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Abstract 

 

This thesis examines the intersection of LGB communities with sectarianism in Northern 

Ireland. Against the widespread notion, maintained both within and outside LGB circles, 

that there was no space for divisions within LGB groups, this study shows how the 

contradictory narratives and behaviour of my interlocutors reveals the embeddedness of 

sectarianism within LGB communities as well as the reproduction of sectarian dynamics by 

these same groups and individuals. Drawing on fifteen months of fieldwork in Northern 

Ireland, conducted between January 2013 and June 2014, the manifestations and legacies of 

sectarianism are explored by taking into account specific issues affecting the everyday 

experiences of LGB people. From the analysis of public events, such as the Gay Pride 

parade and Orange Marches, a tension emerges between fixity and change, as well as 

between a desire for LGB people to be an active presence in the social landscape and a fear 

of the consequences of being seen. Such concern is also manifest within the family realm, 

where forms of concealment and control of information about one’s sexuality were 

deployed to safeguard relationships and status. The impossibility of considering gay politics 

outside of a sectarian framework becomes evident in a number of instances: discussion 

around the common belief that it is easier to be a gay Catholic than a gay Protestant, the 

marginalisation of women within LGB associations, and public discourse on marriage 

equality. By ranging from the private sphere of families and interpersonal relationships to 

public policies and debates, this thesis shows how sectarianism was and still is entrenched in 

the lives of LGB people in Northern Ireland, and uncovers through their stories the less 

visible instances of post-Good Friday Agreement divisions.  
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were from Scotland, are either given arable land in the northeast of the island or colonise it with the 
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of Orange (Williamites) in the Battle of the Boyne; the event has been later commemorated by the 
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Ireland 

1861 the Offences against the Person Act repeals capital punishment for those engaging in 
anal sex; however, sodomy remains a felony punished with a life sentence to penal 
servitude 

1885 the Labouchere Amendment to the Criminal Law Amendment Act criminalises acts 
of ‘gross indecency’, paving the way for the prosecution of men engaging in 
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1916 former British diplomat and Dublin-born Irish nationalist Roger Casement is arrested 
and tried for high treason after attempting to find support for the Irish independence 
cause in Germany; excerpts from what are thought to be his diaries are circulated by 
the British government to discredit him by providing evidence of his homosexual 
activities. He is eventually found guilty and executed in London.  
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female persons’): the amendment is passed by the House of Commons but defeated 
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1921 following a second Government of Ireland Act (Fourth Home Rule Bill), Ireland is divided into 
Northern Ireland (comprising the six north-eastern counties of Ulster) and Southern Ireland, each 
with a self-governing parliament within the United Kingdom  

1922 following the 1921 Anglo-Irish Treaty, Southern Ireland secedes from the United Kingdom with the 
establishment of the Irish Free State (a Dominion of the British Commonwealth), whereas Northern 
Ireland opts out of the treaty and remains within the United Kingdom; the separation is known as 
the Partition of Ireland 

1937 the Constitution of Ireland comes into force after a plebiscite, renaming the Irish Free State as 
Ireland and beginning its process of transformation into a republic 

1949 the Republic of Ireland Act 1948 comes into force, ending Ireland’s status as a Dominion of the 
British Commonwealth and establishing an independent republic 

1958  a Report of the Departmental Committee on Homosexual Offences and Prostitution 
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1972 On January 30th, British paratroopers open fire on unarmed demonstrators at a NICRA march 
against internment in Derry/Londonderry: 14 civilians are killed in what is known as the Bloody 
Sunday or Bogside Massacre; following revolts, the Government and Parliament of Northern Ireland 
are suspended and the region is put under direct British rule  

1972 the Gay Liberation Society (GLS) is founded by Andy Hinds and Martin McQuigg 
and begins meeting at Queen's University Students Union in Belfast  

1973 the Northern Ireland Constitution Act, passed by Westminster, abolishes the suspended Parliament 
of Northern Ireland and makes discrimination on the grounds of religious or political beliefs unlawful 
in the region 

1974 the association Cara-Friend is founded in Northern Ireland to provide assistance to 
LGBT people in the region 

1975  the Northern Ireland Gay Rights Association (NIGRA) is formed to campaign for 
the decriminalisation of male homosexual acts in the region; the Northern Ireland 
Women’s Rights Movement (NIWRM) is also constituted  

1976 Belfast gay activist Jeffrey Dudgeon is questioned for five hours by the RUC about 
his sexual orientation and advocacy work for the decriminalisation of male 
homosexuality; he subsequently files a complaint with the European Commission on 
Human Rights 

1977 Ian Paisley, leader of the DUP and of the Free Presbyterian Church of Ulster, 
launches the ‘Save Ulster from Sodomy’ campaign against the decriminalisation of 
male homosexuality 

1978 the British Government attempts to decriminalise male homosexuality in Northern 
Ireland during the period of direct rule with an Order in Council, but the motion fails 
due to lack of support from Northern Irish MPs and the DUP 

1981 nationalist prisoners from paramilitary groups go on a hunger strike to demand Special Category 
Status as prisoners, which was withdrawn by the British government in 1976; as a result, Bobby 
Sands and nine other strikers die of starvation  

1981 within the context of the AIDS crisis, a lifetime blood ban is introduced across the 
United Kingdom preventing men who have had sex with other men from donating 
blood 

1981 the European Court of Human Rights rules in favour of Jeffrey Dudgeon in the 
‘Dudgeon v United Kingdom’ case, establishing that the criminalisation of 
homosexual acts between consenting men is in violation of the European Convention 
on Human Rights 

1982 following the ruling of the European Court of Human Rights, male homosexuality is 
decriminalised in Northern Ireland with an Order in Council 
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1993 homosexuality is decriminalised in the Republic of Ireland by repealing the Offences 
against the Person Act 1861 and the Labouchere Amendment to the Criminal Law 
Amendment Act 1885, both passed by Westminster before the establishment of the 
Constitution in 1937 and retained after independence 

1993 on December 15th, British PM John Major and Ireland’s Taoiseach Albert Reynolds issue the joint 
Downing Street Declaration, affirming Northern Ireland’s right to self-determination and to join the 
Republic of Ireland if a majority of the region’s population were in favour 

1994 on August 31st, the IRA announces a ceasefire, followed on October 13th by the Combined Loyalist 
Military Command, thus initiating the peace process 

1998 on April 10th, the period of conflict in Northern Ireland known as the Troubles is formally ended by 
the Good Friday Agreement (also referred to as the Belfast Agreement), consisting of an agreement 
between the major political parties in the region and an agreement between the United Kingdom and 
the Republic of Ireland; the Northern Ireland Act is also passed by the United Kingdom, 
establishing the Northern Ireland Assembly as well as ‘the need’ for public authorities in the region 
‘to promote equality of opportunity’ in Section 75 

1999 the Lesbian Advocacy Services Initiative (LASI) is established in Belfast to cater to 
lesbian and bisexual women in Northern Ireland; it will be renamed Here NI in 2012  

2002 direct rule is reintroduced in Northern Ireland by the British government due to the major parties’ 
inability to form a power-sharing government in the region 

2004 the Rainbow Project association is formed with the purpose of spreading information 
about prevention and treatment of HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted 
infections 

2004 the Civil Partnership Act is passed by Westminster, allowing legal recognition of 
same-sex unions and securing them most of the rights granted to married opposite-
sex couples; the Act also comes into force in Northern Ireland, which is under direct 
rule, but couples united in a civil partnership in the region are not allowed to adopt 
children 

2007 an agreement between Sinn Féin and the DUP leads to the formation of a power-sharing government, 
putting an end to direct rule 

2011 The Civil Partnership Act 2010 comes into force in the Republic of Ireland, granting 
legal recognition to same-sex couples 

2011 the blood donation ban for men who have had sex with other men is lifted in 
England, Scotland and Wales, but is retained in Northern Ireland 
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2012 on October 1st, the Northern Ireland Assembly holds its first debate and vote on the 
legalisation of same-sex marriage, and the DUP presents a Petition of Concern 
requiring a weighted majority (60% of votes and cross-community support) for the 
motion to pass; it is defeated with 45 members in favour (mostly from Nationalist 
seats), and 50 voting against it (mostly Unionists)  

2013 the ban preventing same-sex couples united in a civil partnership from adopting 
children is lifted following a ruling of the Court of Appeal  

2014 same-sex marriage is introduced in England, Scotland and Wales by two separate Acts 
voted by Westminster and the Scottish Parliament; it remains illegal in Northern 
Ireland 

2015 on November 2nd, for the first time a majority of members of the Northern Ireland 
Assembly vote in favour of the legalisation of same-sex marriage (53 ayes against 52 
noes); however, the motion is not approved because a Petition of Concern presented 
by the DUP requires a weighted majority (60% and cross-community support) for it 
to pass. In the same year, same-sex marriage becomes legal in the Republic of Ireland 
after a referendum and a Constitutional amendment, and civil partnerships are 
discontinued 

2016 the blood donation ban for men who have engaged in sex with other men is also 
lifted in Northern Ireland  

 
2016 on June 23rd, a non-binding referendum is held across the United Kingdom on whether the country 

should remain a member of the European Union: a majority of voters (51.9%) pronounce themselves 
in favour of leaving the EU. In Northern Ireland, however, most voters (55.8%) vote in favour of 
remaining 

2017  the power-sharing government collapses on January 9th following a scandal; the Assembly is suspended 
after the collapse but direct rule is not reintroduced 

2017 on March 29th, the Government of the United Kingdom invokes Article 50 of the Treaty on 
European Union, thus formally beginning the two-year withdrawal process from the EU (also 
known as Brexit) and initiating a controversy over the possibility of reintroducing a hard border 
between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland 
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Introduction 

 

The sectarian conflict in Northern Ireland is no longer an issue. This is what I was told the 

first time I set foot in the country in 2009, as an Erasmus student from Italy. During my 

first week in Belfast, Queen’s University had a big welcoming night for those international 

students who had just arrived in the city, inviting them to take part in a dinner and a local 

dance routine known as a ceili. While I was speaking with a woman working in 

administration, I put forward a question about the Troubles – a very general one given I 

knew little about it – ignoring the fact that the setting was not ideal for discussing such a 

topic. ‘It’s fine now, it’s all over’, my interlocutor responded in a reassuring fashion, though 

quite clearly signalling an end to the conversation.  

As I later returned to the subject with other people, the answers I received were similar, or 

they downplayed the impact of the conflict on Northern Irish everyday life. While 

researching LGB people in the region in the autumn of 2010, for example, I asked how gay 

associations specifically dealt with sectarianism within their groups. I was sitting in a big 

common room in a building in Belfast’s Waring Street in which local LGBT organisations1 

were based with Mark and Adam, who were both employees at one of these associations. 

Adam, a gay man in his twenties, was resolute in responding that people who were sectarian 

would not attend LGBT associations because these had always been known to be non-

divisive, and would surely not tolerate any disruptive behaviour. This exchange with Adam 

was my introduction to the prevailing narrative about the unique relationship between 

sectarianism and LGB communities. Within this narrative, LGB groups in Northern Ireland 

were generally spoken about as non-sectarian. Although this assumption was far from 

universal, what becomes evident in my ethnography is that most of those with whom I 

interacted discussed sectarianism and the Troubles as a matter of the past, or, in the case of 

most of my LGB interlocutors, as something that was hardly an issue for their 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 For an explanation of the different usage of the acronyms LGB and LGBT within this thesis, see the 
‘Methodology’ section of this Introduction. 
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communities, and certainly was not a matter of concern at the time we spoke in 2013-14, 

during my doctoral fieldwork.  

When I was told that the conflict was over, I did not find it difficult to believe at first, 

judging from my surroundings. During my fieldwork I lived in Lower Windsor Avenue, in 

the affluent area of South Belfast. I knew the neighbourhood well since I had previously 

lived further south in Balmoral Avenue and in the so-called Queen’s Quarter, where 

Queen’s University is located. This part of the city was crowded for most of the week. 

Students walked from class to the numerous cafés that are open until late. Late at night, 

packed bars and pubs regurgitated noisy hordes of them into the streets. South Belfast was 

generally well-kept, clean and green, with most of its neighbourhoods located down the 

Malone and Lisburn Roads being amongst the most upscale in town. The trendy South, 

where locals spoke in a softer Northern Irish accent, had not been severely affected by the 

violence of the Troubles and did not publicly exhibit divisive sectarian signs. It possessed all 

the qualities of a pleasant middle-class area found around other cities in the UK.   

However, it did not take much of a detour for the urban landscape to abruptly change if 

one moved across the many boundaries, both material and immaterial, dissecting the city. 

One side of town was much less populated, one was half deserted after 6pm, when most 

shops closed down, while others were untouched by the polish and prosperity of the more 

upscale areas, and clearly showed the degree to which sectarian divisions were still relevant 

in their residents’ everyday existence. Even though I was not a native, I found it relatively 

easy to identify when a boundary had been crossed. Nationalistic symbols would take over 

space if I moved west towards the Village or Sandy Row. At night, the empty streets of the 

city centre would either push me out of it or urge me to look for shelter inside a pub or 

restaurant. The numerous vacant buildings in the area functioned as evidence of a place 

stuck in a long time of transience, one that people passed through but in which they did not 

stay. The dim alleys at its edges, where the small cluster of LGB venues were found, were 

bare and empty, marked only by the nearby presence of the Kremlin bar, the big gay club 

facing the main street of Donegall Street.  
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While the geography of Belfast, as in other cities in Northern Ireland, spoke volumes about 

the Troubles and their ongoing ramifications, the understanding of how sectarianism 

penetrated other aspects of people’s lives required a more thorough investigation. The 

widespread conviction expressed by many LGB people that there was no room for 

sectarianism within LGB groups, evidenced by my exchange with Adam and Mark, 

inevitably led me to test the solidity of such an assumption and explore the connections 

between sectarianism and LGB communities. One of the goals of this thesis is therefore to 

challenge the alleged status of LGB groups as non-sectarian or post-sectarian oases in 

Northern Irish society, and bring to the surface the more submerged aspects of LGB 

people’s lives in the region as individuals as well as communities, and thus uncover through 

their stories the less visible instances of post-Good Friday Agreement sectarianism. The 

ways in which the two main subjects of this study – LGB communities and sectarianism – 

speak to each other, embodying and embedded in the context they belong to, provides a 

unique narrative that reveals the less obvious facets of sectarianism and how it affected and 

was reproduced by LGB communities, despite the many claims to the contrary. In fact, 

LGB people’s accounts of their lives displayed significant contradictions that rather 

signalled how the relationships that they formed within their communities were not 

immune to sectarian dynamics.  

In some cases, such divisions manifested themselves through common stereotypes and 

notions about what it entailed to be an LGB individual with a certain religious background. 

In other instances, political tensions and historical inequalities within LGB groups led to the 

marginalisation of minorities such as lesbians, whose cause was sidelined to prioritise the 

gay male agenda. At any rate, whether as an instrument of discrimination or an underlying 

prejudice, sectarianism permeated Northern Irish society at all levels and thus had to be 

necessarily dealt with in a number of contexts. Although sometimes conversations about 

sectarian politics were avoided, people found ways to address divisive topics by using 

facilitating tools like humour and performance, while discussing LGB politics, a topic that 

was inevitably interlocked with sectarian politics. Strategies that are useful for navigating 

contentious situations were also employed by families, in which control and containment of 

relevant information about their LGB members allowed them to maintain balance within 
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the family and protect their status within the wider community. In the accounts of my 

interlocutors the frictions and dynamics above often emerged in implicit ways or through 

contradictory narratives.  

Therefore, the title of this thesis, Troubled Rainbows, can be read in two different ways. On 

the one hand, the choice of the plural ‘rainbows’ evidences the aim of this study to 

foreground the diverse and fragmented nature of LGB communities in the region, which is 

not only due to individuals’ divergent approaches to the subject of sectarianism but also to 

gender, class, political affiliations and beliefs, family history and geography. On the other, it 

sheds light on how the conflict and the long-lasting ethnonationalist divisions are not 

simply a chapter in the history of Northern Ireland; on the contrary, they are an ongoing 

state of affairs that has also involved LGB individuals and groups as both actors and targets 

in the reiteration of such divisions, affecting their lives and defining the specificities of what 

it has meant and still means to identify as a lesbian, gay or bisexual person in Northern 

Ireland. Therefore, the ‘rainbows’ arching over the sky of a post-conflict society are far 

from being unencumbered by the legacy of the Troubles and the tensions that led to them 

and are still to be found across all groups and generations, albeit in more subdued forms 

and with fewer outbursts of violence.  

What follows next is an excursion into Northern Ireland’s past, providing a historical 

perspective on the context in which my fieldwork took place. This brief account highlights 

some of the crucial events that marked the sectarian conflict and led the region to its 

current situation, before proceeding with an overview of the academic literature on 

Northern Ireland to give a deeper understanding of the multifaceted manifestations and 

consequences of sectarianism. After setting the scene for this enquiry by focussing on its 

sociocultural and political landscape, I move on to a discussion on queer theory and more 

specifically the concept of ‘queer’ to explain how such analytical categories and theoretical 

streams of research are used in this thesis. Moreover, previous studies on LGB families and 

LGB equality are addressed in this section to frame the prominent political discourse on gay 

marriage found across several countries in the last thirty years and to make sense of the 

wide-ranging approaches that LGB people in Northern Ireland have on the matter. Next, a 
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section on why I shifted my initial focus away from kinship to broaden the scope of this 

study sheds light on families and their accessibility. Then, before examining my research 

methodology, I appraise my position as a self-identified heterosexual investigating LGB 

people to acknowledge both the advantages and limits of my subjectivity. The introduction 

ends with chapter summaries, which together encapsulate the core of my thesis’s contents 

and arguments. 

 

Historically Separate: A Brief Account of the Partition of Ireland and the 
Sectarian Conflict 

The presence of Protestants in the northeast of the isle of Ireland dates back to the early 

1600s, when the first groups arrived from Scotland and settled as farmers with the support 

of King James I. As a separate geopolitical entity, Northern Ireland was born after the 1921 

Anglo-Irish Treaty signed by the British Government and the Irish Parliament, which had 

been recently established by a bill. The treaty granted a significant degree of independence 

to Ireland, which had until then been part of the United Kingdom, in political and 

economic matters. However, it also reconfigured the Irish territory, separating six counties 

in the north from the other twenty-six, which constituted the Irish Free State. Two 

parliaments dependent on Westminster were established in Dublin and Belfast, but the 

latter did not have the same degree of authority as the former (Tonge 2002). The six 

counties of the North (Antrim, Down, Armagh, Fermanagh, Derry and Tyrone), which 

formed part of a larger area of nine counties known as Ulster, were purposefully separated 

so that the new region could retain a Protestant majority that would not compromise the 

union with Great Britain; the other three counties in Ulster – Cavan, Donegal and 

Monaghan – were included in the Irish Free State.  

From the outset, Northern Irish Catholics, who made up one third of the population, 

suffered the imposition of a Unionist government and longed for the greater autonomy that 

had been afforded to the southern state, of which they felt part as Catholics and Irish 

Nationalists. Unionists did not welcome the treaty either, as they were worried that the 

perceived reluctance of the British Government to maintain rule over Ireland would 
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eventually result in the unification of the island as an independent state (Tonge 2002). 

Moreover, they were concerned about the hostility manifested towards them by Catholics, 

who were not interested in negotiating their shared existence with Protestants but reacted 

with opposition to Unionist rule in the hope that Northern Ireland would not last for long 

(McKittrick and McVea 2002). After partition, violence unfolded and both Catholic and 

Protestant civilians died. In 1922, following a treaty between the British Government and 

the major Irish Republican party, Sinn Féin, that proved disadvantageous for Catholics, the 

victims of the violence amongst Catholics outnumbered those amongst Protestants. In 

addition, Catholics’ businesses and shops were burned and thousands of Catholics lost their 

jobs and houses. Despite the growing violence, Unionists’ power consolidated slowly but 

there were still many uncertainties surrounding the survival of their government 

(Mulholland 2002).  

Both Catholics and Protestants were kept in limbo, as there was the possibility for the 

border between Northern Ireland and the Free Irish State to be revised, therefore leading to 

a new partition that could completely overturn the political situation of the region. 

However, in 1926, the boundaries as they were conceived in 1921 were confirmed by the 

Irish Boundary Commission (Nash, Reid and Graham 2016). At this point, Unionists could 

feel more confident that their majority would not be at risk, whereas Catholics had to 

accept that their minority status within Northern Ireland was not going to change any time 

soon, and that in order to preserve their interests they needed to finally recognise the 

Northern Parliament (Mulholland 2002). In the years to follow, Protestants acquired more 

stability but were still forced to deal with an ingrained feeling of insecurity combined with 

the ever-present threat posed by Catholics and by potential, albeit improbable, electoral 

alliances that could undermine their power, such as one between Unionist labourists and 

Catholic representatives (Mulholland 2002). In order to safeguard the Union, Unionists put 

in place a series of discriminatory measures. From 1929, the local electoral system was 

based on a first-past-the-post scheme whereby qualification to vote depended on one’s 

financial conditions and only homeowners and ratepayers (citizens who paid local taxes on 

property they owned or rented) were allowed to vote. Hence, Catholics were dramatically 

disadvantaged because of their higher rates of unemployment and their greater reliance on 
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public housing. Other measures regarding businesses and the gerrymandering of electoral 

boundaries were adopted to maintain Unionist political supremacy (Tonge 2002; Walker 

2013).  

Tonge recognises three different levels of employment discrimination for Catholics. The 

first had to do with ‘location decisions’ (Tonge 2002: 22) since most industries were located 

in Protestant areas. The second regarded ‘employment prospects’ (Tonge 2002: 22), which 

were far fewer for Catholics as they generally lacked training compared to Protestants. The 

third concerned ‘public-sector appointments’ (Tonge 2002: 22), which were a prerogative of 

Protestants who constituted the great majority of employees in security services, such as the 

Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC), and held the highest-ranking positions in the civil service. 

Discrimination also occurred in the assignment of public housing; Catholics lived in much 

worse dwellings, were rarely rehoused and, at times, were moved to Protestant-majority 

neighbourhoods (Melaugh 1995). 

The level of discrimination against Catholics has been a matter for debate. According to 

Tonge (2002), it is no surprise that Protestants underplayed the degree of discrimination 

affecting Catholics, but it is also plausible that some Catholics might have excessively 

emphasised the scale of inequality they had to endure. Unionists rejected the idea that 

Catholics were subject to unfair treatment through the fact that the government did not 

purposefully approve discriminatory laws against them (Walker 2013). Hence, the evident 

disadvantaged position of Catholics was explained by the opposite side through a series of 

other arguments such as, for example, Catholics’ alleged inferiority, historically being seen 

as ‘rude, anarchic, deviant, untrustworthy, and lawless’ (O’Leary 2019: 116), which impinged 

on their economic status, and their partial self-exclusion from the local government.   

The discussion about the nature of the conflict in Northern Ireland is still an open one, and 

even if there is agreement on the fact that the reasons behind the war are manifold and are 

concerned with the interlocking of ‘religion, economic, political and psychological factors’ 

(Tonge 2006: 12), the extent of each of these factors’ impact on the way the conflict 

evolved is contentious. There is no doubt that at the core of the war were the strong and 

contrasting ethnonationalist sentiments of Catholics and Protestants, who respectively 
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wanted to reunite with Ireland and to preserve the union with Britain. However, by the time 

the Troubles erupted at the end of the 1960s, most Nationalists were allegedly more 

concerned with ending their status of discriminated second-class citizens, while Protestants 

were worried about the unpredictable consequences that changes in favour of the Catholic 

minority would have on their privileged condition (Tonge 2006).  

Civil protests broke out in 1968 as local expressions of the global movement for civil rights. 

The Northern Ireland civil rights movement was led by Catholics and was largely perceived 

by Protestants as the means through which Nationalists demanded reform of the state but 

also as a platform whose resonance could have humiliated Unionists and their politics on 

the international stage (Mulholland 2002). Despite the peaceful nature of civil rights 

protests, violence quickly unfolded on both sides of the sectarian divide. The aggressive 

reaction by Unionists against Catholic marches, together with the rise of paramilitary groups 

like the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF), further intensified the activity of an already 

resurgent Irish Republican Army (IRA). Rioting took place mostly in Catholic areas as well 

as at interfaces as Loyalists put forward a strategy of ‘pre-emptive action’ (Mulholland 2002: 

72) in order to directly hit the headquarters of Catholic insurgence. In the meantime, any 

political attempts by the Unionist state to make concessions to Catholics were not 

welcomed by either side of the conflict.  

For the next thirty years, Northern Ireland was at the mercy of sectarian violence, mainly 

perpetrated by Loyalist and Republican paramilitary organisations but also by the RUC and 

the military which was sent by the British Government to the region. Most deaths 

happened in the 1970s and 1980s, although the general level of violence decreased during 

the latter decade. However, the possibility that a peace agreement could be reached between 

the two parties surfaced only in the 1990s, despite killings carried out by the IRA in 

England, and specifically after the 1994 IRA ceasefire. Negotiations led by the Ulster 

Unionist Party (UUP) and the Social Democratic Labour Party (SDLP) began in mid-1996 

and ended two years later with the signing of the Good Friday Agreement on April 10th, 

1998, also known as the Belfast Agreement. It took a while for the local government to 

reach some sort of stability, as it collapsed in both 2000 and 2002. Moreover, both the UUP 



!

! 37 

and the SDLP lost their positions as the largest Unionist and Nationalist parties and were 

respectively superseded by the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) and Sinn Féin. As of 

2019, these are still the two main Northern Irish parties, even after the 2017 government 

collapse. The Good Friday Agreement established power-sharing between Unionists and 

Nationalists. Nonetheless, if the former group perceived the Belfast Agreement as a 

disadvantageous one, the latter positively welcomed gains such as ‘economic equality, parity 

of esteem, policing changes and inclusive government’ (Tonge 2006: 22). The Good Friday 

Agreement succeeded in bringing the violence of the Troubles to an end but did not lay 

down the foundations to structurally eradicate sectarianism in its multiple manifestations, 

instead entrenching the division between the two ethnonationalist groups as an intrinsic 

element of the region (Hall 2018).  

 

The Inevitability of Sectarianism: Framing Northern Ireland’s LGB 
Communities in a Divided Context 

The centrality of the Protestant/Catholic dichotomy in the establishment and history of 

Northern Ireland has made sectarianism, ethnonationalism and religion the main focuses of 

scholarship on the region across disciplines and subject matters. Studies of LGB people in 

Northern Ireland have primarily centred on equal rights and homophobia (Curtis 2013; 

Duggan 2008, 2012; Hayes and Nagle 2016; Livingstone 2004), religious attitudes towards 

LGB people (O’Leary 2009), health (McArdle 2009), sexual citizenship (Ashe 2009; Kitchin 

2002; Kitchin and Lysaght 2003, 2004) and homosexuality and national identity (Conrad 

1999, 2001, 2004). Where sectarianism has been explored in relation to LGB communities it 

has been as a hindrance to the advancement of social and legal equality. However, the 

presence of sectarian practices within LGB communities remains largely under-investigated. 

Examples of LGB sectarian activism are relatively unexplored within the discourse on 

Northern Irish gay culture; the two most popular stories found in the existing literature are 

the personal accounts of a Republican gay man, Brendí McClenaghan (1995), and a 

Republican lesbian, Marie Mulholland (1995), who have recounted the difficulties of being a 

minority within minorities.  
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The lack of narratives about LGB people who were politically active in their own Catholic 

or Protestant communities is consonant with the challenge for researchers of finding LGB 

individuals who would speak publicly and assertively about their own political convictions. 

Recently, the isolated story of a transgender woman, a former member of the Orange 

Order, made the news (Black 2016). Despite leaving the Order to begin her transition, she 

expressed a desire to return, in the name of a strong sense of belonging. During my 

fieldwork, I was able to collect only indirect information about LGB people’s participation 

in nationalist movements and, as I will explain later, the majority of my informants upheld 

the idea of their communities as non-sectarian. It is in light of this situation that LGB 

groups’ inclusive approach has been widely recognised by their members as well as 

outsiders. Some scholars have written about how ‘queer communities’ were positioned 

outside the dichotomous Protestant/Catholic paradigm (Conrad 1999, 2004; Nagle 2013) 

without further questioning this assumption. Others (Duggan 2012) have pointed out that 

people’s perceptions of how sectarianism intersected with LGB groups differed, as did the 

ways in which sectarianism impacted on LGB individuals’ lives (Kitchin and Lysaght 2004).  

It is primarily against this frame of scholarship that my thesis aims to investigate in depth 

how the embeddedness of sectarianism in LGB people’s everyday existence has emerged 

through their contradictory narratives and behaviour. The purpose of exploring 

complexities and incongruities and questioning long-held notions of LGB groups’ supposed 

neutrality or removal from the conflict is to contribute to the understanding of how 

sectarian dynamics have intersected with LGB people’s daily experiences and show how 

individuals’ actions and use of language has inescapably reiterated sectarian dynamics. The 

alleged absence of sectarian episodes and behaviour within Northern Irish gay communities 

resonates with a tendency within sectarian contexts, noted by Michael Rosie, to see 

sectarianism as ‘someone else’s problem’, something that ‘is caused, initiated, or carried out 

by someone else’, ‘an accusation – something they do and we endure’ (2017: 6, emphasis in 

the original). As he posits, another ‘distancing’ device is a generalised belief, also found in 

these contexts, ‘that sectarianism happens to someone else’, leading to ‘the seeming paradox 

that relatively few people report that they have themselves directly experienced it’ (Rosie 

2017: 6, emphasis in the original). Although the presence of sectarianism has been widely 
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acknowledged and addressed as a problem affecting people’s lives in Northern Irish history, 

the peace-building process that began in the region after the Good Friday Agreement has 

led to a further form of removal: sectarianism has become for many ‘a thing of the past’. 

Thus, individual narratives testifying to the endurance of divisions and discrimination have 

been often overshadowed by a collective, hegemonic narrative highlighting stories of 

‘change’ and ‘sharing’. 

Sectarianism has shaped the relations between Catholics and Protestants since long before 

the establishment of Northern Ireland in 1921 (Brewer and Higgins 1998), and can be 

understood at once as a premise, core motive and consequence of the conflict. The 

Troubles, a roughly thirty-year period between the late 1960s and 1998, marked an 

exacerbation of sectarian violence that caused a total of 3,489 deaths (Sutton 2018). 

However, the Troubles are part of a more extended and ongoing conflict, which continues 

to be characterised by manifestations of sectarian hate despite the cessation of intense 

violence with the 1998 Good Friday Agreement. Protestant and Catholic communities have 

both been perpetrators and victims of sectarian actions. Yet, while Protestants could count 

on the cultural and political support of the establishment, access to social resources and a 

feeling of belonging to the British state, Catholics, as we have seen, were discriminated 

against through the enforcement of laws that denied them social and economic equality 

(Brewer and Higgins 2003). Although the political and religious causes behind sectarianism 

tend to overlap to the point of seeming at times indistinguishable, Brewer and Higgins 

(2003) consider the roots of anti-Protestantism to be more politically driven than embedded 

in religious difference, whereas for anti-Catholicism the latter is the more prominent factor.  

The interlocking of religion and politics in Northern Ireland is unquestionable. 

Notwithstanding, researchers have debated the nature of this relation, offering differing 

readings of it. Despite recognising the social importance of religion within a conflicted 

society, Mitchell (2006) argues that the conflict is first and foremost political; religion is not 

the essence of strife in the region, but only one of its components. In Cairns’s words, 

religion is the ‘colouring’ element of the conflict (2000: 438). Bruce (2007) contends that 

Northern Ireland is different from the rest of the United Kingdom precisely because of the 
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role that religion has played in shaping people’s social identity. On the other hand, Mitchell 

asserts that ‘casting Northern Ireland as a place apart misses the point’ (2004: 251). She 

contends that, with Britain becoming increasingly multicultural and religiously diverse due 

to ever-growing immigration, some of the intersections and frictions that have characterised 

the relationship between religion and public life in Northern Ireland could be replicated in 

the rest of the UK. 

Liechty and Clegg (2001: 152) provide a useful – albeit generic – definition of sectarianism: 

‘a system of attitudes actions, beliefs, and structures at personal, communal, and 

institutional levels’, involving religion and politics and their convoluted relationship, within 

which violent manifestations of individuals’ and groups’ sense of belonging, identity and 

needs lead to ‘destructive patterns of relating’. Such patterns consist of ‘hardening the 

boundaries between groups – overlooking others; belittling, dehumanising, or demonising 

others; justifying or collaborating in the domination of others; physically or verbally 

intimidating or attacking others’ (Liechty and Clegg 2001: 152–153). What this thesis is 

especially concerned with are the ‘smaller, perhaps everyday or semi-conscious attitudes, 

actions and beliefs which contribute subtly to keeping the sectarian system in place’ (Liechty 

and Clegg 2001: 158). A further element Liechty and Clegg shed light on that is worth 

mentioning for the purpose of this analysis is the fact that whether actions or words are 

perceived as sectarian has to do not only with the intentions of their perpetrators, but also 

with the consequences that such actions and words bring about. There is no doubt that not 

all behaviours are meant as sectarian by their enactors, but this does not prevent them from 

being judged as such if the outcomes lead to any of the ‘destructive patterns of relating’ 

listed above, which can happen regardless of one’s original objective.  

Academic works that proved useful to my analysis have examined the Northern Irish 

context through different lenses. Thomas M. Wilson and Hastings Donnan’s work The 

Anthropology of Ireland (2006) provides a comprehensive overview of Ireland from an 

anthropological perspective, with in-depth sections dedicated to Northern Ireland, as does a 

collection of studies on the region predominantly focussing on the anthropology of policy 

(Donnan and McFarlane 1997). Begoña Aretxaga’s ethnography amongst Nationalist 
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women at the time of the conflict (1997) sheds light on the gender dimension of the 

Troubles, as well as on significant aspects of community life during the war. The 

exploration of gender dynamics through the study of gender roles in sectarian rituals 

(Racioppi and O’Sullivan See 2001) and through reflections on masculinity (Ashe 2015; 

Ashe and Harland 2014) offer an insight into how ideas around masculinity and femininity 

were also shaped in relation to the conflict. Catholic and Protestant communities formed 

their views on masculinities and femininities by way of their hostile relations (Quinn 2000), 

and such peculiar visions provided the basis on which stereotypes about gay men and 

lesbians were produced and used as homophobic tools both outside and within gay circles.  

Other significant studies of sectarian manifestations vary from exploration of the 

permanent display of sectarian symbols (Jarman 1999), such as peace walls (O’Leary 2016) 

and murals (Graham 1998), to the short-lived but prominent flag parades (Bryan 2015; 

Jarman 1999; Southern 2007a) and riots (Bryan 2006). In these studies, sectarian images 

emerge as indelible space markers that have now become endemic constituents of Northern 

Irish geographies. People’s knowledge of urban space is especially accurate in Northern 

Ireland, but where familiarity is lacking, symbolic identifiers prove useful to allow 

individuals to find their bearings and detect whether they are in a Catholic or Protestant 

area. Even if gay life, including cruising, was mostly limited to the semi-abandoned and 

gated city centre during the conflict, house parties and sexual encounters in private 

dwellings were not rare. Hence, the claim implied in some of my informants’ accounts that 

they were often unaware of whether the area where they went to party or to meet a lover 

was Protestant or Catholic is highly questionable. 

Segregation was not limited to neighbourhoods; it extended to different dimensions of 

people’s lives, as shown in studies of schools (Smith 2001), leisure centres (Bairner and 

Shirlow 2003) and workplaces (Dickson and Hargie 2006). This further reduced the chances 

of a person meeting someone from the other community; some of my informants admitted 

to never having come across anyone from the ‘other side’ until they left secondary 

education (see also Nelson, Dickson and Hargie 2003). Such forms of mutual alienation 

certainly reinforced divisive feelings and exacerbated stereotypical ideas about the other. 
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Indeed, it is from the assimilation of stereotypes that the subtle customary practices of 

‘telling’ (the word the Northern Irish use to define their ability to guess a local stranger's 

background) develop and are maintained. If ‘telling’ is about observing the ‘other’ (Burton 

1978; Cairns 2000; Larsen 1982; Maguire 2004), information about a person’s background 

could come out through conversation and without the need to ask direct questions (Leyton 

1974; McFarlane 1986). Finding out basic facts, such as where a person went to school, 

lived, or simply learning their name, also meant getting to know if they were Catholic or 

Protestant.  

While the most striking manifestations of sectarianism, such as the ones mentioned above, 

were hardly containable and thus had to be somehow reluctantly endured, the employment 

of sectarian language in everyday speech seemed to be generally less tolerated and also less 

used in public and semi-public mixed social contexts, with a few exceptions. It was 

accepted, for instance, during performances, when stories about the past were staged or 

long-established stereotypes were exposed and made fun of. It was also favourably received 

in LGB bars and clubs when deployed in organised performances. Sectarian slogans and 

chanting were also commonly heard during football matches, during which tones are 

intentionally provocative (Bairner and Shirlow 1998). 

Sectarianism marks physical space in highly visible and powerful ways, shaping people’s 

experience of their surrounding geographies, and sits at the heart of Northern Irish societal 

structures providing directives for daily interactions. Desmond Bell (1987), in an article 

about the reproduction of ethnic identity by Loyalist youths, referred to sectarianism as a 

habitus. The word is borrowed from Bourdieu, who described it as a series of cultural 

practices, ‘a system of acquired dispositions functioning on the practical level as categories 

of perception and assessment or as classificatory principles as well as being the organizing 

principles of action’ (1990: 13). The concept of habitus offers an appropriate tool to pin 

down the workings of sectarianism, the latter being simultaneously the unspoken frame 

through and within which one relates to the world and a system of practices one can either 

choose to follow or fight against. In fact, the everyday practices of sectarianism are an 

ingrained and submerged part of a more or less conscious system of relating to one’s 
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surroundings, whose mechanisms even locals can hardly be always aware of. On the other 

hand, the most violent and harmful manifestations of sectarianism, which draw media 

attention and are perpetrated only by a minority of the region’s population, often entail a 

mindful choice made by their executors.  

Through an analysis of political parties’ attitudes towards civil partnership and gay marriage, 

I contend that such political issues, which can be regarded as a cross-community matter of 

interest, are dealt with by reproducing the sectarian split. In practice, while Sinn Féin put 

forward proposals to legalise gay marriage, most Unionist parties worked against passing 

legislation in favour of LGB equality. The quest for equality in Northern Ireland takes on a 

deeper meaning due to the centrality that the concept gained with the Good Friday 

Agreement, and in particular with the inclusion of Section 75 in the 1998 Northern Ireland 

Act, introducing the fundamental notion of ‘equality of opportunity’. Being equal, as the 

doorway to citizenship, signified being able to take part in the construction of post-war 

Northern Ireland and participate in the reconciliation process. However, what being equal 

meant has always been addressed differently by Catholics and Protestants; Catholics 

conceive equality as an absolute concept whereas Protestants see it as one solely related to 

equal opportunities. This divergent understanding of an apparently cross-community 

interest constitutes a stark example of how issues that should cut across sectarian divisions 

can instead reiterate them (Wilson 2007).  

While it could be argued that the tie between Unionism and religious conservatism is one of 

the main reasons why laws such as the one in favour of marriage equality would not be 

approved by Unionists, the interlacing of religion and politics is far from straightforward. In 

fact, the Roman Catholic Church in its institutional homogeneity spoke against the 

introduction of gay marriage, while within the more heterogeneous Protestant landscape the 

antagonistic voice of the Free Presbyterian Church was counterbalanced by the affirmative 

actions of other Protestant denominations. Hence, whereas on the one hand religion and 

politics are inextricably interlocked in Northern Ireland, they do not neatly overlap. Such 

discrepancies stem from the fact that, while there is a collective sentiment that unites those 

belonging to one community, the ways individuals identify with that community are 
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complex. As this thesis shows, there is no single way of being Unionist or Nationalist, as 

there are several ways of being Protestant or Catholic, or indeed gay, lesbian and bisexual.  

