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Diarmaid Ferriter on Thursday

Now that the British army has formally ended its 38-year-old role in Northern Ireland and the Orange and Green traditions are finally blending in some kind of harmony, it’s nice to see that a shade of pink is emerging to temporarily take pride of place. Last week the iconic Free Derry Wall in the Bogside was painted pink for this month’s Gay and Lesbian Foyle Pride Festival, the theme of which is “Free to be me”.

The festival organiser, David McCartney, pointed out last week that the climate has improved greatly for gay people in the North. In 2002, when the festival was last held in Derry, there were 93 homophobic attacks in the city; this year there have been two. The first Belfast Pride festival was organised in 1991 at a time when a Protestant minister referred to the gay community as “worse than dogs”. Such rhetoric was commonplace in the North for many years.

Members of the DUP have never made any secret of their personal distaste for homosexual practice, but in 2005 the Parades Commission rejected claims by the Free Presbyterian Church and the Stop the Parade Coalition that the Gay Pride march was “filthy, lewd and perverted” and should be banned. In the same year, James Knox became the first openly gay man to be appointed a member of the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland. Greater tolerance has been facilitated by Section 75 of the 1998 Northern Ireland Act, which stipulates that more than 200 government agencies designated under it have to communicate with all groups, including gay rights groups, when they consult on policy. 

This is all a far cry from the “Save Ulster from Sodomy” campaign of the late 1970s, which was a reaction to the bravery of Jeff Dudgeon of the Northern Ireland Gay Rights Association (NIGRA), who took the British government to the European Court of Human Rights on the basis that the failure to apply to Northern Ireland the 1967 legislation legalising homosexuality in England and Wales discriminated against gay peoples’ right to privacy. Dudgeon, who went on to become a civil servant, blazed the trail that was later followed by David Norris in the Republic, an even more remarkable feat given the exceptional homophobia that has always existed in Northern Ireland and the difficulties for gay people, Catholic and Protestant, who are likely to come from very religious backgrounds. Given the full-scale religious and political conflict that afflicted Northern Ireland, the task Dudgeon set himself was even more formidable.

Dudgeon faced diehard opposition to his campaign, and not just from Paisleyites. From 1972 to 1976 the Northern Ireland Office ignored the pleas for reform that came from the Gay Liberation Movement that had first taken root in 1972. It sent circulars to members of the ill-fated power-sharing assembly in 1974; 63 members did not reply, and of the 14 that did, only two Alliance members appeared mildly sympathetic but said that they felt “unqualified to act”. A Sinn Féin spokesman asserted, “There has never been a homosexual republican”.

The Secretary of State for Northern Ireland justified taking no action on the basis that he was only standing in for a devolved legislature and that he could not act, even to guarantee the basic human freedoms that had been granted to the gay community in England and Wales. Meanwhile, prosecutions continued; in 1976, a trial judge in Coleraine, before sentencing two men of 20 and 24 years of age to suspended terms of imprisonment for consensual sex in private, reminded them that “they were lucky not to be executed as happened in the recent past”. 

In the same year, Dudgeon lodged his case with the European Commission of Human Rights on the grounds that male gays were denied the right of respect for private life guaranteed in article 8 of the European Convention of Human Rights. He also claimed they were discriminated against on the grounds of residence, because citizens of the same state living in Liverpool could not be jailed for acts liable to bring life imprisonment in Belfast, under the late nineteenth century laws that still operated in respect of homosexuality (a permanent reminder of which was the statue of Edward Carson outside the Stormont Parliament, the man who led the prosecution against Oscar Wilde in 1895). Dudgeon also argued that homosexual men faced further discrimination since lesbians, as women, were not singled out for prosecution.

In 1976, Secretary of State Mervyn Rees admitted in parliament that law reform should be considered but at the same time a gay squad of four RUC officers was established, and over a 6-month period arrested 22 men, including every male committee member of NIGRA. Dudgeon recalled, “Every scrap of paper relating to gay matters was seized and held for over 12 months. Questioning was sordid and humiliating- diaries of personal letters were read back to the authors. Threats, of exposure to parents and employers, and forcible medical examinations, were freely made. Several individuals were taken for questioning in front of their unsuspecting parents, leading to traumatic relationship problems on release”. 

It took six months for the DPP to prepare cases against four of the men and there was nothing but silence from the political parties in the North. The Attorney General eventually told the DPP not to proceed with the charges, and NIGRA’s complaint against the RUC for not producing search warrants was turned down. Despite some sympathetic suggestions from liberal MPs in the House of Commons that the 1967 Act should be applied to Northern Ireland, there was further delay when the Roy Mason administration made implicit deals with the Unionist MPs to hold off on reform in return for their abstention in critical Westminster votes. There is no doubt that prejudice was also exacerbated by the churches, and there were divisions within the gay rights movement partly due to the external pressures under which it operated during fierce sectarian violence.

All these factors made it easier for the advent of the DUP’s “Save Ulster for Sodomy” campaign which attracted 70,000 signatures (5% of the population), though as Dudgeon recalled, “this diversion did not express itself in any greater hostility to gays as queer bashers tend not to be great church goers anyway”. The DUP literature during this protest stressed, “our protest is not against homosexuals, it is against the social and legal acceptance of homosexuality as “normal”. Homosexuality demands not acceptance but a cure. The legalising of homosexuality would open the floodgates of immorality with countless other vices demanding acceptance. The consequences of such a deluge would be grim”. 

In 1978 Dudgeon’s arguments were declared admissible for a hearing in Strasbourg in July 1979 and he won his case in 1981. His story was often forgotten in the midst of the war in the North, but it is worth remembering the bravery he and his colleagues demonstrated in the grim 1970s and he, no doubt, will enjoy more than most the fact that the Free Derry Wall is pink this August. Nor should it be forgotten that NIGRA, as pointed out by its president P.A. Mag Lochlainn, defeated Ian Paisley: “the pink hand slapped him across the face”. No other organisation can make that boast.

