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Saving Sodomy from Ulster:

An Analysis of Belfast’s Gay Pride Parade

Over the past thirty years, Northern Ireland and its ‘troubles’ have been researched, reported, broadcasted, written about and discussed to such an extent that people all around the globe are familiar with the ongoing and violent conflict between the ‘Protestants’ and the ‘Catholics’. Within Ulster, and as far as the rest of the world can see, there are only two communities living in the partitioned North of Ireland. These opposing communities have made themselves known and are easily recognized by their relentless display of ritual practices and symbolic expression. Painted kerbstones, rows of bunting, and vibrant murals color the streets of Northern Ireland marking territories, dividing the two communities and conveying the ideological principles of the respective Orange and Green. Excessive parades, elaborate ceremonies and sophisticated organizations serve similarly, to assert cultural determination and to distinguish one community from the other. What most people in Northern Ireland and indeed the rest of the world do not see however, is that beyond the conflict and behind the division there are in fact other communities and different cultures that exist, struggling as minorities for identity, recognition and acceptance amidst the rivalry of the two dominant communities. 

This paper will focus on one such community, whose efforts over the last decade have ensured the growth, development and visibility of their particularly marginalized group. Despite the fact that they are estimated to number only 6000 (‘out’) members, the GLBT (Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual and Transsexual) community of Northern Ireland has managed to assert, to a considerable degree, its unique cultural identity and determination
. The triumph of the gay community in Northern Ireland is that their efforts to raise social awareness, community support and cultural esteem have been primarily facilitated by the very same vehicle of cultural propaganda used by Nationalists and Loyalists to endorse their respective communities- the parade. Modeled on the ritual practice and symbolic expression of the dominant communities, the Belfast Gay Pride Parade has proven to be the most appropriate, and most effective means for Gays and Lesbian of Northern Ireland to promote their culture and community. 

In their various forms, parades are a valuable part of the culture of Northern Ireland. In Belfast, people live with a strong sense of community, and a strong need for belonging, as is evidenced by the multitude, (literally thousands) of parades that take place throughout the year. The parade is a “time honored form of social, cultural and religious expression…[it is] important to whole communities of [Northern Ireland’s] citizens 
. In anthropological terms, that is, within the context of human culture and social development, the parade is best understood as a ritual: a necessary and significant 

component of the construction of a community’s collective social memory, or consciousness, and of its assertion of cultural distinction. In its evocation of a sense of the past and an impression of continuity, ritual calls upon notions of tradition to confirm the historical legitimacy of the group
. It evokes a sense of brotherhood and kinship, of solidarity and belonging that is embodied in the symbols that identify, unite and distinguish the community and its culture. In a society where homophobia and discrimination are widespread and even institutionalized, it is easy to see why Gays and Lesbian’s of Northern Ireland have adopted the parading ritual; for them it is a source of empowerment, a socially acceptable vehicle through which to celebrate and communicate the cultural distinctiveness of their community.

In many ways, the Gay Pride parade is strikingly similar to those that annually, if not seasonally, inundate the city of Belfast. In its organization and planning and in its form and function, the Pride parade reflects the structural basis of the established parading tradition in Northern Ireland. By its symbols and in its symbolism, the parade similarly represents and communicates the identity and ideology of the community. Furthermore, it its objectives and achievements, the Pride Parade has done for the gay community, what the Orange and Green parades have done for their respective Loyalist and Nationalist communities, it has proven the most effective and successful means of exerting cultural determination within the divided society. It seems redundant to point out that although the Pride Parade can be considered similar to Belfast’s other parades, it is quite obviously much different. In many respects, the Pride parade is a parody of the pomp and spectacle, and of the pageantry and solemnity of Northern Ireland’s parading tradition. For instance, it is described and promoted not as a ‘march’, but as a ‘dander’. It is colorfully characterized not by ‘orange’ or ‘green’, but by ‘pink’! It is not seen as contentious, nor is it associated with violence and intolerance; on the contrary, in the words of P.A. MagLochlainn, one of the parade’s founders, “it is colorful, it is musical, it is vibrant and it is fun”
. 