 

Not So Queer: Challenging Theoretical Terminology and Self-
Definitions 

If words such as ‘Unionist’, ‘Nationalist’ or ‘Republican’ are complex labels that need to be 

unpacked, the terminology used in LGBT studies and by LGBT individuals and groups to 

describe themselves is no less contentious. During my fieldwork experience, I gathered that 

the employment of the term ‘queer’ seemed to be limited by most of my informants to 

inside jokes and teasing behaviours, and accepted in established groups only from within. 

Moreover, the use of the word amongst gay men and lesbians required a certain level of 

intimacy and a sense of shared belonging in order not to be perceived as an insult. 

Notwithstanding the positive association of ‘queer’ with the legitimated concept of ‘theory’, 

which prompted a process of appropriation of the term by gays, lesbians and of course self-

identified queer individuals, and its success as the core object of analysis in a new field of 

study as well as a significant political and social tool, ‘queer’ has not lost its potential as a 

‘term of abuse’ (Halperin 2003: 339), which was at times offensively employed both from 

within and by outsiders. If ‘queer’ has sometimes been used interchangeably with ‘lesbian 

and gay’ in academic as well as political contexts (Green 2002; Marcus 2005), the evidence I 

collected throughout my research suggested that ‘queer’ functioned as an alternative or 

additional subject position people might embrace (Warner 2002) rather than a synonym or a 

metonym for ‘lesbian and gay’ (Marcus 2005). In the context of LGBT associations, the 

‘queer’ label was added through the letter Q to the ever-expanding acronym LGBTQI 

(Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Intersex). ‘Queer’ was mainly employed as a 

descriptive term and a political label, working as a broad and ambiguous social container. 

Moreover, it seemed to be more often associated with the collective rather than the 

individual, and especially to indicate a temporary performative state (Sedgwick 1993), not a 

crucial component of one’s being.  
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My initial doubt of whether queerness could provide a useful analytical category for this 

research was triggered by a realisation that my work on LGB people did not seem to be 

particularly ‘queer’. In addition, the term rarely came up during my fieldwork outside the 

specific circumstances mentioned above and institutional contexts. This recognition 

inevitably raises the question of the relevance of ‘queer theory’ to this thesis and prompts a 

reflection about the position of my research both in relation to queer theory, and lesbian 

and gay studies more generally. From a historical perspective, the two have always had an 

ambiguous relationship; they are largely conceived as diverging and yet inevitably 

overlapping academic strands, with queer theory representing the advancement of gay and 

lesbian studies (Giffney 2004). With the advent of queer theory, lesbian and gay studies 

began to be depicted as ‘backward, identitarian and outdated’ (Halperin 2003: 42) and 

accused – falsely, according to Halperin – of reinforcing the status quo with a modus 

operandi that reproduced the socially constructed normative heterosexual/homosexual 

binary long criticised for overshadowing the complexities of human sexualities (Valocchi 

2005). Some have challenged this evolutionary understanding by asserting that queer theory 

did not evidence any strong departure from lesbian and gay studies in practice, and that the 

study of queer sexualities should in fact be pushed further (Marcus 2005). Others have 

taken issue with the fact that queer theory has often seemed distant from describing 

people’s everyday existence (Halperin 2003) and has failed to recognise the relevance of 

specific social and cultural contexts (Green 2002).  

Despite such criticism, in recent years queer theory has been widely deployed by scholars 

and this has marked a new era of sexuality studies across disciplines. Anthropologist Tom 

Boellstorff’s article ‘Queer Studies in the House of Anthropology’ (2007), published 14 

years after Kath Weston’s ‘Gay and Lesbian Studies in the House of Anthropology’ (1993), 

reviewed anthropological studies of non-normative sexualities by moving away from 

Weston’s use of terminology to acknowledge the development of a new field of study 

defined by a more inclusive idiom. The expression ‘queer theory’ was first introduced at a 

conference by film theorist Teresa de Lauretis in 1990. The initial perplexity arising from 

the pairing of a term of insult with ‘the holy word “theory”’ (Halperin 2003: 339) was soon 

overcome by a prompt integration of the disruptive potential of queer theory into the realm 



!

!46 

of academic teaching. Queer theory’s objective was to move beyond the distinct categories 

of ‘lesbian’ and ‘gay’ to challenge and, if possible, even transcend them (Butler 1993; de 

Lauretis 1991; Seidman 2001). As Cohen explained, its aim was to speak to those who 

‘activated only one characteristic of their identity, or a single perspective of consciousness, 

to organise their politics, rejecting any recognition of the multiple and intersecting systems 

of power that largely dictate our life chances’ (1997: 440).  

The context in which I operated cannot be understood without due consideration for the 

notion of identity, since this concept provided one of the core elements of sectarian 

divisions. It would be impossible and meaningless to conduct research and write about non-

normative sexualities in Northern Ireland without placing the intersectional aspect of 

people’s lives at the centre. In this study, identity serves first and foremost as an 

ethnographic tool with the full awareness that people’s self-recognition in one seemingly 

fixed and homogeneous community (be it Unionist, Protestant, Catholic, LGB, Lesbian, 

etc.) is not necessarily a set, unmovable and impenetrable condition, but one that is nuanced 

and contradictory, responding to specific contexts and times. People in Northern Ireland as 

well as elsewhere use identity categories to navigate their social terrain because such 

categories provide both a shared idiom that allows individuals and groups to speak about 

themselves and a cultural, social and physical space of belonging. Although at some political 

and theoretical levels identifiers might be considered outdated, they still resonate with 

individuals’ everyday lives. Therefore, despite recognising the limits of using ‘identity’ as a 

theoretical framework and the fact that identities are firstly given and only subsequently 

chosen (Brubaker 2016), the recourse to such notion has sometimes proved inevitable in 

this research to investigate how people self-identify and acknowledge that ‘identities are 

politically relevant, an irrefutable fact’ (Alcoff and Mohanty 2006: 7), not to mention an 

undeniable ethnographic fact in the Northern Irish context.  

The two sectarian communities in the region employed identity as a tool for political 

struggle and recognition. Generally, both are talked about as homogeneous groups, while in 

fact their morphologies are much more complex. In Northern Ireland, the term ‘Catholic’ 

refers to those who self-identify as such, as well as those who are born in the Catholic 
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community. Likewise, ‘Protestants’ are people who are born in the Protestant community 

and belong to one of the many Protestant faiths, such as the Presbyterian and Methodist 

churches or the Church of Ireland, the three most prominent denominations in Northern 

Ireland. While it is true that most Catholics are ‘Nationalists’ (that is, they consider the 

whole of Ireland to be a single nation and wish for its reunification as one country), not all 

of them are, in the same way as not all Protestants are ‘Unionists’, even though a majority 

supports the union of Northern Ireland with Great Britain (Melaugh and Lynn 2017). 

Terms such as Catholics and Protestants are more often than not employed interchangeably 

with Nationalists and Unionists when discussing Northern Ireland’s divisions both in 

scholarly debates and everyday speech. When they appear as substitutes for one another in 

this thesis, it is both for the sake of simplification (in instances in which the context does 

not require making a distinction) and because of the widespread undifferentiated use I 

experienced throughout my stays in Northern Ireland.  

It is nevertheless important to acknowledge that not all people identify equally with one 

definition or the other. One case in point is an episode that occurred during the panel 

discussion I helped organise during the Anti-Homophobia and Anti-Transphobia Week, 

when a woman from the public complained about our decision to use ‘orange’ and ‘green’ 

as groups of identification in a questionnaire that we distributed to participants. She never 

thought of herself in those terms and believed more options should have been made 

available, although a generic alternative under the label of ‘other’ was also included. On the 

other hand, words such as ‘Loyalist’ and ‘Republican’ are not used as substitutes for 

Protestant/Unionist and Catholic/Nationalist. In fact, Republicans and Loyalists, besides 

being supporters respectively of a united Ireland and of the union with Great Britain, justify 

more or less explicitly the use of violence through paramilitary means for the defence of 

their cause (Melaugh and Lynn 2017). Hence, both terms will be employed in this thesis 

only when referring to individuals who specifically identify with either of the two groups. 

As explained earlier in this section, the ways in which terms such as ‘gay’, ‘lesbian’ and 

‘queer’ were understood by the people I came across throughout my research did not allow 

me to adopt the same reasoning as for the categories above. Following Annamarie Jagose’s 
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reading of the term ‘queer’, a term she argues ‘can only be auto-descriptive’ and that ‘refers 

to self-identification rather than to empirical observation of other people’s characteristics’ 

(1996: 97), as an outsider and an observer, I refrain from using it as an identifier or 

descriptive term when informants did not employ it themselves, which almost never 

happened. I cannot rule out the possibility that the language in which I chose to present my 

project influenced, at least partially, the way people spoke about themselves; in fact, I 

originally presented my project to potential participants as one that only addressed self-

identified gay men and women. In doing so, I was aware that by appealing to specific 

identity categories I would create boundaries of exclusion. For example, some women who 

self-identified as lesbians could have felt left out because they refused the expression ‘gay 

women’ as a category of self-definition. Here, my failure to differentiate between ‘gay 

women’ and ‘lesbians’ was due to an initial lack of sensitivity towards the distinct social and 

political significance that some women might attribute to these two expressions. In this 

study, I use the term ‘lesbian’ to refer to individuals, whereas ‘gay women’ is sometimes 

used instead of ‘lesbians’ when writing about them as an indistinct group of people to avoid 

redundancy. Similarly, ‘gay’ and ‘LGB’ are used interchangeably as an adjective to denote 

the broader communities encompassing gay, lesbian and bisexual individuals, as ‘gay’ is 

generally accepted as a collective identifier. 

The possibility of investigating those people who self-identified as queers concerned me 

because of the wide array of individuals who could recognise themselves within this group, 

given the deliberate breadth and inclusivity of its meaning. As Jagose explains, ‘there is no 

generally acceptable definition of queer; indeed, many of the common understandings of 

the term contradict each other irresolvably’ (1996: 99). After all, as Halperin and Butler 

(1994) argue, to straitjacket the many possibilities of queer theory by treating it as a 

‘normative academic discipline’ (Halperin 1995: 113) would destine it to termination. The 

intentionally vague notion of ‘queer’ allowed room, for example, for ‘heterosexuals with an 

interest in critiquing and subverting the practices of heteronormative normalization’, as 

feminist and queer theorist Annette Schlichter explains (2004: 547). As such, Schlichter 

wrote about the peculiar phenomenon of what she called ‘queer straights’ (2004: 544), 

mostly intellectuals who embraced queer critique to deconstruct heterosexuality and move 
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past the heterosexual/queer binary, and to suggest an exploration of sexuality in its 

heterogeneity. Northern Irish associations such as Queer Space and Outburst Queer Arts 

Festival used the word as an umbrella term to address a wide group of individuals. 

‘Everybody welcome’, the phrase found at the bottom of Queer Space’s newsletter to 

advertise their welcoming approach, espoused the idea that ‘queer’ does not simply concern 

non-normative sexualities but all those who feel marginalised (Conrad 2006).  

Thus, had I decided to also include self-identified ‘queer’ individuals in my research, I 

would have certainly come across an original and unexplored territory but ultimately 

pursued an entirely different project centred, for example, on the questioning of binary 

sexual categories in a sectarian context, rather than on the persistence of sectarian practices 

within LGB communities. In terms of the overall panorama that I depict in this thesis, it 

will become evident that queerness – intended as subversion, rupture and critique of a 

heteronormative societal system – is hardly what characterises gay communities in Northern 

Ireland. Sectarianism is embodied and embedded in such groups in spite of LGB people’s 

generalised perception of their communities as non-sectarian. The reproduction of 

sectarianism has sustained the reiteration of heteronormative structures and of an agenda 

primarily focussing on the legalisation of same-sex marriage, and thus on an institution still 

derived from a heteronormative frame, if one considers it from a queer perspective. 

Women’s role within LGB circles appeared as still marginal compared to men’s, and the 

solidarity between men and women hoped for and at times assumed by queer theory was 

still far from being achieved. To be queer in the sense of opposing and critically 

confronting existing structures of power and regulation can hardly be expected of those gay 

men and lesbians living in contexts where their participation in such power structures is 

severely limited, as Adam Isaiah Green has noted (2002).  

Of course, the story I recount about LGB communities is one of many that might have 

been told; it is the one I came across and recognised as prominent. However, the purpose 

of this account is not to obscure different narratives, such as those of people who assert 

their queerness through acts of disruption departing from the mainstream, whether through 

performances or more direct political involvement. These do exist, although they might not 
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involve the majority. Moreover, while radical queer movements (whose aim is to 

deconstruct sexual categories by questioning existing power structures and institutions) and 

liberal assimilationist movements (advocating for equality through inclusion in the existing 

heteronormative power structures and institutions) present different approaches to 

negotiating the sociality of non-normative sexualities, I do not think people view the two as 

mutually exclusive. Likewise, I believe queer theory and lesbian and gay studies can 

contribute as complementary frameworks to my analysis and both provide useful 

perspectives through which I can critically read what I experienced.  

 

Striving for Sameness: The Pursuit of Equality through Family and 
Marriage 

The subjects that predominantly emerged through my informants’ stories about family were 

mostly of two kinds: on the one hand, living arrangements such as cohabitation, civil 

partnership and gay marriage, and on the other, coming-out stories and the consequent 

delineation of roles that family members played within their own family and community. 

My ethnography contributes to the existing literature on gay kinship through analysis of 

how gay people who are unable to access marriage negotiate their status as couples who 

aspire for their unions to be seen as legitimate as heterosexual ones. Although gay families 

are often referred to as ‘alternative families’, this thesis highlights how traditional models of 

making families are very prominent within gay communities. The stories collected by 

Goodfellow in the United States echo the narratives that I came across, insofar as they 

delineate how gay men ‘embraced the ideals associated with bourgeois imaginations of the 

nuclear family’ (2015: 22). The organisation of a wedding or civil ceremony and the 

involvement of one’s biological family in such important life events, as well as in everyday 

happenings, were common aspirations amongst most of the people I met. The stories of 

coming out that I gathered shed light on families’ participation in the lives of their gay and 

lesbian relatives. Listening to stories about families’ reactions to people’s coming out 

proved especially useful for understanding different facets of the Northern Irish family and 

its function as a political actor for the reproduction of both Republicanism and Loyalism 

through the containment of homosexuality. 
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Marriage has been a primary subject of anthropological investigations as ‘the institution [...] 

on which the family is based’ (Segalen 1986: 107) and one of ‘the basic facts of life’ (Fox 

1967: 27). Anthropologists have long debated whether a universal definition of marriage 

may be produced (Bell 1997; Goodenough 1970; Gough 1959; Leach 1955), given that ‘the 

institutions commonly described as marriage do not all have the same legal and social 

concomitants’ (Leach 1961: 108). The recurrent employment by anthropologists of the term 

‘marriage’ to describe comparable but not equivalent relationships and rituals observed in 

societies around the world came under criticism in the works of Leach (1961) and Needham 

(1971), who contested its use as an analytical tool for making sense of non-Western social 

institutions. Such an approach was deemed constitutive of ‘a priori assumptions’ (Leach 

1961: 27) generated by an ethnocentric standpoint that complicated the full understanding 

of ethnographic facts. According to Leach, ‘English language patterns of thought are not a 

necessary model for the whole human society’ (1961: 27), while Needham gave examples of 

societies that ‘make no lexical recognition of that institution’ (1971: 7). The use of the word 

‘marriage’ without a thorough acknowledgement and explanation of local terms risked 

overshadowing the particular characteristics of local institutions and obscuring the potential 

of language to reveal cultural specificities. In light of this, Leach (1961) argued in favour of 

detailed ethnographies that would stimulate fruitful comparisons without the need for 

generalisation. Despite finding fault with the approach to the study of such ritualistic 

unions, anthropologists agreed on the crucial role that these fulfilled across different 

cultural settings. In his account of marriage rites among the Evé of Togo, Rivière (1984) 

unequivocally explained the weight that marriage could have on families and communities 

without suggesting any universal definition. He referred to it as a ‘révélateur’ (Rivière 1984: 

378, emphasis mine), a ‘revealer’ of social hierarchies and systems of authority, because 

through marriage rites the different actors involved were able to assert their position within 

the family and the community.  

In the last decades, marriage has become a key issue in the debates on LGB rights in many 

societies around the world, with many advocating for the extension of the institution to 

same-sex couples or the enactment of similar forms of legal recognition of their unions, 

Northern Ireland being no exception. In the region, the topics of civil partnership and gay 
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marriage spurred the desire of many LGB people to legalise their unions and at the same 

time gave rise to the articulation of discontent about the fact that same-sex marriage had 

not yet been introduced in Northern Ireland. Despite recognising the substantial and 

symbolic differences between marriage and civil partnership, the latter is in all respects 

considered a ‘marriage’ by the majority of those individuals who choose to form one. My 

informants pointed out how the language they employed to refer to their union and their 

significant other coincided with the kinship idioms used in heterosexual marriages; for 

instance, a partner would be referred to as ‘husband’ or ‘wife’. This was often also the case 

for people who had been living together for a while, regardless of whether their relationship 

had been legalised. Generally, my informants laid claim to the employment of marital 

language; one explained that she did not like to use the word ‘partner’ because it felt too 

much like business terminology. Esther Newton, in the preface to the new edition of her 

book Cherry Grove, Fire Island (2014) about her experience in the eponymous American 

popular gay mecca, recounted her trip to the island after many years of absence, and 

reported as a novelty the fact that people introduced their ‘significant other’ using the 

words ‘husband’ and ‘wife’, showing off their wedding ring. The passing of time was 

marked by Newton’s observation of the pivotal change that the introduction of same-sex 

marriage had brought about. People who were able to access marriage took full advantage 

of their new social position that elevated their union to the same status as heterosexual 

ones. In Northern Ireland, where same-sex couples have access to civil partnership but are 

not allowed to marry, language and symbolic markers were also widely used to gain social 

recognition and compensate for the absence of legal recognition in the form of traditional 

marriage. 

The rituals that precede civil partnership ceremonies, such as the exchange of engagement 

rings and the choice of the venue, as well as the ceremony itself, also follow 

heteronormative models. In some cases, the legal registration of the civil partnership was 

complemented by a religious ceremony. One of the gay couples I met held a double 

celebration of their ‘wedding’: after legalising their partnership at City Hall, their union was 

reaffirmed in a religious ceremony at the non-subscribing Presbyterian All Souls church. 

For most LGB people in Northern Ireland, accessing a civil partnership while continuing to 
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demand the legalisation of same-sex marriage represented a matter of acquiring equal rights, 

and therefore the same legal status, as heterosexuals. Notwithstanding the fact that legal 

recognition is considered a fundamental goal, social recognition often plays an even more 

important role in LGB people’s everyday lives. According to Hull (2006), whose 

ethnography explores same-sex marriage in the USA, the cultural practices mentioned 

above are embraced by couples because the unavailability of marriage makes them viable 

alternatives to mark their commitments. Hull’s study shows that same-sex couples ‘drew 

upon the cultural resources of marriage quite explicitly’ (2006: 28). Her discussion on the 

desirability of marriage for LGB people and the debate that is found within LGB 

communities about whether marriage is one of the main goals for them to pursue, 

suggested that positions on the subject are often ambiguous. In some cases, couples would 

take part in rituals resembling heterosexual weddings, while in others they chose not to but 

would still ‘adopt other cultural practices linked to marriage, which also suggest an attitude 

of ambivalence rather than outright opposition towards marriage’ (2006: 79). Hull also 

posits that many of the couples she met stood on a ‘middle ground’ (2006: 79) with respect 

to marriage, in the same way as some heterosexual cohabiting couples do, whereby marriage 

as an institution is neither completely rejected nor fully subscribed to.  

However, there is no question that the possibility of sharing the celebration of wedding 

with family and friends is a way for same-sex couples to see their union accepted and 

valued, as it is for heterosexual couples. In this respect, the role that families play in making 

their LGB relatives feel recognised is fundamental. One of my informants told me how her 

grandmother never displayed pictures of her wedding day around the house, while those of 

her cousins’ weddings were all hanging in the living room. This unequal treatment obviously 

made her feel different and gave her a sense that her gay relationship was regarded as less 

legitimate compared to her cousins’ heterosexual unions. Ellen Lewin’s (1998) pioneering 

accounts of gay and lesbian ceremonies of commitment in the United States resonate with 

the stories I collected. Although I never participated in a gay wedding, I gathered narratives 

about past ceremonies, engagements and prospective celebrations. Lewin’s study shows a 

diverse panorama in terms of ceremonial organisation, couples’ faith and spirituality and the 

choice of rituals to follow. Nevertheless, a generally common trait surfacing from this 
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variety of wedding experiences is the conflation of heterosexual traditions and newly-found 

modes and meanings through which LGB unions are celebrated. While it is very likely that 

even amongst my informants some wedding-related initiatives might have been intended as 

acts of resistance, the commonalities between LGB weddings and heterosexual ones 

appeared more striking in people’s accounts. The main reason why LGB people in Lewin’s 

ethnography hold such celebratory events is the desire to have their love recognised and 

legitimated by friends, family and community. The presence of biological family members in 

particular is regarded as more significant than any other, as demonstrated by consistent 

commentaries by couples about relatives who attended and those who did not. Schneider’s 

(1997) contribution to the topic of gay and lesbian families makes clear that to consider the 

formation of such families as a mere act of assimilation to the hegemonic heteronormative 

context would mean to miss out on some important aspects of why and how these units are 

formed.  

Lewin and other academics who have worked on LGB kinship in Western contexts 

(Hayden 1995; Newton 2014; Povinelli 2006; Weston 1991) have discussed to various 

degrees how non-heterosexual families contributed to the reconfiguration of kinship. 

Weston writes about ‘chosen families [...] by treating gay kinship ideologies as historical 

transformations rather than derivatives of other sorts of kinship relations’ (1991: 29, 106, 

emphasis in original). Her theoretical approach opposes the hypothesis that non-biological 

‘fictive kinship’ is subordinate to or alternative to blood kin. As chosen families are quite a 

recent product of social transformation, making their formation more ductile, the 

assumption that choice ingrains an absolute degree of agency and free will has to be 

challenged (Weston 1998). The interrelation of choice and free will, threatening the 

traditional family structure, is far from simple. Thinking of ‘chosen families’ as ‘freely 

chosen’ (Weston 1998: 85) would mean ignoring their presence in the social realm. Even if 

they are supposed to ‘liberate participants from the bonds of the nuclear family’ (Weston 

1998: 86), they are still subjected to social categories such as class, gender and race. Shapiro, 

a fierce critic of the so-called new kinship studies (Shapiro 2008, 2010), firstly challenges 

Weston’s notion (1991, 1992) that families of choice are equal to blood relations, by arguing 

that even from Weston’s own account it is evident that the latter are more valued than 
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fictive ones. Secondly, Shapiro (2010) highlights how in Weston’s book (1991) family 

arrangements such as gay wedding ceremonies and family gatherings go through ‘a process 

of modelling’ (Shapiro 2010: 7), that is a reproduction by which they appear modelled after 

their heterosexual correspondents.  

In Northern Ireland, the will to organise a gay wedding with the same characteristics of a 

heterosexual one is consistent with most LGB people’s more or less explicit intent to 

communicate to the dominant society through an image of sameness, the end goal of which 

is to gain access to existing customs and institutions in the name of equality rather than to 

challenge them. As some of my interviewees’ accounts make evident, conveying a sense of 

sameness is considered a means of showing that same-sex couples are not different from 

heterosexual ones in how they lead their lives. A married lesbian I met explained how she 

used social media to share anecdotes about her day-to-day family routine so that those who 

saw her posts would understand that LGB people have the same aspirations as non-LGB 

individuals when it comes to relationships. The hope behind these communication choices 

is to increase the acceptance of LGB families as units with an equal right to be socially and 

legally acknowledged and offer the image of a ‘recognizable family form’ (Butler 2002: 14) 

that would qualify the relationship as kinship by virtue of its resemblance to a heterosexual 

one.  

Conveying sameness was strictly related to an idea of normalcy. Acting ‘normal’ was 

perceived by some gay people as the best course of action to adopt to ensure that their 

presence was accepted in social contexts. To act ‘normal’, as the term was employed by my 

informants, implied that any behaviour that could be perceived as ‘gay’ needed to be 

downplayed. Hence, acceptance, which entailed the possibility of taking part in everyday 

acts such as a romantic dinner out or simply walking down the street with a partner without 

being harassed, was directly connected to the degree to which the same-sex couple would 

become invisible to the public eye. In some cases, my interlocutors’ words implied that 

violence against LGB couples, whether verbal or physical, could be triggered and partly 

understood by the victims’ enactments of behaviours deemed as ‘provocative’, in the sense 

of being excessively gay. For some LGB couples, to be able to have a public life required 
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acting as little as possible as a couple.  

During my interviews with informants, coming-out stories took up a significant part of our 

conversations. Most people I met had disclosed their sexual orientation to their immediate 

family members and specifically to their parents, but some had not for various reasons. 

Amongst the younger ones, a few had not yet come to terms with their sexuality, whereas 

some older individuals were either worried that their elderly parents would not accept them 

or they had come out later in life, without having had a chance to talk to their parents 

before they passed away. For those who had come out to families, the act of coming out 

was hardly ever identified with a particular moment in space and time but more often 

entailed a process in which different actors were involved. Coming out did not necessarily 

imply a direct conversation between the LGB person and the people they wanted to come 

out to, but information could be mediated by another person. Mothers would most likely be 

the ones in charge of ‘coming out’ to fathers and other family members on behalf of their 

children. Sometimes, their intervention was requested by their gay children, but in other 

instances mothers themselves offered to be the ones to break the news to the extended 

family. Such forms of concealment and control were functional to the maintenance of the 

family’s status within their community of belonging. The circulation of information about 

the sexual orientation of an LGB person outside the privacy of the family was often 

perceived as a potential threat to the family itself. Weston (1991) and Lewin (1993) argue 

that the coming-out process puts the solidity of kinship ties to the test, therefore 

‘reconfiguring fundamental notions of kinship’ (Lewin 1993: 977).  

What emerges from my ethnography is that coming out also sheds light on the different 

roles played by family members in the process, thus exposing the internal hierarchies and 

power relations within the family as a group, as well as on how such roles conform to a 

specific idea of the family within the broader social structure. In a discussion about the 

state’s control of women’s bodies in Northern Ireland, Conrad has argued that the control 

of information is fundamental to determining ‘the boundaries of the state, sectarian 

communities, and individual subjects’; likewise, for a person ‘to shape and control another, 

she or he must control the flow of information about and through the subject’ (2004: 122). 
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Conrad employs the Foucauldian concept of the ‘family cell’ for her analysis of how 

sexualities are regulated in Ireland and Northern Ireland. In her examination, ‘the centrality 

of the family cell to social, economic and political organisation defines and limits not only 

acceptable sexuality but also the contours of the private sphere, the public sphere and the 

nation itself’, and therefore ‘those who step outside those cells are encouraged to step right 

back in, to return to the seeming safety of anonymity and privacy’ (2004: 4, 134). In this 

context, gay and lesbian individuals who decide to move from the privacy of their closeted 

lives by beginning a process of coming out involving wider social circles than close kin 

might face attempts from family members to limit their access to the public sphere or 

restrain the leak of information outside the home. Of course, as Conrad points out, the 

maintenance of full privacy is ultimately an illusion and is ‘allowed only insofar as it 

reproduces politics as usual’ (2004: 134). The reproduction of politics through kinship is 

evidence of the fact that the state, which in the specific case of Northern Ireland is 

embodied by the two forms of sectarian nationalisms, ‘permeates personal and familial life’, 

as Janet Carsten writes while examining kinship across contexts (2007: 22). ‘What 

knowledge gets passed on, what is concealed, is the outcome of a myriad of circumstances 

and small decisions that are not only politically circumscribed’, as Carsten notes, ‘but which 

in turn form part of the fabric of the political world in which they occur’ (2007: 22). 

Therefore, in the Northern Irish context, families’ control over the dissemination of 

information about their members can be read as a constitutive element of local politics that 

mirrored at a micro-level the pervasive presence of the state in individuals’ lives. 

 

Impermeable Privacies: Moving Away from Kinship 

Based on the significance of family-related themes both in LGB studies and in the 

understanding of a sectarian context, I initially planned to focus my project on kinship. 

However, as I began interviewing people, most did not seem to like talking about their 

families, neither their family of origin nor their family of choice. Answers to my questions 

about family members were often vague and brief. With some people, I felt comfortable 

enough to ask for more details, but in other cases I was reticent to push for more 
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information. Generally speaking, those I interviewed who were actively involved in LGB 

advocacy work of some sort were definitely more willing to volunteer their experiences, 

offering specific and intimate examples about family life. However, even here, a few people 

nonetheless endeavoured to keep the conversation quite superficial. A long interview with a 

lesbian who worked with LGB people ended without her mentioning her wife at all. I did 

not know whether or not she was married, but I had been wondering about it throughout 

the conversation after noticing a very fine band on her ring finger. During our chat, it had 

become clear to me that she had been purposefully avoiding discussing her relationship 

status. I had been trying to ask about it with generic questions that were somehow 

tangential to the topic, such as, for example, ‘How do you feel about public displays of 

affection?’, hoping she would speak about some personal anecdotes, but I did not gather 

any useful information on the matter. At the very end of our encounter, while we were 

getting ready to leave, I eventually complimented her on the ring. She smiled to me 

explaining that it was in fact her wedding band.  

Whether people were open to discussing kinship relationships did not appear to be a matter 

of gender, age, social or cultural background but the majority of my interlocutors displayed 

at least some discomfort or reluctance during such conversations. Consequently, it soon 

became evident that I might not to be able to reach out to family members. A few people 

who contacted me after reading my project proposal made it immediately clear that their 

relatives could not be involved in the study or that they did not want them to be involved. 

In most cases, my interviewees had not told anyone in their family that they were taking 

part in a project, nor had they any intention of doing so. This was evident whenever I spoke 

to people who were not yet out to their family.  

The relatives of LGB individuals with whom I had first-hand contact were not keen to 

share their experiences and they did not facilitate communications with their LGB relations. 

One person in particular who was a frequent visitor to my house and a stable member of 

my social circle, deliberately and consistently avoided mentioning anything concerning his 

gay sibling. This man’s reaction to mutual friends’ encouragement to engage with my 

project, for instance by inviting his sibling to join us on a night out, showed an evident 
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annoyance. In general, the information that I gathered from this friend about family was 

particularly scarce given the level of closeness that we reached during my stay. This example 

is just one helping to illuminate the level of privacy that surrounded the family. The attitude 

shown by my acquaintances as well as participants in my project about their families’ 

contribution, manifested itself also through the way in which the house, as the ultimate 

family space, was hardly ever made available as a place for socialisation, regardless of 

whether people still lived with their parents or on their own. Thus, I only visited three 

homes of locals in almost a year and a half of fieldwork and after many social gatherings 

organised at my house. The fact that houses were off-limits to me meant that I had only a 

partial first-hand experience of individuals’ lives and that a considerable amount of the data 

used for this thesis comes from narratives and discussion of memories. In Chapter 4, this 

reluctance to grant access to one’s home is explained by drawing a connection between how 

the heightened pursuit of privacy in Northern Ireland has been shaped by the sectarian 

conflict and the many years of military occupation, and the control that families exert over 

the spread of information about one of their member’s homosexuality.  

Such resistance towards exposing family matters to an outsider was the main reason leading 

me to move away from kinship and shift the focus of my thesis to analyse the intersections 

of sectarianism with the lives of LGB individuals and communities. The prominent position 

that the quest for equal marriage occupied in LGB discourse bridged kinship with the novel 

political framework of my study. This topic of conversation seemed much easier to handle 

for informants because it did not necessarily require an incursion into one’s private 

existence and allowed for a broader conversation about LGB rights and Northern Irish 

politics in relation to equality for LGB people. The topic of equal marriage granted the 

possibility to talk extensively about the right to marriage as a matter of collective concern, 

without necessarily digressing into the personal. This subject functioned as a middle ground 

between the more intimate experiences of kinship and its political aspects. Although a few 

interviewees liked talking about themselves, their opinions emerged much more easily than 

facts and experiences did. The shift from the personal to the political was often quick, and 

in spite of my attempts to jump back and forth, the former was often overshadowed by 

general commentary.  
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Sexuality and Beyond: Positioning Myself as a Researcher 

When I moved back to Northern Ireland in 2013, three years after my last visit, I thought I 

would resume my research from the point at which I had left. I still had all my contacts and 

was confident that my prior experience in Belfast had been positive enough to grant me 

privileged access to local LGB communities this time around. As it turned out, I had 

returned to a different setting. Much of what I had come to know only a few years earlier 

was gone. The people I had worked with most closely during my three months as a 

volunteer at Gay and Lesbian Youth Northern Ireland (GLYNI) were no longer employed 

in the association. Likewise, some young participants who once were  members of this 

group were now over 25, and thus too old to attend. Others had stopped going to meetings 

because they were unhappy with the turn the group had taken; according to a few, 

sociability had overshadowed GLYNI’s formative and supportive goals. 

When I had previously participated in the group, I was neither aware of anyone else 

volunteering with them specifically nor of anyone involved for research purposes. As a 

matter of fact, my unclear role had been intentionally created to satisfy my request to spend 

as much time there as possible. As I later found out, however, ordinary volunteers would 

typically receive proper training and hold responsibilities. The situation I encountered once 

back in Belfast was quite different, with a fair number of enrolled volunteers across all 

LGBT associations as well as researchers who had already secured a spot to work on their 

projects. As a result, answers to my emails kept being delayed or passed on to others, who 

in turn did not know how to accommodate my requests given the full-time presence of 

other fieldworkers. Hence, I relied on random invitations to ‘everybody welcome’ 

gatherings in the safety of the gated Waring Street building. The impossibility of becoming a 

routine attendee of a group resulted in a lack of consistency in the way my relationships 

with informants developed, since more solid and trustworthy bonds can grow out of the 

opportunity to meet at regular intervals.    

One particular passage of Kath Weston’s seminal book Families We Choose (1991) stuck with 

me throughout my time in Northern Ireland and beyond:  
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Halfway through my fieldwork, I remark on this concern with the researcher’s identity, while addressing 
a course in anthropological field methods. “Do you think you could have done this study if you weren’t a 
lesbian?” asks a student from the back of the classroom. “No doubt,” I reply, “but then again, it 
wouldn’t have been the same study.” (…) my lesbian identity clearly helped me lay claim to 
those bywords that anthropologists like to apply to relationships in the field when 
information is forthcoming: “trust” and “rapport.” Many participants mentioned that 
they would not have talked to me had I been straight, and one or two cited “bad 
experiences” of having had their words misinterpreted by heterosexual researchers. 
(1991: 13–14, emphasis in original) 

I was concerned through all the stages of my doctoral research about the possible 

outcomes of conducting a study on LGB people as a non-LGB person, given that most of 

the existing work in the field had been carried out by LGB anthropologists. I felt especially 

insecure about the kind of relationships that I could establish with lesbians during my 

fieldwork. My earlier experience working with gay men made me optimistic about 

connecting with them, whereas a big question mark hovered over my prospective 

encounters with women. At first, I was unsure about how or whether I should come out to 

my informants as a self-identified straight person. I realised relatively soon that it was not 

always necessary to be upfront about my sexual orientation because such information 

would often surface indirectly. The mere fact that I always ‘asked for permission’ to attend 

groups and LGB gatherings, even those allegedly open to all, became an indication of the 

fact that I did not belong and needed to be admitted by those who did.  

On one occasion, I requested to take part in a one-day meeting organised by the National 

Union of Students - Union of Students in Ireland (NUS-USI) to talk about LGBT–related 

issues at the Ulster University campus in Coleraine. Those wishing to attend were required 

to sign up, and because I was not enrolled in a Northern Irish university, I sent an email to 

register in which I disclosed my intention to take part in the event for research purposes. I 

did not specify whether I self-identified as LGBT but learned from their reply that my 

sexual or transgender identity was a prerequisite for participation. Although I was not 

denied permission to attend as a researcher (at least not explicitly), I was reminded that the 

meeting welcomed self-identified LGBT people exclusively. I was aware and supportive of 

the need and right for groups that are often excluded by many realms of public and private 

life to meet solely among themselves, but also concerned because exclusion could severely 

limit my capacity to access people. I eventually chose against travelling to Coleraine because 
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my attendance would have entailed avoiding disclosing my sexual or gender identity, as well 

as a deliberate disregard of participants’ explicit claim to a space of their own.  

In the same vein, attendees at some LGBT women’s groups formed subgroups of self-

identified lesbians and gay women who gathered in more informal settings, a development 

which tended to exclude the participation of other subcategories such as bisexual and 

transgender women. As Victoria, one of my informants, explained, she was invited every 

now and again to private parties where she was the only bisexual woman and was never 

able to take her male partner because he was not welcome. She only ever saw one 

heterosexual woman at these parties, a long-term acquaintance whom most people knew 

and trusted. Trust was crucial, especially for lesbians, who unlike gay men seldom had the 

chance to make their voices heard. Although I was never told explicitly that a lack of trust 

was the reason why my access to certain spaces was not encouraged, I have always been 

conscious of the fact that my status as an outsider, not just as a person who did not self-

identify as LGB but also as a foreigner who was not from Northern Ireland or the United 

Kingdom and had not had a chance to build lifelong relationships with locals, could play an 

important role in my exclusion from some social circles.  

I felt as if my sexuality had become a hyper-visible trait while carrying out research, unlike 

other features that also characterised me. I wondered if my coming from Italy, a Catholic 

country, would in some ways influence my interactions with individuals of either affiliation 

in a region where religion was a constitutive element of self-identification. However, I did 

not come across any circumstance in which this part of my cultural identity affected my 

relationships, because I did not share with Irish and Northern Irish Catholics any other 

traits that would link or identify me with them, besides my being from a Catholic-majority 

state. I believe that some of the challenges that characterised my fieldwork in terms of 

access could have been overcome had I self-identified as LGB. However, while I think that 

my sexual orientation made it more difficult for me to connect with LGB people because it 

qualified me as an outsider to their communities, I do not believe that being gay or bisexual 

would have necessarily granted me easier access to their families. The ties that I was able to 
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establish with locals in over a year of fieldwork did not seem to be enough for them to 

share such an intimate part of their life, as family is, regardless of their sexual orientation.   

 

Methodology  

My fieldwork took place between January 2013 and late June 2014, with the exception of a 

three-month break at the end of 2013 for personal reasons. I lived for the first two months 

off the Ormeau Road, east of Queen’s University, where an unbalanced mix of mostly 

students, some academics, and a few families and professionals lived. The area that 

separated my house from the main university building was known as The Holylands, due to 

its street names, such as Jerusalem Street and Palestine Street. I later moved to a flat off the 

Lisburn Road in South Belfast, where I resided for the rest of my stay. My research took 

place primarily in Belfast, although I travelled a few times to other areas, especially the 

northern coast, which a couple I knew had returned to after spending a period of time in 

the capital, and the eastern coastal area where I often went to meet my informants. Some 

amongst those who lived outside of Belfast commuted to the city for work or study, 

whereas others visited occasionally.  

I collected data mainly through semi-structured interviews and participant observation. I 

formally interviewed 54 people, some more than once. The self-identified gay men whom I 

interviewed significantly outnumbered the self-identified lesbian, gay and bisexual women I 

spoke to. Male and female interviewees who did not identify as gay were more or less equal 

in number. As a whole, the percentage of people with a Protestant background was slightly 

higher than those with a Catholic upbringing. The people I interviewed were mainly from 

lower middle-class and middle-class backgrounds, with some belonging to working-class 

households. The age span of my informants ranged from 18 to late 70s. This allowed me to 

collect stories from different time periods and have a broader vision of the changes that 

occurred over recent the decades in the region, but also of those aspects that stayed the 

same. The majority of my interviewees did not have children. Only a few over 45 years of 

age had previously been in heterosexual relationships and had become parents. In Northern 
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Ireland, adoption by LGB individuals and/or couples was legalised only at the end of 2013; 

hence, at the time of my fieldwork most couples would not have had the chance to have 

non-biological children. Others, who I believed could help me better understand the social 

and cultural context of the region, took part in my project through informal discussions 

about Belfast and Northern Ireland. Amongst those were politicians, architects, academics, 

self-identified transgender friends, employees of LGBT groups, relatives of transgender 

people, a religious minister, locals and foreigners living in Northern Ireland.  

