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Sexual Orientation
 (February 2005 draft)

Another equality discourse that emerged alongside the civil rights movement and the women’s movement was of gay and lesbian liberation and rights.

The first overt signs of a movement were in the 1970s when a number of organisations were formed. The Gay Liberation Movement (GLS) was started in 1972 by students at Queen’s University Belfast. They met initially in the Students’ Union although it was not only students who became involved. In early 1974 the Union for Sexual Freedoms in Ireland (USFI) was established. This group-based association had an all-Ireland focus and it experienced a number of difficulties including cross-border tensions. In the light of these and the different political/legislative jurisdictions North and South, in the summer of 1975 the Northern Ireland Gay Rights Association (NIGRA) formed. Also a collective of groups, NIGRA was more politically focused than GLS and interested in law reform, which it pursued from its inception. Women were involved in these endeavours as well as organising a number of lesbian groups including Sappho (1974-1976) and Lesbians in Belfast. This latter group had an important part in the organisation of an all-Ireland lesbian conference held in 1977 at Queen’s University Belfast (Hill, 2004).

This same period saw the first support services for the gay and lesbian community. Cara-Friend began in 1974 as a voluntary counselling, befriending and information organisation for lesbians, gay men and bisexuals, Lesbian Line developing in 1979. This venture received some grant aid from the Department of Health and Social Services
 from 1975, which sat incongruously with police arrests of key members of Cara-Friend, NIGRA, and USFI for offences relating to homosexuality the following year. 

NIGRA began its campaign for legislative reform in Northern Ireland in 1975. The 1967 Sexual Offences Act that decriminalised consensual sexual acts in private between men of 21 years of age and over in England and Wales was not extended to Northern Ireland.
 This situation was challenged in the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) by Jeffrey Dudgeon, a co-founder of NIGRA. While there had been previous challenges to legislation banning consensual sex between adult men taken to the ECHR, none had been successful. In the case of Dudgeon v UK (1981), however, the court found for the plaintiff. This first successful gay human rights case in Europe led to the decriminalisation of homosexuality in Northern Ireland in 1982, making it consistent to the legal situation in the rest of the United Kingdom. Subsequently the age of consent for gay men was reduced to 18 (in 1994) throughout the UK and then (in 2001) to 16 in Great Britain and 17 in Northern Ireland.

The campaigning in the 1970s and early 1980s was helped by the coherence of small number of people located in the relatively close geographical proximity of Northern Ireland. This enabled people to work together constructively. Akin to other liberation movements, the raising of awareness of their inequality and oppression and the anger against this gave energy to gay activists. 

Women were involved in the gay activism of the 70s and 80s and yet the experiences of gay men and lesbian women are not uniform. While it is a generalisation, among activists there was a tendency in these years for gay men to identify more with unionism while lesbian women were linked to republicanism. These broad associations meant gay men had the possibility of access to the unionist dominated political structures and could focus on campaigning for legislative reform, whilst in contrast lesbian women’s energies were absorbed in opposing the political status quo.
 Similarly, lesbian women were involved in the feminist movement but found themselves invisible and marginalised within it (Hill, 2004).

In addition to these specificities of Northern Ireland, and in contrast to male experience, lesbian women shared (and indeed still share) in common with heterosexual women the difficulties in mobilising as a movement for social change. Many lesbian women were parents and carers and, therefore, were embedded in the relatively inflexible and time-consuming responsibilities involved in such care-taking roles. Women generally had less economic resources and, given a gender-segregated workforce, many of those who were in paid employment tended not to be in jobs or positions that facilitated participation in organisations and campaigns. For lesbian women, however, these circumstances that inhibited social activism were further complicated by fears about the consequences that their public identification as lesbian could bring in regard to their children and their jobs. In terms of the latter, lesbian women had no employment protection on the grounds of their sexual orientation and, hence, were vulnerable to discrimination in the work place. In terms of the former, mothers had fears that their custody of their children would be challenged. In addition, even where this was not a primary consideration, they still had to consider the impact that being openly identified as lesbian had on their children in social contexts that are hostile to sexual identities that are not heterosexual. Such fears remain part of the experience of contemporary lesbian women (Quiery, 2002). 

The 1990s saw a growth in organised groups among lesbian, gay, bi-sexual and transgendered (LGBT) people in Northern Ireland, for various purposes of providing support, social opportunities, health needs, or a youth focus. One response of the LGBT community to Northern Ireland’s changing political and legislative climate of these years (see further below) was to form the Coalition on Sexual Orientation (CoSo) in December 1999 in order to ‘provide a voice for the LGBT Community in debates and consultations surrounding the rights of the community’ (CoSo, 2003). The increased social visibility of the LGBT community that has occurred is reflected in the organisation Belfast Pride. This began in 1991 as a short event over a few days attracting just over one hundred people in its first parade through the streets of Belfast. In 2000 it became an official registered charity, and in 2003 had over 1000 people at its parade.
 The same period, however, has also provided evidence of homophobic attitudes and violence in Northern Ireland (Diversity Matters, 2004; Jarman and Tennant, 2003; Quiery, 2002) indicating the extent of social exclusion that continues to exist in respect to sexual orientation.

� We use the term ‘sexual orientation’ to discuss the equality discourse that began in the 1970s concerning sexual identities which are not heterosexual. For a discussion of some of the issues around the use of different terminology in this area see Esther Breitenbach (2004: 18-21). 


� A registered charity, Cara-Friend continues to be partially funded by the Northern Ireland Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety.


� Nor were similar provisions introduced into Scottish legislation until the 1980 Criminal Justice (Scotland) Act.


� The same ages of 16 and 17 apply to heterosexuals in these jurisdictions.


� It is these histories of social activism that have contributed to a perception among unionist women that nationalism is more open to lesbian women and their concerns than is true of unionism (Quiery, 2002: 23). For many nationalist women this would be a perception rather than a reality. In 2000 Clár na mBan organised the ‘Irish, Queer and Equal?’ conference in order to ‘challenge the notion of queer as something outside the West Belfast community and outside a nationalist or republican tradition’ (2001: 7). For a critique of the way the nationalist agenda marginalises other concerns including sexual identity, see Shahidah Janjua, 1997/8.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.staticmotion.co.uk/pride2004/about.htm" ��http://www.staticmotion.co.uk/pride2004/about.htm� (Accessed on 31.08.04)





Fran Porter, WP5, 31st January 2005