 The origins of the Belfast Gay Pride parade can be traced to a certain event that took place in the early eighties, which had an equally liberating affect on the gay community in Northern Ireland. In 1982, Jeff Dudgeon won his case against the British Courts instituting reform and amendments to outdated and discriminating laws against homosexuals.
 Dudgeon’s win was a significant victory for the gay community in Northern Ireland and it paved the way for the Gay Rights Movement. Parts of Dudgeon’s winnings, donated to N.I.G.R.A (Northern Ireland’s Gay Right’s Association), were used to set up a gay centre in Belfast, the “Carpenter Club” at Donegal Street. Funds were also set aside so that N.I.G.R.A could continue to send members of Belfast’s gay community over to London for the city’s annual Pride parade
. Despite their achievements, the gay 

community struggled throughout the eighties, for recognition and acceptance in Belfast. The various activists and groups that had been set up to unify the community were splintering further and further apart. Desperate for a means to funnel their efforts together, the GBLT community decided to use the remaining funds to establish and host an annual Gay Pride Parade in Belfast. 

From its inception, the Pride parade has followed a structure and methodology reflective, if not typical of the parading tradition in Northern Ireland. In 1990, a small committee was appointed to orchestrate the planning and preparation of the Pride festival, and the date was set for June 23, the second last Saturday of the month
. In establishing and instituting an annual event, organizers of the Pride festival were also inventing a tradition. It was therefore necessary for the committee to use every opportunity and means available to officiate, legitimize and preserve their festival. The parade itself would provide the most effective means of conveying and reinforcing legitimacy. Rituals, by their very nature are formalized, apparently standardized structured actions that are inherently rule-bound and thus authoritative
. If an individual, or organization participates in a ritual, they do so by complying with the structure, routine and established traditions of the particular practice; they are subject to the general authority of the ritual. For this reason, the ritual, and the parade specifically, is a powerful and accessible means for the gay community to reinforce the legitimacy of their group and facilitate its integration into the broader social structure of Northern Ireland. The official and formalized structure of the first Pride parade, exemplified by its appointed committee, set date (the second last Saturday in June), designated route and organizational compliance with other parades, was fundamental in providing a basis of legitimacy and authenticity for the Pride ‘tradition’. 

Certain other factors also played a central role in forming a solid foundation upon which to build a lasting Pride ‘tradition’. In particular, certain events, which coincided with the first annual Pride parade set an example and made a lasting impression in relation to its general reception and response in Belfast. In a recent interview, P.A. MagLochlainn, chief organizer of the Pride parade from 1990-1999 and president of N.I.G.R.A, recalled the events leading up to the Pride ‘dander’. “The police did their level best to prevent the parade from happening on June 23rd that year”
. They pleaded with the Pride committee, imploring them to choose any other date, unwilling to reveal their dilemma. But the date of the parade had already been established, published and advertised; changing it was not an option. On the scheduled day of the parade, about 50 participants gathered at the Art College for the first ever Pride Parade in Belfast. “They were prepared for bloodshed” that afternoon, recalls MagLochlainn, if not because of the secrecy of the police, then because of former run-ins with Ian Paisley and the “Free P’s”
. As it turned out however, the chance of any incidence of violence or contention erupting on that particular day proved highly unlikely, as the entire city centre was fortified by heavily armed guards and police whose task it was to ensure the safe and successful first ever visit of Queen Elizabeth II to Northern Ireland
. 

The Queen’s arrival did not prevent the Free Presbyterians, however in their attempts to condone and protest the Gay Pride Parade. About forty or fifty protesters gathered at the steps of St. Ann’s Cathedral prepared to stage a homophobic demonstration. The ‘paraders’ in expectation of such protest, had arranged for a double-decker bus to pick them up at Botanic gardens. Thus, whilst confused Free Presbyterians waited in vain for the procession of the “purveyors of perverted sexual relationships”
, a loud and boisterous busload of Gays, Lesbian, Bisexuals and Transsexual drove past, with revelers dancing, singing and triumphantly waving their colorful flags. For Paisley and his followers, the event marked yet another defeat by the gay community; it discouraged and weakened the potential for future protest of the parade, as is evidenced by the fact that in its second year only 23 Free Presbyterians staged a demonstration, in its third year, only 18, and in ensuing years, only handfuls of protesters
. By these two events, namely the Queen’s visit, and the GBLT’s outsmarting the Free Presbyterians, the first annual Gay Pride parade successfully implemented a lasting tradition of ‘non contention’, ‘non violence’, and minimal protest. 