All interviews were recorded; most were conducted in public places, such as cafés, located 

in the city centre and the Queen’s Quarter, the areas in which LGB people would hang out 

more often. Northern Irish LGB history mainly revolved around these areas, as the first 

chapter will show, and LGB people felt more at ease there than anywhere else. 

Notwithstanding, some interviews took place at my house and others at my interviewees’ 

workplaces; only a few occurred at interviewees’ homes. As I will explain below and more 

extensively in Chapter 4, people’s houses were mostly inaccessible due to concerns about 

the preservation of individual and family privacy, whereas workplaces were only available in 

the case of politicians, public servants and those employed in LGB associations. Several 

people I contacted for the purpose of an interview declined my proposal. Some changed 

their mind after initially offering to help; others never responded to my messages or 

returned my phone calls. In a few cases when people did not show up to a planned 

appointment, I managed to reschedule the meeting, but in most instances I lost the chance 

to talk to them.  

Throughout the thesis, I use fictive first names for the individuals I mention. The only 

exceptions are public figures, whose actual names are reported in full whenever they spoke 

in public or official meetings. None of the informants expressed themselves either in favour 

of or against the appearance of their real names in my work. However, I guaranteed 

anonymity and confidentiality throughout the different stages of our communication, and 

therefore chose to follow the same procedure for everyone. In her book Families We Choose 

(1991), Weston made the decision to assign fictive surnames to those who participated in 

her project. She explained her choice as follows:  
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In a Western context, introducing strangers by given names alone paradoxically conveys 
a sense of intimacy while subtly withholding individuality, respect, and full adult status 
from research participants. Because the same qualities are routinely denied to lesbians 
and gay men in society at large, the use of only first names can have the unintended 
consequence of perpetuating heterosexist assumptions. (1991: 9)  

Although I think the reasons that brought Weston to use surnames are also extremely 

relevant in the context of contemporary Northern Ireland as well as other regions, I opted 

for the sole employment of first names to avoid potential inconvenience. In fact, the socio-

political environment in which I operated required special attention to names, as they 

needed to reflect the cultural background of the people they were assigned to for coherence 

and credibility. This care in assigning fictive names that reflected a person’s family history 

was not meant to imply that first and last names are never shared by the two communities 

of Protestants and Catholics, but rather to recognise that in a society whose past and 

present is marked by a sectarian divide, such as that of Northern Ireland, the degree to 

which names are vehicles of identities and important social markers is highly intensified 

and takes on a deeper significance than in non-sectarian contexts. Applying the same 

principle to surnames would have certainly complicated my endeavour, but, most 

importantly, due to the small area in which I operated and its ongoing tensions it could 

have easily created avoidable, unavailing and potentially dangerous cases of 

misidentification. It is beyond question that names can also be suggestive of markers such 

as class and race or ethnicity, but because of the focus of my research I chose to maintain, 

through names, the distinction between Catholic and Protestant and to explicitly highlight 

other characteristics only when these were considered particularly significant by my 

interviewees or necessary to my analysis.  

Shifting from the topic of proper nouns to terminology, it must be noted that in this thesis 

I use both the expressions ‘LGB community’ and ‘LGB communities’. For the most part, 

my interlocutors spoke about ‘community’ when referring to a collective of people who 

recognised themselves as either lesbian, gay or bisexual. Despite this tendency, the use of 

the singular when informants’ narratives are unpacked would run the risk of blending or 

erasing differences and would create the impression that an imagined group existed across 

boundaries and defined by the sole common characteristic of a sexual orientation that was 
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other than heterosexual. In my analysis, however, I call attention to the diversity within this 

seemingly unified community and highlight the fragmentations and tensions within it. 

Although it is important to recognise the power that social and political unity provides, the 

focus of this thesis is on the divergences that this ‘imagined community’ produces. This is 

why I employ the plural ‘communities’ to describe the social landscape that the LGB 

people I worked with delineate.  

Some of the associations or organisations I refer to are constituted as LGBT, hence 

providing services to lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people, and are mentioned as 

such in this thesis when this is their formal designation. Even if this set of individuals and 

subgroups are commonly comprised under one acronym, their needs are more often than 

not different. Lesbians, gays and bisexuals self-identify through their sexual orientation, 

whereas transgenders are individuals who do not recognise themselves in the gender they 

were born with. Differences between LGB and transgender people are not always 

understood by outsiders to such communities, who instead tend to associate both groups. 

It is undeniable that the discriminatory attitudes that both LGB and transgender people 

experience stem from a generalised prejudice that conceives of LGBT sexualities as 

‘deviant’ from the norm. However, as I learned through my interactions with organisations 

that support transgender people, as well as with transgender individuals and their relatives, 

the problems that the latter face are for the most part unknown and overshadowed by the 

wider attention gay communities receive at a social and political level. Transgender 

individuals deal with specific medical treatments, such as hormone therapies and sex 

reassignment surgeries, and unique issues in their day-to-day life like that of ‘passing’, 

which consists of their struggle to be recognised by others as a person of the gender they 

identify with. The main reason why such communities are not included in this study is 

because there would have been a risk of minimising the significance of the historical, social 

and political differences that set them apart from LGB groups, once again concealing 

fundamental aspects of transgenders’ narratives since these were not as much at the 

forefront of public debates as LGB communities’. I therefore use the term ‘LGB’ when 

writing about environments, circles, communities, groups and movements that are not 

constituted as LGBT, as well as people, individuals and couples examined in this study. 
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In order to expand my network of contacts, I initially relied on acquaintances and 

friendships I had made during my previous stays in Belfast. I used social media like 

Facebook to publicise the subject and aims of my research, as well as personal contacts, 

such as telephone and email, to directly communicate with potential participants. 

Information about my research was also disseminated through some LGBT groups’ 

newsletters, and other groups’ websites. Two associations went as far as printing out a 

leaflet I had prepared and placing them in communal areas of their premises. As explained 

earlier in this introduction, I was unable to attend LGBT groups in the role of a volunteer 

as I previously had. This position could have afforded me an extended and consistent 

access to those working there, as well as to attendees, and would have signified a solid and 

wide network of people to count on throughout my fieldwork. Despite these ‘closed doors’, 

I managed to meet some people at public LGB-related events, which became important 

terrains of research. In this regard, I participated in conferences and talks on several topics, 

such as two events organised by UNISON, on LGBT people and intersectionalities and the 

assessment of LGB people as adoptive foster parents, and a workshop entitled Moving 

Forward the Rights of Rainbow Families, coordinated by Cara-Friend with the support of the 

European Commission. I organised a panel discussion with Niall Rae, director and designer 

of queer theatre company TheatreofplucK, which was included in the Anti-Homophobia 

and Anti-Transphobia Week list of events on the subject of Combating Homophobia and 

Transphobia in a Sectarian Society. For the occasion, we invited several experts who had 

worked on LGBT rights and outreach activities from different perspectives. In addition, we 

put together a questionnaire for the public to help us investigate their point of view with 

regard to the role of art in fighting the hate crimes in question, the influence that 

sectarianism had on homophobia and transphobia and the presence of sectarianism within 

LGB communities. 

For the purpose of getting more closely involved with LGB associations, I applied to serve 

as a volunteer during the Gay Pride parade of 2013, which is discussed in detail in Chapter 

1. I joined an LGBT hiking group made up of a small number of habitués, plus a few others 

who hung out with them occasionally; one-day excursions to the Mourne Mountains were 

organised every couple of weeks, at times despite the discouraging weather forecasts. I 
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attended a couple of meetings of the Gay Business Network Northern Ireland, a small 

group of LGB entrepreneurs and self-employed individuals whose aim was to help each 

other and increase their jobs’ visibility. The group had been recently constituted when I 

moved back to Northern Ireland and, despite the infrequent meetings, it seemed to attract 

more potential members and was received by the Lord Mayor of Belfast at City Hall for a 

formal meeting. I also enrolled in the Open Learning programme at Queen’s University and 

followed a course on The Battle for Unionism 1920–2008. While the lectures proved useful for 

a more thorough understanding of the context, the class setting allowed me to listen to the 

other students’ views. The course was attended by around forty people, who were all at least 

around 20 years older than me – I was 31 at the time. The class’s demographics, students’ 

reactions and interactions were especially interesting because most of them had lived 

through the Troubles. I also became an assiduous follower of Forum for Alternative Belfast 

(FAB), a group of architects who worked extensively on projects meant to improve the 

state of Belfast’s inner city, thus shedding light on the problems affecting its urban 

landscape. They organised a series of seminars at the Golden Thread Gallery, an exhibition 

space where they also displayed a few of their plans. Their meetings helped me gain 

knowledge about the impact of the Troubles on Belfast’s urban fabric, which emerged 

through people’s relationships with the built environment and consequently with one 

another. 

 

Chapter Summaries 

This ethnography is divided into six chapters, each exploring a different aspect of the LGB 

communities of Belfast and Northern Ireland and their intersection with sectarianism and 

local politics. In Chapter 1, the analysis opens with a comparison between an Orange March 

and the Gay Pride parade, both of which I observed during my fieldwork. In 2013, the 

overlap of Gay Pride week with the celebrations of the Twelfth of July (a Protestant 

holiday) caused Belfast’s urban space to be dressed in an unusual mix of rainbow flags, 

patriotic signs, and other Pride-themed objects. As my analysis evidences, the symbolic 

power of these two parades is emblematic of a continuous tension between fixity and 
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change. Moving away from the past and maintaining the status quo are two different but 

equally strong processes that affect and define Belfast’s outlook and, more broadly, the 

social and political life of the region. The greater visibility that LGB people experienced 

during the Gay Pride parade was staggeringly counteracted by their lack of visibility in 

everyday life. The investigation of urban space as a readable text and stage on which local 

practices and traditions can be displayed or disguised leads to an exploration of how LGB 

people police their behaviour in public places, thus regulating their exposure as individuals 

and as couples. What emerges is a clash between a widespread desire to assert themselves as 

a constitutive presence of the social landscape and a fear of the possible consequences of 

being seen. As will be made evident, the strategies of self-regulation that informants exert 

on their conduct are also affected by the internalisation of an external gaze, a reminder of 

the recent past during which armed occupation controlled public and private spaces of the 

city.  

Chapter 2 contextualises LGB communities within the Northern Irish sectarian panorama 

by challenging the common assumption, perpetuated within and outside LGB circles, that 

gay communities provide a non-sectarian ground for cross-community encounters. The past 

and more recent experiences of LGB people narrated in this chapter bring to the surface 

the multiple ways in which sectarianism can manifest itself even within such supposedly 

neutral territories, as several contradictions and episodes in such accounts show. As will 

appear, the more submerged sectarian expressions are also the ones that are most difficult 

to eradicate because of their generalised acceptance and normalisation. The explicit 

aspiration held by LGB groups to position themselves outside, beyond or above the 

Protestant/Catholic dichotomy is hindered by the inescapability of deeply ingrained 

sectarian practices. Jeffrey Dudgeon, a central figure in this chapter and indeed in Northern 

Irish LGB history as the main actor in the process of the decriminalisation of 

homosexuality, emerges as both a unifying and divisive presence for the gay communities in 

the region. The contradictory narratives examined in this chapter show how people’s 

accounts of the alleged absence of sectarianism within LGB environments end up providing 

evidence of its reproduction.  
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The widespread notion that in Northern Ireland it is easier to be a gay Catholic than a gay 

Protestant is addressed and dissected in Chapter 3. I analyse and question this assumption 

through the narratives and experiences of a number of actors involved with gay 

communities at different levels. In trying to make sense of the factuality and origins of this 

widely held belief, my interviewees bring into the debate broader political discourses that 

corroborate the impossibility of tackling gay politics without addressing sectarian politics, 

and therefore of the fact that the former does not constitute a narrative that is other or 

alternative to the latter. Moreover, the chapter provides examples of contexts in which the 

topic of sectarianism is discussed by mixed audiences, including people from both 

Protestant and Catholic backgrounds, in ways that are deemed acceptable as non-sectarian. 

Such circumstances include stage performances and academic settings in which humour is 

resorted to as a strategy for making conversations about sectarianism possible and creating 

a safe zone for people to express views that would or could not be disclosed in other 

contexts.  

Chapter 4 looks at how LGB people control the circulation of knowledge about their 

sexuality and how their families implement similar strategies to contain and direct 

information about their relative’s homosexuality within and outside the family realm. Family 

privacy is maintained through what I experienced as a limited access to people’s houses and 

family members. In the analysis, the concealment of one’s homosexuality is explained 

mainly as an attempt to safeguard family relationships and preserve the family’s status 

within their community and social circles. The protection of the intimate sphere is also read 

as the result of the frequent violation of people’s abode during the conflict, which triggered 

a desire to regain control over the space of the home. In this chapter, I introduce life stories 

of LGB people with a special focus on their coming-out narratives and on how my 

interlocutors made sense of their families’ reactions to their disclosed homosexuality. Lastly, 

I shed light on the predominant role that mothers play in the control and dispersal of 

information about their children’s sexuality and on fathers’ marginality in the matter. In 

general, silence around a member’s homosexuality emerges as a common strategy deployed 

by households to safeguard the family’s stability.  
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In Chapter 5, I discuss the marginalisation of non-heterosexual women within LGB groups 

by drawing connections between their underprivileged social condition and the difficult 

access I experienced in contacting and involving them in this study. An overview of the 

history of LGB women in the region through my informants’ accounts reveals how their 

generally disadvantaged status is a consequence of several factors, amongst which are the 

presence of sectarian dynamics within LGB communities, the different construction of 

female homosexuality as opposed to male same-sex practices, and sexism. Lesbians have 

been associated with the Republican movement since the beginning of the twentieth 

century, a connection that could have caused their distancing from the first gay associations, 

which were mainly led and attended by Protestant men. Moreover, a long-established, 

enduring denial of female same-sex relationships, as well as sexism within LGB 

environments, also contributed to the focussing of LGB groups on men’s needs to the 

detriment of women. As a result, the number of women attending LGBT associations has 

always been small in comparison to male participants, and the generalised absence of LGB 

women in such associations made advocacy work more difficult. The subsidiary condition 

of LGB women appeared to be therefore stuck in a vicious cycle where the causes and 

consequences of their marginality overlapped and reinforced each other.   

Chapter 6 lays out the main political stages leading to the legalisation of civil partnerships in 

Northern Ireland in 2005 and addresses the ongoing debate around the key issue of 

marriage equality through the voices of politicians, LGBT associations and individuals. Two 

significant aspects take centre stage in this chapter. Firstly, discussions on equal marriage 

shed light on the ambivalence of the concept of ‘equality’ in the region and on how this 

notion, which is central to the recent history of Northern Ireland, has been manipulated at a 

political level in favour of or against the interests of specific parties. Equality, as the 

cornerstone of the Good Friday Agreement, constitutes the necessary precondition for 

anyone to be allowed to take part in a new phase in the history of the region. Hence, failure 

to achieve equality signifies exclusion from the peace and reconciliation process and from 

participation in the construction of a new Northern Ireland, once again blurring the lines 

between local and LGB politics. Secondly, I look at how most LGB people perceived their 

relationships as a marriage, regardless of its legal status, and employed marital language to 
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describe their union and significant other. As the narratives presented in this chapter will 

show, the aim of my interlocutors was to convey an idea of normalcy and sameness, thereby 

hoping to defuse negative stereotypes about non-heterosexual people and couples with the 

purpose of reducing homophobia. As a result, diversions from the heteronormative way of 

life, particularly in one’s behaviour, were sometimes criticised as unnecessary potential 

triggers of homophobic attitudes.  

As these summaries show, this thesis starts from an exploration of the physical and cultural 

context in which sectarianism interlocks with LGB people and their communities and ends 

on an open question about the future of LGB rights in the region, epitomised by the pursuit 

of marriage equality. This struggle played an increasingly important role in the politics of 

Northern Ireland after the 2017 government collapse because Sinn Féin made marriage 

equality a necessary condition in the negotiations for the reinstatement of a new power-

sharing with the DUP. The analysis thus travels from the more explicit and visual 

expressions of sectarian tensions, such as public demonstrations, individuals’ use of urban 

space and the reiteration of divisive narratives by both groups, to the subtler ways in which 

signs of this divide appear in people’s private lives or seemingly unrelated dynamics, 

contributing to the marginalisation of lesbians or playing a role in families’ containment of 

information about their homosexual kin. Nowhere was the intersection of LGB 

communities with the sociocultural and political landscape of Northern Ireland more 

apparent than in the juxtaposition of symbols during the 2013 parade season, with which 

this study begins.  
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Chapter 1 

Public Marches and Private Intimacies 
 The Tensions Behind LGB Visibility in Belfast’s Inner City 

 

In 2013, from June 28th to July 6th, Belfast held a Gay Pride festival. This was a week in 

which a series of events was organised, mostly by local LGB associations, in order to 

celebrate LGB people and to build up the atmosphere, culminating in the big pride parade 

of the last day. That year, the festival overlapped with one of the most anticipated and 

simultaneously most unwelcome periods of the year, that immediately preceding the ever-

contentious Twelfth of July parade. The date constitutes the peak of the Northern Irish 

marching season, when Orangemen unite under one flag to commemorate the victory of 

1690, when the Protestant King William of Orange defeated the Catholic King James II, 

thus securing civil and religious freedom for Protestants in the island, where Catholics were 

the majority (Bryan 2000).  

This season is usually marked by the often unsettling echo of distant drumming, and by the 

Union Flags 2  that overwhelmingly appear in Unionist neighbourhoods and streets, 

sometimes accompanied by the Ulster Banner, the former flag of Northern Ireland and 

now an equally controversial emblem of Ulster loyalism. In the street where I lived in South 

Belfast, these flags popped up all at once towards the end of June (see Figure 1). I had 

never considered the area as a Loyalist enclave and I was rather astonished to see my street 

transformed into a Unionist hub. A friend once told me that in the neighbourhood where 

she stayed for a while, someone had gone around knocking at people’s doors to offer them 

a flag and invite them to fly it in front of their homes. Her story made me wonder whether 

the parade of flags along the length of my street could be the job of one individual; most 

bunting was hanging down streetlamps rather than on house fronts. Besides, I always had 

the impression that the demographics of the place was mostly made up of students, single 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 The Union Flag, also known as the Union Jack, is the official flag of the United Kingdom of Great Britain 
and Northern Ireland and is used in some contexts to mark allegiance to the Union.  
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professionals, middle-class young couples and immigrants, whom I did not think would be 

much interested in celebrating the Union. As a matter of fact, there was only one household 

that I could recognise for its incontrovertible loyalism, signalled by the almost perennial 

presence of flags flying above the door. A man in his seventies, his wife and a dog lived 

there. The man spent a considerable amount of time outside his front door, which I would 

pass by every day. He began to greet me after a few months of staring at me walking by. 

Through his patient and attentive observation, he seemed to be implementing an effective 

strategy of neighbours’ watching.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Union Jacks in a residential street, South Belfast, June 2013. 
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Even if patriotic flags had staunchly transformed some parts of the city’s scenery, Unionist 

symbols were not the only ones waving at the beginning of July 2013. They were in fact 

joined by the substantially more discreet presence of rainbow flags, placed outside some of 

the venues chosen to host pride-related events and in front of the usual gay-friendly bars. 

The small gay district acquired a distinctive festive look with the increased number of flags 

hanging in its gloomy streets. Places like Made in Belfast, a well-known gay-friendly 

restaurant with two sites, in the Cathedral Quarter and near City Hall, displayed a flag for 

the occasion outside its entrances. Similarly, Lavery’s bar near Queen’s University arranged 

a sequence of rainbow flags above its main doors to show support. Perhaps one of the most 

significant contributions in this week of celebrations was seen at City Hall, whose façades 

were lit up in the rainbow flag’s colours on the evening of the Gay Pride parade. Had the 

Union Jack – which since December 2012 flies over City Hall only on designated days – 

happened to be up on that same day, the two symbols would have somehow overlapped, 

creating a unique view.3 

It would be improbable to see a rainbow flag at an Orange march just as it would be 

difficult, or at least rare, to spot a Union Jack during a Gay Pride parade. This is neither due 

to the absence of gay people in the Orange Order nor is it the case that all Orangemen are 

against Gay Pride and gay people. Although these are not mutually exclusive categories, 

they are hardly ever explicitly associated. In fact, what was most striking about the 

concomitance of the Orange marching season and Gay Pride was the clear demarcation of 

the spatial grounds they would occupy. Despite their geographical proximity, their routes 

excluded any possibility of intersection.  

Gay Pride is a moment of unity for the Protestant and Catholic communities and divisive 

symbols tend to be avoided, whereas Orange marches aim at strengthening Protestant 

identity and perpetuating antagonism with Catholics. The Gay Pride parade and Orange 

marches both make a symbolic claim over a given area of ground in light of a historical 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 After Sinn Féin’s proposal in 2011 to remove the Union Flag from Belfast City Hall, the Alliance Party put 
forward a motion to fly the Union Jack only on designated days (mainly royal birthdays, and St. Patrick’s Day), 
which was approved by the City Council on December 3rd, 2012. Before this vote, the Flag used to fly over 
City Hall every day of the year (Belfast City Council 2012; Melaugh 2013).  
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connection with some areas of Belfast. In the case of Orange marches, such links 

established the basis for drawing their ‘traditional’ routes. The history of gay people in 

Belfast is also a history of routes and intersections with certain areas, especially the city 

centre (see Maps 5, 7). This chapter will first analyse the divergences and commonalities of 

these two events, which overlapped by chance in the summer of 2013. As an established 

institution, the Orange march paraded to celebrate continuity with the past and renew 

traditional values through settled practices, as it usually does. On the other hand, the Pride 

parade was a relatively new celebration, at least compared to Orange marches, and sought 

to question aspects of the established social order, which the latter instead served to 

replicate. The two events shared other characteristics besides the mechanics of the parade 

as a traditional practice. For example, their institutionalisation, despite continuous protests 

against them (albeit now reduced), allowed them to be tolerated. The increased acceptance 

was facilitated by the fact that in recent years both had been more and more advertised as 

family-friendly festivals. Hence, the manifestations of alternative sexualities and 

sectarianism within these two parades seemed to be endured as part of the local folklore. 

However, the 2013 Gay Pride showed that, despite the growth and popularity of the final 

parade, visibility for LGB people was still contained in time and space. Much like the 

Orange marches, the event provided a time-limited safety valve, a chance for expression 

that was tolerated exactly because of its containment within a temporal and spatial frame 

rather than permanently inscribed into the social fabric and everyday life of the city.  

Within both the LGB and the Orange communities, certain manifestations of sectarianism 

and sexual dissidence occurring outside institutionalised occasions, such as those afforded 

by the marches, were criticised and condemned. The second part of the chapter will focus 

on how some of the gay men I interviewed showed great disapproval of public behaviours 

deemed as ‘too gay’ and out of the norm. In the context of Northern Ireland, the attitudes 

of these interviewees are first and foremost the result of incorporated fears related to the 

peculiar ‘culture of watching’. This form of surveillance influenced people’s public 

behaviour but affected LGB men specifically, who were targeted in the years preceding the 

decriminalisation of homosexuality in 1982. However, gay men’s expressed reticence to 

engage in public display of affection also signals an internalisation of the heteronormative 
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model (and at times even a form of internalised homophobia), whereby certain 

manifestations of gayness are seen as detrimental to LGB people themselves because they 

might endanger their safety and work against the image of ‘normality’ that they wish to 

portray.  

 

Map 5. Belfast City Centre, 2013. © Compass Maps Ltd.  
Source: Visit Belfast – www.visitbelfast.com 
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Temporary Tolerance of Subversion and Continuity: Gay Pride vs. 
Orange Marches 

On July 6th 2013, I participated in Belfast Gay Pride parade as a volunteer. I caught the bus 

to Custom House Square on the eastern side of the city centre, where the parade was meant 

to begin. Volunteers were asked to arrive in advance at the designated site for last-minute 

information and to collect the Pride crew T-shirt, which would make us recognisable in the 

crowd. I got off the bus in front of City Hall and walked towards my destination. Passing by 

City Hall’s main entrance, I took a quick picture of the religious banner that a few people 

were pinning on the front gate. It said: ‘The blood of Jesus Christ his son cleanses us from 

all sins’ (see Figure 2). Religious groups were preparing the setting for their protest, which 

was restricted to the area immediately in front of the building. Someone told me that they 

were not allowed to move around the city as they pleased while the parade was circulating, 

as they had in the past, presumably due to the improvement of security measures. However, 

they could still make themselves visible and heard to those marching, given that the parade 

would pass them by at certain stage.  

 

Figure 2. Anti-Gay Pride banner outside Belfast City Hall, June 2013. 
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The city centre seemed rather empty for a Saturday morning, but I ascribed that to the early 

hour and the special event that would soon invade the streets. The area of the square right 

in front of Custom House had been gated to accommodate the after-parade concert. I was 

given my T-shirt by a senior volunteer who then asked for some help to lay out a lengthy 

rainbow flag to carry during the walk. After doing so, I stood holding the flag for a while 

alongside other volunteers, observing the crowd growing around us and taking over every 

inch of available space surrounding the square.  

The Belfast Pride march has been growing consistently since the first parade in June 1991, 

when roughly two hundred people took to the streets. That first time, participants walked 

through the city centre followed by protesters, who were eventually left behind when the 

parade transferred to Botanic Gardens in search of a more peaceful ground (Curtis 2013). 

Since the 1990s, Gay Pride has grown into a big occasion that turned the initial one-day 

march into a whole week of events. In recent years, thousands of people have been 

gathering for the parade and were no longer disturbed by the numerous demonstrators. 

Protesters had not vanished, but their resources had certainly diminished.  

 

 

Map 6. Belfast Gay Pride Parade 2013, route. Source: © Compass 
Maps Ltd., Visit Belfast www.visitbelfast.com (amended by author) 
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Our route covered the main city centre streets, beginning from Custom House Square 

down to High Street, turning into Donegall Street and making a left turn into Royal 

Avenue. We followed the road all the way to the end of Donegall Place and walked all 

around City Hall going through Howard Street and North Queen Street. Once there, the 

parade completed its route crossing Castle Street and High Street all the way back to 

Custom House Square where it had begun (see Map 6).  

The jamboree that Gay Pride parade staged around the streets of Belfast’s city centre 

transformed the space with its intentional excessiveness. The usually timid, highly 

controlled and enclosed queerness of the everyday surfaced, or rather exploded, for the 

ninety-minute event. People brought to the streets behaviour and attires they would not 

dare show in that same space on an ordinary day. This was the one time during which LGB 

couples could walk the city streets hand-in-hand under the gaze of thousands and display 

affection, perhaps going as far as sharing a kiss. No one had to worry about ‘acting straight’ 

for fear of becoming hyper-visible. For a few hours and within a bounded space, LGB 

individuals’ visibility became the norm. The colourful explosion of people’s clothes and the 

costumes that the most eccentric participants had chosen to wear created a carnivalesque 

atmosphere. Feathers, wigs and glitter were the trademark of men dancing on the Kremlin 

bar’s float (see Figure 3), which, together with a couple of other big floats, provided a 

musical soundtrack for the parade. Some nudity, although discouraged, had been allowed 

(see Figure 4); a few popular bars’ and clubs’ floats exposed young men’s and women’s half-

naked bodies, as did Fonacab, one of Belfast’s largest taxi companies (see Figure 5). 

Similarly, the most confident transgender women took the chance to flaunt their femininity 

and showed off their long and toned legs by wearing shorts or tiny skirts and very high 

heels (see Figure 6). People waved rainbow flags and carried banners of all sorts, both to 

make groups’ presence visible and send out messages of support, acceptance and inclusivity 

(see Figures 7-8).  

While thousands of individuals marched across Belfast, others were watching on the side of 

the streets (see Figure 7). Some had come to the city centre to shop and would take breaks 

from their errands to enjoy the parade, while some others had purposefully travelled to 
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witness the event and show support. Indeed, Pride was not just a visual experience for 

those taking part in it. It provided an opportunity to satisfy the voyeuristic curiosity of an 

external public. What was going on in Belfast's city centre that morning was the exposure to 

the public eye of acts that would usually happen in the protected spaces of gay bars or clubs 

and private dwellings.  

Political parties also took part in the parade (see Figures 9–10). Some were represented by 

their LGB groups and others delegated their respective Assembly4 members. Since the 

Ulster Unionist Party’s first participation in 2008, all the main political parties attend the 

parade with the sole exception of the DUP, whose agenda has historically opposed LGB 

rights. When I was there, I also saw the Lord Mayor of Belfast, a Sinn Féin member, 

walking through the city. All LGBT associations from Northern Ireland and from the 

Republic were inevitably present, and religious groups like Changing Attitude Ireland and 

All Souls had come to show their support. Reverend Chris Hudson, a representative from 

All Souls, told me that for Pride he purposefully wore his collar so that everyone could see 

that he was a religious figure standing in favour of LGB people’s rights. Over the years, 

Belfast Gay Pride has undoubtedly become a family experience given the number of 

children involved, as well as fathers and mothers parading in support of their kids.  

When the final sections of the parade had converged on the gated area of Custom House 

Square, the concert began, hosting local bands and a few talent-show celebrities. The stage 

had been positioned on the northern side of the square while kiosks with food and 

beverages were spread around the perimeter of the area. A marquee had been erected on 

the opposite side of the stage to accommodate the stalls of LGBT associations working in 

the region and offering gadgets and informative materials. Volunteers, after a failed attempt 

to contain the crowd within a certain space to ensure circulation, were released from duties. 

At that point I was able to join the party, finding some room in the middle of the throng. I 

hung around with some friends who had volunteered with me for a while before heading 

back to the part of the city centre that we had walked through earlier.  

 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 The Assembly is the official name of the Northern Irish Parliament. 
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Figure 3. Kremlin’s float at Belfast Gay Pride parade, June 2013. 

 

Figure 4. People parading for Fonacab at Belfast Gay Pride parade, June 2013. 
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Figure 5. Person parading at Belfast’s Gay Pride with Fonacab, June 2013. 

I wanted to find out whether the atmosphere in the centre had changed and whether there 

were still groups of people celebrating after the parade was over and the street had 

reopened to traffic. However,  no trace of the morning festival remained. Of course, some 

people carried on celebrating inside gay bars, but the route that had been for some time 

appropriated by the Gay Pride parade had regained its usual appearance, once again 

concealing any presence of LGB people. While the city centre is the only place where Gay 

Pride could take place because of its neutral status and significance in LGBT history, the 

pervasiveness of the celebration was kept under control and limited to a specific time-frame 

and given space. After the march was over, the crowd and the queerness were contained in 

a gated square.  
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The Gay Pride parade uses the practices of walking along a route and making public 

displays of symbols, which resonate with the ostensibly opposing ritual of the Orange 

march (see Quinn 2000), in order to both maintain the status quo and to challenge it, thus 

exposing the underlying tension in Northern Ireland’s society between seemingly conflicting 

desires and inevitabilities. Members of LGB communities might not necessarily question – 

just by virtue of being and identifying as LGB – the heteronormativity of the status quo. 

Rather, some of their practices and discourses actively contribute to replicating it. 

Therefore, when I talk about ‘tensions’, I do not intend to restrain the discussion to those 

that might surface between events such as an Orange march and Gay Pride, but I wish to 

foreground the more submerged contradictions existing within these organised groups. 

Indeed, memberships of these communities are not mutually exclusive, although common 

membership is perhaps uncommon or at least disguised.  

 

 

Figure 6. Transgender women at Belfast Gay Pride, June 2013.  
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Figure 7. Man waving rainbow flag at Belfast Gay Pride, June 2013. 
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Figure 8. People at Belfast Gay Pride, June 2013.  
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Figure 9. Sinn Féin politicians and supporters at Belfast Gay Pride, June 2013.  

 

 

Figure 10. Alliance Party supporters at Belfast Gay Pride, June 2013. 
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The most striking contrast between Orange marches and the Gay Pride parade is that the 

former present an occasion in which heteronormative values are reinforced. The first time I 

caught sight of one was while heading to a Gay Pride event on July 2nd. I was travelling on 

the bus and saw Orangemen walking down Sandy Row. The bus had come down the 

Lisburn Road and while it stopped at the traffic lights at the intersection with Sandy Row I 

saw a group of people who were walking and leaving the Orange Hall located at one end of 

the street. I could only see their backs but all of them were dressed alike with dark, suit-like 

trousers and white shirts with short sleeves. Most importantly, all of them were men. All-

male marches, during which women stand on the side of the streets cheering and 

applauding (unless invited to take part in the walk by a male lodge), strengthen the centrality 

of men’s participation in public life and confine women to the symbolic peripheral role of 

‘tea-makers’ (Racioppi and O’Sullivan See 2000: 20). As expressions of tradition and 

continuity, they reproduce a patriarchal order in which masculinity is articulated via the 

heterosexual man, whose duty it is to represent Protestantism through ‘posturing, fighting, 

negotiating’ (Racioppi and O’Sullivan See 2000: 20). Although various masculinities co-exist 

and are subjected to internal discordances and negotiations even in the Orange parade 

system (Racioppi and O’Sullivan See 2000), the presumption of heteronormativity is 

nonetheless the norm. Clearly, Gay Pride brings about a rupture in such a paradigm. 

Gender roles and performativities are questioned and alternative masculinities and 

femininities that do not respond to the heterosexual canon become a possibility.  

Normativity is also conveyed in the Orange parades' strict observance of order. The 

participants are organised into several lodges and bands and walk along their paths 

following a prearranged sequence order and at a rather systematic pace. This methodical 

organisation and regimentation contrasts with the relaxed disorder and randomness of the 

Gay Pride parade. The precise architecture of the Orange march is evident in the fixed 

arrangement of outfits and colours, which differentiate lodges and marches but is consistent 

within them. Orangemen dress in their ‘Sunday Best’ (Racioppi and O’Sullivan See 2000: 

11), which in the case of the Orange march that I observed consisted of a modest but still 

elegant grey suit brightened up by a white shirt decorated with orange and purple 

collarettes. The sobriety and solemnity of Orangemen is strikingly different from the 



!

! 89 

carnivalesque and intentionally unsystematic image of the Gay Pride parade. The layout of 

the Orange march reproduces a specific social order with lodges, bands and spectators 

organised both hierarchically and according to specific roles. The morphology of the Gay 

Pride march is not based on hierarchies and strove to question people’s roles within a 

constructed social order. Nevertheless, the deliberate campness and disorderliness that 

characterises the Pride parade seems only to be allowed – or at least tolerated – for the 

purpose of the celebration that Gay Pride stages, which can be supervised, controlled and 

contained in space and time. 

Instead, Orange parades are very much concerned with spatial and temporal permanence 

and continuity. Even if most routes do not include Belfast's city centre, the big parade of 

the Twelfth would normally cross the area, with an important stop in front of City Hall for 

a quick celebration. Regardless of the limitations that marches have been subjected to by 

the Northern Ireland Parades Commission5, the passage through the city centre of the most 

important parade stands as a symbol of the centrality of the Orange tradition within the city 

and the entire region. Symbols of Protestantism permanently also mark the space in many 

areas across the city. Sandy Row is marked year-round by the emblems and colours of the 

Union, with even kerbstones being decorated in blue, red and white. Although Sandy Row 

is quite exceptional in the amount of Loyalist symbols it showcases, there are a great many 

neighbourhoods in Belfast where flags, murals and memorials mark the unmistakable 

identity of an area. These images mark out both Catholic and Protestant neighbourhoods 

and are cherished as a representation of identity and a way of remembering a distressing 

recent past. They also afford a sense of persistence and immobility to the neighbourhoods 

where they appear, as if they were stuck in the past. In some cases, these neighbourhoods 

retain some of the social and economic problems that emerged during the Troubles or as a 

consequence of them. This landscape is at odds with the one surrounding Gay Pride, which 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 The Parades Commission is an ‘independent quasi-judicial body set up in 1997’ whose set of duties is listed 
in the Northern Ireland Act 1998 (Parades Commission 2019). While the commission does not have the 
power to ban parades, it can restrict their routes as well as their use of music.  Parades organisers must follow 
a Code of Conduct established by the commission; the failure to do so can lead to legal prosecution and 
impact on the participation in future parades as a negative precedent. (Parades Commission 2019)  
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is a transient event that hardly leaves behind any trace of its passage and whose symbols are 

only cautiously exhibited in the everyday city landscape.  

The rhetoric of tradition attached to the Orange marches, as explained by Bryan (2000), is 

perpetuated by the Orange Order itself as a way of legitimating its celebrations and is 

echoed by the press, which does not seem to question it. By continuously reinforcing the 

traditional element of the marches, Orangemen have secured a certain degree of continuity 

to their rituals. However, changes have occurred through the years, and the solemnity of the 

parades has been increasingly softened by the festive atmosphere that surrounds marches 

and that is generated by the amalgam of participants to make them more acceptable. The 

growing attendance of families and youngsters is generally regarded as a positive trait, which 

could undoubtedly contribute to conveying a more inclusive and perhaps less provocative 

image of the marching season. Admittedly, the parades of the Twelfth have been going 

through a ‘rebranding’ (Bryan 2015: 570) aimed at the creation of a new public self-

representation, such as through the renaming of marches as Orangefests (Bryan 2015), 

bringing to mind joyous celebrations rather than controversial and potentially violent ones.  

On a different note, actions by single individuals that might trigger the association of 

Orangeism with an explicit bolstering of blatant sectarianism are rejected and criticised by 

the fringe of Orangemen who recognise themselves in what Bryan called ‘respectable 

Orangeism’ (2000: 8). The alleged respectability and non-sectarianism of the Orange Order 

is claimed by its members based on its ‘perceived decency and the esteem gained from 

social correctness’ (Bryan 2000: 8). Clearly, this institution is perceived differently by 

outsiders, and by Catholics especially who might find it difficult to disassociate a sectarian 

motive from the persistence of marches through predominantly Catholic areas and the 

presence of certain bands (which are hired by Orange lodges but are not part of them) that 

sometimes carry banners of paramilitary groups like the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) and 

the Ulster Defence Association (UDA).  

Less surprisingly, Gay Pride, as well as other parades taking place in the city centre, such as 

the St. Patrick’s Day parade and the Lord Mayor’s show (a former unionist event that is 

now a cross-community show), have been described as inclusive carnivals (Bryan 2015). 
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Orange marches have been more easily thought about as actions of resistance and territorial 

claims, two aspects that have nevertheless also driven Gay Pride parades, particularly in the 

early years. With the passing of time, Gay Pride has become viewed more and more as a 

festival, even in a conservative place such as Belfast, and the Orange marches have also 

been progressively promoted as all-embracing happenings resembling the festivals 

mentioned above, and have lost part of their threatening undertone. Such gatherings, which 

are occasional and out-of-the-ordinary situations with a beginning and an end, allow 

behaviour that people would not usually adopt and might not be socially acceptable in the 

everyday public arena; Gay Pride is an obvious example. As performances, carnivals can 

imply a temporary suspension of social rules (Van Gennep 1947) in favour of the creation 

of a spatial and temporal ground where cultural norms are subverted or at least unsettled.  

But, if dancing half-naked on a colourful parading float is a rather unquestionable 

prerogative of Gay Pride and represents its more distinctive carnivalesque side, actions such 

as holding hands and kissing a same-sex partner in public are not so obviously to be 

excluded from one’s quotidian conduct. Nevertheless, being affectionate in public in the 

context of Gay Pride is accepted because this is seen as part of the carnival’s folklore, but it 

is hardly tolerated outside this setting. If this lack of tolerance might seem a relatively 

predictable attitude when coming from outsiders, it is more surprising when the critique is 

expressed by an LGB person. The last section of this chapter will shed light on the 

disapproval of some LGB men towards everyday public displays of affection (PDA) and 

also of what some perceive as negative manifestations of gay performativity. The more or 

less explicit branding of certain public events as festivals and carnivals helps make whatever 

takes place during them legitimate, an act that is reinforced by the institutional support of a 

public body such as the Parades Commission.  
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Belfast's Gay Quarter: Carving a Place Out of a Marginalised Centre 

In the Northern Irish context, any form of public parade inevitably brings to mind the 

exceptional relevance that marching on public ground holds within Protestantism. The 

Catholics of Northern Ireland, on the other hand, have a history of prohibitions and 

limitations on the display of Irish symbols, and the organisation of public events, protests 

and marches. As Nagle contends (2009), the spatial dominance of Protestantism especially 

emerged through the administration of urban space and was particularly evident in the way 

the city centre remained a prerogative of Unionists, who, until the beginning of the 1990s, 

restricted its use at the expense of Republicans with measures such as the Public Order Act 

(1951) (see also Jarman and Tennant 2003). This Act was called upon numerous times 

whenever Nationalists asked for authorisation to march in the city centre, either to stop the 

marches from happening by claiming they were too dangerous or provocative, or to confine 

their routes. Such interdictions often resulted in violent clashes with the police (Nagle 

2009). The impossibility for Nationalists to assert their right to the use of the city space, 

consistent with the ban on exhibiting Irish symbols, ended in 1993 when a Nationalist 

march was authorised and paraded peacefully (Nagle 2009).  

