involved in other wars of
liberation.

Simon Nkoli, a gay activist
involved in the Delmas treason

trial in South Africa in 1986,
has this to say:

“There are lots of gay
activists involved in political
organisations, but because of the
pressure put upon the gay and
lesbian community we are
afraid to come out. ‘What will
people think if they know I'm a
gay person? I'd better fight
against apartheid in a hidden
way.” The danger of that is that
when South Africa is liberated
we as gay people will seem never
to have taken part in liberating
our people. What will we say if
people ask, What did you do to
bring about change in this coun-
try, where were you during the
battle?” We'd have to come back
to them and say, We were with
you but we didn’t want you to
know we were there.” That would
be a foolish answer.”

Gays and lesbians need to
seek out the strength and sup-
port of each other, and of those
around us who are receptive to
the cause of our liberation.
There is a need for gay/lesbian
comrades to discuss together
the issues that affect our lives
and which retard participation
in the national liberation strug-
gle. In isolation we stand alone
and remain invisible, continuing
to be oppressed not only by the
state but within our own com-
munities.

hrough mutual reinforce-
I ment and support we can
break down the isolation
that each feels and discard the
cloak of invisibility that has for
too long made a misery of, and
destroyed, the lives of gays and
lesbians. Together we can artic-
ulate the relevance of gay/les-
bian liberation, confront the
homophobia that faces us and
attempt to resolve it through
dialogue and discussion. This
can only be based on logic and
facts, not on the myths and mis-
truths deliberately fed to our
people by those who seek to
maintain control over every
aspect of our lives: social, politi-
cal, cultural, economic and sex-
ual.

Everyone has a role to play
in the struggle to end all oppres-
sion. Those who are themselves
oppressed have an obligation to
ensure that they do not con-
tribute in any way to the
oppression of others. To do oth-
erwise is to deny the essence of
the struggle for “liberty, equality
and justice for all.” W

“The RUC takes very seriously the care and well-being of those
in their custody notwithstanding what they might be suspected
0/: »

Hugh Annesley, Chief Constable of your caring sharing
RUC (The Guardian 31/10/91)

“One hundred and fifty people have been murdered by state
security forces in the North in the last 20 years and there have
been scores of indirect killings manipulated by the British intel-
ligence system. Nobody cares except Amnesty International, The
Church should at least support Amnesty if they are going to do
nothing about it themselves.”

Fr. Raymond Murray speaking at an international
Church conference in Maynooth (The Sunday Press
16/6/91)

“The reason large numbers of Catholics and nationalists do not
Join the UDR is the same as why Blacks in South Africa do not
Join the ‘security forces’: they do not want to hit themselves over
the head with a rifle.”

Bernadette McAliskey (RTE’s This Week 28/7/91)

“Dublin’s newest piece of street sculpture, Crann an Oir — The
Golden Tree’, will be a symbol of the republic’s wealth shared
among all the Irish people, according to the staff bulletin of the
Central Bank which is sponsoring the project.”

(The Irish Times 18/10/91)

“The economy is sound — the only thing wrong is the unemploy-
ment figures.” Minister for Labour Bertie Ahern (The
Irish Times 14/6/91)

“I'd put them in Mountjoy — Haughey, Reynolds, all the rest of
them. I'd give them 15 years. They've done it in Eastern Europe
to people who've done less. They've been there all along, the
same people in charge, and now there’s more than a quarter of a
million out of work. Look at all that talent wasted, They're crim-
inals! Criminals!”

Unemployed Dubliner whose dole had been cut (The
Irish Times 12/8/91)

“The Commonuwealth is well placed to catch the tidal wave of
human rights and democracy which is sweeping the world...
Recent history shows us that stifling individual rights leads to
discontent and economic failure and ultimately collapse.”
British Prime Minister John Major speaking at the Com-
monwealth Conference in Harare (The Guardian
17/10/91)

“No number of tanks or bullets or armies can overcome the spir-
it of a people to resist... The lesson of this century is that coun-
tries put together artificially will fall apart.”

Margaret Thatcher on events in the Soviet Union and
Eastern Europe (The Irish Independent 28/8/91)

“A great historical change will occur also in Ireland when the
London government decides that it is no longer going to under-
write its regime in the north-east of our country.”

Gerry Adams (An Phoblacht/Republican News 12/9/91)

“There is more of a case now for internment than there was 20
years ago because of the terrible violence of the IRA. It’s an
abnormal situation, and abnormal situations call for abnormal
behaviour from the administration.”

SDLP founder member Paddy Devlin (The Irish News
12/8/91)

“Putting peoplesin prison is not a deterrent. I believe the only
answer is to execute.”

Fine Gael TD Brendan McGahon (Sunday Life 4/8/91) |
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