 For the gay community in Belfast, the parade continues to function in much the same way as it does for other groups; it is the primary vehicle through which to maximize visibility, reinforce presence, and assert cultural determination. In accordance with the parading tradition of Northern Ireland, Gay Pride incorporates a wide range of symbols and emblems that are meant to unify the group, express its ideals and ideologies, and 

distinguish it from others. The Pride Parade appropriates many of the same mechanisms of symbolism used by Nationalists and Loyalists, including flags, banners, uniforms, logos and color, to effectively represent their community. Yet, one would be hard-pressed to find a Republican tricolor or a Union Jack flag amidst the sea of assorted pink and rainbow colored flags that are waved during the Pride Parade. The pink flag draws attention to the emblem of the pink triangle, first used in Nazi Germany to identify gay males in concentration camps and appropriated in the 1980’s as a globally recognized gay icon
. The official ‘pride’ flag, with six stripes matching the colors of the rainbow, represents the diversity of the gay community and is flown in lesbian and gay pride marches worldwide
. The colorful flags flown at the Gay Pride parade in Belfast represent the identity, presence and solidarity of the gay community, locally and internationally. In as much as the Tricolor represents republicanism, nationalism and Irishness, and in as much as the Union Jack reflects Loyalism, unionism, and Britishness, the rainbow and pink flags of Gay pride represent the diversity, tolerance and emancipation of the gay community. 

In the organization of the annual Pride Festival, the pride committee decides upon a specific theme and chooses a particular character or logo to represent and express their theme
. This is a significant aspect of pride planning as the symbols are intended to continuously promote and endorse gay culture as recurring images in future parades, reflecting and reinforcing the cultural ethos of Belfast’s gay community. In many ways, the ‘pink triangle’, the ‘dancing bear’, and the various Pride Logos that have appeared 

over the years have been just as effective as the red hand, the white star, the golden harp and the crown, in expressing cultural solidarity and communal identity and presence. 

In addition to its flags and iconography, the Pride parade relies on a number of other symbolic mechanisms to reinforce cultural unity and to maximize visibility. The banners and signs carried by gay marchers, for instance, are typically designed to promote the various branches, or associations that comprise the GBLT community of Belfast. Cara-friend (a Lesbian helpline and counseling organization), N.I.G.R.A (Northern Ireland’s Gay Rights Association), The Rainbow Project (Support clinic and advice centre), G.L.N.I.Y. (Gay and Lesbian Youth of Northern Ireland), C.O.S.O (Coalition on Sexual Orientation), Men of the North (Social group for Gay men over 25), and Queerspace (community space)- all of these organizations are supported and endorsed during the parade to demonstrate, through networking and association, the increasing strength, size and presence of the gay community in Belfast. 

Similar to other parades in Northern Ireland, the gay marchers are identifiable and recognized by the quasi-uniform that they wear for their parade. Each year, the newly designed Pride logo is printed on hundreds of t-shirts and caps to be sold during the festival as promotional “Pride wear”
. Funds raised from selling the merchandise are used for the planning and organization of the next annual festival. Although not nearly elaborate as the black suit, white gloves and orange sashes donned by Orangemen for their July 12th march, the “Pride wear” worn by gay paraders instills a similar sense of fraternity, uniformity and coherence. In addition to sporting the pride t-shirts and caps, 

participants are also encouraged to come in costumes, to dress in drag, and to disguise themselves with masks and painted faces. As well as emphasizing the colorful, enjoyable, friendly and diverse nature of their festival, such disguises actually enable the ‘closeted’ or ‘less visible’ members of the gay community to participate openly in the parade.  


Most of the parades that take place in Belfast throughout the year are commemorative events. For the Orange Order, the 12th of July marks the victory of King William (and Protestantism) over King James (and Catholicism) at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690. The Apprentice Boys of Derry hold two parades during the year; one on the Saturday closest to the 18th of December to commemorate the closing of the gates by the original Apprentice Boys (1688), and one on the (Saturday closest to the) 12th of August to celebrate the relief of the city at the end of the siege on 1st of August 1689. For the gay community in Belfast, the Pride parade held in June pays tribute to the Stonewall Riots in New York an event, which occurred in June of 1969. When police stormed the Stonewall Bar in Greenwich Village, they initiated a three-day riot with its patrons, most of them Gays, Lesbians and Transsexuals from the village
. The events have come to symbolize the liberation and emancipation of the GLBT community and are celebrated by Pride festivities in major cities around the world. Perhaps it is because ‘commemorative’ marches and ceremonies are so ingrained in Northern Ireland’s social structure, that the annual Gay Pride Parade is a generally accepted and legitimate part of its parading tradition.  