It is within this sectarian urban geography that public venues and associations catering to 

LGB people emerged in Belfast's city centre, one of the most emblematic areas of the 

Northern Irish capital, and yet one of the few that had not turned into either a Unionist or 

Nationalist stronghold. The core of Belfast's centre is around City Hall and Donegall Square 

where most of the city buses stop and depart. From there people can easily reach the main 

roads of Donegall Place, Royal Avenue and the intersection with High Street. These 

constitute the main retail districts, alongside the sophisticated Victoria Square, a shopping 

centre opened in 2008. Above High Street lies the Cathedral Quarter, so called due to the 

imposing presence of St. Anne’s Cathedral. These are the busiest parts of town, but the 

centre also includes the areas adjacent to the river and immediately south of City Hall, as 

well as the northern segment of Great Victoria Street.  

As emerged from Roger Casement’s diaries (Dudgeon 2002), the gay social life of the city 

centre dates back to the beginning of the twentieth century. Casement was born in Dublin 
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and worked as a British diplomat in Africa and South America between the end of the 

nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth. He came to be known for his anti-

slavery position, a growing dissent towards imperialism and his subsequent support for the 

Irish cause. After his arrest for high treason against the British Crown, some writings 

attributed to Casement were circulated as proof of his homosexual activity. Whether such 

papers, later known as the Black Diaries, were really Casement’s or not has been subject to 

debate, but at the time of his trial they proved useful for the British as evidence in support 

of a death sentence. However, as explained by Sawyer (2010), for the forty years following 

Casement’s execution in 1916, both British and Irish authorities worked against the 

dissemination of his diaries because his homosexuality was seen as detrimental for Ireland 

and Britain alike. While the former wanted to protect the image of a national hero, the main 

interest for both countries was to maintain that homosexuality had always been foreign to 

Britishness and Irishness.6  

Dudgeon’s account of gay Belfast (2003)  maps out the places that gay men and a few gay 

women attended from the beginning of the 1900s (see Map 7). Places like the Albert Clock 

and Victoria Square were popular cruising sites, while Royal Avenue, Rosemary Street and 

Upper Arthur Street hosted gay-friendly venues throughout the 1960s and 70s. Other 

favoured areas of encounter were sites like the Botanic Gardens and Ormeau Park, which 

are located just outside of the centre. Dudgeon continued recounting the development of 

the first gay associations such as the now-defunct Gay Liberation Society (1972) – whose 

meetings were held at Queen’s University – followed by Cara-Friend (1974) and Nothern 

Ireland Gay Rights Association (NIGRA) (1975). These first gay groups moved their 

headquarters from the south side of Belfast – which today is still considered a gay-friendly 

quarter even if it does not accommodate any gay venues (the Rainbow club closed down in 

2012, only a few years after its opening) – to the heart of the city where they are still located 

today. When I spoke to Larry, who has been around the gay scene for a long time, he 

explained that, before establishing themselves at the Memorial Building in Waring Street, 

associations like Cara-Friend had tried other locations. These relocations were often 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 Roger Casement’s diaries were first published in 1959 with the title Black Diaries by Peter Singleton-Gates 
and Maurice Girodias (Singleton-Gates and Girodias 1959); a further edition was edited by Northern Irish gay 
activist Jeffrey Dudgeon in 2002 (Dudgeon 2002).  
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negotiated amongst the different political forces involved with the association. Those that 

Larry refers to as ‘radical queers’ suggested leaving the Eglantine Street office in order to 

occupy a space in King Street, in the west of the city at the edge of the centre. This did not 

seem to please the element of the group of Protestant tradition given that this part of town 

was the main starting point for taxis directed to the Catholic areas of Falls Road in West 

Belfast. This particular spot, at that time, was lacking the sort of neutrality that characterised 

the previous places. Eventually the radical queers left, probably due to irreconcilable views 

with the rest of the group, who then transferred to Waring Street where Cara-Friend is now 

based.  

 

 

 

 

Map 7. (opposite page) Belfast LGBT venues in history, 1903-1999. Source: Orange Smile – 
www.orangesmile.com (compiled by author following Jeff Dudgeon’s account in “Mapping 100 Years of 
Belfast Gay Life”, The Vacuum (11), found at 
https://www.thevacuum.org.uk/issues/issues0120/issue11/is11arthunyea.html 
 

 
Legend: 

 
Cruising areas, 1903–1911 

1. Albert Clock  
2. Botanic Gardens  
3. Ormeau Park  
4. Victoria Square 
5. Gasworks 
 

Cruising areas, interwar years 
6. Great Victoria Street Railway Station 
7. DuBarry’s Bar (Custom House Square) 
 

Gay-friendly bars, 1950s–1970s 
8. Royal Avenue Bar (Rosemary Street) 
9. Casanova Club (Arthur Street) 
 

 
 
 

Locations of LGBT associations, 1970s–1990s 
10. McMordie Hall, Queen’s University Students 

Union (Gay Liberation Society events) 
11. Douglas Sobey’s flat, Ulsterville Avenue 

(Cara-Friend’s first switchboard site) 
12. 4 University Street building (Gay Liberation 

Society and Cara-Friend offices, 1975–1980s) 
 

LGBT-friendly bars, 1970s–1990s 
13. Chariot Rooms (North Street) 
14. Whip and Saddle, Europa Hotel (Great 

Victoria Street) 
15. Crow’s Nest, later Custom House (Skipper 

Street) 
16. Carpenter Club (Long Lane) 
17. Orpheus Bar/Disco (York Street) 
18. Dunbar Arms, later Parliament Bar (Dunbar 

Link)
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While most people avoided the city centre during the Troubles because it was deemed too 

dangerous, especially after dark, gay people found in it the only location where they could 

socialise and yet avoid the risk of being outed. From 1972 until the mid-1980s, Belfast's city 

centre was surrounded by what was colloquially called a ‘ring of steel’ or ‘segment’, which 

was erected in order to diminish the chance of bombs being planted. Its boundaries were 

altered through the years depending on the level of violence. This barrier consisted of 

checkpoints presided over by armed guards who limited and regulated incoming traffic and 

locked down the gates at 6pm, after which only a few venues would remain open. In 1982, 

with the beginning of a reduction in violence, one weekly late-night shopping day was 

introduced. Guards would also supervise businesses’ entrances and were responsible for 

searching people, a practice that continued until 1984 (Brown 1985, 1987; McClelland 

2016). Some pubs had cages placed outside their premises as a form of protection that 

allowed them to decide who could enter and who could not. One cage has been preserved 

in front of the Sunflower bar, a former Republican venue turned into a gay-friendly public 

house. Cameras and mirrors were strategically placed around the area to further increase the 

already exceptional network of surveillance, described by Feldman in an account of his 

fieldwork in the city (1997). These are some of the methods of vigilance employed in the 

city-centre space, but similar technologies were used in most Catholic and some Protestant 

neighbourhoods to ensure that the state’s gaze could penetrate as deeply as possible into 

people’s lives.  

As Feldman observed (1997), Northern Ireland’s treatment of public space, and Belfast in 

particular, drew from Bentham’s theory of the panopticon, whose modern applications 

have been famously analysed by Michel Foucault (1995). Bentham’s panopticon was 

conceived to ameliorate surveillance in prisons through a structure that, by virtue of its 

circular shape, allowed the keeping of prisoners under control at all times, giving them a 

sense of being constantly watched, regardless of whether they actually were. Foucault 

expanded on the concept, suggesting that the principles of the panopticon could be applied 

to the circumstances of everyday life: ‘the Panopticon […] must be understood as a 

generalizable model of functioning; a way of defining power relations in terms of the 

everyday life of men’ (1995: 205). Wherever discipline needed to be imposed, panopticism 
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presented itself as an ideal proposition that granted control over a multiplicity of beings. 

The physical layout of Belfast’s city centre combined with the policing and militarisation of 

public space by the state implemented this paradigm. Even though the heart of the city did 

not host the tower-like structure of Bentham’s design, the circular system surrounding the 

city centre, spaced out by checkpoints, created an enclosed area easily controllable by the 

careful eye of the armed forces looking inwards.  

However, as highlighted by Feldman (1997), the gaze of the state was not the only form of 

surveillance; the gaze of the people was also at work. Zurawski (2005: 499) has read 

Northern Ireland through the notion of a ‘culture of watching’, a social context in which 

individuals are habitually watching one another. The fear of the ‘other’ introduced the need 

to protect one’s own and thus to survey people and their surroundings. Inevitably, everyday 

surveillance developed simultaneously as an external and internal tactic (Zurawski 2005). 

While the former was directed towards watching those from the ‘other’ community, the 

latter targeted the people on one’s own side. Although the two faces of surveillance had the 

common purpose of safeguarding one’s community of belonging, they function at different 

levels. While the scrutiny of the other faction was a response to a presupposed and 

unquestionable threat, the necessity to watch over people within one’s own community was 

aimed at tracking down ‘traitors’ and thereby implementing discipline as well as punishing 

the lack thereof. People were therefore watching and being watched at the same time. These 

acts were more than an acquired strategy as explained in Lysaght (2002: 57) by one of her 

interviewees: ‘it is a natural thing that had been born and bred into people over the years 

and when anyone is walking towards you, you look them up and down’. Hence, the practice 

of watching is embedded in people’s engagement with their surroundings and is also part of 

telling – a broader mechanism through which Northern Irish people assess each other and 

which will be considered in the next chapter.  

As explained in Lysaght (2002), if individuals from different social backgrounds, gender and 

age participate in such widespread surveillance, vulnerable categories are especially at risk of 

being violently attacked. Gay men could be an easy target either within or outside their 

communities. Historically, both Unionism and Republicanism have conceived 
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homosexuality as alien to their cultures and traditions. The homosexual was considered a 

traitor and therefore a threat. The main potential danger coming from gay men rested in 

their supposed inability of ensuring the reproduction and continuity of either community 

within the region. For Protestants, the replication of the status quo through the 

maintenance of a constant, albeit not very large, majority in the population, has been 

pivotal. Likewise, Catholics needed to assert their strong presence in the territory, where 

they have been fighting to gain the same rights as Protestants. For both groups, 

reproduction was seen as necessary to the preservation, perpetuation and demographic 

dominance of either the British or Irish state in Northern Ireland.  

In effect, hostility towards gay men was mostly perpetrated by the government and by 

paramilitary groups. Gay men were accused of anti-social behaviour by Nationalist and 

Unionist groups alike (Quinn 2000), notoriously monitored and punished within 

communities by paramilitary groups, which also made them easy targets in their own 

neighbourhoods. Generally, in the years preceding the decriminalisation of homosexuality 

in 1982, violence towards gay people increased (Ferriter 2009; Quinn 2000). A group of 

four Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) officers, known by the name of the ‘Gay Squad’, was 

established to investigate subversive activities by homosexuals. However, subversion was 

not so much determined by the nature of the actions in question, but by the fact that they 

were carried out by gay people. The raids that the RUC conducted on several gay men’s 

homes were psychologically detrimental. As Dudgeon explained:  

Questioning was sordid and humiliating − diaries and 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. (cited in Ferriter 2009: 477)  

During this period of intense scrutiny and violence, people felt safer spending most of their 

social life close to where they lived, attending local pubs and private houses. A woman in 

her sixties whom I met at a conference told me that in the 1970s Northern Ireland had the 

highest percentage of televisions per household, a consequence of the frequent curfews and 

of the limited options that people had to socialise outside their homes. During these years, 

the city's population shrank from ‘470,000 to 270,000’ with merely 32,000 individuals 
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residing in the inner city (Hackett 2016: 10). The relocation of many people outside the 

urban core contributed to turning the centre into a ‘utility’ space where people transit but 

do not stay. In recent years not enough has been done to repopulate the area, which hosts 

the highest number of empty spaces in the whole UK (Map 8), as I learned at one of the 

events held by Forum for Alternative Belfast, a non-profit organisation whose work 

focussed on the city’s built environment. Paul, the manager of a gay-friendly pub, noticed 

that even if life has recently changed for the better and people have been travelling to the 

city centre more often, the place never looks particularly crowded. Similarly, Forum for 

Alternative Belfast, described the city centre as ‘nobody’s project’ in that it does not belong 

to anyone and it will take a long time to develop a new image of the place that is not 

associated with fear and control (FAB 2019). The legacy of the Troubles on the landscape is 

still visible in the fact that on most days central streets empty out after 6pm, when many 

shops and businesses close, in spite of the fact that a fair number of restaurants and 

entertainment venues have opened up in recent years. Even the Cathedral Quarter, the 

cultural heart of the city where most people can be seen in the late hours, is not so much a 

hub of life but a site that is crossed to get from one location to another.  

It is in this area and climate that the small gay scene flourished in Belfast. The paradoxical 

marginalisation of the centre, which was a result of the Troubles, curiously proved useful 

for LGB groups; its empty streets afforded a higher degree of safety from public scrutiny. 

Larry explained that the area was once ‘derelict’, a ‘non-seen’ scene. Paul believed that, had 

the owners of the Kremlin (the first club in the area and the catalyst of the gay scene) 

bought a space somewhere else in the city, a gay neighbourhood might have emerged 

elsewhere. However, he also thought that the gay enclave worked well due to its being 

located in the outskirts of the city centre (Map 9). The core of this district is essentially 

Union Street (see Figure 11), situated behind the main Royal Avenue, and a couple of other 

venues randomly located around the block. Union Street, which is in fact a dark alley, hosts 

the popular Union Street Bar, the gay sauna Pipeworks (see Figure 12) and the more recent 

Maverick. The Kremlin, which advertises itself as the biggest gay club in Ireland, looks 

towards the more exposed Donegall Street (see Figure 13) just a few steps away from the 

Catholic church of St. Patrick (see Map 10). These are the boundaries of the gay quarter, 
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although a few other places in the city centre have long been considered gay-friendly. I 

walked around Union Street many times at different hours and found the emptiness of the 

place rather peculiar. I wondered how those inside bars had arrived there, given that hardly 

any people could be seen walking in the street itself or towards it. Its eerie emptiness 

bespoke the struggle between recognising in the city centre the natural area for social 

interaction and the fear of other people’s gaze. The sense of desolation and transience were 

even more evident in the vicinities of Union Street and seemed to reinforce the invisibility 

and concealment of the gay scene rather than expose it to the public eye. The Gay Pride 

parade presented an exception for its ninety minutes of parading, during which LGBT 

people made their presence in the city felt within clear spatial and temporal boundaries.  

 

 

Map 8. Vacant sites in central Belfast in 2009 (“The Missing City”). © Forum for Alternative Belfast.  
Source: www.forumbelfast.org 
 
Legend: vacant sites are marked in red. 
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Map 9.!Location of Union Street (Belfast’s LGBT quarter) within the city centre.  
Source: Orange Smile  www.orangesmile.com (amended by author) 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Map 10. Popular venues in the Union Street area (Belfast’s LGBT quarter).  
Source: OpenStreetMap www.openstreetmap.org (amended by author) 
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Figure 11. Union Street, Belfast, 2013. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12. The Pipeworks, Union Street, Belfast, 2013. 
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Figure 13. Kremlin club, Donegall Street, Belfast, 2013. 

 

 

The Fear of Being Watched and the Containment of the Gay Stereotype  
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Gay Pride's subversion of Belfast's and Northern Ireland's unspoken rules of visibility 

became all the more clear when I took part in a stroll that did not enjoy the institutional and 

carnivalesque immunity of the summer parade. One Saturday in the spring of 2014, I joined 

a group of gay men and women from the LGBT centre based at Memorial Building in 

Waring Street for a guided visit of Belfast City Hall. One of the associations headquartered 

there habitually organised social events, consisting of some sort of cultural experience in 

town and then a chat over coffee. That day, around twenty of us crossed part of the city 

centre in a fragmented group that merged into the Saturday afternoon crowd of shoppers. 

While heading towards our destination, I introduced myself to John, a gay man in his late 

forties, and conversed with him about our presence at the event. He told me that it was his 

first time out with the group and that he did not know what to expect. When we finally 

entered City Hall, he admitted that he had been feeling quite nervous throughout our walk 

because he was worried that someone would recognise him. He said that he lived in a small 

town south of Belfast where he was not out to anyone and that the only reason he accepted 

to go out in public with a group of gay people was because it would be in Belfast’s city 

centre. Nevertheless, throughout our walk he still feared other people’s gaze.  

Even if, for many LGB people, Belfast was the only place where they felt comfortable 

enough to socialise with other LGB individuals, the preoccupation of being watched and 

‘outed’ was still very prominent. Historically, the city has always been the most welcoming 

place for the LGB population in Northern Ireland (Aldrich 2004). Migration into the city of 

so-called ‘sexual dissidents’ granted crucial advantages, such as meeting potential partners 

and perhaps even forming a community, but most importantly it afforded a certain degree 

of anonymity (Betsky 1997; Weston 1991, 1995) and safety (Rushbrook 2002). Although 

feeling more at ease in Belfast's city centre than in their local areas, LGB people still devised 

tactics to reduce the chances of being recognised as gay. For men, this often translated into 

‘straightening up’, that is adopting a type of behaviour that is commonly associated with 

straight men. Incorporated ideas of hegemonic masculinity prompted them to move around 

the space in such a manner that allowed them to ‘pass’ as straight and avoid attracting 

attention. While some gay men adopted self-regulation for matters of privacy and safety, 

others I spoke to showed a generalised negative view of those gay men who did not 
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conform to a normative idea of masculinity. In fact, a specific image of how a man should 

act was for some gay men an embodied principle, and many looked down upon whoever 

acted outside of what was deemed to be appropriate behaviour – that is in line with 

recognisable heteronormative conduct.  

Such thinking seemed to trigger critiques of Belfast’s gay scene, which many associated with 

a given gay stereotype. Cathal told me that he rarely attended gay bars, defining them as ‘the 

face of the gay community’. ‘It’s too much, it’s the stereotypes’, he remarked during our 

conversation, and this conviction led him to look for a more suitable ground to socialise in 

and join a gay running club. Such groups presented an alternative to the mainstream gay 

scene, an ‘off-gay scene’ where people could meet away from the bars and clubs culture. 

Attendance at these activities was usually low, and their location was somewhere outside the 

main gay routes of the city. My impression was that some showed a preference towards 

these alternative activities because they somehow made them less visible; a group of people 

running or hiking in the outskirts of Belfast fitted much less with alleged gay stereotypes 

than the same group strolling in the city centre for a night out.  

The main stereotype in the gay male world was the flamboyant man. When I met Peter, he 

told me the story of one of his classmates who had come out in high school and described 

him as ‘very stereotypical’ and ‘overt with it’. He recounted that girls had become fond of 

the boy after his coming out and were excited about their friendship with him. On the other 

hand, boys would either jokingly ‘get flirty’ or instead act ‘viciously’ towards him, inciting a 

combative defence on the part of girls. Peter admitted that he did not want his mates to 

interact with him as they did with that boy, who I assumed had found in his ‘stereotypical’ 

and ‘overt’ way of being gay a means through which he could express himself and relate to 

his peers. When I asked Peter to clarify further the reasons for his thinking, he began stating 

that ‘homosexuality can be quite a funny thing’. He continued by explaining that some gay 

people can come across as very ‘different’ and ‘unique’, especially those who wish to ‘stand 

out and shine’ and more or less intentionally turn to performance, ‘playing up to the 

stereotype’, in order to fit better in the gay community. Peter saw such behaviour as both a 

sign of the fact that ‘there is nothing else to stand you out in life’, (that is, nothing about 
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you that could draw other people’s attention other than being gay) and that some people do 

not feel comfortable enough with showing other aspects of themselves and therefore use 

their sexuality as a ‘protective mechanism’ to facilitate their being around others. He found 

the matter problematic because he felt that overtly gay individuals could result in being 

‘offensive’ if they advertise their difference and ‘impose’ their sexuality on others, ultimately 

expecting people to like it.  

When I pointed out to Peter my impression that, to an extent, we all ‘impose’ ourselves on 

others in a variety of ways, he responded that, from his point of view, characteristics like 

‘kindness, intelligence and friendliness’ constituted examples of appropriate forms in which 

we could positively express ourselves. He added that while ‘overt flamboyancy’ could make 

a person feel uncomfortable, other features of one’s personality could be welcome and truly 

favour gay people’s acceptance. For Peter, the camp gay man puts on a show, which he 

interprets as a defensive tactic but nevertheless considers offensive. This is because it 

exposes and imposes one’s sexuality but also because, as Peter thought, it exhibits a ‘fake’ 

behaviour, something that is ‘not real’ but rather resembles a scripted performance. At this 

point in our conversation, I was not too puzzled to hear that Peter did not attend nor did 

he particularly enjoy Belfast’s gay scene. He considered his gay friends ‘non-screamers’ in 

the sense that their behaviour did not reproduce the gay stereotype as seen by him. 

Peter’s words about his high school friend exposed a tendency to police other people’s 

sexuality and its expressions, a recognition of heteronormative masculinities as the only 

acceptable and respectable forms of masculinities, and a perception of a certain type of 

visible gayness as offensive. Even the terms he chose to describe his notion of stereotypical 

gayness, such as ‘flamboyancy’ and ‘screamers’, were a by-product of an internalised 

heteronormative perception of homosexuality, despite being widely used in LGB circles. As 

Connell showed in her article ‘A Very Straight Gay’ (1992), gay men do not necessarily 

distance themselves from heterosexual masculinities. Quite the opposite, they challenge 

them, if at all, merely through choosing other men as their sexual objects. While there is no 

doubt that sexual acts are in themselves somehow subversive, the privacy of their 

occurrence does not constitute such an obvious threat to normative sexualities. On the 
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other hand, the public disclosure of one’s sexual preference, through the visible attitude of 

the ‘overt’ and ‘stereotypical’ gay, is seen as a menace and thus avoided by some. Halperin 

(2012) contends that for many gay men, the cliché attached to the homosexual is 

detrimental because it ‘represents a throwback, a symbol of age-old homophobic prejudice’ 

(2012: 306). Hence, for Peter, his friend’s campness was not, as it might appear, judged as 

offensive towards an indistinct general public, but rather towards himself, who, as a gay 

man, did not want to be associated with this historically negative image. Peter’s issue with 

flamboyancy put him in the position of the ‘good gay’ who assimilated within a 

heteronormative context and most certainly ‘passed’ as a heterosexual man. As a gay man, 

he protected himself from the external eye, aligning his behaviour to that of the average 

heterosexual man.  

 

‘Not in Your Face’: The Potentially Provocative Violence of Public 
Displays of Affection 

The regulation and concealment of the gay presence in the public spaces of Belfast’s city 

centre is concerned as much with individuals’ as with couples’ behaviours. At the time of 

my interview, Aidan had been living with his boyfriend for approximately two years. I asked 

him in what circumstances he would feel comfortable kissing and he responded: ‘I don’t get 

the kissing in public thing’. Aidan explained that, save for sporadic episodes in which he felt 

comfortable kissing during dates and random night-time encounters, he was not keen on 

this practice. His reason for not kissing or holding hands in public was expressed as a 

personal inclination rather than a concern for other people’s reactions. He said that he was 

not ‘an in-your-face kind of person’, and that he did not feel the need for people to know 

that he was gay. He also believed it was a good thing that the gay presence in the city was 

not very visible, which he took as a sign that ‘it blends with society’. What I found striking 

about Aidan’s views was the idea that public gay kissing equated with being an ‘in-your-face’ 

sort of person, that is someone acting disturbingly and provocatively towards those who 

surround him.  
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Gay public displays of affection were seen by many as a rupture, an act of disturbance and 

deviance from a sort of incorporated normativity, which the public was not expected to 

accept. Aidan did not challenge the idea that public gay kissing was always inappropriate, 

but instead took it for granted, ascribing a negative conduct to those who would dare 

engage in it. Likewise, Alex proudly spoke about his relationship with his husband:  

Michael and I don’t walk hand-in-hand or anything like that but we are very obviously a 
couple when you see us. We are physically very close together and one friend says that we 
are so gay we can be seen from space, you know. And we are not ashamed of who we are, 
you know, we don’t shove it down other people’s throat.  

Alex saw the act of holding hands as an intimate gesture that would occur in public only on 

special occasions. In general, he considered the whole matter of showing affection publicly 

as something that teenagers would engage with: ‘It is slightly creepy in your thirties to be 

doing that’. He believed that the discretion he and Michael adopted constituted the main 

reason why they almost always received positive feedback from others. The fact that they 

were ‘acting naturally’ conveyed a message of ‘normality’. Alex was conscious of the fact 

that some individuals might nevertheless show disapproval towards them, but the avoidance 

of public acts of affection constituted at least a reassurance: ‘We don’t bring the fight. We 

are not aggressive with anybody. So if someone wants to have an issue with a gay couple 

they are the ones who would have to start the fight’.  

Both Aidan and Alex seemed to imply that the less visible their gay relationship was, the 

better it was for everybody. By being aware that gay intimacy was far from being tolerated, 

let alone accepted and welcomed in most public settings, my interviewees comprehensibly 

wanted to avoid homophobic incidents. They also explained clearly that kissing and holding 

hands in public were practices they did not embrace because they did not find them 

appropriate. But what I found particularly surprising were the dissenting words expressed 

towards such acts and perhaps intended even more vehemently towards the people who 

would engage in them. These people are described as ‘in-your-face’ sort of individuals, who 

would ‘shove it down other people’s throat’ and that, through ‘creepy’ gestures such as 

holding hands, could potentially start a fight. Not only did the negative view of public gay 

affection remain unquestioned, but the metaphorical violence attributed to it seemed to 
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almost justify potential homophobic violence. Alex placed the usual attitude he and his 

partner would share with each other within a framework of ‘normality’, whereby ‘normality’ 

was intended as the concealment of their homosexual partnership in favour of a behaviour 

that would resemble that of a close friendship – a normative behaviour rather than a normal 

one. Clearly, in a heteronormative society like Northern Ireland’s, in which even 

heterosexual exchanges of affection in public were kept to a minimum, a friendship-like 

attitude between two men would not involve any physical intimacy.  

Amongst the men I spoke to, some expressed their willingness to be more open towards 

showing affection to their partner in public, even though their action would still be 

influenced and limited by their perception of space. Cathal, for example, seemed quite eager 

to make his closeness to his boyfriend of two years more visible but he did not feel 

comfortable enough even in the city. Despite the fact that he thought Belfast was ‘great’ 

compared to other areas in Northern Ireland, he noticed: 

You still don’t see people holding hands, even if it is just kissing on the cheeks or… 
it is still very much ‘close the door and do what you want’. It is not visual in the 
community or in the city; unless you are in a large group and you feel comfortable, 
you don’t feel intimidated.  

In Cathal’s case, the main reason to limit his actions had to do with his perception of safety 

or discomfort in certain places. He believed that, even if in most circumstances he tended 

to be reserved around his boyfriend, it was up to gay people themselves to push the 

boundaries further and be more ‘out’: 

I wouldn’t put my arm around him. Touch his shoulder, yeah. I have just…just 
before coming here I met him (…) We were in a car park, I was making jokes and I 
said: ‘Ok, give me a kiss’. And he said: ‘No, we are in a car park’. And I said: ‘Well we 
are not going to see each other until Friday’. Even in a dark car park he wouldn’t. I 
do push him all the time, it was empty so…In here, no [we were in a café in the 
Southside of the city], but at 2 o’clock in the morning outside of a bar, yes, probably. 
Yeah, regardless of the bar. It is all about normalising it. People would not even say 
the word [gay]. Before I came out I hated the word, but now I am fine with that. I 
am conscious that I said it in quite a low voice here though, but that is just…we were 
saying it an awful lot. 

Cathal acknowledged that more exposure would lead to a normalisation of gay affection, 

but the feeling of being observed and heard, which made him very self-conscious even 
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during our conversation, was hard to overcome. Cathal’s preoccupation was not only 

evident in the way he modulated the tone of his voice but also in how he looked around 

every now and again to check if anyone was interested in our unusual exchange. The fear 

about the uncontrollable dispersal of information will be tackled at length in Chapter 4 of 

this thesis, in the context of the family circle.  

For those who had experienced life as a gay person outside Northern Ireland, the 

comparison between Belfast and other cities would come up naturally at some point during 

a discussion. George, who lived for almost a decade in London, felt immediately more 

anxious about showing affection to another man once he returned to Belfast: 

PDA, here generally I wouldn’t. I am not sure if I would feel comfortable kissing 
someone in the streets in the daytime or holding hands. Probably hugs is fine. 
Physical intimacy like touching, all that sort of stuff, yes. But I think I would be 
holding back from all sort of stuff which would be explicit, whereas in London I 
would have no problem. At night, forget it. I would hold blokes’ hands if I was out 
and about especially in the Cathedral Quarter.  

Conal and Shane, who I interviewed on the subject, also do not kiss in public during 

daytime. When we met near Queen’s, they said that they would most definitely not show 

any closeness there, not in daylight. They would kiss goodbye at night, but nothing ‘over the 

top’. For most LGB people, darkness afforded a higher sense of comfort – ’Switch the 

lights off. It’s grown up space’ – but even then, actions would be influenced by the space 

and the circumstances. As in the past, fewer people would be around at night and it would 

be more difficult to be seen. In the Cathedral Quarter, considered by many as more hip and 

allegedly liberal, George’s anxiety about public displays of affection would diminish, 

whereas he would be more careful in places like Lavery’s, the popular pub in the Queen’s 

University area that during Gay Pride week joined the LGB cause by flying a bunch of 

rainbow flags. He would not kiss anyone at night in front of it – its entrance overlooks the 

main street, noisy Bradbury Place, where hordes of students party during the week – but he 

would risk it in the back garden after a few drinks.  

Places such as Lavery’s were open to all sorts of crowds, however sometimes the presence 

of one group could signify the exclusion of others. One afternoon I walked in while the 

place was packed with football supporters. They had travelled to the area to attend a match 
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taking place at Windsor Park Stadium and had presumably stopped along the way. 

Supporters always walked around in big groups and wore accessories with the colours of 

their team; that time a long line of men was crossing the Lisburn Road wearing white and 

green scarves and T-shirts. I walked close by when I left Lavery’s, where the overwhelming 

presence of men drinking and speaking loudly felt a bit disturbing. Football culture in 

Northern Ireland has often been associated with sectarianism and has undeniably 

constituted a ground where hegemonic masculinities prevailed, with little room for 

alternative ones. Moreover, the slight repopulation of the city centre also had its downsides. 

Paradoxically, now that the city spaces were becoming safer and welcoming back more 

residents and visitors, LGB people felt less at ease in areas which were once their 

prerogative (see Kitchin and Lysaght 2002). 

 

Conclusion  

This chapter began by drawing a parallel between Orange marches and the Gay Pride 

parade, both of which I witnessed in the summer of 2013. The two overlapping events 

evidenced how the city of Belfast was caught between two strong and opposing forces, one 

pushing it to become a more welcoming city where diversity could finally be celebrated, and 

another that sought to remain anchored to the past by reiterating traditional practices with 

roots in the enduring divisions of the region. However, a deeper exploration of the two 

happenings showed that, despite obvious differences, they also presented some 

commonalities. As a one-time occasion, the Gay Pride parade has had less impact on the 

city space than Orange marches have. Gay Pride parade was an event limited in time and 

space that did not leave much behind after its walk around the city was over. Although 

Pride-related events were spread throughout an entire week, the city's scenery did not 

change conspicuously, not even in the city centre where LGBT venues had their premises. 

Instead, Orange marches took over urban spaces for months and had a powerful impact on 

the landscape that went well beyond the actual presence of the parades themselves. 

Moreover, in some areas of the city their flags and emblems were permanent reminders of 

traditional Unionism. In spite of these contrasts, the institutionalisation of the two events in 
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question undoubtedly contributed to making both more tolerable. In addition, the 

promotion of the two marches as city carnivals, and therefore as events in which certain 

social rules could be suspended for a given time in a determined space, also played a role in 

furthering their acceptability.  

The second part of the chapter focused on LGB people's visibility in the city, first painting 

a picture of the city centre and its surroundings as areas where LGB people found a safe, 

semi-deserted space where they could meet during the Troubles. Secondly, I explained how 

the past forms of surveillance over the city centre (although not exclusively in this area) by 

the state, paramilitaries and civilians themselves contributed to creating a ‘culture of 

watching’ as Zurawski called it (2005). The awareness of this external gaze, together with 

times of continuous control over LGB people through raids and arrests, fostered a 

tendency to conceal one’s sexuality. While it is unquestionably the case that fear of 

homophobic episodes influenced LGB people’s choice of behaviour, the perception of 

being constantly watched, as a legacy of the past, greatly affected their view on how to act 

publicly regardless of whether they actually felt at risk of homophobic incidents.  

The words of my male respondents, when asked about their public attitudes and disclosure 

of their sexual orientation through affectionate behaviour, showed that the general tendency 

was to avoid challenging heteronormativity, let alone subvert the normative social order. 

On the contrary, attitudes that were deemed ‘too gay’ were judged as offensive and 

disturbing, and often disapproved of as conforming to a stereotypical image that was 

considered detrimental to LGB people. Sharing affection with a partner in the public arena, 

such as holding hands or kissing, was spoken about as undermining the message of 

‘normality’ that the gay couples in question wanted to send out. The idea expressed so 

vehemently that two men showing affection towards each other was not only out of the 

norm but also so disrespectful as to potentially trigger a fight brought to the surface an 

incorporated heteronormativity, perhaps even a latent homophobia. While a collective 

festival such as the Gay Pride parade, which throughout the years has gradually acquired a 

carnival-like atmosphere, would be gladly welcomed in all its manifestations by LGB 

individuals, everyday public acts that exposed one’s gayness would be opposed by those 
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same people. The lack of control over those acts because of their occurrence in a quotidian 

dimension with no clear containment in space or time turned them into threatening 

behaviours that put the social order at risk. As it will also emerge in the next chapter, LGB 

people's behaviour in Northern Ireland aimed to question the status quo to the same extent 

as it also reiterated it. 
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Chapter 2 

Coming Together in a Divided Society 
Sectarianism, Ethnonationalist Activism and Cross-Community Efforts 

in LGB Groups 

 

Jeffrey Dudgeon and I met for the first time at his house in South Belfast, just a few streets 

up from my flat, one morning in Spring 2013. In 1976, he took the government of the 

United Kingdom to the European Court of Human Rights after the RUC raided his home, 

confiscated private letters and diaries – whose content made explicit reference to 

homosexual acts – and interrogated him for hours about his private life. The police raid on 

his house, as explained by Dudgeon himself, had been officially carried out as a drug search 

but was in fact aimed at finding evidence of the campaign that Dudgeon and others had 

been conducting to push forward the decriminalisation of homosexuality in Northern 

Ireland. Dudgeon and fellow members of the Northern Ireland Gay Rights Association 

(NIGRA) – which at the time comprised a number of smaller gay groups – had been 

strategising for a while on how to pursue their objective.1 

Although seldom implemented at the time of the raid, Northern Ireland still retained laws 

dating back to the second half of the nineteenth century, which considered male 

homosexual acts, both in private and public, to be sexual offences. On the other hand, the 

law in England and Wales had been safeguarding people’s private lives since 1967, when 

private homosexual acts between consenting adults above the age of 21 ceased to be treated 

as sexual crimes. The aim of Dudgeon’s legal battle was to align the Northern Irish 

legislation with the English, by demonstrating that the law in force in Northern Ireland was 

breaching Article 8 of the European Convention on Human Rights.2 The latter protects any 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 NIGRA was formed in 1975 and comprised the following groups: Belfast Liberation Society (former 
Queen’s University’s student society), Sappho readers’ groups that operated in different cities across the 
region, the NI Council on Religion and Homosexuality (NICRH, which then became the Gay Christian 
Fellowship, and later on Outlook), 1974 Law Reform Committee and a group for transvestites and 
transsexuals, replaced by the Butterfly Club (NIGRA 2013). 
2 Article 8 of the European Convention on Human Rights states: ‘1. Everyone has the right to respect for his 
private and family life, his home and his correspondence. 2. There shall be no interference by a public 
authority with the exercise of this right except such as is in accordance with the law and is necessary in a 
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individual’s right to a private life, a domain that the Northern Irish law was violating. Based 

on this premise, the Strasbourg court’s verdict decided in favour of Dudgeon in 1981, 

finally leading to a change in the law in 1982. At the peak of the Troubles, the small 

community uniting Catholic and Protestant LGB people celebrated a victory that cut across 

the sectarian divide.  

For Catholics and Protestants, occasions to gather and work together towards a shared goal 

were extremely rare at the time. However, as Byrne (2015) argues through his overview of 

the case of the Civil Rights Movement (CRM) of the late 1960s and early 1970s, they were 

not completely absent. As difficult as it may have been, there were attempts to transform 

this movement – which was born from the initiative of Catholic/Republican political 

organisations – into a class struggle that could include working-class Protestants. The LGB 

movement and the CRM could both be examples of ‘subaltern struggles’ (Byrne 2015: 468), 

an expression that indicates those political actions operating outside of the mainstream 

political dichotomy. Without the intent to undermine the significance of political activism 

beyond sectarian politics, this chapter aims to analyse the extent to which it is possible to 

speak about those organised groups whose political aspirations transcend sectarian division 

as non-sectarian. Against the common notion that LGB communities are non-sectarian 

realms, a belief that has been endorsed by several people I encountered, what is proposed 

here is an exploration of how sectarianism has affected LGB individuals and associations. 

The following sections present examples of organised groups and cultural scenes that 

claimed neutrality with respect to sectarianism but showed limitations and inconsistencies 

within their allegedly inclusive approach. Class has played an especially decisive role in 

people’s experiences of sectarianism and has impacted on the makeup of LGBT 

associations, above all on their leadership. This chapter will also address different 

perspectives on the nature of political discussions within LGB groups and more generally 

within the wider LGB scene, presenting divergent opinions on whether such discussions 

took place and on what role sectarianism played in such debates. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
democratic society in the interests of national security, public safety or the economic well-being of the 
country, for the prevention of disorder or crime, for the protection of health or morals, or for the protection 
of the rights and freedoms of others’ (European Convention on Human Rights 1950:  11). 
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The popular assumption that individuals’ religion or political affiliation often remain 

unknown to others – mainly due to an alleged lack of interest – is also put under scrutiny by 

showing how basic social interactions can easily reveal a person’s background regardless of 

someone else’s intention to find out about it. In addition, an established system of ‘telling’, 

based both on stereotypes and recognition of specific social markers, makes certain 

characteristics hyper visible and thus it is nearly impossible for someone to conceal their 

background. In light of this, the chapter will also interrogate how sectarianism affected 

romantic relationships, especially when families were involved. It will thus bring evidence of 

the ways in which LGB people, like anyone else, actively participate within their Nationalist 

and Unionist communities, against the assumption that their affiliation with LGB 

communities supersedes their ethnonationalist traditions. As will be shown, sectarianism 

and its manifestations are strongly embedded in everyday existence in Northern Ireland and 

some of these manifestations have become, at least to an extent, acceptable and even 

normalised.  

