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Dear Editor,

I have to thank the Irish Literary Supplement for its extensive, if lacerating, review of my book Roger Casement: The Black Diaries - With a Study of his Background, Sexuality, and Irish Political Life. However I feel it crucial to dispute in public and in print some of Coilin Owens, the reviewer’s, more professionally dangerous assertions about myself and my moral sense.

For example, in his article, entitled Queer Eye for the Irish Guy, he describes me “as an apologist for self indulgence and the abuse of sex” and someone who “throws a mantle of righteousness over pederasty and the abuse of minors”. 
I must first declare that for a biographer to describe his subject’s behaviour does not imply approval – silence does not equal assent. 

Mr Owens is as well so convinced of his certainties that he does not notice my expressions of concern over the age of a number of Casement’s sexual partners nor that the “callow graceless” José Gonzalez, for one, was unfairly put upon as an unenthusiastic partner.

I am not a Catholic and am an ethnic not a religious Protestant, so I did not concern myself with my subject’s spiritual hopes as Coilin Owens would wish. It was also not possible for me, in the case of Casement’s youthful sexual partners, to “obtain records of the damage done to their lives, their psyches or their souls”. If they had been available, I would have quoted them but I suspect the damage, in most cases, was negligible or non-existent. As I wrote, most were urbanised, consenting, indeed enthusiastic, young men. 

It is because I am gay that I “seem to know a good deal about gay culture, its practices and code”. Indeed I wrote the book partly because no gay author had previously addressed the Casement controversy. But Owens is wrong to believe that I view Casement as a gay martyr or as an apostle of sexual liberation, whatever that is. In his mind, it may be what he writes of Casement, his “profligate anal submission to scores of…men and boys” but I did not so define it.

I did try to make it plain that gay men have certain sexual habits like cruising which do not seem to change (though cyber sex was not available in 1910). These manners are derived more from the fact of men’s maleness than their homosexuality thus I admit they often involve sex without love. There are downsides too as I noted. 

Casement, contrary to Owens assertion did have a loving side which he expressed in a number of ways that I described. A line of his own poetry I quoted so reveals, “Leave this love God made not I”. It is true that he made no effort to advance the rights of homosexuals or to justify his own sexual life. He was no liberator in that area, where he was in his work in Africa and the Amazon, and thought he was in Ireland. Calling him “sadomasochistic” is also inaccurate while criticising the literary style of the diaries is absurd since they were largely notes and comments never intended for publication.

Owens is just plain wrong when he insists that Casement, on his conversion, had to accept the Catholic Church’s “moral interpretation” of his life. He may believe that “orthodox Catholicism i.e. essential Christianity is the central civilising force” but Casement chose only to convert after sentence of death was passed and on his own terms. 

As I wrote, in 1916 Cardinal Bourne having been “informed on the highest authority that his moral life had been deplorable…sought a signed statement of sincere repentance for scandal caused, public or private”. Casement declined “in all humility” to sign a paper “which would brand him as a man of ill-fame, a test which would not have been imposed in Ireland [and which] would strengthen the scandalous rumours as to his private life [that would circulate] with greater force afterwards if such an instrument were known to have been signed by him” (Herbert Mackey). Casement went to the gallows confessed but not repentant.

It is gratifying that Coilin Owens has been convinced of the diaries authenticity. It is just a pity that, with his views, he has logically travelled down the path created by the modern forgery theorists (and the Taoiseach’s historian, Senator Martin Mansergh) that the diarist (Casement) was an incorrigible and immoral paedophile or in Owens word, a pederast. This leaves Casement exposed as a man of little or no virtue.  I dispute that.

I tried to balance the facts of Casement’s sexual nature without shying away from detailing activities that could never be thought proper. Oddly, Owens later minimises such activity as the “embarrassing personal failings” of men we admire. In the case of Oscar Wilde however the evidence of his exploitative, and at times callous, sexual behaviour, is much stronger than that for Casement. I believe having sex with a policeman up the Amazon is considerably less concerning than with a telegraph boy in London.

I do not want to resurrect the ACIS controversies of several years ago but I feel Coilin Owens refusal to allow the sex to be put back into homosexual nor to permit any sexual outlet for gays short of monogamous marriage (not yet available here) is out of touch and patronising.

It is surprising, despite well over a dozen reviews, including one recently in the New York Reviews of Books, that no one challenged my take on Casement’s Irish politics beyond stating I was not partial to them. Being of a unionist persuasion, despite Coilin Owens, may yet be the love that dare not speak its name.

Jeffrey Dudgeon

Coilin Owens replies:

Roger Casement, the public citizen, refused Cardinal Bourne's invitation to abjure the treason for which he was condemned. But privately--the prospect of imminent death concentrating his mind and spirit--he accepted the Catholic understanding of faith and morals, made a confession, and received communion. Father Thomas Carey, Casement's spiritual advisor and confessor, testified to the completeness and intensity of his conversion, and was so exhausted by the experience that he needed a month's vacation to recover his equanimity (Dudgeon 513).

Casement was under no obligation to accept Catholicism, but not free to do it "on his own terms." The Church is attractive because it does not accommodate private considerations and self-contradiction. Not so Geoffrey Dudgeon. The image of the "confessed but unrepentant" Casement is but one example of this adverse principle informing his letter.

--George Mason University