Analysis has thus far revealed, that in its organization, its structure, its symbols and iconography, and by its associational networking, and uniformity of dress, the Gay Pride Parade in Belfast incorporates the ritualistic practices and vehicles of symbolic expression characteristic of the traditions employed by the dominant parading communities of Northern Ireland. The manner, in which these traditions have empowered the community have been touched upon at earlier points, but require some elaboration. It has been determined earlier in the essay that the structure and form of the parade, modeled on the parading tradition of Northern Ireland, serves to reinforce the legitimacy and authenticity of the event and of the community hosting. I have shown also that the parade functions in much the same way that it does for Loyalist and Nationalist groups; it maximizes visibility, reinforces presence and unifies the group in solidarity. Although it has been described in accordance with other parades as a commemorative event, there is much more to the Gay Pride Parade that remains to be explained. In particular, it is necessary given the context, in which it has been analyzed, to also consider the objectives and achievements of the parade, to explore the ways in which the ritual conveys the ideologies and aspirations of the gay community. 

The Pride parade has always been, first and foremost, a festival to celebrate and communicate queer rights.
 It is the most effective means for Gays and Lesbians in Belfast to assert their cultural determination – the values, principles, ideals, and general ethos of their community. It is therefore a celebration of sexual diversity and gay rights, 

and a rejection of the homophobia in their society, a celebration of the gay liberty and emancipation. Through the parade, the gay community advocates its principles of democracy, equality, diversity and tolerance
. The symbolism of the parade, its icons, emblems, colors and flags are particularly effective in conveying the principles and ideologies of the community, they are representative of what Pride ‘stands for’. The banners, themes and signs incorporated in the parade illustratively specify the needs, concerns and demands of the community and provide ample opportunity to communicate their ideology to the rest of society. 

Although the parade does much to ‘outwardly, or externally raise awareness and visibility, it is also central to the internal development and identity of the community. As sociologists Ruane and Todd have pointed out, “cultural power” depends on access to strategic resources in the economy or state, and on cultural capital”
. The cultural capital of a community refers to its characteristics of self-confidence, self-awareness, self-esteem embodied by the collective consciousness of the group. To assert and actualize cultural determination, the gay community relies primarily on the strength and stability of its collective consciousness to facilitate their efforts. Capital culture is gained through the historical processes and developmental progress of a particular community; for the Gays and Lesbians, the continuing gay Pride tradition is thus imperative. The opportunity to celebrate openly, and with pride annually boosts the esteem of Belfast’s gay community. It reinforces the sense of solidarity and unity within the group and by encouraging the participation and support of all members of their community, the parade 

reinforces their sense of acceptance, normalcy, and tolerance. Increased cultural capital ultimately leads to an increase in cultural power. On an intimate, or ‘internal’ level, the Pride parade is above all, a source of empowerment; it provides the most valuable resource from which to assert cultural determination. 

The success of the Pride parade in acquiring cultural capital and asserting the cultural determination of the gay community is best evidenced by its growth and development over the years. Significant developments in the social structure of Northern Ireland, and in the organizational structure of the Pride festival have led to increased support and participation, which in turn, has increased the visibility and awareness of the gay community. The implementation of the Belfast Agreement in 1998 has been perhaps the most important breakthrough for Gays and Lesbians in Northern Ireland. It introduced the European Convention for Human Rights to incorporate ‘fundamental freedoms’ into Northern Ireland’s domestic law (15). The Human Right’s body and recently instituted Equality Commission have worked to ensure the protection and development of Northern Ireland’s minority communities. Moreover, in highlighting the need for integration and pluralism as a means to accommodate diversity, the new legislation draws considerable attention to the necessity of conserving culture and tradition
. Since the ‘parade’ manifests the ‘culture and tradition’ of the majority of Northern Ireland’s varied communities, it is paramount to this process. To the benefit of the gay community, the annual Pride festival in Belfast has received much support from the Equality and Human 

Right’s commissions; it is the primary means through which to advocate queer rights and promote equality. 