Difficulties in transcending sectarian divisions in subaltern struggles was not limited to LGB 

groups. For example, Byrne proposes a reading of how the inescapable identitarian element 

within the CRM interacted and clashed with the politics of disidentification, which sought 

to prioritise ‘forms of political subjectivity beyond identity’ (2015: 5). He contends that the 

identity framework, when employed as the primary lens to understand the Northern Irish 

conflict, reinforces the status quo and reproduces exclusions, therefore offering a reductive 

analysis of the conflict. Identity has undoubtedly been a major driving force in the Northern 

Irish conflict, but there has been a general tendency to essentialise it. It is often the case that 

both researchers and researchers’ interlocutors resort to a simplification of identities when 

discussing the Troubles. Nonetheless, when studying groups that have attempted to reunite 

people from both communities, the recognition that identity as a concept is hardly uniform 

and unvarying is unavoidable. Academics have addressed the need to apply a 

multidimensional approach to identities as a theoretical tool (Cassidy and Trew 1998; Crisp, 

Hewstone and Cairns 2001), showing how common it was for people to recognise 

themselves in apparently incompatible identities and how the meaning inscribed in such 

identities could differ from person to person (Gallagher 1989). Moreover, scholars have 
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pointed to consociationalism to explain why thinking in terms of ethnic identities has 

become the hegemonic model in politics, a model that has hindered the possibility of 

surpassing the sectarian dichotomy (Finlay 2010). 

Byrne (2015) goes even further when questioning the usefulness of the concept of identity 

both as a political instrument and paradigm for theoretical analysis. In a similar vein, Hall 

previously stated that ‘the unity, the internal homogeneity, which the term identity treats as 

foundational is not a natural, but a constructed form of closure’ (1996: 5), or as Butler calls 

it, reframing Foucault’s ideas, ‘a regulatory fiction’ (1993: 33). Some of the problems with 

the concept of identity are recognised in its blurry confines, its rather impermeable essence 

and its fixity, which make it hard for categories to open up to new inclusions. An identity 

category, when used as a tool for political struggle, risks ‘becoming an instrument of the 

power one opposes’ (Butler 1993: xxvii). Based on such premises, scholarship should avoid 

reinforcing the notion of identity by using it as a category of analysis, but rather 

acknowledge its limitations and deconstruct it as the very subject of their analysis in order 

to disentangle the historical and social processes that led to the formation of a particular 

identity category in the first place, especially in the Northern Irish and other sectarian 

contexts. To understand sectarianism it is necessary to unravel what lies behind the identity 

framework rather than embrace it without question. A case in point, and a useful way into 

this process of deconstruction, is an exploration of how difficult it was for LGB individuals 

to fit into such an identity framework and how equally complex it was for them to navigate 

multiple ones. This will be the subject of my analysis in this chapter. 

 

Cross-Community Relations in Early LGB Groups: Alleged Neutrality, 
Inequalities in Leadership and Persistence of Sectarian Divisions 

Besides coalescing in the name of political and social change, and thus generating 

organisations such as the CRM and LGBT associations, people from both communities 

were also driven together by common interests. Examples of this can be found that date 

back to the nineteenth century, such as the Belfast Natural History and Philosophical 

Society (established in 1821) and the Belfast Naturalist Field Club (founded in 1863), both 
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of which claimed to be neutral with respect to class, religious creed and political beliefs. 

Although they welcomed a number of Catholics, they remained controlled and attended by 

a Protestant majority (Foster 1990). More recently, the punk milieu of the 1960s and 70s 

brought together Catholics and Protestants when music by the Sex Pistols and The Clash 

gave rise to the punk scene in Belfast. McLoone (2004) explains how the political principles 

of a band such as the Sex Pistols celebrated sentiments such as unity and peace, and stood 

up against anything that sectarianism implied. He looks back on the punk panorama with a 

certain degree of nostalgia for the anti-sectarian potential that it expressed but that 

ultimately did not endure. Even in a musical context, politics played a role when members 

of the two antagonistic communities came together under circumstances in which the 

prevailing state of affairs could somehow be subverted. Hence, the punk crowd could speak 

to LGB communities in more than one sense: not only because of their shared anti-

sectarian reputation, but also because during the Troubles both scenes developed in the city 

centre and were seen as radical and controversial, albeit in different ways. The reasons why  

the punk scene was considered anti-sectarian, besides its inclusive approach, are mostly 

unexplored. However, McLoone (2004: 36) highlights that in the 1980s ‘the punk scene 

collapsed back into sectarianism’ as a predictable and perhaps inevitable fact.  

Although in many cases the sectarian divide proved to be ultimately inescapable, it is 

unquestionable that belonging to or self-identifying with a minority group often drove 

people out of the geographical and immaterial precincts of sectarianism. As evidenced in 

the previous chapter, right in the middle of the sectarian turmoil, LGB people from both 

communities would often leave the perceived safety of their neighbourhoods to venture 

into the dicey streets of central Belfast; for some of them, it was the only opportunity to 

socialise with other gay people. David, a gay man in his late fifties, recalled how in his teens 

he would sneak out of his grandparents’ house in Donegall Pass, a disadvantaged area south 

of the city centre where he lived for most of his youth, to spend the evening in gay bars. 

Sometimes he stayed out until a late hour and then had to re-enter the house through a 

window, as he was not given the door key. He explained that, even if it was the height of 

the Troubles, gay people did not care about the potential dangers and went out anyway. His 

favourite place in town was the Chariot Rooms in North Street; in his words, ‘it was very 



!

!120 

good, it was the best ever’. Often, David continued, he and his long-time friends 

nostalgically evoked memories of this unique place, where ‘people just seemed to be like a 

family’. Apparently, the atmosphere that came to characterise the Chariot Rooms often 

prompted customers to move the party to someone’s house. David laughed when thinking 

about such a paradoxical situation given the sectarian violence that was unfolding around 

them, but explained that to be gay was already ‘bad enough’ for people to worry about 

anything else. He admitted that it was undoubtedly unsafe for a gay Catholic to set foot in a 

Protestant area and for a gay Protestant to travel to a Catholic neighbourhood, but that did 

not matter to them. ‘I went to house parties up in the middle of the Falls Road, I am from 

Protestant background’, he recalled. ‘You know, that mattered nothing, absolutely nothing! 

And the same was for guys from, say the Falls Road or from the Ardoyne or from 

wherever, or from the Markets.3 We would always go to a house party wherever. (…) And 

nobody, nobody asked what religion you were. You got to know’. Party attendees did not 

ask direct questions about others’ religion, not because they did not care about it but, as 

David himself declared, because they would find out about it indirectly. As this chapter will 

illustrate, being able to determine a person's background in social contexts has long been 

part of how individuals in Northern Ireland have navigated their everyday life. Narratives 

similar to David’s were shared by the majority of gay men and women I met, whether we 

were discussing the troubled past or the present. Yet, a minority of my informants 

challenged it. According to Duggan (2012), gay people in Northern Ireland sometimes 

offered contradicting accounts of the ways in which sectarianism permeated LGB 

communities, mostly depending on personal experiences and individual understanding of 

sectarian manifestations. While Kathryn Conrad (1999, 2004) argues that the queer 

community positioned itself outside the dichotomous Protestant/Catholic paradigm, 

Kitchin and Lysaght (2003) posit that sectarianism does intersect with LGB people in 

Northern Ireland in different ways, a fact that also emerged in my research. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 The Falls Road is the main road of Republican West Belfast. It is situated in the proximity of the Shankill 
Road, which runs through a Loyalist area. The two neighbourhoods were the setting of some of the most 
dramatic episodes of violence during the Troubles − which led to decades of surveillance of the Falls Road by 
the British Army − and have been divided by the so-called Peace Walls. The Ardoyne is a Catholic 
neighbourhood in North Belfast, also known for the numerous sectarian incidents that have occurred in its 
streets. The Markets are one of the oldest Catholic areas, situated in central Belfast (see Map 3). 
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As some of my informants revealed, the number of LGB people taking part in the confined 

gay life available at the time of the conflict was very small compared to when I conducted 

my research, which partially explains why they ended up mixing. For some of these men 

and women, contacting LGBT associations and receiving an invitation to a night out 

provided the first encounter with other LGB people. David, who began to go out in the 

scene in the mid-1970s, humorously remembered the innumerable people he met in bars 

and clubs who had never before come across a gay individual and remarked how this was 

still happening nowadays. Jennifer, a lesbian youth worker in her thirties, shared her 

thoughts about the past: ‘You could not start saying no. They [LGB people] were delighted 

to see other LGB people. It wouldn’t really matter if they were Protestant or Catholic or 

whatever, they would just be amazed to actually have a space to come to. And I think that 

still continues’. Her comment highlighted how much the irrelevance of other people’s 

backgrounds was still the case, and that despite the generational gap and the slow 

improvement of general attitudes towards LGB people it remained difficult for individuals 

to be out in environments other than LGB groups.  

People who lived in particularly segregated areas were not only meeting other LGB people 

for the very first time, but also individuals from the other community. A few of my 

informants confirmed that some people had never met individuals from the ‘other’ 

community until they accessed university. The school system is in fact structured with a 

majority of schools, at all levels, being either Protestant or Catholic, whereas integrated 

institutions where students from both sides are enrolled are only a minority (Borooah and 

Knox 2017); in the school year 2014/2015, only 7% of the total body of Northern Irish 

pupils attended integrated schools (Department of Education, Northern Ireland 2015). For 

those who did not attend university, workplaces functioned as a middle ground where 

encounters with the opposite side were possible. Yet, employment segregation was 

prominent up until 1989 when the Fair Employment Legislation was introduced. The new 

law made it illegal to discriminate on the basis of religion and political opinion, thus making 

it impossible to hire employees from one community and causing those who had always 

worked in segregated environments to experience changes in their workplace (Dickson and 

Hargie 2006). Indeed, at least until the end of the 1980s, most people were likely to have 
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spent a large part of their lives lacking interaction with those belonging to the opposite 

community, and even in more recent years, the permanence of high levels of residential and 

school segregation have limited people’s cross-community relations (Borooah and Knox 

2015; Gaffikin and Morrissey 2011; Hughes, Campbell, Hewstone and Cairns 2007; Sterrett, 

Hackett and Hill 2012)  

Catholics and Protestants would therefore hardly associate with each other, with the 

exception of a few cases; amongst these, as Dudgeon noted, was also one’s membership to 

the ‘middle-class metropolitan mix’. However, he contended, the LGB scene was different, 

‘unusual’ because in its circles all classes would mingle. As a matter of fact, the CRM and 

punk crowds, the two cross-community groups discussed earlier in the chapter, appeared to 

be both mostly made up of working-class members (Byrne 2015, McLoone 2004). Although 

they are not explicitly referred to as movements that focussed on class struggle, their 

dissenting approaches towards the hegemonic political system might have been more 

appealing to the working classes, whose social and material conditions had been steadily 

worsening through the conflict. On the other hand, as Dudgeon remarked, the interests of 

the first LGB groups that emerged in the region certainly cut across classes.  

Class has been a fundamental element of division (or association) in Northern Ireland. 

Undeniably, the extent to which people were affected by the conflict also depended on their 

social status, the working class being the one in which the impact of the Troubles was most 

felt. The middle classes in Northern Ireland, instead, had more cross-community contact 

because they, as Shirlow contends, ‘irrespective of their religious affiliations, increasingly 

share similar lifestyles and socio-economic pursuits, which are mutually agreeable and 

inherently less antagonistic’ (1997: 99). As he explains, since the 1921 partition, the 

relationship between class and religious membership changed. For decades Catholics were 

excluded from well-paid jobs, such as administration employment, industry ownership and 

skilled professions, which were prerogatives of Protestants. Therefore, ‘the uneven class 

distribution of wealth was accentuated by religious affiliation’ (Shirlow 1997: 96). The slow 

process of change began with Catholics’ demands for equal rights and the worsening of 

Northern Ireland’s general economic conditions due to the relentless process of de-



!

! 123 

industrialisation. In addition, the establishment of direct rule by the British state in 1972 

introduced a series of socio-economic measures that were meant to increase cross-

community collaboration, favouring the middle classes and especially facilitating the 

inclusion of the Catholic middle class in what came to be a ‘service-led economy’ (Shirlow 

1997: 101). While the middle classes consistently increased their socio-economic power, the 

working classes of both factions, whose interests had been neglected by the government, 

experienced a continuous loss of job opportunities. In this context, the middle classes as a 

whole functioned as an ‘arm of the British state’ (Shirlow 1997: 104), which through them 

hoped to maintain its legitimacy by ensuring economic growth in the region, while on the 

other hand, the working classes suffered an exacerbation of sectarian tensions. Hence, while 

the middle classes blended – at least from a geographical standpoint – in elegant residential 

areas, the segregation of the working classes increased (Doherty and Poole 1997).  

Jeffrey Dudgeon’s seemingly unproblematic recognition that LGB groups were made up of 

men and women of all classes was shared by others. However, according to some, the 

demographics of these groups inevitably produced limitations and frictions. Larry, who has 

been actively involved in LGB rights campaigns and has worked for LGBT associations in 

Northern Ireland for decades, explained that there were numerous political discussions 

amongst the people who were attending those groups during the Troubles; one could talk 

about sectarianism but from a ‘queer perspective’. As he explained, some of these attendees, 

mostly men, considered themselves ‘radical queers’ with unionist political views who, rather 

than debating about openly sectarian matters, would focus on how the warfare was slowing 

down progress in terms of social and legal recognition of LGB people.  

Miriam, a lesbian in her fifties whom I met at quite a few LGB events around Belfast, 

nonetheless complained about the general avoidance of debates addressing anything related 

to politics at the time, underscoring that ‘there were very few discussions about how 

inequality impacted on us. My sense is that the leadership in the queer community has 

largely been middle-class, and that there have been very few attempts to actually involve 

working-class people in that leadership’. Miriam’s comment made reference to the social 

makeup of LGB groups of the 1960s and 70s, whose leadership consisted of middle-class 
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Protestant men, and to the fact that she, as a Republican woman with a working-class 

background, felt partially left out from that crowd. Miriam’s mention of class and 

inequalities as allegedly divisive matters within LGBT associations did not hint at the 

possibility that sectarianism was directly implicated in their organisation. But, as will be 

widely addressed in Chapter 5, Miriam and other informants’ narrations revealed that 

unspoken sectarian divisions in early LGB groups hindered the participation of women and 

Catholics in the leadership of the first associations.  

The Protestant male leadership of the first LGBT associations was problematic for Miriam. 

Yet, groups led by members of the Protestant middle class might have been functional to 

the maintenance of a more neutral ground, given that, as explained earlier in the chapter, 

the middle classes had a more removed experience of the conflict. A discussion of 

inequalities in LGB circles would have certainly generated difficult reactions. Had they done 

so, participants would have had to overtly address the unequal conditions found outside 

LGBT associations that depended on class and religious differences. Such a discussion 

would have also forced those involved to acknowledge how such inequalities (as well as 

others, for example those related to gender) were reproduced within LGBT associations 

themselves. Middle-class Protestant men occupied a more privileged position than their 

Catholic counterparts, working-class men from both sides and women, and overall might 

have been less aware of the affect of sectarianism in the lives of LGB individuals coming 

from a different background.  

A further view, as contended by Larry, was that the aim of those people involved in the 

LGB support system was to prioritise the ‘gay cause’ over other political agendas. These 

groups’ support of Nationalist parties was thus seen as unsettling, even though the latter 

were the only ones endorsing LGB people at the time. In recent years, while Northern 

Ireland’s largest party, the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), has continued to firmly 

oppose LGB rights, the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP), the Alliance Party, as 

well as the smaller Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) have gradually softened their views and 

publicly spoken in favour of LGB issues. Their presence at LGB public events has generally 

been welcomed. Adam, who had been working for a few years for one of the main LGBT 



!

! 125 

associations in Belfast, albeit many years after Larry, also contended that people left 

sectarian attitudes behind as soon as they stepped through the organisation's door. He 

explained that the advantage with LGB groups was that relationships within them could be 

somehow controlled and, because political discussions were channelled as much as possible 

towards common goals, the risk of slipping into a potentially sectarian terrain was 

minimised.  

However, instances of sectarianism in LGB groups tended to recur across generations, 

especially in more heterogeneous and gender-mixed groups. Miriam’s view brought to the 

surface contradictions and limitations to Larry’s and Adam’s assumptions, addressing the 

complexities at times concealed behind the institutionalised homogeneity through which 

LGB communities widely refer to themselves, and are, in turn, referred to. ‘My experience 

was that people buttoned their lip a lot because it was terrifying. It was quite terrifying in a 

way that you weren’t able to actually express a lot of opinions’. Thus, Miriam recalled the 

early days of the LGB community in Northern Ireland, against the dominant narrative that 

described it as a safe zone fostering cross-community encounters. She told a story about her 

idiosyncratic relationship with a group of Protestant lesbians, which was essentially based 

on a shared awareness of each other’s background and general avoidance of interaction, 

especially when they met in non-neutral territories: 

I was out as a Republican in the queer community and I was involved in the Shankill 
women’s centre for ten years, and going up and going down the road and the Shankill 
dykes who I used to be terrified of: big, they wouldn’t even smile, they’d just give me a 
kind of slight twitch which was a recognition. And, years later, we all dressed up and I 
went as a Bay City Roller: the only colour of tartan I could get was a red one, and I 
thought ‘ooh they won’t notice’, but for those of you that are old enough to remember 
that would have been the Loyalist tartan, and the Shankill ones came up to me 
afterwards and said ‘never thought I’d see the day’. 4  

Miriam’s story shows that there was knowledge and recognition amongst LGB people of 

others’ backgrounds and that such awareness could still work as an obstacle to cross-

community interaction. Violence, whether physical or verbal, did not have to surface in 

people’s behaviour for this to be recognised as sectarian. Avoidance of the ‘other’ on the 

basis of ethnic belonging was more than enough to claim that individuals were operating 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 The Bay City Rollers are a Scottish music band founded in the late 1960s and still active. 
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within a sectarian framework. Miriam, who every day for several years crossed a well-

known, but at the same time unfamiliar territory, did not have any doubt that the attitude 

the ‘Shankill dykes’ were adopting towards her was concerned with her provenance, and 

most likely with the fact that she had ‘come out’ as a Republican in the LGB world and 

therefore as a politically active member of that community. While one could argue that 

there is a high degree of perception entailed in the assessment of people’s behaviour in a 

sectarian society, it is plausible to find ambivalence in the look she received from the local 

lesbians on the Shankill Road. On the one hand, it acknowledged Miriam and her presence, 

while on the other, it underlined the impossibility of any further interaction with her. 

Miriam’s story suggested that some LGB people could partly compromise their engagement 

with LGB communities and their members if they chose to manifest loyalty to their 

ethnonationalist communities. In the example above, this concerned both Miriam, who had 

openly espoused the Republican cause regardless of whether this could affect her 

relationships, as well as the Shankill women she talked about.  

 

Loyalism and Republicanism amongst LGB People: Political 
Commitment and Paramilitary Affiliation 

Miriam was far from being the only person whose political engagement went beyond her 

commitment to LGB groups. Despite Larry's claim in the previous section that the pursuit 

of securing more rights for gay people often overshadowed other political struggles, many 

members of Northern Ireland's LGB communities were also active supporters of either the 

Loyalist or Republican cause, as also emerged from an episode recalled by Jeffrey Dudgeon. 

In recent years, Dudgeon’s involvement with the LGB political agenda has been quite 

marginal, although he is sometimes invited to speak at official events and interviewed about 

current LGB issues. The most recent recognition for his work in the LGB communities 

dates back to 2012, when he was appointed a Member of the Order of the British Empire 

(MBE) for ‘services to the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender community in Northern 

Ireland’ (Jamison 2011). However, LGB rights have never been the only interest within his 

political agenda; before, he had been a long-time supporter of the Labour Party, 
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subsequently participating in the 1979 elections as a Labour Integrationist, a party that 

retained progressive values within a unionist perspective.5 Through the years, he has always 

maintained his political vocation, which led him to be locally elected to the Belfast City 

Council as a member of the UUP in 2014. That same year, he was asked for the first time to 

participate in the aftermath of an Orange march: 

I was invited for the first time to go to the Field, you know where all the marches end 
up. 6  It was a very pleasant day. I went with political friends. I met a few gay 
Orangemen along the way but there’s sort of a platform party for speeches and prayers 
and things. Big platform, no audience, ‘cause everyone is drinking. There was a little 
gay contingent, not Orangemen but gay supporters of Orange and including a drag 
queen, although she wasn’t in drag. I was a little surprised; they were a third of the 
audience in front of the platform.  

Jeffrey was surprised because he did not expect such public endorsement of the Orange 

Order by a crowd of gay men. According to Dudgeon, to be gay and simultaneously 

embrace Orangeism – perhaps even marching as an Orangemen – could be an exceptionally 

challenging thing to do and thus force individuals to choose to be active in either one circle 

or the other. As he clarified, gay men associating with the Orange Order were bound to ‘dip 

in and out of the gay community’, without completely embracing life as a gay person or, as 

Jeffrey expressed it, ‘become gay’. To do so, they would have to leave the Orangeist culture 

behind, given that LGB circles showed disapproval for the more extremist factions of both 

Loyalism and Republicanism.  

On the other hand, Liam, who had met former paramilitaries while doing reconciliation 

work following the Good Friday Agreement, found that these men’s approach to their gay 

comrades was very relaxed and that they seemed to be open about their presence. He also 

added that, amongst LGB communities, gay men who were active members of Orange 

Lodges were widely recognised both when they hung out in gay bars and when they 

paraded during Orange marches. But as Liam recounted, LGB people’s involvement with 

divisive organisations went beyond their membership of the Orange Order. Liam explained 

what he had learned from a gay policeman with whom he was very good friends: 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 Jeffrey Dudgeon received 692 votes, equal to 0.1% of the total (Whyte 2003).  
6 The ‘Field’, is the area where Orange parades end their marches and where celebrations continue with 
entertainment as well as political debates (see Bryan 2000).  
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There were gay people who were involved with all sorts of paramilitary groups. Gay 
people in the UDA; I know for instance that the UDA had a number of members who 
were cross-dressers as well, and one of them used to pull out a show to raise money 
for the UDA and he was known as Doris Day. And in the UVF, I don’t know the 
man’s name but they had one officer in the prison camp who was very, how you’d say, 
he was incredibly camp, but they told him he couldn’t give instructions to the other 
members. 

As Bronagh – a Catholic woman in her late twenties – confirmed by mentioning a gay 

acquaintance, a former prisoner who was openly out and used to be involved with the IRA, 

LGB communities both during and after the Troubles were aware of the fact that their 

members were not only politically active within their own Protestant and Catholic 

communities, but were sometimes committed paramilitary affiliates. In particular, Bronagh 

recalled one episode that I had previously overheard, and which she said had shocked the 

LGB communities during the Troubles. An off-duty police officer was shot dead one 

evening in a gay bar by two IRA men. This man often drank at the Parliament, a bar near 

City Hall known to be a gay venue that in recent years has acquired a mixed but 

predominantly straight crowd. Bronagh explained that it was not uncommon for police 

officers to spend their evenings in gay hubs because they were perceived as safer in 

comparison to other venues. Bronagh believed it was very likely that someone within the 

community leaked information about this person to the IRA.  

While the public façades of LGB communities – with the support of many of their 

members – maintained that manifestations of sectarianism were never accepted within their 

circles, so as to stand by their mission of being welcoming and post-sectarian, some out-of-

the-crowd voices have brought examples of how sectarianism is, on the contrary, no 

stranger to LGB communities. While it is comprehensible and desirable that LGB groups 

continue the ongoing work of providing inclusive spaces for their members, it cannot be 

overlooked that sectarianism, even in its most violent manifestations, has also emerged and 

keeps finding its way into the life of such communities, albeit sometimes indirectly. From 

the accounts above, it seemed that Orange Lodges and paramilitary groups were not 

completely opposed to integrating LGB individuals and non-normative personalities, as in 

the case of the drag queen. They might not have advertised their presence nor encouraged 

their visibility – and in fact the UVF officer mentioned above was exonerated from giving 
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instructions to other paramilitaries in the prison, while the drag queen on the Field did not 

participate in the celebrations in drag – but there seems to be enough evidence of the fact 

that loyalty to the Republican or Loyalist cause could be a primary concern that sometimes 

prevailed over one’s sexual identity.  

 

Don't Ask, You Can Tell: Disclosing a Person's Ethnonationalist 
Background through the Practice of ‘Telling’ 

Despite some members' active engagement in their Republican or Loyalist communities, 

outside the somewhat supervised confines of LGBT organisations the common practice 

among people who did not know each other and who met for the first time was definitely 

to eschew conversations about politics. The silence practised around potentially contentious 

topics was read by some as evidence that LGB individuals were not interested in other 

people’s social background when they met in clubs, bars or other larger circles. However, 

silence was first and foremost a way to avoid direct conflict and keep control over social 

situations. Silence did not mirror LGB individuals’ actual political views or lack thereof, but 

was instead circumstantial, that is, relative to a specific time and place.  

According to Jeffrey Dudgeon, politics ‘is not the first issue that springs to people’s minds’. 

As he put it:  

People don’t talk politics by and large on the gay scene, so it is not that they adopt a 
different view, they go silent maybe. (…) People know, there’s certain things you don’t 
say if you don’t know what religion the other person is, and once you know, your 
guard comes down and you are allowed to say things.  

Dudgeon ran a fortnightly disco in the 1970s at Queen’s University. Rarely, he recounted, ‘a 

little bit of sectarian riffraff’ would break out, but largely ‘there was no real edge within the 

community’. He added that some aggressive episodes would happen, most likely between 

working-class men and women, but that for the most part people had learned ‘to keep their 

trap shut’. Dudgeon’s comment suggested that individuals typically followed a customary 

social rule, which served to avert any conversation or comment that could lead to sectarian 

tensions while carefully assessing one’s own interlocutors. He also ascribed those incidents 
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that did occasionally happen to lower-class individuals. Firstly, he did so by calling those 

episodes ‘riff-raff’, which in itself is an expression that refers to ‘people with a bad 

reputation or of the lower social class’ (Cambridge Dictionary 2019), but which, in this 

instance, was used to describe the episodes themselves. Secondly, he specified that those 

involved in such happenings were mainly working-class men and women. While the 

attribution of sectarian incidents to working-class people circumscribed the problem to a 

certain category, ‘riffraff’ worked as a hyperbole that minimised the happenings even 

further. 

Even though, as a general and understandable habit, people did not get into conversations 

about politics when they first met, a system of indirect questions normally characterised 

encounters, especially first-time encounters. Maria, a published Northern Irish poet of 

Catholic background with whom I lived upon my arrival in Belfast for my research, 

introduced me to this system. Not long before our discussion, she had gone to the funeral 

of a former patient she had met while working as an occupational therapist. She had been 

invited by the family after the ceremony to join them at home alongside other relatives and 

friends. She remembered her patient being Presbyterian and assumed that most of the 

people surrounding her were of the same faith. Even though she felt welcome, she 

perceived an underlying tension due to the fact that the other guests, who for the most part 

knew each other, needed to find out who she was. Someone asked her where she was 

working and living and followed up by inquiring whether she knew someone employed at a 

school – a Protestant one – in the area. She replied that she did not know the person in 

question because her kids had attended the ‘other school’, a Catholic one. The subtle unease 

was released almost immediately when they were able to assess her background. The talk 

continued smoothly and key information remained implicit as the words ‘Protestant’ and 

‘Catholic’ were not mentioned, and other references to religion and politics were also 

avoided.  

Maria brought up this example to explain that people would habitually find out information 

about one another without asking direct questions. Whether a person was actively seeking 

to gather such details or not, these would nonetheless emerge through the conventional 
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practice of ‘small talk’. The questions that were addressed to Maria are quite conventional in 

any ordinary conversation between people meeting for the first time, but in Northern 

Ireland, more than in other contexts, they have implications beyond mere curiosity or a 

disinterested search for points of connection. The marked spatial dimension of sectarianism 

turns banal questions, like ‘Where do you live?’, into queries not simply about geography, 

but also and mainly about people’s ethnonationalist background. While one cannot dismiss 

the possibility that an individual, especially from a younger generation, might genuinely not 

be interested in finding out about an individual’s religion at first, it seems unlikely that such 

information would not surface anyway after a brief exchange. If, on the one hand, asking 

explicit questions about one’s provenance was seen in most social settings as taboo, on the 

other, strategies to satisfy the need to know about an interlocutor’s background were 

regularly implemented. This form of collateral disclosure, as confirmed by both Maria and 

Jeffrey, helped neutralise the tension that the lack of awareness of a person’s 

ethnonationalist association would generate. Arguably, for a long time, to get to know 

someone implied first and foremost to become aware of their religious and political 

background. The practice above came to be known as ‘telling’ (Burton 1978), because an 

individual could ‘tell’ another’s background without resorting to overt questions. 

The system of ‘telling’ (see Burton 1979) within everyday sectarianism was largely built 

around perceived ideas of ‘the other’. This encompassed common stereotypes about both 

communities, according to which Catholics see Protestants as ‘bigoted, narrow-minded, 

discriminatory and money-centered’ (McGuire 2004: 55; see also McFarlane 1979) and 

Protestants perceive Catholics as ‘lazy, scruffy, treacherous and obedient to the priest’ 

(McGuire 2004: 55). The list of stereotypical features characterising Protestants and 

Catholics is rich and even includes aspects relating to their physical appearance. Popular 

ones envisioned Catholics with ‘eyes too close together and eyebrows that met in the 

middle’ (McGuire 2004: 65) and Protestants having lighter hair colours and taller stature. 

Identity markers were also incorporated within the ‘telling’ paradigm; for example, clothing, 

namely football attires, school uniforms, jewellery, and even tattoos could be indicative of 

one’s identity. Sometimes, names could be suggestive of a person’s religion, as were the 

newspapers they habitually read. The Newsletter would be considered more appealing to a 
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Protestant public whereas the Irish News would be mostly read by Catholics. In addition, 

terminology could also vary from one community to the other, especially when it came to 

naming places. ‘Northern Ireland’ would be mostly used by Unionists together with ‘Ulster’ 

and ‘Londonderry’, whereas Republicans would employ expressions like ‘the North of 

Ireland’ or just ‘Ireland’ and ‘Derry’ as a form of resistance to the legitimisation of the state 

(McGuire 2004; Cairns 2000).  

But, as Jeffrey Dudgeon himself hinted at, ‘you can tell sometimes’ by paying attention to 

multiple attributes, although he acknowledged the uncertainties within one’s assessment. In 

particular, he referred to one of the ‘symbolic cultural markers’ (Cairns 2000), which entails 

the pronunciation of certain letters. For example, as he explained, the letter ‘h’ is 

pronounced differently by Catholics and Protestants, as is the letter ‘a’, which sounds longer 

in the way Catholics stress it; in his words, it is a ‘very ‘priesty’ pronunciation’. This last 

description of the Catholic pronunciation was one of a number of stereotypical 

representations of Catholic characteristics perpetuated by Protestants. Surely, Dudgeon did 

not mean to participate in the reproduction of sectarian clichés, and his choice of words 

might have been an awkward attempt to inform me, as a researcher and outsider, about the 

recurrence of certain pronunciation patterns. Notwithstanding this, it is also possible that 

certain sayings have just become an integral part of the language, irreplaceable cultural 

constructs that neutralise alternative ways in which either group perceives the opposite side. 

More than once throughout my fieldwork I heard friends commenting on how accents can 

be distinct even within the borders of Belfast itself. The West Belfast accent was deemed as 

particularly rough, mainly because it was identified with a predominantly working-class 

population, whereas people with a milder accent were usually believed to be from South 

Belfast. Obviously, these should be taken as loose categories because such areas are rather 

large and diverse, but territorial partition and segregation at a wider level definitely 

contributed to this phenomenon, which sometimes allowed people to guess where someone 

came from (McGuire 2004). 
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Blood Is Thicker than Love: Opposition to Mixed LGB Relationships 
by Family Circles  

Being able to recognise whether someone belongs to the Protestant or Catholic community 

is an incorporated skill, although one that could be based on discriminatory stereotypes or 

prove to be far from infallible. Likewise, the social conventions on which such skill is 

premised are embedded in everyday interactions. Therefore, when Jeffrey Dudgeon and 

David both stated that LGB people were sometimes unaware of their lover’s religion, even 

after the relationship had reached a more intimate phase, to reinforce their contention that 

one’s background was not a matter of primary concern for LGB individuals, I questioned 

the extent to which this could be the case. Records on the percentage of mixed 

relationships in Northern Ireland only entail married couples (and therefore, not registered 

heterosexual unions), and amount to 2 to 10 per cent of the overall number of marriages 

(Leonard 2009).7 However, there are no official data about mixed civil unions, let alone 

unregistered mixed relationships. The Northern Ireland Mixed Marriage Association 

(NIMMA) collects information and offers support to those who are thinking about a mixed 

marriage but makes no mention of LGB couples and the difficulties they might face in their 

website (NIMMA 2019). 

Even if one assumes that religion and politics might not be the first preoccupation for some 

LGB people when they have random encounters with a partner, the question remains of 

what happens when relationships become stable and families, friends and communities get 

involved. In relation to this, Bronagh noted: 

If you go out and have sex in the car park with somebody and you don’t know their 
names, then it doesn’t really matter, religion is not that important, but if you decide to 
have a relationship then you have to make a judgement. You tend to think that gay 
people are less bigoted because they are more likely to have met people from the other 
community as part of the social scene. But then they would still have the challenge to 
develop some friendships and relationships with those individuals and be able to 
maintain them across the divide, which would have required a lot of effort. I have a 
friend of mine in her forties whose parents refused to come to the wedding. It was a 
mixed marriage. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7  In Northern Ireland, relationships between people from different ethnonationalist backgrounds are 
commonly referred to as ‘mixed’. 
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As Bronagh’s comment evidences, the implications of a mixed LGB relationship could be 

challenging if one or both partners wish to integrate it within their respective social lives. 

LGB couples could in fact be subjected to the same kind of hostility experienced by 

heterosexual couples. However, when I discussed this issue with Jeffrey Dudgeon, he 

smiled, implying that if families and friends have accepted you as gay, they would not be 

interested in your partner’s background. The shock of finding out about a gay family 

member would make any other difficulty easier to tolerate, even a mixed relationship. 

Nevertheless, Bronagh’s example about her friend prompts a reflection on the possibility 

that the boundaries between homophobia and sectarianism might be more muddled than 

some of my interlocutors argued.  

Moreover, another episode emerged in a conversation with one of my informants, a young 

man named Alex. He knew a couple in which one partner was born and bred in West 

Belfast and came from a Catholic background. His Protestant boyfriend was not accepted 

in the Catholic household; as Alex reported: ‘He told his boyfriend that his family was 

homophobic but that wasn’t the case. His family didn’t care that he was gay, they cared that 

he was going out with someone from the other side of the fence’. In other circumstances, 

interviewees have talked about their parents or family members as equally sectarian and 

homophobic, as if both these social problems were rooted in the same kind of mentality. 

This is how James described his father, who had been struggling with accepting his son’s 

homosexuality and reacted to it with enough verbal abuse to cause a serious fracture in their 

relationship: ‘He is homophobic, very Catholic, very sectarian’. The association of 

homophobia with sectarianism and religious conservatism was a popular and relatively easy 

one to make. The lack of acceptance of anyone and anything alien and ‘other’ was expressed 

through different behaviours that shared underlying discriminatory sentiments. Because 

both homophobia and sectarianism are rooted in a fear of otherness and each could be 

considered as the direct consequence or cause of the other, one could reasonably believe 

that they are always inseparable in a person’s set of beliefs. This, however, was not always 

the case.  
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The sectarian element emerged even more distinctly among those in the older generations. 

Gemma Hutton, a young Northern Irish comedian, recalled the time when she came out as 

a lesbian to her Protestant grandmother who lived in Bangor and had previously expressed 

perplexity about her granddaughter's acquaintances. Her grandmother was concerned about 

her enrolment at Queen’s University, which she considered a ‘Catholic hub’. Later, she 

found comfort in learning that her granddaughter’s girlfriend was originally from the 

Shankill Road; this information became crucial to mitigate her initial disappointment over 

Gemma’s coming out. Likewise, Janet – a lesbian of Protestant background, who had got 

engaged to a Catholic woman towards the end of my fieldwork – imagined during our 

conversation how her deceased grandmother would have reacted to her new relationship. 

She suggested that her grandmother would have been far more upset by the fact that, for 

the first time in her life, her granddaughter was seriously considering voting for Sinn Féin 

rather than for the DUP – due to the latter’s lack of support for gay marriage – than she 

was when she came out to her, and probably more upset than she would be about her 

granddaughter's engagement.  

Keeping one's commitment to those political parties representative of one’s own 

community was generally not regarded as sectarian within LGB communities. However, it 

was inevitable that conversations about sectarianism often led to a discussion about politics. 

This was probably the case because certain parties or party members might be identified by 

some as sectarian. Luke, one of the people I became closest to during my stay in Northern 

Ireland, a gay man in his twenties who grew up in a strongly conservative Protestant 

household, often used to refer to specific Sinn Féin members as “terrorists”. Even if he was 

appreciative of Sinn Féin’s political stances in favour of LGB people, he was very critical 

about the participation in politics of people who had colluded with paramilitary groups 

during the conflict. On the other hand, Bronagh, admitted finding it difficult to be friends 

with gay people who were supportive of the DUP, which she sees as ‘anti-us as a 

community, but also as individuals’. As these examples show, the historical opposition of 

certain political parties to British rule on the one hand, and discrimination of homosexuality 

on the other, did not help overcome the sectarian divide among LGB people of different 
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backgrounds, turning politics into an inevitably divisive subject that could thwart the cross-

community efforts of LGB groups. 

 

Telling by Metaphors: A Case Study of Potentially Sectarian Language 
at a Public LGBT Event 

As the cases discussed in this chapter show, the tendency by members of LGB groups to 

dismiss the presence of sectarianism within their communities was often contradicted in 

practice. This discordance between my interlocutors’ accounts was possibly due to their 

interpretation of what a sectarian episode might consist of, with some regarding only overt 

acts of physical or verbal violence as sectarian. However, as the practice of ‘telling’ suggests, 

sectarianism could also emerge through subtle behaviour and word choices, which might be 

seen by some individuals as completely inoffensive and as sectarian by others. In fact, one 

major sectarian incident that I witnessed during my fieldwork, and which I present in this 

section, happened during a public LGBT event, and was unsurprisingly judged as sectarian 

only by some, whereas the person blamed for it rejected such accusations.  

As Northern Ireland celebrated Anti-Homophobia and Anti-Transphobia Week from May 

12th to May 17th, 2014 the major LGBT associations in Belfast organised a series of related 

talks, seminars and panel discussions. A few months earlier, my friend Niall, a theatre 

designer and director from Belfast who at the time was completing his PhD thesis on queer 

identity and performance in conflict and post-conflict Northern Ireland, suggested we 

propose a panel discussion to include in the programme; he thought it could have been a 

good contribution to the agenda but also a fruitful occasion to collect data for both our 

projects. He took charge of inviting other panellists and we discussed the idea of preparing 

a questionnaire to distribute to both panellists and the audience in order to gather some 

background information on all participants as well as written answers to a few queries that 

would help inform our research. We therefore produced a document asking for personal 

details such as people’s age group, political affiliation – green (Nationalist-leaning), orange 

(Unionist-leaning), other, none – and whether they identified as gay, straight, bisexual and 

so on. We reduced our open questions to the following three:  
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1) Have you ever experienced sectarianism on the gay scene in Northern Ireland? If so, 
how? 

2) To what extent do you think homophobia and sectarianism can be connected in 
Northern Ireland? 

3) Do you think culture and art’s practices can intervene to help combat homophobia in 
Northern Ireland? 

Niall booked a room at the MAC (Metropolitan Art Centre), a relatively new location on St. 

Anne’s Square in the Cathedral Quarter. It was an imposing red-brick and basalt building 

with theatre venues, conference and exhibition rooms and a small restaurant area. The 

invited speakers, besides Niall and me were Jeffrey Dudgeon; Ruth McCarthy, creative 

director of Outburst, the Queer Arts Festival of Belfast; Dr. Fidelma Ashe from the 

University of Ulster, whose research focussed on gender and ethnonationalist conflict and 

who had an interest in LGBT communities in Northern Ireland; John O’Doherty, director 

of the Rainbow Project, one of the main LGBT associations in the region; and Simon 

Stewart, one of the founders of SAIL, a support group for families of transgender people.  

On the day of the event, after all the panellists had taken their seats, Niall introduced the 

first question, which resonated with the title of the talk, Combating Homophobia in a Sectarian 

Society, by asking how the sectarian society of Northern Ireland affected the fight against 

homophobia and transphobia. All panellists agreed on one main point: in their view, the 

main difficulty that had hindered LGBT political activism was the fact that grassroots 

political movements had historically focussed on the needs, requests and struggles of the 

two divided communities of Catholics and Protestants, leaving no space for other forms of 

activism. As Fidelma Ashe put it, ‘the effect of sectarianism has been that intellectual life 

here has been orientated towards ethnic conflict. That is the priority, that is the dominant 

question, and all other types of inequality and all other kinds of injustice have a peripheral 

status’. Ruth McCarthy added that, according to her experiences as a grassroots activist in 

the past twenty years, LGBT people often seemed ‘frightened’ to bring up queer issues 

within public discourse. This was, in her opinion, mainly due to the fact that they also had 

to deal with their own ‘national identity’, which might have implied forms of 

‘fundamentalist religion’ and explicitly condemned any kind of sexual dissidence. The 

conversation moved forward and highlighted the lack of leadership amongst Unionist 
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politicians, as well as the fact that none of the Unionist parties had expressed support for 

LGBT people up until the formation of NI21 in 2012. This new political party was born 

out of the union of two former members of the UUP, Basil McCrea and John McCallister, 

and immediately voiced complete support for LGBT people and their causes. 

These last remarks eventually led discussants to address the widespread assumption that 

nowadays it is easier for Catholic men and women to come out as gay to their families and 

communities than it is for Protestants, a notion that will be analysed extensively in the next 

chapter. Niall asked Jeffrey Dudgeon, the oldest and probably most experienced panellist 

with a cross-generational understanding of LGBT issues, to offer his view on the matter. 

Dudgeon commented: 

There’s quite a lot of things to talk about there, but was it always thus? No, it wasn’t, 
because it’s complicated obviously, but in my earlier days I do recall it was actually 
harder for Catholics to be gay. It was easier once they were gay, once they came out 
they were like rabbits without… unbound… but, uh… sorry about that. This is 
analysis… 

At this point, a member of the audience interrupted him and remarked: ‘That’s a sectarian 

statement to say that “they were like rabbits when they came out”. That is literally sectarian’. 

The attendee’s complaint, and the complexities in handling the discussion that followed this 

exchange, depended on the fact that the metaphor used by Dudgeon, in reference to 

Catholic gay men’s alleged sexual hyperactivity after the difficulties of coming out, echoed a 

metaphor that had been long used with more general sectarian intentions. As another 

member of the public pointed out, perhaps in an attempt to ease the tension, this 

expression ‘used to be said about Catholics… can I say North or South… that they bred 

like rabbits, so that’s where Jeff may not have intended it’. The association between 

Catholics and rabbits was in fact a recurring image, stemming from the fact that the rate of 

demographic growth in Northern Ireland was historically higher for Catholic families, and 

thus gave rise to a derogatory metaphor used by Protestants to imply that reproduction 

could become for Catholics a way to gain control of the region by expanding their 

demographic incidence in the overall population.  
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A few people amongst the panellists and the audience knew Jeffrey Dudgeon and were 

convinced that he, as someone said, ‘threw that out there’. Someone else offered his 

interpretation, suggesting that what Dudgeon really meant was that Catholic men felt really 

pleased to have discovered the pleasures of being out as gay. There was a series of quick 

exchanges amongst those in the audience who tried to downplay the situation and shift the 

subject of the discussion. However, Dudgeon clarified that he did not find his statement at 

all sectarian and did not want to be ‘lectured about political correctness’. He then expanded 

on his previous answer to make a point about historical differences between Catholic and 

Protestant gay men, reiterating and elucidating the ‘rabbits’ comparison.  

The episode described above recurred through the remainder of the panel discussion, thus 

bringing the issue of experiences of sectarianism amongst gay people to the core of the 

debate. Even if the topics varied throughout, possible answers to this question remained on 

hold. As previously stated in this chapter, the intersection between sectarianism and the 

LGB communities in Northern Ireland surfaced time and again in almost all the 

conversations I had during my fieldwork. However, except for the very few cases reported 

in this chapter, people’s tendency was to play down the issue by stating that it simply did 

not apply to their experiences. When I collected the fourteen completed questionnaires at 

the end of the discussion, I noticed that all respondents replied ‘no’ to question number 

two, the one asking whether they had experienced sectarian episodes in the gay scene. I read 

their terse, unequivocal answers as the strained exchange between Dudgeon and the 

audience still lingered in the air.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter questioned the claim that LGB communities have always been non-sectarian. 

In doing so, it presented stories and anecdotes recounted by LGB people that brought to 

the surface contradictions and inconsistencies within such accounts and the ways in which 

these were told. The narratives discussed obliquely delineate a profile of what sectarianism 

meant to some people and of how some sectarian behaviours have been normalised and 
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deemed acceptable within a divided society. The maintenance of a high degree of 

segregation made the legacy of the Troubles difficult to overcome, in terms of how people 

related to one other and the space they inhabited. Although there is no doubt that LGB 

communities and their members have been differentiating themselves for their inclusive 

approach, which has been able to cut across the sectarian divide, it was nonetheless evident 

that their inclusivity had limitations and was not immune to the reproduction of certain 

sectarian dynamics. Clashing perspectives emerged amongst the interviewees. A majority 

strongly fostered the image of an open community that was able to maintain a neutral 

environment across time that sectarian manifestations could not penetrate. Such an image 

was supported by their claim that LGB people did not care about others’ background and 

were often unaware of it. However, others amongst those I spoke to provided examples of 

how sectarianism had instead affected the leadership and thus the goals of LGB 

communities, especially during the conflict.  

Throughout this chapter, Jeffrey Dudgeon's image emerged as simultaneously unifying and 

divisive within the LGB communities. Dudgeon was on the frontline of the legal battle to 

obtain the decriminalisation of homosexuality, and both Protestants and Catholics 

ultimately benefited from his activism. He strongly argued in support of the idea that the 

gay world has been able across the years to position itself outside of the sectarian division. 

And yet, his language was perceived as sectarian during a public event. There is no reason 

to doubt the good intention behind his questionable choice of words, but it is also 

undeniable that language is one of many vehicles of sectarian attitudes. Dudgeon’s personal 

story as a politician and LGB activist throughout the chapter provided an overview of the 

difficulties and achievements of LGB people in the sectarian context of Northern Ireland 

before, during and after the war. The LGB world has indeed been unique in its provision 

and pursuit of shared spaces that enabled cross-community contact, even at a time when it 

was extremely rare to find any. However, its members were continuously negotiating their 

presence within it and attempting to find a way to bridge their experiences and active 

engagement as lesbian or gay people, their ethnonationalist background and their political 

commitment, which was often not limited to supporting the gay cause. Such negotiations 

sometimes prompted them to avoid political discussion and to leave sectarian attitudes 
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behind, although such behaviour was largely adopted based on the circumstances. In fact, 

sectarianism was so entangled in people’s everyday existence that it was nearly impossible 

for gay men and women to overcome embedded social practices, ideas and beliefs. The next 

chapter will provide examples of contexts in which expressions of sectarianism were 

deemed acceptable and shed light on the intersection between sectarian politics and gay 

politics. 
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Chapter 3 

Is It Easier for a Catholic? 
Varying Degrees of Acceptance of LGB People across Political Parties 

and Religious Groups 
 

One topic of conversation arising during the panel debate Niall and I organised for the 

Anti-Homophobia and Anti-Transphobia Week in May 2014 was concerned with the rather 

common belief that in Northern Ireland it was easier to be a gay Catholic than a gay 

Protestant. This perception, shared by both communities, emerged frequently as a 

dominant narrative throughout my research, and yet it was a preconception mentioned only 

in passing in existing literature. Kitchin and Lysaght (2004) explain that they have come 

across this belief through ‘anecdotal remarks’ (2004: 89). They propose that it could be the 

result of clichés about the Catholic community, citing as the only evidence the opinions of 

the volunteers of the Lesbian and Gay Helpline, who confirm that they rarely encountered 

LGB Catholics who struggled to reconcile their sexuality with their creed. This alleged 

difference between Catholic and Protestant homosexuals’ experiences within their churches 

and communities, however, continued to reproduce the Catholic/Protestant split through 

an oversimplified view that this chapter aims to question and dissect. The analysis will show 

that the level of acceptance of LGB people in the region was much more complex than 

what this binary opposition suggested. As will be made clear, both communities presented a 

wide spectrum of attitudes towards homosexuality that ranged from overt support to 

blatant homophobia, as did the political parties and religious denominations that 

represented such communities. In addition, such an assumption was often used by people 

in Northern Ireland to discuss issues that lay outside the confines of gay politics, such as 

Protestant alienation and class differences.  

In order to unpack the widespread idea that LGB Catholics are generally more easily 

accepted by their families and communities than LGB Protestants, I will firstly take into 

account the political positions towards homosexuality of Unionist and Nationalist parties 

and their members. Secondly, I will look at the religious panorama and shed light on the 
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different views that Protestantism and Catholicism hold towards LGB people, highlighting 

the variations in belief and approach within each of the two religious orientations. The 

direct and indirect experiences of my interlocutors will bring to the fore the nuances and 

tensions emerging from the different perspectives that they shared with me. Thirdly, the 

chapter will consider the notion that Catholics are generally more open to LGB individuals 

than Protestants by starting from the analysis of a theatrical play. This will introduce a 

discussion on how specific environments that welcome a mixed crowd in post-conflict 

societies can be conducive to tackling controversial topics that are otherwise avoided in 

people’s everyday lives. In particular, I will address how the use of humour facilitated 

conversations and contributed to turning potentially heated confrontations into occasions 

in which opinions could be easily expressed and divergent stories that resonated with 

people from different backgrounds could be shared.  

 

Divergent Views on LGB Rights in Unionist Politics: A History of 
Support, Homophobia and Alienation 

During the Anti-Homophobia and Anti-Transphobia Week panel, Ruth McCarthy, creative 

director of the Queer Arts Festival of Belfast,  proposed the idea that ‘Protestant culture 

has been informed an awful lot by fundamentalist religion. I suppose that has a far more 

fire-and-brimstone type of approach towards homosexuality. We are seeing, I suppose more 

and more, in Loyalist communities, a real lack of leadership’. McCarthy’s suggestion was 

picked up by Rainbow Project director John O’Doherty, who expanded on the point by 

articulating concern for those he called ‘PUL-LGB’ people. The acronym PUL stood for 

‘Protestant/Unionist/Loyalist’, whose LGB minorities, according to O’Doherty, lacked 

political representation. Bringing as evidence his longstanding experience working for the 

Rainbow Project, he asserted that PUL people might find it hard to express political party 

preference and ‘own a political identity’, mainly due to the fact that none of the biggest 

Unionist parties ever took an official stance in favour of LGB people.  

In addition, O’Doherty continued, mainstream Unionist politics never backed up LGB-

related issues at party level: “Until maybe the last three years, we’ve seen no vocal 
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opposition to homophobia or to any huge issues for the LGB community from Unionist 

politicians, it just didn’t happen at all”. One exception within Unionism, he noticed, was the 

PUP, the Progressive Unionist Party, whose former leader Dawn Purvis had spoken out in 

favour of gay rights, and which continued to show support after her resignation in 2010. 

Unfortunately, the PUP then held only one seat within the Assembly and lost it in the 2011 

elections. This, of course, translated into a very weak political position within the spectrum 

of Northern Irish politics and therefore decreased the party's influence on Unionist politics. 

However, the birth in 2013 of the NI21 party gave hope to LGB individuals of finding allies 

within Unionist politicians, since the new party was fully supportive of LGB rights. NI21 

initially positioned itself within Unionism, although promoting a Northern Irish identity and 

cross-community support. A lot of young Protestant voters became involved and one of my 

friends, a gay man in his twenties, whom I had known since my previous fieldwork in 2010, 

was a candidate for the local elections. However, not long after our panel debate took place, 

just days before the 2014 local government elections, the party officially communicated a 

change of designation in the Assembly from ‘Unionist’ to ‘Other’, albeit maintaining a pro-

Union stance. This shift away from Unionism caused a rupture within the party and 

eventually led to two of the founding members resigning. Following O’Doherty’s reasoning, 

the advent of NI21 was positive because it constituted a step towards creating a space in 

politics for LGB people even though it did not prove to be very successful, ultimately 

spotlighting local politics’ inability to overcome the sectarian divide.  

Not all the Catholics who were present at the panel agreed with O’Doherty and McCarthy, 

who also came from a Catholic background. An audience member in her fifties referred to 

the notion that being a gay Catholic was easier than being a gay Protestant as a ‘myth’ that 

needed to be further explored. She said that some working-class Loyalist lesbians she had 

spoken to seemed to share this idea but that she personally harboured strong doubts about 

its reliability. As a Catholic lesbian herself, she interpreted the presence of Protestant men 

in positions of leadership within the LGB community, especially in the 1970s and 80s, as a 

sign of the fact that the privileged status of Protestant men at a wider societal level was 

reflected in their prominent role and presence in the LGB scene.  
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Jeffrey Dudgeon, despite agreeing with the generalised understanding that gay Catholics 

were more easily accepted within their communities and stating that the number of gay and 

lesbian Catholics was on the rise, pointed out that, historically, the former assumption had 

not always been held, and that perceptions about acceptance of LGB people in Protestant 

and Catholic communities had changed throughout history. Moreover, he responded to 

some of the negative remarks that had been made during the panel discussion about 

Unionist politics. Dudgeon drew attention to the 1960s and 70s, when gay Protestants were 

‘a little bit more confident or overtly confident, you might argue, and would have stated 

their outlook occasionally aggressively, but rarely’. He explained that Protestants would 

come out ‘earlier and quickly’ in those years, but he had doubts about whether these same 

men were sexually active given that they ‘were governed by Protestant ideas in their heads 

of what sexuality was, or what sex was’.  

Turning to history gave Dudgeon a chance both to stress how Republican/Nationalist 

politics had hindered LGB people’s rights in the past, and to show the positive nuances 

within Unionist politics, which – he noticed – had been analysed by other panellists as if it 

were a homogeneous movement. He mentioned the SDLP, Sinn Féin and the Alliance 

Party and their initial antagonism towards ‘law reform’, that is the decriminalisation of 

homosexuality. He then asserted that people within Unionist politics had been publicly 

speaking in support of gay people since the 1950s: ‘The Ulster Unionist Party, as I have 

endlessly pointed out, had the most prominent spokesman for gay rights in the 1950s in the 

United Kingdom. He was a member of Parliament from North Belfast, Montgomery Hyde, 

who lost his seat eventually, probably largely because of that’. As a matter of fact, 

Montgomery Hyde no longer held a seat in Parliament following his stance in favour of the 

decriminalisation of homosexual acts, which he vehemently expressed during the 

Wolfenden debate that took place in 1958 (Dudgeon 2017).1 On a different occasion, even 

one of my Catholic informants, a lesbian in her forties, talked about the UUP as a ‘middle-

of-the-road kind of party’, defining it as ‘quite pro-gay’. She noted also that ‘David 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 The Wolfenden debate took place in the 1950s and resulted in the 1958 “Report of the Committee on 
Homosexual Offences and Prostitution”, also known as the Wolfenden Report, after the name of the 
chairman of the committee. The committee recommended that homosexual behaviour between consenting 
adults in private should be made legal (Weeks 1981).  
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Trimble’s right-hand man, Steven King, during the Good Friday Agreement was out as a 

gay man’ and certainly influenced the Ulster Unionist Party agenda, which took a rather 

liberal stance when it came to gay issues despite maintaining conservative views on other 

matters. David Trimble, who was Prime Minister from 1998 to 2002 as well as leader of the 

UUP from 1995 to 2005, had Steven King as his adviser for several years in spite of 

critiques coming from the DUP (Chrisafis 2005).  

The resonance of the actions undertaken against LGB people and their rights by Unionist 

politicians somehow overshadowed the positive stance taken by Unionists, such as those 

above. Dissenting views towards homosexuality and opposition to the advancement of 

LGB rights came mostly from members of the DUP. The Reverend Ian Paisley, the head 

and founder of the Free Presbyterian Church and a committed politician in the DUP, 

initiated the ‘Save Ulster from Sodomy Campaign’ in the mid-1970s. Paisley himself 

described the ideology behind the campaign thus: ‘The crime of sodomy is a crime against 

God and Man and its practice is a terrible step to the total demoralisation of any country 

and most inevitably leads to the breakdown of all decency within the province’ (Jeffrey-

Poulter 1991: 50). In 1978, Paisley presented a petition to the parliament in Stormont, 

allegedly signed by 70,000 people (O’Leary 2009), against the legalisation of homosexuality. 

Ferriter (2009) argues that the reported increment of attacks on LGB people in Northern 

Ireland between 1977 (the year in which the campaign started) and 1980 was related to a 

climate of aversion towards LGB people which already existed but which Paisley’s 

movement certainly intensified.2 Even if Paisley was not able to involve other religious 

groups in his crusade, Bruce (1986) assumes that a number of individuals, both of 

Protestant and Catholic faith, independently signed the petition. Paisley’s attitudes towards 

LGB people did not change when he was elected Prime Minister of Northern Ireland in 

2007 and such views were also reiterated by his son, Ian Paisley Jr., who was appointed in 

the Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister (OFMDFM). During his 

appointment he worked on equality issues; however, during an interview with the press in 

2007, he said that LGB people ‘repulsed him’ (Paisley Jr. cited in O’Leary 2009: 133). One 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 The total number of reported attacks in Britain and Northern Ireland was 250, 15% of which resulted in 
death or disablement (Ferriter 2009).  
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year later, Iris Robinson, wife of Prime Minister Peter Robinson (DUP), commented on a 

homophobic attack that had taken place in Belfast a few days earlier. Albeit condemning the 

violence, she referred to homosexuality with words such as ‘sin’, ‘abomination’, ‘vile’, 

‘disgusting’ and ‘wicked’ (Ashe 2009; O’Leary 2009). On at least two subsequent occasions, 

Robinson compared homosexuality with child abuse.  

Such comparisons were not uncommon and echoed an emblematic episode known as the 

Kincora Scandal, which broke out in 1981 Belfast. ‘Kincora’ was the name of a Working 

Boys’ Hostel situated in the Protestant area of West Belfast, which exclusively hosted 

Protestant adolescents. The events that led to the scandal concerned intergenerational 

sexual acts between adult male staff and underage boys who stayed in the hostel between 

1958 and 1980. The staff members who were subsequently convicted were accused of 

‘homosexual offences’. According to Backus (2009), this episode represented an attempt of 

‘heteronormativity to project all shameful or criminal sexual behaviour onto the 

homosexual’ (2009: 237). Child abuse had been equated to homosexuality and the sexual 

acts were considered a ‘by-product of homosexuality’ (Backus 2009: 242). 

The reiterated homophobia of Protestant politicians and the lack of support for LGB rights 

created a sense of insecurity among gay Protestants. This loss of confidence resonated with 

a shift that concerned the Protestant and Catholic communities at a wider level and that has 

been framed politically through the phrase ‘Protestant alienation’ (Dunn and Morgan 1995). 

Ciara, who had been employed in an LGB association for approximately six years at the 

time of our talk, explained that Protestants had been feeling increasingly under threat 

following the Good Friday Agreement in 1998. In her words, they thought ‘their identity 

had been stolen’. She believed that the relentless growth of the Catholic population and of 

their political power had fuelled a fear amongst Protestants of losing their majority in the 

region. Dunn and Morgan (1995) explain that, as difficult as it has been for academics to 

establish a clear-cut definition of the concept of alienation as it has been employed in the 

context of Northern Ireland, feelings such as anxiety and uncertainty seemed to be 

reflective of Protestants’ condition since the beginning of the 1970s. While a sense of loss 

in terms of political and cultural power grew in Protestants’ perceptions over several years, 
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the Good Friday Agreement has been recognised as a turning point for the Protestant 

population (Mitchell 2003). Power-sharing for Protestants/Unionists was considered as an 

arduous compromise to accept. For some, it was regarded as almost unacceptable to make 

peace and even govern with Sinn Féin, the party ‘of a country which they desired to see 

cease to exist’ (Southern 2007b: 167). According to Southern (2007b), the feeling of 

disempowerment and abandonment that pervaded Protestants can be explained through 

three interconnected forms of alienation: political, cultural and geographical. Basically, any 

changes that were intended to create equal conditions for Protestants and Catholics, such 

as, for example, the fair employment legislation of 1989 (Dunn and Morgan 1995) and the 

reformation of the police force that turned the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) into the 

Police Service of Northern Ireland (Mitchell 2003), were perceived by Protestants as a 

deprivation. Most recently, the decision to fly the Union Flag in front of Belfast City Hall 

only on designated days erupted in what came to be known as the ‘flag protests’, which, 

Ciara explained, were an additional expression of the Protestant fear of being pushed 

further and further to the margins. In her words, ‘people are feeling even more staunch 

about who they are’ and turned to fundamentalist manifestations to re-appropriate their 

sense of self.  

I discussed this feeling of alienation with Reverend Chris Hudson from All Soul’s Non-

Subscribing Presbyterian Church, a congregation located in Belfast around the Queen’s 

University area that subscribed to a liberal and inclusive theology that welcomed LGBT 

people, celebrating and affirming their union through religious ceremonies. Hudson, born 

and raised in the Republic, had grown up as a Catholic and abandoned the doctrine as a 

young adult, when he turned to the liberal strands of Protestantism. He had been engaging 

through his job with working-class Presbyterian men and confirmed that ‘hey believe that 

they are more marginalised than others, that the Good Friday Agreement did not do 

anything good to them’. However, he explained that it had always been more likely for 

Catholics to be unemployed than it had been for Protestants, although most of the latter 

did not believe this to be true. In fact, even though the unemployment gap has been 

decreasing, statistics show that higher rates of unemployment have been found within the 

Catholic community. In 1981, 11.4% of Protestants were unemployed compared to 25.5% 
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of Catholics (Osborne and Cormack 1986), and between 1992 and 2016 the level of 

economic inactivity for Catholics remained higher compared to that of Protestants, 

although this decreased in more recent years: for Protestants, unemployment fell from 9% 

in 1992 to 5% in 2016, whereas the rate amongst Catholics was 18% in 1992 and 7% in 

2016 (Executive Office 2018). Hudson believed it was plausible that Catholics in the North 

and in the South, where he grew up, were raised in what ‘people call the Irish Republican 

ideology, which tells us that we are the most progressive people and that Protestant 

Unionists are conservative; they do not want change, and we want change’. According to 

him, this kind of mentality could have contributed to the spread of the assumption found 

amongst many Catholics that LGB people were more easily accepted within their own 

communities. On the other hand, some LGB Protestants might have perpetuated the same 

idea because they felt alienated both socially and politically as Unionist LGB individuals.  

 

Acceptance of LGB People beyond Personal and Political Beliefs: An 
Issue of Party Loyalty and Class 

One positive change within Unionism that Jeffrey Dudgeon emphasised was the 

participation of the DUP Lord Mayor, Gavin Robinson, in the 2013 Gay Pride and Talks 

Back, a public debate held during Gay Pride week between Northern Irish politicians and 

citizens. Robinson was present at the launch of the 2013 Anti-Homophobia Week at Belfast 

City Hall, an event I attended.3 In his speech, he showed strong commitment towards 

battling this hate crime. He stated that a communal effort was needed to raise awareness 

and to ‘purposefully, strongly, sincerely’ promote respect for gay people, underlining that 

tolerance was not enough. His presence was significant given the numerous derogatory 

statements made by DUP members in the past about LGB people. Notwithstanding 

Robinson’s attitude on such occasions, Ruth McCarthy and John O’Doherty were not 

convinced about his behaviour in other circumstances. McCarthy recalled the time when 

she was invited to the Lord Mayor’s office after Gay Pride: 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 Anti-Homophobia Week became Anti-Homophobia and Anti-Transphobia Week in 2014.  
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I was one of those people who was invited to the little tea party he had in his office, and we 
were all like ‘Let’s have a chat, no problem’. And then he turned up at the Talks Back and 
he sat on stage and just said, ‘Yeah basically, you know, you are all going to hell’.  

At the same event, O’Doherty asked him directly: ‘Can you say tonight that you don’t agree 

that there’s a line between gay and paedophilia and bestiality?’, but he did not say anything, 

although he admitted later that night via a tweet that there was no link. McCarthy believed 

that Robinson was attempting to be friendly, but she was conscious of the fact that ‘there 

has never been any room for mavericks within the DUP or within a lot of Unionist politics, 

and really in any politics here’.  

What McCarthy brought to light in this last observation raises the question of how much 

scope politicians are allowed to really address gay politics within their parties and influence 

their policy. If we consider the case of Jeffrey Dudgeon, we could find some LGBT 

activists’ questioning whether his membership in the UUP was legitimate, since, as will be 

discussed in Chapter 6, the party voted against gay marriage alongside the DUP in the most 

recent poll in May 2014. Articles in The Guardian and The Irish Times highlighted that Peter 

Tatchell, a well-known gay rights campaigner and politician in the UK, commented with a 

slight note of criticism on Dudgeon’s choice to stay within the UUP, specifically 

considering the party’s view on gay marriage. Dudgeon’s response to this was that his past 

efforts towards decriminalisation and equality went as far as ‘reasonably possible’ 

(McDonald 2013) and that equal marriage was not an issue he intended to pursue at a 

political level; he spoke of it as a ‘test issue of modernism’ (Meredith 2015). In both reports, 

Dudgeon’s observation was followed by his concern about ‘overzealous attacks on 

Christians’. He reiterated his position during the May 2014 panel debate, adding that he 

would not mind if gay marriage was legalised but that he saw it as a generational matter. It 

was not specifically either about being gay or about marriage per se, but rather about being 

‘young and progressive’.  

While I came across some LGB people who voiced ambivalent feelings towards the 

outcomes of the legalisation of gay marriage, I still wonder about the reasons that brought 

Jeffrey Dudgeon to distance himself from endorsing the cause, besides his own 

explanations. His position could have been influenced by his party membership and by the 
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need for him to align as much as possible with its policies. Moreover, the urge to establish 

himself as a politician who is heedful of everybody’s needs might have required him to shift 

his attention towards other problems besides gay interests. This would explain why, during 

the interviews noted above, Dudgeon chose to move the topic of conversation from ‘gay 

marriage’ to ‘attacks on Christians’. It seemed like a legitimate political move to expand his 

support but also to reconstruct his public image as a Unionist political figure rather than 

sticking to the one of gay rights activist. The sense that gay politicians have to balance a 

broader commitment to all citizens’ needs with their engagement in gay politics became 

evident when I spoke to Andrew Muir in the summer of 2013. At the time, Muir was the 

mayor of North Down and the first openly gay mayor in Northern Ireland. I was invited to 

Bangor Town Hall for our meeting and escorted for our talk to the mayor's parlour. The 

surroundings conveyed a rather formal atmosphere that also impacted on the tone of our 

exchange. As much as I tried to direct the conversation towards Muir’s experiences as a gay 

man involved in politics and the more general state of gay politics in the country, his focus 

was on listing his goals as a mayor and as an Alliance Party member for the benefit of the 

whole population. Although Muir had demonstrated on occasions such as Talks Back or in 

some interviews his fervent support for the gay cause within and outside his party, 

throughout our meeting he chose to spotlight his general political agenda, in spite of the 

fact that I had clearly made my primary interest explicit.  

During the Anti-Homophobia and Anti-Transphobia panel, O’Doherty also drew a 

connection between sectarianism, homophobic attitudes and racist attacks in PUL 

communities, where the total number of hate crimes appeared to be higher than in Catholic 

communities. For instance, in his view, the lower rate of racist assaults in Catholic areas (see 

Knox 2011) was a direct consequence of the long history of discrimination that Catholic 

communities had endured, and which made it easier for them to empathise and accept 

difference. The latter thesis was widespread; Caitríona Ruane, a Sinn Féin politician, 

embraced O’Doherty’s perspective when we met at Stormont in mid-May 2014. She 

explained it by underlining the fact that Republicans had been ostracised from the State for 

generations and treated as second-class citizens: ‘For me and other Republicans, it is just 

natural that we don’t want anyone to be excluded, because we know the damages of being 
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excluded’. In line with O’Doherty, she also drew connections between anti-gay attitudes, 

sectarianism, racism, conservatism and gender issues. The different ‘isms’, she explained, are 

all connected, especially from a Republican perspective: ‘I would argue that often people 

who are anti-gay are also, many of them, anti-Nationalists or anti-Republican’.  

Reverend Hudson explained that, for example, the reason why most racist incidents were 

recorded in working-class PUL communities was because these were areas in which the 

majority of immigrants resided.4 Moreover, Hudson maintained that, in his experience with 

LGB individuals and couples, acceptance had become more a matter of class than of 

religion. From his point of view, working-class Protestants have proven to be more 

accepting than middle-class Protestants, especially in rural areas. Not long before we met, 

he had celebrated the wedding of two lesbians from the Shankill Road and had participated 

in the reception, which he described as ‘just packed with grannies and uncles and little ones. 

And none of it was an issue for them’. He recalled the feeling of tenderness and warmth 

that he was able to recognise amongst the guests, articulating that, ‘in working-class areas, 

people live so close to each other and they see the wrongful [sic] of life anyways. So, in 

many ways, they are more open to things happening’. Hudson added that he found the 

situation described above to be unusual compared to how it would have been in the past, 

when the educated middle class was perceived as the most understanding social group. In 

recent years, a switch seemed to have taken place whereby families who saw themselves as 

part of the ‘respectable middle class’ would find it more difficult to cope with an LGB 

relative.  

Hudson’s perception was validated by Dudgeon’s observation, who confirmed that middle-

class Protestants, gay men specifically, were increasingly turning to online dating and 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 In 2009 Northern Ireland was often referred to in the media as the “race hate capital of Europe” (Knox 
2011: 387) following the attack on Roma families in South Belfast. The police found that the attackers were 
linked to Loyalist paramilitary groups such as the UDA and UVF (Knox 2011). Aside from hate crimes 
perpetrated by paramilitary organisations, Protestants have been characterised by more hostile attitudes 
towards immigrants compared to Catholics. In particular, Protestants’ animosity towards the Polish Catholic 
community, which is one of the biggest foreign communities in Northern Ireland and according to The 
Belfast Interface Project “has changed the social mosaic of Belfast” (Wardach 2012: 5), is especially due to 
their religion  (Pehrson, Gheorghiu and Ireland 2012). Discriminatory episodes have been exacerbated by the 
fact that a majority of Polish immigrants live in East Belfast, which is a predominantly Protestant 
neighbourhood (Northern Ireland Assembly 2013a) and one of the most affordable areas in the city (Wardach 
2012).  
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cruising websites because the online gay scene afforded greater privacy and concealment, 

allowing them to meet while avoiding the exposure of off-line gay life. In other words, for 

those working-class families in which kinship ties were tighter and people were more used 

to having to deal with the challenges of everyday life, it was easier to accept a gay person; 

somehow there was less at stake for them in terms of social status than for middle-class 

families. The latter, especially those holding a prominent position within their community, 

would be more preoccupied with the possibility of a family member living openly as a gay 

person. Although Reverend Hudson was specifically referring to Protestant households, he 

added that his reading of things could also apply to the Catholic middle class. Moreover, he 

continued, in cases in which gay people were rejected by their families, he thought that life 

would probably be easier for those coming from a middle-class background. Such an 

environment, he believed, would grant them access to good education, which could lead 

more easily to financial independence and therefore allow them to emancipate themselves 

from a family who did not accept them and did not welcome their lifestyle. Such autonomy 

would be harder to achieve for some working-class LGB people.  

 

Views on LGB People across Religious Groups: Institutional Resistance 
and Local Support 

After acknowledging that there are multiple reasons why gay Catholics’ upbringing was 

generally easier, O’Doherty singled out religion as an important factor. He shed light on the 

fact that most Protestant churches spoke in opposition to LGB people, as had the Catholic 

Church; however, he argued, Catholics are ‘less ingrained in religion and faith and doctrine’. 

O’Doherty suggested that the somehow detached relationship Catholics in Northern 

Ireland had with religion was consistent with the one that other Catholics in the Republic 

and around the world seemed to have developed – a change that, according to Niall, was 

‘symptomatic of the general decline of the power of the Catholic Church’. The degree of 

influence that the Catholic Church exerted on its followers was an issue that came up 

during a long conversation I had with Reverend Hudson. We exchanged perceptions and 

experiences of how Catholics in Ireland and Italy approached their religion, particularly in 
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recent years, and we agreed on the fact that Catholicism was often reduced to a cultural 

feature that had little to do with actual religious practice. Hudson explained that most of 

those who identified as Catholics in Ireland did not necessarily believe in what the Church 

preached. He raised the example of his former church in Dublin and commented on the 

attitudes of those churchgoers who regularly attended mass:  

A lot of Dublin Catholics never cared about it. They would say to you that they are 
culturally Catholic but they accept nothing of what the Catholic Church teaches 
them. When I stopped being a Catholic, when I was very young, my parents didn’t 
really care. Most of my nieces and nephews, all the young people that I know in 
Dublin in particular, they don’t agree, they don’t believe in anything that the Catholic 
Church says, but they would still get their children baptised. 

In the Republic, there has always been homogeneity given that the great majority of the 

population is Catholic, and therefore attitudes towards religion are often more superficial. 

This happened even though the Catholic Church has always had control over important 

institutions such as schools and hospitals and still exerted great influence over political life 

in the country. Such power, however, did not necessarily mirror how people related to the 

religious creed. In fact, as Inglis (1998) pointed out, what he referred to as the ‘Catholic 

Church’s moral monopoly’ (1998: 257) no longer controlled people’s everyday private and 

public life.  

In Hudson’s experience, things played out differently for Catholics in Northern Ireland 

since they remained more ‘loyal’ to the Catholic Church and its practices, largely because 

they were discriminated against and felt under threat. Statistics show that religious practices 

amongst Catholics in Northern Ireland were in decline but that church attendance remained 

higher than in Ireland (Mitchell 2018). Moreover, Catholics attended church more often 

than Protestants, although the overall percentage had decreased more dramatically for 

Catholics since the late 1980s (Mitchell 2005). Catholics’ high level of participation in rituals 

was reflective, in particular, of the importance that community belonging has always had for 

them, and which remained pivotal even after Vatican II, after which Catholic ideology 

showed a higher degree of openness and liberalism (Inglis 1998; Mitchell 2005, 2006). 

However, doctrine for Catholics was not a regulatory element of social relationships as 

much as it was for some Protestants, especially Evangelicals, who followed biblical 
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teachings more strictly. Although both Catholicism and some forms of Protestantism view 

homosexuality as wrong, approaches change according to theologies, in the case of 

Protestantism, and individual churches. As clarified in Duggan (2012), Catholicism 

conceives homosexuality through the concept of Natural Law and is reliant on papal 

dispositions, which essentially reduce it to same-sex sexual acts. Admittedly, abstention 

from such acts should signify acceptance in the Catholic Church. On the other hand, 

Evangelical Protestants understand homosexuality as an essential part of a person’s identity, 

rather than a mere act, following what they believe is the teaching of the Bible. Hence, they 

do not differentiate the person from his/her sexual behaviour. However, the many fringes 

of Protestantism espouse different views on homosexuality, with some, such as the Church 

of Ireland and the Anglican Church, presenting rather liberal positions (Duggan 2012). 

Notwithstanding this, the more orthodox fringes of Protestantism in Northern Ireland have 

always been more outspoken towards matters related to homosexuality and their negative 

stances have had a greater resonance in people’s minds, possibly reinforcing the idea that an 

LGB Protestant would find it more difficult to be accepted in their families and 

communities.  

Even if, as Hudson put it, orthodox Protestants seemed to show ‘the greatest resistance 

about anything that comes along’, he remained very sceptical about the ‘weak evidence’ that 

could support the idea that Catholics were far more accepting of LGB individuals than 

Protestants. There were a few points, specifically regarding the religious side of the 

problem, that Hudson believed questioned the validity of this narrative. He pointed out that 

the only churches that have openly and publicly spoken in favour of gay people have been 

Protestant ones: ‘The churches that have made themselves open and welcoming to people 

affirming their sexuality have been a few Protestant churches. A few, but Protestant’. In 

fact, besides All Souls, other churches in Belfast have voiced their support for LGB people, 

such as, for example, the Fitzroy Presbyterian Church, which has a few openly gay readers 

who attend on a regular basis; St. George’s Parish Church, part of the Church of Ireland, 

which habitually held services during Gay Pride week; and the First Presbyterian Church on 

Rosemary Street that has also taken part in the events of Belfast Gay Pride.  
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Reverend Hudson explained that these churches’ shared effort aimed to build a ‘clear, 

identifiable Christian movement’ that addressed gay people of faith in order to make them 

feel as accepted as anyone else ‘in the house of God’. In Hudson’s opinion, the liberal 

section of Protestantism had been overshadowed by the Troubles and by orthodoxy and 

conservatism, which, as shown in this thesis, were promoted at a political level. He was 

hopeful that in the next few years in Northern Ireland there would be more than one 

openly gay minister and that more Protestant churches will eventually voice their support of 

LGB people. He told me about the times when he had sat in the same room in which we 

were talking with ministers of churches that were not ‘gay affirming’. These ministers ‘wept 

openly’ because they felt that they could not be welcoming of gay people in their own 

churches for fear of being forced out of their ministry. One minister, in particular, 

encouraged and admired Hudson’s public engagement; he had a gay son but was too fearful 

to express his support in front of his congregation and put his job at risk.  

According to Hudson, gay Catholics might have been welcomed in their congregations, but 

it was unlikely that a priest would publicly affirm their relationship in the church: 

What Catholic Church do you go to that would actually give you a blessing for your 
wedding? None. So what do they mean? They mean that the priest would be nice to 
them? Well, I have no doubts, I know a lot of priests who are gay, so he’s not going to 
criticise a gay couple, but he knows he will never publicly bless their union. 

He asserted that some of the gay people who have been attending All Souls came from a 

Catholic background. Some of them had left their communities and churches because they 

were either rejected by their families or had to negotiate their presence within their church. 

In some cases, they would be accepted in the church but discouraged from disclosing or 

discussing their sexual orientation. As Hudson said, he admitted knowing quite a few gay 

priests who would not voice any negative views about homosexuality even though they 

were unwilling to publicly welcome gay worshippers.  

For one of my informants of Catholic background, a man in his late twenties who moved 

from a nearby rural area to Belfast to attend university, the perceived presence of numerous 

gay priests within the Catholic Church constituted one of the reasons why individual 

Catholic congregations were thought to be more accepting of gay people. He told me an 
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anecdote regarding the church he used to attend before making the decision to stop going 

to Mass, a couple of years after coming out to his family. He said that one day, during a 

meeting with some church members, the priest wanted to show something he had prepared 

on his computer to the audience. Once he turned on the computer, the screen of which was 

visible to all attendants on a wall, pornographic material came up. He tried to justify the 

occurrence, hypothesising that someone had probably accessed his account or perhaps 

hacked it and browsed such websites in order to make it look as if he had done it. However, 

no matter how much he tried to cover up the incident, he was later asked to leave the 

church and replaced with another priest. 