The introduction, by the Belfast Agreement, of the Parades Commission, has similarly contributed to the continued growth and development of Belfast’s Gay Pride Parade. Since 1998, the Pride Parade has adhered to the same legislative policies and procedures that every parading organization in Northern Ireland, is legally obliged to follow. As with other Nationalist, Loyalist, Religious, Brigade and Legion parade committees, the organizers of Pride abide by the ‘Code of Conduct’, as laid out by the Parades Commission
. The Code of Conduct requires that people or organizations intending to hold a public procession, or protest meeting must comply with certain policies. They must, for instance submit notification of intention to hold such a procession at least 28 days before the intended date. They are also legally required to submit an application form and proposal. In the days or months leading up to the proposed event, the committee is expected to meet with the Parades Commission and with a community liaison Police officer to organize the marshalling, and policing of the parade
. The authority of the Parades Commission and its legal policies and procedures have served in the past few years, to ‘officially’ enhance the ‘legitimacy’ of the Gay Pride Parade and the presence of the gay community in Belfast. 

The changes in the social structure of Northern Ireland, and the newfound support for the gay community have also affected changes in the structure of the pride committee, which have facilitated the growth and development of the Pride Festival. In 1999, some 

major changes were made to the committee; some of its members were replaced and a new chair was introduced to head the Pride festivities for the millennium. In 2000, the Pride committee was formalized and registered as a charity, an occasion which inspired a new determination and commitment to raising funds for the annual event
. With increased funding, the committee has improved its internal structure and organization; it has acquired the necessary faculties to promote and plan the festival by the most progressive and technologically advanced means possible. It now produces a flashy and informative annual “Pride Guide” that details the schedule of events, advertising and endorsing various people and associations involved. An innovative website has similarly improved the planning and promotion of the Pride Festival. With contact information, links to relevant organizations, and schedule of the upcoming events, the interactive website is an absolute necessity for the committee and the Pride tradition. 

The changes to the social structure of Northern Ireland, and to the structure of the Parade Committee, have greatly improved the status of the gay community and its ability to assert cultural determination. The increased attention on queer rights and equality has initiated a steady increase in financial funding and support, which has in turn greatly improved the promotion and publicity of the Pride Festival. It means that more people are supporting and participating in the festivities and that the ‘closeted’ members of the GLBT community are becoming increasingly involved. The Pride parade, which was initially comprised of about fifty participants, has expanded over the years and now claims to attract over five hundred people
. It is difficult, however to get exact numbers 

regarding the actual turnout for the event. Last year, the Pride committee estimates that about five hundred members of the gay community and their supporters attended the parade on Saturday the 3rd of August, 
 but police records estimate that approximately three hundred people participated
. Regardless, the results indicate that participation in the Pride Parade has increased steadily in the last decade suggest therefore, a dramatic increase in the awareness and visibility, both internally and externally, of the gay community in Belfast.

The development of the Pride parade over the last twelve years has been accompanied by a steady increase in representation and support by various political parties and representatives of Northern Ireland. In Belfast, politics are at the basis of every parade; they are the underlying foundations of its parading tradition, and an integral feature of its social structure. Political backing and support is required by all communities in their efforts to assert cultural determination. The organizers of the Pride festival, and the gay community in general) have received considerable cross-community political support from organizations, including the SDLP, Alliance, UUP and Sinn Féin. The singular and momentous ‘political’ victory for the gay community occurred in 1999, when Belfast’s City Council accepted a proposal to host a ‘Pink Reception’ to mark the launching of the annual Pride Festivities
. Such a reception, “usually reserved for 50th anniversaries or events assured of being a major tourist draw”, showed significant civic 

support and, as organizers claim, it proved “ a major breakthrough for the gay community
”.
 