Although my informant did not specify whether the pornographic images were meant for a 

heterosexual or a gay public, this episode caused the congregation to act against a church 

leader who had always been greatly liked by his community. The man who joined the parish 

afterwards was, according to my friend, ‘very obviously a gay man’. He recounted that his 

mannerism was ‘camp’ and he spoke aloud about his sexual orientation. Regardless of this, 

he was extremely popular in the community, where most people were fond of him and 

spoke highly of his role as head of their church. My friend believed that the presence of gay 

men amongst the Catholic clergy, and the consequent familiarity of Catholic communities 

who had been exposed to gay spiritual guides, must have contributed to making Catholics 

more open towards gay people. He also pointed out that things might play out differently 

within Protestant communities because most ministers were in heterosexual marriages, thus 

embodying the legitimacy and sacredness of a heterosexual relationship before their 

assembly. This supposed openness of Catholic churches in Northern Ireland, however, was 

never explicit or linked to actual endorsements at an institutional level. In fact, it clashed 

with the attitudes of the highest ranks of Catholicism, who remained contrary to, for 

example, the legalisation of gay marriage. This formal opposition was evidenced by a letter 

sent from a Catholic bishop to discourage members of the Assembly from voting in favour 

of gay marriage, as will be explored in Chapter 6. Caitríona Ruane, while proudly 

articulating the progress of Nationalist parties – Sinn Féin specifically – in relation to gay 

issues, reprimanded the Catholic Church, which kept thwarting their efforts.  
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As also discussed in Chapter 1, Catholics and Protestants have constructed narratives about 

themselves in opposition to ideas of the ‘other’. The way they have perceived themselves as 

religious people has also contributed to boosting and perpetuating stereotypes about their 

own and the antagonistic communities. Catholicism, for example, as noted by Mitchell, ‘has 

been constructed as open and tolerant, as a negation of ideas of Protestant fervour and 

inflexibility (…) they do not take their religious beliefs to these extremes’ (2005: 125). The 

Protestant religious ideology was perceived as one of the driving factors behind their 

discriminatory mentality. The opposing images of the tolerant and laid-back Catholic and of 

the aggressive Protestant seem to be coherent with Hudson’s and Ruane’s propositions 

above of how Catholics see themselves. Anti-Catholicism, instead, portrayed Catholics as 

‘superstitious, conformist, and antithetical to individual freedom’ (Mitchell 2006: 119). The 

indirect relationship with God as mediated by a priest was frowned upon as the negation of 

one’s independent thinking, and their devotion and prayers to saints were seen as ‘idolatry’ 

(Mitchell 2006: 119).   

The more conservative fringes of Protestantism, those who followed the so called 

‘covenantal mode’, thought of themselves as God’s ‘chosen ones’ and justified their 

presence in Ulster through the rhetoric of the elected people. They did not want to engage 

with Catholics, let alone mix with them in religious contexts (Brewer and Higgins 1998). 

Paisley’s Free Presbyterian Church stood as a coherent example of a covenantal mode of 

Protestantism, which also carried an intrinsic political dimension. Of course, anti-

Catholicism had different implications for the less orthodox forms of Protestantism and 

was generally more open to ecumenism, albeit still considering Catholicism as ‘wrong’ and 

Catholics as a threat to the union with Britain. While the conflation of religion and politics 

is a characteristic of all Protestant faiths in Northern Ireland, Free Presbyterianism played a 

particularly determining role in politics, given that the DUP was born as a political 

expression of conservative religious beliefs.  
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Laughing the Troubles Away: Humour as an Instrument for Discussing 
Sectarianism in Mixed Contexts 

Towards the end of January 2014, I went to see a play entitled Baby it’s Cold Outside by 

Brenda Murphy, a playwright from Northern Ireland. The comedy, which was held at the 

MAC, told the story of Patsy, a lesbian who was eight and a half months pregnant and 

living on a farm on a hill just outside Belfast. She lived with her lover, Sally, and a friend, 

Madison, who had come from the USA after falling for a Northern Irish woman, Sandra. 

One stormy evening, they received a visit from Joe, Patsy’s sperm donor and childhood 

friend, who had ventured outside because of his concern about Patsy’s wellbeing. The man 

was finding it difficult to accept that Patsy was a lesbian and hoped that she would move in 

with him after the child’s birth. He was unaware that Patsy had a partner and had different 

plans for her future.  

While the play might not sound like a ‘typical’ Northern Irish account, it merged classic 

local narratives with a new kind of tale, a lesbian story. Joe, a heterosexual working-class lad 

of Catholic background living in Ballymurphy, whose father happened to be a former IRA 

man, addressed any topics of conversation through common stereotypes, especially when 

talking about lesbians. For example, he explained his doubts about Patsy’s homosexuality: 

‘Look at you, you’re lovely. You are from the Falls Road, for fuck’s sake, a working-class 

girl. You work in Primark. Who ever heard of a lesbian working in Primark?’. The story 

unfolded with Patsy challenging Joe’s preconceptions about gay people and the man finally 

finding out about Patsy’s relationship with Sally. While the three work towards making 

sense of their intricate relations, Patsy’s waters break leading up to the final bonding scene 

in which Patsy gives birth to a baby with the help of everyone else. 

In all of this, the role of Madison functioned as an opportunity for Joe to further reproduce 

familiar clichés but also to reflect on his views about gay relationships while empathising 

with Madison after her lover Sandra left her. The moment in which Joe consoles Madison is 

used by the writer to address political issues that seemed to be popular within gay circles. 

Approximately halfway through the play, Sandra breaks up with Madison because she feels 

that she cannot come out to her influential Unionist and Christian fundamentalist parents.  
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The following is Joe’s view on the facts:  

I may be talking balls, love, but Sandra, the whole Protestant-Catholic thing would 
come into it here too. I mean the girl is from a Christian fundamentalist family. That’s 
a big deal here. As I said, I may be talking balls, love, but I think it would be easier for 
Sandra to come out if she lived in a Catholic area than if she lived in a Prod area. 

His comment triggered further discussion: 

Sally: That’s a bit sectarian Joe. 

Patsy: He’s right. I know a gay bloke from Sandy Row but he’s only openly queer in 
Catholic areas. I know loads of Prod queers who say the same thing. 

Madison: I think I have heard it all. It’s easier to be a Catholic queer than a Protestant 
queer? Only in Ireland. God, someone should do a study on that.  

Patsy: It stands to reason. Sinn Féin and the SDLP don’t object to homosexuality. Sinn 
Féin even had a queer Bash in the City Hall and everything. 

Murphy’s play touched upon most of the issues discussed in this chapter, reiterating the 

dominant narrative about LGB Catholics and Protestants. Moreover, one of the characters 

questioned whether the idea that being an LGB Catholic was easier than being an LGB 

Protestant should be considered sectarian. This was especially interesting because nobody I 

spoke to ever questioned the possibility that such a statement could carry sectarian motives. 

Perhaps the fact that it was unclear where this assumption originated from and that LGB 

people seemed to agree or disagree with it regardless of their religious and political 

background ruled out any potential sectarian implication. In addition, the general conviction 

that LGB environments were estranged from sectarianism and inclusive by tradition might 

have also contributed to avoiding such thinking. Finally, Baby it’s Cold Outside is a play, and 

specifically a comedy, that is able to speak openly about topics such as homosexuality and 

sectarianism, which are taboo in most contexts. However, there are modes of 

communication and specific places that make certain discussions possible. A theatre setting 

appeared to be one of those special contexts in which social rules could be suspended.  

While on fieldwork I went to see another play which had become successful in Northern 

Ireland since its debut in 2003, entitled The History of the Troubles Accordin’ to My Da. The play 

was a black comedy that revisited the main events of the conflict with a certain degree of 
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humour, albeit staging prominent Northern Irish stereotypes. Even though reviews 

highlighted the fact that the playwright, Martin Lynch, did not try to make any specific 

political point, there is little doubt that the show was not fit for all audiences. It was likely 

that not everyone in Northern Ireland would appreciate the use of humour to chronicle the 

recent past. Theatre, and comedy in particular, however, have been used in various post-

conflict contexts as a means to facilitate the reconciliation process. Milatovic−Ovadia, who 

carried out extensive research in Bosnia looking at theatre and reconciliation, explained how 

theatre professionals working in post-war societies conceive theatre as ‘an ethical space for 

developing relationships and communications in divided societies; redefining social rules 

and ethical relationships’ (2016: 125). Theatre’s workshops are organised as spaces of 

encounter for participants coming from two communities in conflict; yet the benefits of 

such practice go beyond its participants. The comedies that I saw in Belfast were not part of 

a peace process project per se but allowed both Protestant and Catholic audiences to relate 

the stories that were told to their own experiences. The stage occupies a space and a time 

that are separate to those of people’s everyday reality but also creates connections with it, 

and humour works as a unifying tool that can be understood and experienced by both 

antagonistic communities. Humour, of course, can be a trigger for conflict – and in 

Northern Ireland there are a set of sectarian stereotypes that are humorously used to speak 

derogatorily about those belonging to the ‘other side’ – yet it is also a crucial instrument of 

negotiation and mediation. The use of comedy is encouraged because ‘to laugh at the 

conflict or provide a humorous perspective on a frustrating situation can sometimes help 

reframe the dynamics of the conflict’ (Zelizer 2010: 4–5). The possibility of looking at 

certain sides of the conflict in a different way can also lead to a recognition of the 

senselessness of its violence, exposing some of its aspects by ridiculing them.  

The use of humour to address controversial topics that would otherwise be avoided is not 

only found in theatre; I unexpectedly experienced it in a classroom. During my stay in 

Belfast, I signed up for a course on Ulster Unionism at Queen’s University, which was part 

of a programme called Open Learning organised by the institution for people who were not 

officially enrolled but were interested in taking individual courses. I found that the 

demographics of attendants was very indicative; the youngest person besides me was 
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probably in his fifties (I was thirty-two at the time). As a weekday morning class, it was 

certainly more suitable for retired people, and the content of the course was particularly 

attractive to those who had lived through the Troubles and were already acquainted with 

the history of those years. In fact, a woman in her early sixties told me she was very 

surprised at my presence. She thought that in order to fully grasp the content of the 

lectures, extensive knowledge of Northern Irish history was needed. Indeed, the discussions 

triggered by the lecturer, who incorporated facts and anecdotes that were probably not 

included in most history books, required a deep and long immersion into the context that 

perhaps only locals and a few others could achieve. Right after our first class, I convinced 

myself that most students, if not all, must have been Northern Irish Protestants. I thought 

so after considering the kind of banter that became immediately part of the class dynamics 

and gave it an exceptionally amusing atmosphere. Although I only had a partial 

understanding of the jokes that my classmates and lecturer were making, precisely because I 

was lacking that very local knowledge mentioned above, I was aware of the fact that the 

targets of such jokes were for the most part Unionist politicians. Therefore, I assumed that 

the pervasive humour was accepted because there was an unspoken understanding that it 

was coming from people on the ‘same side’.  

However, as I started chatting with my colleagues as the course progressed I discovered 

that the crowd that surrounded me was actually of mixed background. Clearly, within this 

context, the use of humour was embraced by most people participating in the class and 

used to express opinions, feelings and ideas to avoid risking sounding too serious and 

therefore offensive. Humour had become a necessary tension-breaker to discuss historical 

events, and even more so political figures, such as Ian Paisley. In that class, Paisley had 

almost become the odd, amusing character of a story. At times, he was characterised as a 

despot of sorts; in other instances, he was described as a rather personable and pleasant 

man. In both cases, his figure had to be somehow transformed, not to the extent of being 

ridiculed or dismissed, but surely to a point in which his actions would be downplayed. This 

mechanism, which was applied similarly to other politicians, allowed for a very relaxed 

atmosphere. I vividly remember how a Catholic woman – one of the first people who 

showed interest in my research – would very often raise her hand and speak firmly about 
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the faults of Unionism with little to no humour in her voice. She would engage in long 

monologues that were often interrupted by jokes and sometimes contained by the 

convenor’s intervention. Both ways worked efficiently to ease the tension that her 

commentaries could create, and in fact there was never a situation in which people’s 

exchanges were heated or unpleasant. In this classroom, as for the students taking part in 

the theatre workshops described above, which took place in other post-conflict settings, 

individuals were able to communicate directly with one another and through humour create 

an alternative, safe dimension to discuss the war.  

Murphy’s and Lynch’s plays as well as the course on Unionism that I took were emblematic 

of the ways in which it was possible to speak about sectarianism and sectarian politics in a 

manner that made the language, which might in different circumstances be perceived as 

sectarian, acceptable to a mixed audience. A theatre stage functioned as the ideal space to 

introduce the use of banter as a means to deal with such a strained dimension. Similarly, the 

course on the history of Unionism attended by Catholics and Protestants who had lived 

through the Troubles urged students to find their own idiom to allow everyone to express 

their views without upsetting others’ sensitivities. Such experiences, in which through 

humour taboos on delicate topics were overcome and speaking one’s mind was encouraged, 

stood in opposition to the silence that characterised everyday interactions where, as 

explained in Chapter 2, social rules meant that contentious matters were not directly 

addressed. It could be the case that some LGB spaces operated in a similar fashion to that 

of theatres and classrooms. To be able to coexist in the same mixed environment 

throughout time, and especially during the Troubles, LGB people needed to find a 

particular way of dealing with sectarianism that differed from how the general public 

approached the phenomenon in other settings. This might have entailed loosening up in 

front of certain sectarian manifestations and perhaps overcoming social conventions, 

making some forms of sectarianism more acceptable than others, even to a point where 

they would stop reading them as divisive expressions.  
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Conclusion 

This chapter has analysed several narratives revolving around the notion that it is easier to 

be an LGB Catholic than it is to be an LGB Protestant. An overview of the various political 

attitudes towards the subject over the years showed that the Unionist side, which was 

weakly supportive of LGB people and rights, was overshadowed by the negative stances of 

the DUP, which, as the main Northern Irish party and the most vocal against 

homosexuality, cast a larger influence on the region. While, as noted by Jeffrey Dudgeon, 

the UUP was the first party to speak in favour of LGB people back in the 1950s through 

the voice of Montgomery Hyde, it is undeniable that in later years Unionism has been 

overtaken by Nationalism, which has been generally more homogeneous in its support of 

the LGB cause. Whereas it clearly emerged that, at a political level, Nationalist parties have 

provided greater support to LGB communities in the last decades, the panorama was much 

more complex from a religious point of view. Protestant churches like Ian Paisley’s Free 

Presbyterian Church have vehemently expressed their dissent towards homosexuality, 

whereas other Protestant denominations like Chris Hudson’s Non-Subscribing Presbyterian 

Church have been welcoming of LGB people. Catholic communities, for their part, have 

been much more silent about LGB issues yet never spoke in favour of homosexuality or 

distanced themselves from papal dispositions, which were notably unaccepting of them. 

Despite the official position of the Catholic Church on the matter, some individual 

churches were friendly to LGB individuals, or at least not openly against LGB sexualities. 

The fact that Catholic churches were more open to LGB people was also explained through 

the alleged homosexuality of some Catholic priests.  

The debate about which of the two communities showed greater acceptance towards LGB 

people exposed a larger set of issues. The way in which the discourse was framed, setting 

Catholics and Protestants in opposition, prompted a detour from LGB to mainstream 

politics. The assumption under scrutiny was used to express ideas beyond LGB interests 

and highlight the conservatism of some Protestant communities, which translated not just 

into homophobia, but also racism and anti-Catholicism. Equally, a Protestant asserting that 

nowadays being a gay Catholic is easier than being a gay Protestant reiterates the feeling of 
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being underprivileged that has grown amongst Protestants across the years, and even more 

so after the Good Friday Agreement, whereby they feel in a disadvantaged position in 

comparison to Catholics. On the other hand, Catholics have been thinking about 

themselves as more progressive and less influenced by religious doctrine. Therefore, this 

widespread view coming from both sides was consistent with the broader discourse on 

Protestants and Catholics.  

The example on which this chapter ends, analysing this popular notion in the context of a 

play, shows how the different treatment of LGB people in Protestant and Catholic 

communities has ultimately become an almost humorous subject. In fact, humour has 

proven to be a useful tool to either debunk such preconceptions held by one community 

about the other or to defuse their discriminatory potential. This allowed for a public 

discussion on sectarianism and its set of prejudices that avoided hostile confrontations 

without silencing differences. As was the case in the course on Unionism I attended, the 

same strategy could be used to discuss contentious issues in more institutional settings or to 

look back on a history of conflict and division from a removed perspective. In the effort to 

achieve a post-sectarian society, humour can provide a means to acknowledge dissimilarities 

between the two communities, complicate clear-cut distinctions and relieve tensions or 

animosity. It can also work as an outlet for otherwise violent behaviour and contribute to 

building a safe space for dialogue by transforming sectarian narratives into alternative 

stories that resonate with both communities and expose their points of connections as well 

as their differences. The following chapter will focus on LGB people’s coming-out stories 

and on their close relatives’ reactions to their homosexuality, and analyse the obstacles I 

faced in accessing their families and domestic spaces.   
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Chapter 4 

Concealment and Control 
Coming Out to Family Members in Northern Ireland 

 

Richard and I met one morning at the Students’ Union of Queen’s University and sat down 

in the crowded café situated at the side of the front entrance. We chose a corner table and 

ordered a drink. The table next to ours was empty when we first arrived but a little later a 

man in his seventies took the place and ordered food and a drink. He was reading a 

newspaper but sometimes turned towards us and stared. I was not quite sure whether he 

was listening to our conversation, but his attention made me very conscious of his close 

presence. The mingling of customers’ voices produced indistinguishable sounds in the 

background, which reassured me that nobody – apart from our curious neighbour – could 

overhear our conversation. Richard, probably like my other informants, was much more 

prepared than I to talk about gay stories in public places, without necessarily wanting to be 

heard. As I noticed during my long talk with him, the tone of Richard’s voice was 

appropriately modulated according to what he was saying. He especially avoided the word 

‘gay’ unless necessary for a more realistic narration of events, and he uttered it carefully at a 

much lower volume. There were moments in which Richard’s voice was so faint as to 

become almost inaudible to my ears and I hoped that my recorder would capture what I 

was unable to grasp. People spoke at a softer volume rather frequently, and in such 

instances I found myself pushing my Dictaphone closer and closer to them. I was worried 

that the recording would blend with all the other noises around us, and that the latter would 

obscure Richard’s words. At the same time, I did not want to ask him to repeat himself, 

because I was aware of the fact that changes in his tone were deliberate. Like my 

interlocutor, I was also trying to control the flow of information by containing its dispersal. 

This was partly because I believed it to be my informants’ will but also because I was 

concerned myself about who could be listening to us and the consequences of this 

uncontrollable leak of information.  
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The sorts of strategies that were employed by Richard and myself at the café, while he told 

his personal story, somehow mirrored the actions that he was describing and that he and his 

family were enacting after his coming out. This chapter looks at how LGB people in 

Northern Ireland and their families kept control over how information about the LGB 

person’s sexual orientation circulated in the family and other social circles. One of the ways 

in which my interlocutors contained the spread of knowledge about themselves was by 

making their houses inaccessible to me. Similarly, family members were exerting the same 

sort of control by not facilitating my getting in touch with their LGB relatives. While these 

strategies were implemented to safeguard and protect family relationships and their social 

networks, the heightened need to defend the intimate sphere was also the result of the 

historical and social processes that Northern Ireland underwent during the conflict. In the 

second section of the chapter I introduce some of the life stories that I collected. In 

particular, I discuss how LGB people dealt with their homosexuality while growing up in 

religious households in which family life was built around the religious community to which 

they belonged. I show how some of these families’ attitudes, which were often perceived by 

the gay person as mere acts of rejection of their gay identity, were in fact also practices that 

were directed towards the maintenance of each family’s social relationships. As is evident 

throughout the narration of the stories presented, mothers had a crucial role in the control 

and dispersal of information about their children’s sexual orientation, within and outside the 

family. On this subject, I examine the different roles that fathers and mothers played in the 

family and how these reflected the traditional gender roles that were reinforced during the 

Northern Irish conflict, when men were out fighting and women had to manage the 

household on their own. Finally, I focus on how LGB people managed the silence around 

their sexual orientation within their families and how this proved also useful to preserve 

their relationship with the family of origin.  
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The Inaccessible House: Protecting Family Interests from Public 
Interference 

Most of the life stories that I collected throughout my stay in Northern Ireland were 

narrated during scheduled interviews. The people who agreed to be interviewed were 

friends, as well as men and women I did not know. Amongst the latter, some found out 

about my fieldwork via social media like Facebook, while others did so through 

acquaintances or LGBT associations which helped me broadcast my research. The majority 

of the interviews were conducted in cafés around the city centre and the Queen’s Quarter 

(the university area) in Belfast, upon my interviewees’ suggestions. A couple of gay men I 

was close to came to my house, and in a few other cases I was able to talk to informants 

within the premises of the Waring Street building where all the LGB groups are still based 

today. Only a few times was I invited to meet informants at their work place, when they 

were out as LGB to their colleagues and their job provided spaces that were available and 

suitable for our discussion.  

I did not meet or speak to family members of the men and women I interviewed and only 

in a couple of cases was I able to meet their significant other. However, solely in one 

circumstance was I put in touch with a partner for the purpose of an interview; a few other 

people who proposed to introduce me to their companion did not follow up on their 

proposition. In general, families have been largely inaccessible to me. One of the 

characteristics in common to all the life stories I gathered is the fact that none of them was 

told in my interviewee’s home. As this section of the chapter will make clear, the reasons 

why homes remained off-limits for me is directly related to issues of control and safety 

concerned with the circulation of knowledge about the LGB individual’s sexuality outside 

the house. On the other hand, I also suggest that the house in Northern Ireland was a space 

where private life was constantly violated during the conflict; as a consequence, people may 

have tried to reconstitute the private space of the house as an exclusive and intimate ground 

where the intrusion of people outside of one’s family was discouraged. Finally, I explain 

how, in a few instances, siblings of LGB people did not put me in touch with their gay 

brothers or sisters and did not make themselves available to talk to me about their 

experiences as relatives, probably as a way of protecting the family interests.  
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In some cases, my interlocutors still lived at their family home with parents and siblings. 

Even if everyone in this group had already come out, they chose to discuss their stories and 

reveal relatives’ attitudes and perceived feelings, elsewhere. As Kitchin and Lysaght (2003) 

reported, gay people in Belfast would revert to self-policing and at other times would be 

policed by family members within the home. Control was self-imposed or demanded mostly 

in relation to ways of acting – especially if a boyfriend or girlfriend was around, and in order 

to contain the circulation of information about their sexuality outside the household. Thus, 

it is plausible to think that in some cases my interviewees did not communicate their 

participation in my research project to the family, as doing so could have been considered 

risky for the public identification of the entire family. These women and men might have 

felt more at ease away from the family because distance could have granted them greater 

freedom of speech, at least to an extent.  

Those who lived alone or with a partner and had contacted me after reading about my 

project online – namely with no intervention of a person or organisation functioning as a 

mediator – might have found it awkward to invite a stranger to their house. After all, the 

thought of meeting someone I did not know for the first time to my own flat, especially 

when nobody else was around, also made me slightly uncomfortable. On a couple of 

occasions, I was not even sure whether the person I was about to meet was male or a 

female, as some people used an abbreviation of their name or a nickname for their 

communications. Certainly, I thought that being a woman would help me navigate issues 

concerning their perceived safety, in the sense that I assumed people of both genders might 

have felt more at ease with the possibility of meeting me in a private setting. However, 

considering the outcomes, I do not think my gender played a major role in the decision of 

where to meet.  

Besides the uncertainties surrounding a first encounter, even LGB people who lived on 

their own and had more freedom of action often self-regulated for fear of attracting their 

neighbours’ attention and triggering reactions such as ‘homophobic intimidation or 

perceived negative attention’, as Kitchin and Lysaght suggest (2003: 500). Sometimes, even 

though some individuals did not actively try to hide their sexual orientation from their 
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neighbours, with whom they often felt accepted and comfortable, there would still be an 

attempt on their part not to excessively expose their sexuality outside their home. Their 

discretion would also entail greater caution about the people they invited over, who might 

be seen by others, as well as a heightened awareness of the fact that whatever was 

happening in the house could still be accessed by an outsider’s eye. 

When I began interviewing informants I thought that most individuals would prefer the 

intimacy of a private dwelling to the exposure of a public space such as a café, and that is 

why, whenever I found it appropriate, I suggested my home as a potential meeting venue. 

However, my idea was for the most part unsuccessful, and cafés became the only viable 

option. It was nevertheless somewhat surprising that neither amongst those whom I got to 

know fairly well, nor among the people who had been recruited via friends, did anybody 

suggest conducting interviews at their place. The inaccessibility of the family and of 

people’s intimate sphere (which the house is meant to safeguard) that I experienced in the 

process of compiling stories through people’s interviews both overlapped with and echoed 

the dynamics of most of the friendships that I developed with Northern Irish people.  

Maria, a Northern Irish woman in her late forties, with whom I lived for the first five weeks 

of my fieldwork, spoke to me about the way in which people in Northern Ireland built 

relationships with each other and with individuals coming from different countries. She 

believed that, in general, they were capable of an incredible amount of initial friendliness 

and generosity but that it was difficult to transform such early warmth into a more 

profound and intimate bond. She ascribed this attitude to the fact that the Troubles might 

have made Northern Irish untrusting and unused to developing relationships with 

foreigners, given the relatively low presence of outsiders in the region during the conflict. I 

was eventually able to make sense of her words – which stuck with me throughout my 

entire time in Northern Ireland – through my own experiences with the people I 

encountered. There seemed to be, on the part of many of whom I felt closer to, a conscious 

aim to keep the family sphere as distant as possible from other circles of their life.  

What puzzled me most about the relationships I developed in the year and a half I spent in 

Belfast was the fact that I was hardly ever invited to anyone’s home, regardless of whether 
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such potential hosts were involved in my research or just friends. This only happened twice, 

when I visited the houses of two public figures who were well-known in Northern Ireland 

through their jobs and were used to having people over. I often discussed this topic with 

friends who had been living in Northern Ireland for a while and had similar experiences in 

their relationships with locals. Monica, an American woman I became very close to, who 

had moved to Northern Ireland in 2010 for her studies, had successfully nurtured a number 

of friendships and warmly welcomed her friends to her flat on a regular basis, cooking 

meals and offering a space to spend the evenings together. Given her commitment, she felt 

hurt when one Easter Sunday nobody invited her over for a meal, and she ended up 

spending the day on her own. Our common acquaintances who lived on their own routinely 

visited their own family homes but these were also an off-limit territory for me as for many 

other friends. This meant that there was almost no access to family members; as a matter of 

fact, Monica, even after many years of friendship, had still never met most of her close 

friends’ parents or siblings. Julia, another close friend of mine from New Zealand, who 

arrived in Belfast in 2012 following a job offer, confessed that she had never visited her 

boyfriend’s family home after a year-long relationship and after he had travelled with her to 

her home country in order to spend Christmas with her family.  

It is likely that socialising at home by inviting friends was difficult for many Northern Irish 

during the conflict. Spatial segregation (see Maps 3–4) made the possibility of cross-

community contact in some areas very hard, with residents living in close-knit communities 

preferring to meet with friends elsewhere. Those who lived in segregated areas tended to all 

know each other and strangers would be easily detectable. Although in some cases 

paramilitaries exerted control, residents themselves were generally accustomed to 

supervising people’s movements within the neighbourhood. Even when a person had to 

visit someone in an area that was deemed safe, the route to this destination would 

sometimes require crossing potentially dangerous districts. This might have led some to opt 

for a different location instead of their homes to meet friends and relatives. The house in 

Northern Ireland was, and still is, definitely not a public space, yet its privacy had often to 

be negotiated. The house itself can be a sectarian space where dwellers publicly display 

symbols of community belonging, as shown in Chapter 2, or can be integrated into a 
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sectarian area where others’ access would be constantly scrutinised. In both cases, friends 

from across the divide or from outside the region might feel more at ease meeting in a more 

‘neutral’ location.  

The disruption of family privacy was sometimes imposed on citizens by military forces, as 

Aretxaga (1997) ascertained during her fieldwork amongst Catholic women in the late 

1980s. She noted that ‘army raids transformed the secure intimacy of the household into a 

vulnerable space, susceptible to arbitrary violation by armed men’ (Aretxaga 1997: 69). Such 

penetration into individuals’ private spheres, blurred the confines between the ‘household 

and the communal space and at certain moments practically erased them’ (Aretxaga 1997: 

69). While Aretxaga focused on Catholic communities where the intervention of the British 

army was particularly violent and strongly opposed by the community, invasion of the 

private household was enacted through policing practices of paramilitary groups in both 

Protestant and Catholic areas. Moreover, with the displacement of several families over the 

course of the conflict, communities became fragmented. People stopped gathering for 

safety reasons, instead retreating to the intimacy of their houses and meeting others mainly 

in the streets (Curtis 2008).   

Individuals’ relationships within the community were sometimes intimate; however, as 

Larsen (1982) recounted in her ethnography of the village of Kilbroney, people would 

entertain relationships with neighbours in the streets and the proximities of one’s abode 

while receiving relatives’ visits in the house. Larsen described the interaction with 

neighbours as simultaneously ‘very extensive’, in that ‘neighbours provide useful 

information when one is away (...) and upon one’s return’ as well as ‘mutual protection’, and 

‘not too extensive’, exactly because ‘the company stops at the door step’ and ‘the “private” 

life belongs to the family’ (Larsen 1982: 142). On the topic of neighbours, Donnan and 

McFarlane state that ‘some strangers were more strangers than others’, highlighting the 

different degrees of belonging to a community but also the general permanence of the 

status of ‘stranger’ attributed to non-kin and sometimes also to distant kin (1985: 289). 

Therefore, strangers were non-relatives and at times also friends, whereas relatives were 

often labelled ‘friends’ (Harris 1972; McLaughlin 1993). Essentially, neighbours were 
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important because they constituted a source of help in case of emergency, such as illness, 

and more crucially of ‘protection’ through the defence of ‘property and morals’ (Larsen 

1982: 142). Nevertheless, they were kept separate from the family’s private life. 

Charles, one of the friends that I met during my time in Belfast played an important role in 

the social network I built while in Northern Ireland. One of Charles’s siblings was a gay 

man who, despite being very active in the LGB community and rather open about his 

sexuality on social media, was at the time not yet out to his parents. I happened to meet him 

through one of the LGB groups he attended, and he kindly expressed his availability to help 

me with my research. However, I was never put in touch with him by his brother Charles, 

who was always extremely reticent to talk about his family and gave the impression of 

deliberately keeping friends and family apart. Although these two brothers lived together 

and Charles was aware of my project, he never offered his support; not only did he not 

introduce me to his sibling, but he also never spoke to me about his experience as a gay 

person’s relative. A couple of other people I met had a gay sibling who was out. However, 

even in their case, the possibility of acting as a bridge between their siblings and me was 

hardly ever expressed and certainly never pursued. The vague suggestions I was able to 

make to this end, or that were brought up by the person who had introduced us, were 

politely dismissed. However, as is evident from the example above, resistance shown by a 

relative did not mean that the gay person was not willing to engage with me and contribute 

to my project.  

The reasons why the families of the LGB people I interviewed were made highly 

inaccessible to me are rooted in the need to control the dispersal of information about the 

gay person. Such control is operated by the family as well as by gay individuals themselves; 

both actors decided who should receive information and the kinds of information that 

could be disseminated. This form of surveillance led them to contain the ethnographer’s 

intrusion by limiting access to family members or avoiding facilitating contact with them. At 

a spatial level, distance from the family and individuals’ intimate sphere was maintained by 

always meeting outside the house.  
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The main focus of this section has been to investigate the causes behind the restraint shown 

by my friends and interlocutors with regard to my accessing information about or 

establishing direct contact with LGB relatives or LGB people’s families. Despite such 

difficulties, all my informants believed that their story could be helpful for LGB individuals 

who were afraid to come out or were struggling with the consequences of coming out. They 

thought that one of the main problems that Northern Irish LGB people were facing was 

isolation, due to the fact that the regional territory was mostly rural and that a lot of gay 

men and women still found it difficult to establish connections with LGBT associations. 

They liked the idea of collecting stories so that gays and lesbians could at least read that 

what they were going through was extremely common and cut across gender, generations 

and sectarian divisions. Nevertheless, they agreed to share their narratives and contribute to 

my project only if it did not endanger feelings of privacy and protection. 

 

Coming Out to Family Members in Northern Ireland: Overcoming 
Barriers in Religious and Conservative Households 

Richard, a gay man in his early twenties, grew up in a Presbyterian household. It was ‘quite a 

conservative environment’, as he described it, in Bangor, a picturesque seaside town a 

dozen miles east of Belfast, with a predominantly Protestant population, and where locals 

tended to all know each other. Throughout his upbringing, he regularly went to Sunday 

school and church; he also attended a Christian high school where there were readings of 

the scriptures every morning. The Bible and the church were, as he put it, ‘a big part of my 

life growing up and in my teenage years’. He realised as an adolescent that he was ‘different’ 

and believed that ‘there was something wrong’ with him. Maintaining faith in the scriptures, 

he thought that if he prayed hard enough he would be ‘normal’; he believed that he could 

‘pray the gay away’.  

When he left high school to go to university in Belfast his attitude began to change. ‘I 

started thinking differently, thinking for myself and questioning some of the things I was 

taught’, he told me. He found the university environment ‘diverse’ in a way that he had 

never experienced before; he made Catholic friends for the first time but also met other 
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LGB people, who helped him feel more at ease with his sexual orientation. However, he did 

not come out until one year after graduating, partly because he was not yet fully 

comfortable with his sexuality, but especially for fear of his family’s and friends’ reactions. 

Most of his long-term friendships had developed through church and in high school, 

therefore religion and its teachings constituted a powerful connecting tissue for such 

relationships. He remembered the shock his classmates showed when rumours were 

circulating that some schools – probably integrated institutions – were considering 

introducing a curriculum that included, within the Relationship and Sex Education 

programme, notions such as ‘Peter and Jane have two mummies or two daddies’. He had to 

‘pretend’ to be appalled by the news, when he was in fact struggling with his own 

contradictory feelings.  

Before coming out, Richard’s relationship with his parents was not very intimate, especially 

with his father, even if he had felt somewhat closer to him in the previous few years when 

he began showing interest in the ‘Union stuff’. Politics became a sort of occasional mutual 

ground in their relationship; his father was keen on sharing and transmitting to his only son 

his fervent support for the Union. While Richard’s homosexuality created distance between 

the two after his coming out, Unionism somehow functioned as a unifier for father and 

son. His mother, on the other hand, was very active in the church and well-integrated into 

its community. Before learning about her son’s sexual orientation, she had sporadically 

expressed her ideas about gay people through stereotypical and rhetorical remarks such as, 

‘It is Adam and Eve and not Adam and Steve’ or, ‘You weren’t born that way’. Both 

sentences originated within fundamentalist Christian contexts and eventually gained 

notoriety in the region. As catchy as they might sound to those who made them, such 

remarks are extremely daunting for people who are struggling to find the courage to come 

out to their families. Undoubtedly, these comments above increased Richard’s 

consciousness of how his mother felt about gay people, made his process of self-acceptance 

more conflicted, and delayed his coming out. While he was not worried about his elder 

sister’s reaction, because, as he explained, ‘she lives in society and she meets all sorts of 

people’, his younger sister’s attitude was the cause of ‘huge fear’ for him given that she had 

repeatedly been very vocal about her dislike of gay people. He was then positively surprised 
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when she showed him unconditional support: ‘My younger sister took a complete U-turn’, 

he explained; ‘She is happy for me’.  

Finally, Richard came out to his mother late one night after returning home from a party. 

He had been drinking and impulsively blurted out a tipsy ‘I am gay’. Richard had been 

thinking about coming out for a while although he had not made any plans for how to do it. 

That night, thanks to the effects of alcohol, he took advantage of the fact that his mother 

was unpredictably still awake to tell her the truth. She did not say anything then, nor the day 

after. She just gave him a disappointed look and then kept silent for as long as she could, 

even when he drove her to work the next day. Eventually, Richard initiated the 

conversation; as he explained to me, he needed her to realise that ‘this is me and I am not 

going to change’.  

Richard’s coming out followed the common phases that most LGB people go through. 

Scholars have organised such steps through ‘models’ (Cass 1984; Schubotz and McNamee 

2009; Troiden 1989) that help define the psychological and social process the majority of 

LGB individuals experience when coming to terms with their sexuality and communicating 

it to family, friends and their wider social circle.1 Richard’s story documents the fact that, 

before coming out, people make themselves aware of the attitudes and views that family 

members hold towards homosexuality. They decide whether to come out and how to do so 

based on what they gather from such exploration (Cramer and Roach 1988). My 

interlocutors assessed ‘acceptability’ by family members through their level of religiousness 

and conservatism, the latter being often considered as a combination of both religious and 

political affiliation. Richard recognised his parents’ uncompromising Christian beliefs as the 

causes behind their struggle to accept homosexuality. His elder sister, in contrast, was 

disassociated from the rest of the family, not only because she was based elsewhere but also 

because she lived ‘in society’, in Richard’s words. Her experiences outside of the close and 

defined network of family and community qualified her as automatically more accepting 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 According to the Troiden Model (Troiden 1989), the process of coming out is divided into four stages: 
Sensitisation, Identity Confusion, Identity Assumption and Commitment. The Cass Model, instead, is made 
up of six steps: Identity Confusion, Identity Comparison, Identity Tolerance, Identity Acceptance, Identity 
Pride and Identity Synthesis (Cass 1984). 
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than the other family members. Indeed, Richard posited that his own detachment from 

family life helped him build the courage to come out.  

When Richard told me his story, he initially stated that he had come out to his parents and 

that they were the first people to know he was gay. Only later did I discover that he had in 

fact come out solely to his mother and that she was the one who communicated the news 

to Richard’s father. At the time of our talk, his father had never approached him about his 

coming out and Richard’s conversations with his mother on the matter had remained 

extremely limited. ‘In terms of dialogue’, Richard said, ‘there hasn’t been too much 

progress’. However, he believed that his mother slowly began to comprehend the need to 

somehow deal with the issue when Richard started dating his current boyfriend, Mark. One 

of the first comments his mother made referred to a picture that Richard had uploaded on 

Facebook, which portrayed him with Mark. Richard reported that she ‘obviously wasn’t 

happy’ with it, and that her main worry seemed to be, ‘What if people from church find out 

about it?’. Despite his mother’s concern, Richard never took down the photograph and 

slowly added more images of himself and his boyfriend who, after initial resistance from his 

parents, was allowed to visit him at home. Richard believed that over time his parents were 

‘coming more to terms with it’, even if his father still preferred to allude to Mark as a ‘mate’. 

Richard’s two sisters were informed by their parents about their brother’s coming out and, 

after a few days of silence, the younger one, who lived at home, showed her unexpected 

support. Finally, Richard told his grandparents: ‘My granny was shockingly okay, “Oh, you 

know it’s the twenty-first century, it doesn’t really matter”. But she kind of stabbed me in 

the back because then she called my dad and said, ‘”He has to change”’.  

As Richard’s story shows, the process of coming out involves the whole family (Valentine, 

Skelton and Butler 2002). Families fear the consequences of their relative’s coming out and 

are themselves actors in the process. They come out as relatives of an LGB person and 

often become responsible for passing on the information within and outside the family. The 

crucial role of the mother, in particular, will be further explored later in the chapter and 

analysed in relation to the wider Northern Irish context. However, it is worth noting that 

Richard’s choice to come out first to his mother is consistent with findings that generally 
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LGB people tend to talk to their mother and siblings before approaching their father 

(Cramer and Roach 1988; Rossi 2010; Rothman, Sullivan, Keyes and Boehmer 2012). 

Richard’s process of understanding and accepting his sexual orientation was for a long time 

characterised by efforts to conceal the feelings he was experiencing. The maintenance of his 

relationships within the family and outside was subordinated to keeping his emotions 

hidden from everyone else. In Richard’s circumstances, while growing up, his school friends 

and those from church constituted the majority of his relationships outside the family; 

hence, the possibility of coming out was too risky, because it would have meant the 

potential loss of his entire social circle. His initial difficulties of self-acceptance were, he 

said, directly related to an incorporated religious framing of homosexuality.  

My friend Luke, whom I have known since my previous fieldwork in Northern Ireland in 

2010, went as far as becoming an active member in a ‘gay cure movement’ group. His 

decision was the result of the pressure coming from religion, politics and from the way in 

which these two forces were channelled through the family. In Luke’s situation, the urge to 

behave according to a specific, so called ‘literal’, interpretation of the scripture came from 

his stepfather, the head of a congregation he himself had established of Exclusive Brethren, 

an evangelical Christian group. To Luke, there seemed to be no option other than to try to 

hide his feelings in order not to be ostracised by his family. In Luke’s case, the school took 

from him the possibility of making decisions about how to deal with his feelings of same-

sex attraction; in fact, he was ‘outed’ by his school when he was twelve years old after being 

found browsing gay pornographic material on a computer. The intervention from the 

Christian institution he was attending led to him being taken out of school by his parents 

and home-schooled. This action had dramatic effects on Luke’s life, mainly given the role 

that religion had in the life of his family. After this episode, Luke’s relationships with family 

members were compromised, regardless of his efforts to restore trust. Clearly, his 

involvement in the ‘gay cure’ crusade denoted a personal desire to be ‘normal’. However, 

the possibility of ‘normality’ was important to him mainly because it provided a chance of 

redemption within the family and to repair relationships. 
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For LGB individuals, fear of coming out to family and friends derived from the possibility 

of becoming isolated and losing sources of emotional and financial support, especially for 

those who still lived at home (Valentine, Skelton and Butler 2003). Luke’s story underscores 

how the lack of control that he experienced over his coming out dramatically compromised 

the relationship with his family and in fact led to a borderline situation, entailing abusive 

behaviour on his parents’ part that went as far as having him eat in a different room than 

the rest of his family, which eventually forced him out of his house. The aim of attempts to 

contain the information of one’s homosexuality within the household, as in Richard’s case, 

was undoubtedly to protect the LGB person and the rest of the family by making the house 

a safe space. On the other hand, Luke’s house, after he was outed, became a place of 

struggle, and safety had to be searched for in the outside world (see Schroeder 2015). 