 Political representation and support has greatly empowered Belfast’s gay community, and its Pride traditions. Interestingly, political parties have been equally empowered by their association with the gay community. Some politicians use the Pride festival to endorse their own political sentiment and program. Consider for instance, the words of Sinn Fein president and M.P. for West Belfast, Gerry Adams, as he congratulates the organizers of Pride 1999: 

The pride festival is an important event during which the Lesbian and gay community highlight their concerns, needs and aspiration…It is important that those of us in a position of political and civic leadership pay attention to what is said during the many events which have taken place this week… Sinn Fein has for many years committed itself to placing the question of Gay and Lesbian equality at the centre of our approach to equality matters in general. Our party believes that it has a responsibility to work on these issues and remains open and acceptable to any Gay and Lesbian support organizations, who would seek our support or assistance.

 By these words, Adams clearly asserts the Republican interest in Gay rights and recognition but he nonetheless emphasizes his point, by adding, 

I would also like to mention that the West Belfast Festival will be hosting its own Pride Event titled “Irish, Queer and Equal” which is an indication of the growing support that the Lesbian and Gay equality has within the broader community
. 

(‘Only in Belfast’ could there exist a Republican Pride Parade!) The relationships that the Gay Pride Festivities in Belfast share with various political parties are generally ‘give and take’. When the gay community rallies for the civic support of certain organizations, it does so with the knowledge that Political leaders have much to gain (particularly where votes are concerned). Such is the case for other communities and parading organizations in Belfast. In Northern Ireland there is no escaping political advocacy and publicity; the parades that it has become known for, are perhaps the best evidence.

 The gay and Lesbian community in Northern Ireland has annually demonstrated through their Pride festivities that the power of the ritual is not restricted to the ruling communities and that it can be appropriated by the powerless and used as a source of empowerment. Analysis of the role and significance of rituals and symbols associated with the Belfast Gay Pride parade reveals that in its structure, function and objectives, the parade is quite similar to other infamous parades in Belfast. In its organization and planning and in its form and function, the parade reflects the structural basis of the established parading tradition. By its symbols and in its symbolism, the parade similarly represents and communicates the identity and ideology of the community. The parade occupies a legitimate space and plays a significant role in the development of Northern Ireland’s parading tradition. It is, moreover, the defining feature and primary vehicle through which to express the cultural identity of the gay community in accordance with the normative and accepted practices of the dominant communities. As the tradition of Belfast’s Gay Pride Parade continues to develop, the future for Northern Ireland’s gay 

community looks bright. In the words of the ‘granddaddy’
 of the Pride Parade, “ [the gay community] have won the argument, now [they] must occupy the ground”
. 

� In 1976, police stormed the house of 30 year-old Jeff Dudgeon, arresting and charging him for ‘homosexual activity’. Feeling that his personal privacy as a gay man had been seriously invaded, Dudgeon obtained the support of the N.I.H.R.C (Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission) to appeal to British courts for an amendment to the 1967 Sexual Offences Act for Northern Ireland on the grounds that the current law regarding ‘buggery’ violated an individual’s rights to privacy’. In 1977, Dr. Ian Paisley and his supporters instituted and fought vehemently in protest with a campaign to “Save Ulster From Sodomy”. The Free Presbyterian’s triumphed and Dudgeon’s appeal was turned down, but he continued, with the help of NIHRC to fight. In October 1982, the European Commission of Human Rights decided in favor of Dudgeon, and reforms were made to the Act. (“Pink Power”). 


� Pasiley and his followers never quite recovered from their defeat by the gay community in the 1980’s. After waging a very successful campaign to “Save Ulster from Sodomy” in the late seventies, the ‘Free P’s’ fell to pieces when in 1982 Gays and Lesbians retorted with the “Save Sodomy From Ulster” campaign with the help of Jeff Dudgeon, won a ground-breaking victory for gay rights in Northern Ireland. 


� Ian Paisley and the Free P’s were of course outraged by such blatant support for the homosexual community. Members of the Free Presbyterian’s ‘Government and Morals’ committee criticized Belfast City council for allowing City Hall to be used; they scoffed at the “disregard of council for the views of people who would view the launch as an abomination in the sight of God in Heaven”�. Reverend A. Smylie condoned the council members acceptance of ‘homosexuality’ protesting that it was “against the laws of nature and against the law of God and therefore can only bring upon our city and its people the judgment of the Lord”�. 





� P.A. MagLochalainn has been referred to as the “voice of the gay community”. His role in the organization of the Pride Festival from 1990-1999 was so significant, that current organizers endearingly refer to him as the ‘grandaddy’ of the Pride Parade.  
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