Hence, Luke’s process of self-acceptance was directly related to his removal from family 

life. Reducing contact with members of his family, who eventually cut him off almost 

completely, allowed him to accept himself as a gay man.  

While LGB people carefully assess decisions about whom they want to and can inform 

about their homosexuality, the same caution from family members can be negatively 

perceived and read as a form of resistance or lack of acceptance. For example, Richard 

claimed that the main factor governing whether he wanted to reveal his homosexuality to 

someone was trust, which normally builds up over time and makes a relationship stronger 

and more secure. However, he expected his relatives to be prompt in challenging people’s 

prejudiced attitudes towards homosexuality, but this was not always the case. One day, 

Richard overheard a conversation between his mother and a deliveryman who had been 

going to their house for quite a while. He was a very religious person and often prolonged 

the delivery time to chat with Richard’s mother, with whom he sometimes also discussed 

Bible-related themes. On that day, this man shared a very personal story with Richard’s 

mother, in which he alluded to episodes of molestation involving an older man that 

happened to him during his childhood. He said that, after the abuse, he began feeling 

attracted to men, but that when God finally brought his wife into his life, things changed 

completely. Reciting of Bible verses, which many people believed speak against 

homosexuality, followed the story. Richard’s mother reacted in agreement to everything he 
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asserted and as soon as the man left, Richard confronted her to try to comprehend why she 

had not challenged him: ‘We had a big argument. I was like, “that never happened to me 

and I am still gay”. But she didn’t want to talk about it’.  

It was not clear whether this man had found out about Richard’s sexual orientation, but 

Richard felt really puzzled about the connection he had made between sexual abuse and 

same-sex attraction, and about how he presented heterosexual marriage as the remedy to a 

sinful homosexual life. Richard felt discouraged by his mother’s attitude, because he would 

have seen a challenging approach on her part as a further move forward in the process of 

acceptance and recognition of him as a gay man. He commented: ‘It is weird because… all 

these steps, progress, steps forward in our relationship, obviously dealing with my 

sexuality… the dialogue we have is good but there are things like this that happen every 

now and again and I think, “Oh we are back to where we started”’. Richard felt particularly 

hurt by this incident because he believed that one of the reasons why his parents were still 

struggling to accept his relationship was because ‘secretly, inside, they thought I could 

change’. His mother’s behaviour during the conversation with the deliveryman, and with 

Richard immediately after, functioned as a painful reminder of the difficulties that she was 

still facing in relation to his homosexuality but was also very indicative of her concerns.  

As suggested by her reaction to Richard’s Facebook picture, the aim of Richard’s mother 

was to contain the number of those who knew about her son’s homosexuality, and in 

particular to prevent anyone from her church from finding out. Richard claimed that his 

mother’s worried attitude was not only suggestive of the fears she had for him but also that 

she had for herself. In particular, the effort directed at keeping the issue ‘low key’ evidenced 

her fear of being ostracised from the religious community, which was a fundamental part of 

her family’s social network. Concerning her conversation with the deliveryman, a different 

reaction on her part would not necessarily have led to the man’s discovery or confirmation 

of her son’s homosexuality. However, a more challenging attitude towards religious 

teachings could have been enough to trigger questions, suspicions and a change in the way 

people from church related to her and the family. His mother’s actions must not be seen 

only as a way to preserve her own social standing but that of the whole family.  
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Another coming-out story was recounted to me by Orlaith. She belonged to a big Catholic 

household living south of Belfast who, subsequent to her coming out, seemed to 

demonstrate unconditional acceptance. She came out at the age of twenty-one, firstly to her 

siblings, and to her parents immediately after, ‘only because my parents had separated and 

then got divorced and I thought “that’s not okay either”’. Although she never perceived her 

parents as homophobic, she was concerned about their religious beliefs. They had always 

been regular churchgoers and had served in the church throughout her upbringing, when 

the whole family would go to Mass every Sunday. Their divorce, and therefore the fact that 

they were also violating religious laws, relieved some of her fears and convinced her to 

reveal her homosexuality. Notwithstanding the positive attitude of her family and the fact 

that they voiced their support by saying that they still loved her, Orlaith explained that this 

acceptance still hid a certain degree of reluctance: ‘They do make a difference (…) they are 

not so fine’.  

When she was twenty-three, one of her sisters got married at a time when Orlaith had been 

dating a woman for over two years. When she received the official invitation to the 

ceremony, she realised that her girlfriend had not been invited. She sought an explanation 

from her sister, who clarified that she wanted Orlaith’s partner to be there but that she had 

put her mother in charge of the invites, so she was the one she needed to speak to about 

the issue. Orlaith pointed out to me that she would not have brought this to her sister’s 

attention but ‘the big deal was that my little brother had been seeing a girl for three weeks 

who had been invited’. The attitudes that Orlaith saw coming from some family members 

led her to feel a lack of recognition: ‘they don’t take my feelings seriously… they do not 

take my identity seriously’. In reading this attitude primarily as a form of non-acceptance 

and non-recognition of her identity, Orlaith did not consider the fact that her mother’s 

actions were intended as a means not to overtly expose her daughter’s sexual orientation to 

the crowd attending her sister’s wedding. This might have been because of fear over some 

guests’ possible negative reactions, both during the wedding and afterwards, which could 

have compromised the relationships the family entertained outside the household; in this 

specific case it may have been a way of specifically protecting her sister’s interests. The 

choices that relatives, parents in particular, make about whether or how much to expose a 
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family member’s homosexuality has more to do with the preservation of the entire family’s 

reputation than the recognition of their kin’s sexual orientation.  

Conrad (2004) offers a useful reading to further understand how family privacy is 

maintained through the control and concealment of certain information through Foucault’s 

‘family cell’ paradigm. Foucault (1978) argued that, since the eighteenth century, the family 

has become the locus for the deployment of sexuality, that is the site where sexuality is 

produced, shaped and also controlled. According to Backus (1999), the consolidation of the 

family cell in the whole island of Ireland is a consequence of the symbolic order that 

English colonialism brought to an apparently disorderly Ireland. In her view, religion helped 

to further reinforce the social institutions that the coloniser had introduced and after which 

a certain kind of family had been modelled, one that was supposed to perpetuate a society 

dominated by ‘binarized gender norms, the regimentation and heterosexualization of 

sexuality, the privatization of property, and the normalization of class division’ (Backus 

1999: 23). Anything and anyone that could put the archetype of the family cell at risk 

needed to be controlled, contained and even sanctioned both from within and outside the 

family cell. Homosexuality and homosexuals, as already discussed in Chapter 1, were 

considered disruptive forces that could endanger the heteronormative order of a nation and 

therefore needed to be restrained. Hence, in the public realm, laws were enforced to keep 

homosexual behaviour at bay, and in the private sphere the family operated as the unit of 

containment and regulation of the LGB person. As Conrad frames it, ‘when social laws 

were transgressed in the family, self-preservation meant attempting to hide transgressions 

from the eyes of those who might punish them, whether it be the local community, the 

church or the colonial authority’ (2004: 9).  

In the accounts of my interviewees, attempts to confine one’s homosexuality within the 

nuclear family circle are evidenced in several instances: the request of Richard’s mother to 

remove a picture of Richard and his boyfriend from a social media page; her complicit 

conversation with the deliveryman about how sinful homosexuality was, with the aim of her 

discretion being to remove any potential suspicion about Richard’s sexual orientation; and 

the exclusion of Orlaith’s girlfriend of two years from her sister’s wedding. Such acts were 
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directed at avoiding certain information from flowing freely outside the family. The 

consequences of an uncontrolled circulation could prove harmful for a family; they could 

be isolated, estranged from other social groups and also violently attacked. Moreover, 

according to Conrad, the ‘family cell’, aside from working for its self-preservation, functions 

also as an ‘agent of the nation’ (2004: 15), contributing to the concealment of notions that 

might threaten the status quo of the State.  

 

Mothers and Fathers: Differences in Acceptance and Mediation of Their 
Children’s Homosexuality 

One of the most striking commonalities that emerged in gay people’s narratives was 

concerned with the distinctive role that mothers and fathers played in negotiating the gay 

person’s relationship with the rest of the family and their wider social circle. An 

overwhelming majority of people emphasised how their mothers had been crucial actors in 

guiding, and somewhat strictly controlling, the circulation of knowledge in relation to their 

sexual orientation within and outside the household. Mothers were also the family members 

with whom gay men and women mostly discussed issues related to their sexuality, 

relationships and identity as LGB people. Such interactions resulted in moments in which 

they provided support but also expressed resistance and antagonism. In contrast, fathers 

were relatively absent from my interviewees’ accounts. I often found myself asking specific 

questions about fathers where they were not mentioned at all – their presence in the 

narrative was often concealed in discourses that were about ‘parents’ – or only quickly 

hinted at.  

Richard’s coming-out story showed how the mother was the person who took charge of 

informing his father. She did not ask Richard whether she could speak to him, although 

arguably her son expected her to do so and perhaps even hoped for it, but she took control 

of the information. When Richard said that his sisters had found out through their parents 

that he was gay, their mother was most likely the person who told them. On the other hand, 

Richard’s father was left out of any kind of decision-making related to what Richard should 

or should not do and who should or should not know he was gay. He was portrayed as a 



!

! 185 

‘quiet person, who wouldn’t really tell you what he is sort of thinking’. Richard said that, 

after his dad found out, the atmosphere was really strange for the next few days: ‘he knew 

and I knew he knew but I guess we felt we couldn’t really talk about it to each other’.  

These dynamics recurred in many other coming-out stories. In a couple of instances the 

mother’s mediation was requested, whereas in others she acted independently. For men and 

women – especially of older generations – discussing with their fathers anything 

encompassing the personal sphere was often not an option. However, in all cases people 

were never too upset about the fact that they could not communicate with their fathers; in a 

sense, they felt liberated from the burden of a direct confrontation. One of my informants 

recalled how due to his mother’s mediation, his stepfather became more comfortable with 

his homosexuality and was able to talk to his co-workers about it. The stepfather was a 

factory worker and at the beginning found it difficult to disclose the issue to his colleagues, 

given the sort of ‘macho culture’ that characterised his job environment, but, my informant 

said, ‘it is through my mum that I found him softening’.  

Robert is a gay man in his twenties who came out to his mother and asked her to tell his 

father about his homosexuality. She was glad he had spoken to her: ‘As long as you are 

happy’, she said after her initial surprise. Robert said that he did not know how to tell his 

father, and that the best solution was that his mother did it for him. He described his father 

as ‘very traditional’, not ‘a modern dad’, who was raised in Omagh in a Protestant tradition. 

Omagh is a rural place where his father’s family members worked mainly as farmers and 

mechanics. Robert depicted them as ‘not educationally aware’, given the prejudice that they 

had exhibited towards gay people in the past; such preconceptions would have made it 

difficult for him to maintain a relationship with them had they come to know that he was 

gay. This is why, within his family, only his parents and siblings knew about his sexuality. 

Robert thought that his grandparents, for example, would not understand the situation and 

he did not want to ‘cause damage to their time left’. Robert’s mother waited a few days 

before talking to his father, and only a week later Robert was approached by his dad who 

said that he ‘accepted it’ but that he found it difficult to understand. After this first 

conversation the subject was hardly ever discussed again with his father who, Robert stated, 
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‘would not draw attention to that; he does not want to intrude’. The feeling of unease 

between Robert and his father in the discussion of such intimate matters was probably less 

than occasional. However, Robert was accepting of such family dynamics; he thought that 

both his parents had ‘reacted as well as they could, considering their upbringing’. 

The pivotal role that family plays in Northern Irish society has been analysed by 

McLaughlin (1993), whose research, carried out in Derry/Londonderry, focussed on the 

importance of family relations in the region. While these appear to have higher social and 

cultural relevance than in the rest of the United Kingdom, they share equal importance with 

family ties in Ireland. This relevance is explained through the prominent rural traditions 

within a small territory, the high percentage of unemployed citizens and a relatively high 

birth rate. In such a context, the maintenance of close connections within the extended 

family has been instrumental because the family itself has often functioned as a form of 

‘informal welfare’ (McLaughlin 1993: 553).   

The person who is normally in charge of maintaining good relationships with family 

members is the mother. She is the negotiator who conveys, for example, children’s 

communications to their father (McLaughlin 1993). As shown in the coming-out stories 

above, Richard and Robert came out to their fathers through their mothers who spared 

their sons direct confrontation with them. This kind of intervention is emblematic of the 

caring and nurturing role that mothers are expected to take on, especially in families where 

the position of the husband and father within the household has remained a fairly 

traditional one. Studies across the years (Coulter 1999; Cunningham 2017; Gray and 

Robinson 2004; McShane and Pinkerton 1986) have suggested that women’s increasing 

employment in the paid labour force did not translate into an equal redistribution of house 

chores. In fact, working women, both part-time and full-time, have retained most of the 

house work and the practical and emotional responsibilities related to the care of children. 

On the other hand, men, besides contributing significantly less to domestic work, were still 

regarded as the secondary parent who, as also reported by my interlocutors, preferred not to 

deal with the emotional side of family affairs. Fathers were described as traditional, 

embroiled in a heterosexist culture and partly detached from their children’s most private 
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dealings. McLaughlin (1993) argued that in Derry/Londonderry, for women to consider a 

man a ‘good father’ it sufficed that he showed he was not bad to his children. Abstention 

from tackling a child’s coming out might also be seen as positive behaviour that somehow 

upheld the image of a good father, who, as Richard explained, did not want to be intrusive 

and therefore kept to himself. In such a way, men escaped emotional and practical 

responsibility that a parent is expected to embrace.  

In order to understand the extent to which political ideologies and religion impacted on the 

construction of family gender dynamics, Cunningham (2017) looked at the difference 

between Catholics and Protestants in terms of their generalised attitude towards gender 

roles within the family. He found that, in the 1990s, before the Good Friday Agreement, 

Catholics had a more liberal approach than Protestants towards the domestic division of 

labour. This could be due to the fact that many wives in the Catholic community were in 

full charge of the household while husbands were in prison, which led to ‘a new self-

management’ that made most women ‘consider unacceptable former definitions of gender 

roles and to demand on [their] husbands’ release a more equal share of family and social 

responsibilities’ (Aretxaga 1997: 120). However, after 1998, the gap between Catholics’ and 

Protestants’ attitudes diminished; while Protestants’ attitudes remained fairly stable, 

Catholics embraced more traditional roles. Even if Cunningham’s study (2017) was not able 

to identify the causes that brought Catholics to such a change, it hypothesized that, thanks 

to the improvement in economic conditions and consequent increase in the availability of 

jobs, Catholic families were able to adopt a more conservative organisational model 

whereby men would be the breadwinners and women would take care of the home and 

children, moulded after the Protestant middle class. Through my research, which centred 

on how families controlled and concealed their members’ homosexuality, I was not able to 

pinpoint particular differences between Catholic and Protestant households. Similarities, on 

the other hand, were striking and allowed me to trace common patterns of reactions and 

behaviour that cut across community boundaries.  

The mother is also the one who mediates between the family and the community. If men 

bridge the private sphere of family life with ‘the labour market, the State and the Church’ 
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(McLaughlin 1993: 563), women are responsible for the social and material reproduction of 

the household as well as for the image and the reputation that the family projects. As 

evidenced by the accounts above, Richard’s mother, as well as Orlaith’s, were no doubt 

concerned about the wellbeing of their children, but they were also accountable for the 

preservation of the family status. This role explains their resistance to making their 

children’s sexual orientation public and to taking a defensive stance towards homosexuality 

with members of the community. In addition, as extensively explained by Conrad (2004), 

women were responsible, through their role as mothers, for the reproduction of the State. 

Conrad (2004) focuses specifically on Irish nationalist discourse, but in Northern Ireland 

both Nationalists and Unionists felt at risk and were equally expected to ensure the 

reproduction of the Irish and British states respectively. In such a contested landscape, 

women were simultaneously subjects to be protected and preserved as potential mothers, 

and a potential threat that, if able to choose, could jeopardise the perpetuation of the 

Northern Irish state.  

 

Strategies of Silence: Preserving Family Relationships through 
Undisclosed or Unuttered Information 

Some of the people I interviewed talked about how, after coming out to their families, their 

homosexuality was never discussed again. Conall is a gay man in his early twenties who 

grew up in the countryside, was raised in a very Catholic family that went to Mass every 

Sunday, and always attended Catholic schools. When he came out to his parents a couple of 

years before we met, he was already going out with Séamus, his current boyfriend. His 

parents told him that they accepted him for who he was; that, however, ‘was the last thing 

that was ever said about it, really’. Despite asserting their acceptance of him being attracted 

to other men, they just could not understand why he ‘would want to be in a relationship 

with another man’, or why he ‘would go the whole way’. As a consequence, three years into 

his relationship with Séamus, his parents had still never met him and did not want to talk 

about him. Only once did Séamus meet Conall’s sister but his brothers never wanted to 
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open up to this possibility. Conall explained: ‘I have asked and asked’, but the response has 

always been, ‘we are not comfortable with that’.  

In general, Conall’s family mostly tried to ignore his homosexuality. Any aspect of his life 

related to it is ‘something we just don’t discuss’. Conall did not share anything of what he 

would normally do with Séamus with his kin. He had been inclined to respect his family’s 

will, mainly because, as he explained, ‘I am dependent on my family’, both financially, as he 

was still a student, and emotionally, because he lived at home and followed their directions 

about who in their extended family could be informed about his sexual orientation. His 

relatives on his mother’s side knew that Conall was gay, but his parents chose not to say 

anything to his father’s side of the family, because ‘they are even more conservative’ and 

not so close to them. Conall explained that he agreed, together with Séamus, that it was a 

good idea to stand by his parents’ attitude, at least while he was living at home. Pushing his 

parents too much towards recognising them as a couple, for example, and showing 

antagonism towards their position could have unsettled the balance existing within the 

family. Had they upset them, there could have been ‘repercussions for the wider family’ and 

the preservation of his relationships with family members was therefore vital. Conall also 

explained how the difficulties that his family were facing in relation to his sexual orientation 

were a consequence of their isolation. This was not just due to the fact that they lived in a 

rural area, but it was also because they tended to only associate within the extended family 

and did not have many close connections outside of it.  

Sometimes relatives and parents of gay individuals enact strategies of silence, avoiding 

discussions around their kin’s homosexuality, in order to keep family rapport unaltered. In 

such circumstances, as in Conall’s case, LGB people tend to adapt to their relatives’ will but 

are not the ones who initiate the silence. However, LGB people’s choice of remaining silent 

about their homosexuality is meant to keep their sexual orientation secret from their 

families. The men I have spoken to who were in such situations were all involved in 

relationships, and in two of these cases they lived with their partner. Interestingly, all these 

people had a relative – their father for two of them – who were ministers in a Protestant 

church. Edward, a man in his forties, had been in a relationship for almost ten years and 
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shared a house with his partner, Adam. His relations with his elderly father and his brother, 

apparently quite a prominent religious figure, were kept completely separate from his life as 

a gay man. This had forced him to keep his homosexuality hidden from his extended family 

and in various social environments in which he has sometimes introduced his partner as ‘a 

good friend’. Adam accepted the situation even if it meant that he would have to spend a 

lot of time on his own, especially during the holidays. Adam, who is much older than 

Edward, is a divorcee who, despite being in touch with his children and brother’s family, 

does not have a lot of support from his kin. Edward’s choice was associated with certainties 

that his father and brother would never accept him as a gay man and would disown him. 

Hiding this knowledge gave him the chance to retain a good relationship with them while 

continuing his relationship with Adam.  

A similar story was told by Robert, whose boyfriend of two years, Mark, said he would 

never come out to his parents. His father is a minister and Mark believed that his parents, 

because of their strong creed, would not accept his homosexuality and would end their 

contact with him. Mark lived alone in Belfast and was able to easily manage his life with 

Robert, who also lived in the city, and his parents who stayed in a rural area quite far away 

and would drive to Belfast to meet with him only very rarely. Geographical distance was 

also very helpful for Mark, because he did not have to worry about meeting other family 

members or acquaintances from his area while in the city. Robert, who was out to his family 

and would bring Mark home to his parents, was often worried about how things could 

develop if their relationship continued. ‘I do not push him’, he said, but at the same time he 

would like to meet Mark’s family and be able to share with him that part of his life. When I 

met Robert for the first time, he had just come back from an indoor ski training facility 

where he was practising with Mark in preparation of their trip; Mark had told his parents 

that he was going on holiday with a friend.  
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Conclusion 

This chapter has aimed to show the strategies of concealment and control of individuals’ 

homosexuality implemented by gay people and their families. Such strategies also impacted 

on the development and results of my research. Family houses and the relatives of my 

interviewees were mostly inaccessible to me as I was hardly invited by my informants to 

their homes or put in touch with any of their relatives. This impenetrability was possibly 

due to the fact that participation in a research project might have led to a loss of control 

over the dissemination of information about one’s sexual orientation in their families and 

larger community. The understanding of the house as a sanctum of privacy was influenced 

by the invasion of people’s homes during the Troubles, which may have caused a 

reassessment of the boundaries between the private and the public realms. As a result, 

access to households was mostly limited to relatives, whereas relationships with non-kin 

usually happened in the streets, since other forms of public social gatherings within and 

outside the house were deemed unsafe. The resistance to welcoming friends and 

acquaintances at home can be read as a legacy of the violation of the intimate space of the 

house that was common throughout the conflict. As a consequence, the home became a 

space to defend and preserve by establishing clear-cut boundaries with the outside world.  

In such a context, LGB individuals’ coming out in their households was also subject to their 

families’ control. Often, the LGB person would lose the possibility to decide how 

knowledge about their sexuality could be circulated and this led to the emergence of conflict 

within the family, especially if control and concealment were perceived as signs of rejection. 

The process of coming out involved the entire family, since their members were sometimes 

in charge of passing on the information to other relatives and made decisions about who 

could be told and who could not. The mother was a central figure in the stories that were 

narrated in this chapter. Mothers were usually the first ones children came out to, and also 

the ones who took on the task of coming out to the rest of the family as well as making 

decisions about the spread of information about their children’s homosexuality.  

While the role of the mother is consistent with the literature on LGB people’s coming out, 

in Northern Ireland the centrality of mothers’ responsibilities was exacerbated by the 
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perpetuation of traditional gender roles. Women’s duties within a family must be 

understood through the analysis of the historical process of creation of the female figure in 

Ireland. Women were valued in society as wives and mothers that participated in the 

reproduction and preservation of the heteronormative family, which in turn was the locus 

of the reproduction of the State: women were entrusted with the family’s management and 

guardianship. In such circumstances, fathers continued to play marginal roles and generally 

kept detached from their children’s intimate dealings. Individuals sometimes chose not to 

come out to their families so that they could keep their relationships with their close kin 

unaltered. They employed strategies of silence and secrecy, and thus concealed a 

fundamental part of their lives. The next chapter will address the marginalisation of lesbians 

in Northern Ireland within LGB communities, thus shedding light on the local dimension 

of a phenomenon affecting gay women globally. 
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Chapter 5 

Beyond Closed Doors 
The Marginalisation of Lesbians through Sectarianism, Sexism 

and Stereotypes 
 

In previous chapters I described gay people’s conflicting attitudes to seeking visibility and 

inclusion, as well as the difficulty of openly living their sexuality in all contexts and 

situations. In this chapter I discuss gay women’s marginality in Northern Ireland, showing 

how internal inconsistencies and idiosyncrasies within LGB communities have made it 

complicated for them to achieve their most desirable goal of creating and promoting 

inclusive and equal spaces within and outside their circles. I will point out the reasons why 

in Northern Ireland gay women and men have not always shared the struggle for gay rights. 

Their divergences were partly rooted in the sectarian history of the region. However, they 

were also linked to the way in which homosexuality has been generally constructed, even 

outside Northern Ireland, along two different evolutionary patterns for men and women, 

attributing solely to gay men the perpetration of homosexual behaviour. All of this resulted 

in making lesbians a particularly invisible group. Hence, lesbians found it extremely difficult 

to acquire their own space within mixed LGBT associations and make their voices heard 

amongst a larger number of gay men. Gay women’s marginalisation also made it hard for 

support groups to access them and to fully understand their needs. A general feeling of 

mistrust seemed to emerge, in particular amongst those living in rural areas; the risk of 

exposure that could be encountered when taking part in public events and meetings with 

other lesbians made them especially reluctant to socialise in groups. While some men would 

share the same fears, for women this phenomenon was much more evident. When circles 

of lesbians were formed, they tended to be very exclusive and hard to approach.  

These factors were reflected in difficulties in accessing gay women, affected my fieldwork 

from beginning to end. During my previous stay in Northern Ireland I became acquainted 

with a few lesbians, and two of them were happy to meet up again and socialise every so 

often. More than once, they offered to put me in touch with other lesbians they knew, but 
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hardly followed through on this proposal. Apart from those past connections, most lesbians 

I got to know I met at workshops, conferences and by contacting LGB organizations, with 

which some collaborated Many of the ensuing meetings were one-time encounters. 

However, with some I was able to keep in touch and meet a number of times, and with a 

few others I established friendly relationships marked by more frequent encounters. 

Contacts with LGB groups were helpful for collecting information and finding out about 

events and gatherings. However, for reasons of safety, privacy and confidentiality, I was 

never allowed to meet women’s groups or establish direct contact with them as individuals. 

My communications were always filtered by associations’ employees. Places like HereNI, 

where I would have been able to meet women above 25 years of age, were particularly 

protective of their members. This is because some of them were attending secretly and were 

concerned about disclosing their identity. Sometimes women would take their children to 

the meetings, and on such occasions HereNI’s premises would become off-limits for 

outsiders. The only time I went up to their offices, nobody was around except for the staff 

member who welcomed me. In one instance, I was asked to prepare a few questions to 

submit to a group of women, so that those who felt uncomfortable with speaking about 

their stories or could not meet due to other reasons could write a few lines instead. My 

questionnaire was available to fill in at the association’s premises and online. However, 

while writing appeared to offer a potentially more successful option because it allowed a 

certain degree of freedom about handling the answers and ensuring anonymity, it required 

time and dedication that some might not be able to grant. As a result, I did not receive any 

response to my list of queries.  

Although I rarely discussed my sexual orientation explicitly, the fact that I was not a lesbian 

contributed to making my fieldwork amongst gay women harder. While mixed 

environments tended to be more accessible, given that some organisations also welcomed 

heterosexual allies, exclusively lesbian groups were not so open about occasional guests, 

unless they identified as LGB or non-heterosexual. Making my contact details available or 

allowing my access also entailed the possibility of the women becoming subjects of a 

potentially undesired investigation. In addition, as will be further discussed in the chapter, 

lesbians were very concerned about issues of misrepresentation because gay men and 
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heterosexual women often acted as advocates on their behalf. The women who were willing 

to chat and agreed to be interviewed were often those who had been working in LGB 

environments and were therefore used to taking part in research projects, and those who 

understood the difficulties of fieldwork. For example, Violet, one of the women who 

reached out to me through HereNi, had just completed her Ph.D. thesis and felt compelled 

to offer a hand to a fellow researcher. A few of the women who agreed to meet for a talk 

and possibly an interview eventually cancelled or simply did not show up to scheduled 

meetings. For those who lived outside Belfast, it was difficult to successfully reschedule an 

appointment and they did not feel comfortable with me travelling to where they lived.  

The problems I dealt with in relation to accessing lesbians confirmed how sidelined they 

were as individuals and as a group. Their marginalized status greatly impacted on my 

fieldwork and on the kind of information that I was able to collect about them. In fact, my 

contacts with them were few and far between in comparison to the ones I had with men. 

Their collective story was like a jigsaw with very small bits that needed to be pieced together 

in order to make sense of a blurred and concealed narrative. This aspect was both 

discouraging and exciting; if on the one hand I was forced to work with a meagre amount 

of first-hand information about lesbians in Northern Ireland, on the other, this 

complication created an occasion to reflect about the reasons why it was so difficult to 

gather data in the first place.  

 

Lesbians and Republicanism: Sectarian and Political Divisions between 
Gay Women and Gay Men 

Carmel Roulston (1989), an academic working in Northern Ireland on feminist political 

theory, briefly wrote about the contribution of lesbians to the formation of the Northern 

Ireland Women’s Rights Movement (NIWRM), constituted in 1975, which reunited women 

from both sides of the conflict. According to Roulston, despite their highly dedicated work, 

lesbians did not receive much support for their cause from heterosexual women involved in 

the movement. As Joni Crone, an Irish lesbian feminist and activist, eloquently expressed it 

when discussing the Irish Women’s Liberation Movement (Belfast’s sister organisation born 
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a few years earlier), ‘incredibly, lesbianism, was not a feminist issue’ (1988: 343). Within 

women’s movements both in the South and the North, lesbianism was not discussed as a 

political matter and was never explicitly included in the movement’s programme (Crone 

1988). However, as Duggan (2012) argues, some lesbians preferred to cooperate with the 

NIWRM rather than taking part in the contemporary gay rights campaign, because they did 

not feel represented by the latter. While, as female, lesbian and heterosexual women shared 

some of the same goals, common ground could not easily be found with gay men. 

Moreover, even if the NIWRM was not aligned with either side of the conflict, it allowed its 

members to retain political affiliation and discuss their diverging opinions within the group. 

Marie, a Republican lesbian who was politically active since the 1970s, clarified during an 

interview that she ‘excluded’ herself from the gay rights movement. I saw Marie a number 

of times at public events, where I heard her speak and where we briefly chatted about 

general topics related to LGB issues. However, we were officially introduced only towards 

the end of my fieldwork and I was able to properly interview her just once. She was in her 

fifties and a well-established professional known by the older and younger generations of 

activists. Her reasons for staying away from the gay rights movement were twofold. She did 

not feel that there was a place for her, as a woman and as a Republican, either at the 

Northern Ireland Gay Rights Association (NIGRA) or at Cara-Friend, the two existing 

groups at the time. She explained:  

My experience of the LGB movement was that they were dominated by Unionist men 
who were familiar with the political system and decided to work within the existing 
system. That strategy worked in part as Cara-Friend – the LGB helpline – secured a 
small amount of funding through a closeted gay male politician, James Kilfedder, in 
the seventies, before decriminalisation. During the eighties and up to the ceasefire of 
1995, I was out as a lesbian in the various women’s group I was part of, but found it 
more difficult to be out as a Republican in the gay rights movement. 

A much higher presence of Unionist men taking part in the gay rights movement was 

confirmed by some longstanding activists in the communities. Jeffrey Dudgeon, who 

became known as one of them, asserted that the reason why most of the men who were out 

as gay, before and during the gay rights campaign, were from Unionist background was due 

to the stronger confidence they felt, as opposed to their Catholic counterparts. This 
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assertive spirit amongst Protestant gay men was consistent with the more general feeling of 

‘political confidence’ which characterised Protestantism at the time and was addressed in 

Chapter 3. 

I pointed out to Marie that gay men in the 1970s seemed to commonly associate lesbians 

with Republicanism. As I had gathered from Blake, a veteran of gay activism, such popular 

association predated the years of the gay rights campaign and could be traced back to the 

beginning of the twentieth century. Marie explained that at the start of the past century 

many of the women involved in the Republican movement were not married, which was 

generally quite rare and undoubtedly stigmatised. Likewise, their participation in politics was 

uncommon. Such a state of affairs contributed to fuelling the idea that these women’s 

independence, emancipation and alleged lack of interest in men could constitute a sign of 

so-called ‘dissident’ sexual behaviour. Marie continued by saying that she did not believe 

women had consciously chosen to embrace Republicanism. Some became involved in the 

Republican movement mostly because it carried on a tradition of inclusivity, which Unionist 

politics lacked. Republicanism was not highly engaged in fighting patriarchy per se; however, 

it became the catalyst of many anti-Unionist causes. The struggle that Republican women 

had to endure to carve out a space of their own as active political subjects and the 

peripheral role that they always played in male-oriented historical accounts has been mostly 

documented by women, both within and outside academia (Ashe 2006 and 2007; Aretxaga 

1997; Devlin 1969; Hackett 1995; Ward 1989). As Ward (1989) clarified, the involvement of 

women in the Republican movement, from the end of the nineteenth century onwards, was 

encouraged by their male counterparts mainly out of necessity; it was never an 

acknowledgment of equal membership in the movement itself. However, even if women’s 

participation was recognised as marginal and was limited in practice by a societal 

organisation that mostly kept them confined to their home space, the Republican cause 

offered them the chance to organise politically and to start pushing the boundaries, 

collectively, of a patriarchal model.  

Of course, Republican women were not a homogeneous front; their modus operandi 

varied, but they shared the objective to obtain freedom for women, first and foremost by 
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securing the right to vote. Republican women’s fight was bidirectional; women were battling 

against both the misogynistic framework of Republicanism and were simultaneously on the 

latter’s side against British domination. Given the patriarchal structure of the Republican 

movement, the affiliation of lesbians with it carried some contradictions, as Marie pointed 

out, if one associates lesbianism with radical feminism. On the other hand, Republicanism 

and feminism seem to share a common history. Firstly, a group of activist women, mainly 

the anti-imperialists of Clar na mBan1 (Sales 1997: 69), believed that the Republican and the 

feminist causes were inextricably linked, and that the end of British rule in Ireland would 

signify the beginning of an era of change for women in society. Such conviction was partly 

a consequence of the widespread belief that women’s oppression in Ireland had intensified 

since the Victorian age through the enforcement of its repressive approach to sexuality in 

the island (Coulter 1993; see also Sales 1997). Secondly, the lack of a solid Unionist feminist 

political movement and the suspicious attitude of Unionism towards the subversive 

activities of feminism (Little 2002; Sales 1997;) reinforced the association between 

Republican and feminist political forces.  

Marie expanded on the subject by saying that she had been the first woman working in the 

North in a women’s centre, which was set up in 1981 and was run by the NIWRM. The fact 

that she was already out as a Republican, Marie suggested, might have also substantiated the 

notion in gay circles that NIWRM was in fact Republican. However, as she admitted, she 

never officially signed up to the group despite working for them. Generally speaking, Marie 

believed that it was particularly difficult for both Catholic men and women to be out as gay 

and Republican, as this would have put them in a condition of double marginalisation and 

danger. However, Marie asserted that she ‘had personally never understood why any sane 

person would support a monarchy rather than a republic’, even if she acknowledged the 

historical reasons why Unionists would stand by their positions through the years. 

Notwithstanding this, she had a difficult time comprehending why ‘any queer would 

maintain what can be seen as an oppressive position given the track record of Unionist 

political parties on queer rights’.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Clar na mBan means ‘the women’s agenda’ (see Connolly 1995; Hackett 1995; Sales 1997).  
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Interestingly, Marie’s interpretation and Dudgeon’s analysis overlapped on one specific 

issue, namely the different intent behind lesbians’ and men’s activism. During the campaign 

for the decriminalisation of homosexuality, Unionist gay men, many of whom were 

committed ‘monarchists, royalists’, as Dudgeon specified, demanded a change in the law 

but were happy enough to obtain such change within the dominant existing system. On the 

other hand, lesbians wanted to bring forward a broader challenge to the region’s political 

structure. Women saw in the agenda proposed by gay men a replica of the male-dominated 

Protestant establishment that the Republican movement wanted to subvert. In other words, 

lesbians perceived the Republican cause as a chance to disrupt not simply Unionism, but 

patriarchy as a further instrument of oppression. Through their involvement with the 

Republican movement, lesbians (and also heterosexual women) acquired a space where they 

could be socially and politically active, defuse some of the social pressures driving them to 

marriage and work towards building a society where getting married would not be expected 

of women.  

In Dudgeon’s view, in the 1970s, lesbians from both sides of the split continued to 

‘gravitate towards Republicanism through feminist and radical politics’, while nowadays a 

few of them would be simply ‘Sinn Féinners’. Dudgeon’s comment put forward the idea 

that, following the change of the political landscape and the rise of better living conditions 

for gay people and women, lesbians’ opposition to Unionism took on a milder approach. 

His use of the expression ‘Sinn Féinners’ indicated that political antagonism was expressed 

for the most part through electoral support of the Republican movement. However, 

Dudgeon’s reductionist view of today’s lesbian political stance oversimplifies the complexity 

of Northern Irish politics, in which a Sinn Féin sympathiser would not necessarily identify 

as Republican and vice-versa, as already pointed out in Chapter 4. Nevertheless, the issue of 

people’s perceived identities is crucial to the debate presented here. Whether lesbians who 

were ostracised – or intentionally excluded themselves – were actual Republicans or not is 

less important than the way in which they were seen both within and outside the gay rights 

movement. Within the Unionist establishment, their alleged political alignment could have 

influenced decisions made towards the gay rights movement itself.  
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The troubled history of lesbians within gay environments had its roots in the ever-present 

sectarian dimension, which inevitably influenced social relationships at all levels. During a 

chat I had with Blake, the veteran activist, he recounted a few anecdotes regarding the 

establishment of the first LGBT organisations of the area. He explained how a group of 

lesbians who had a pivotal role in the foundation of a prominent organisation had been 

pressured into leaving by male co-founders following a disagreement. Blake was rather 

hesitant about telling me this story; he gave me a very serious look and asked me to keep 

details ‘off the record’. Nevertheless, he did emphasize how the men in question wanted to 

interfere with the provision of a service that was intended for women. The women, due to 

irreconcilable disagreements with their male counterparts on how to manage such a service, 

accused them of misogynistic and lesbophobic behaviour and finally backed out. Blake 

distanced himself from this event, highlighting that he felt very disappointed at the time and 

never got along with these men who acted as if they were in charge of the organisation. He 

eventually ended up doing advocacy work elsewhere, collaborating only sporadically with 

the support groups in Belfast.  

One of the lesbians who was involved in this incident was Kate, a Republican activist who 

had gained extensive experience working with women in West Belfast. Kate, together with 

her female companions who also identified as Republicans, never again collaborated with 

the group while a few of the men Blake was referring to were still involved. Only later did I 

learn the men’s names and found out that I actually knew one of them – a middle-aged 

Protestant – and that I had heard of a couple of the others. When I got in touch with Kate, 

at a friend’s advice, I did not know of her previous collaboration with Belfast’s LGB 

organisations. In fact, I knew very little about her and was reaching out to speak about her 

job in West Belfast and her commitment towards Catholic working-class families. In my e-

mail to her, I introduced my Ph.D. project and referred specifically to my experience and 

connections with LGB groups, including the one Kate used to collaborate with. Despite my 

multiple attempts to get hold of her, she never replied to my messages. I can only speculate 

on the reasons why Kate did not respond to my e-mails, but Blake’s story functioned, in 

hindsight, as a plausible explanation for her silence. I advertised my connection with an 
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LGBT organisation she had been estranged from, after she made a contribution to its 

formation; it is unlikely that my mention of it would prompt a reply on her part.  

What makes Blake’s narrative even more significant is the fact that it exposed the religious 

differences that characterised the two gendered factions, which eventually led to the 

ostracism of women from the group. Even if Blake did not mention the fact that 

sectarianism had a role in the quarrels, this possibility cannot definitely be ruled out. 

Interestingly, none of the interviewees who helped me put together the above-mentioned 

account spoke about the political dimension of the relationship between gay men and 

women in terms of ‘sectarian issues’. As I discussed in previous chapters, the presence of a 

sectarian aspect within the LGB communities was often denied. Gay men were the ones 

who mainly objected to the idea that sectarianism was as present in gay circles as anywhere 

else. Lesbians were in general more aware of internal divisions within such groups and this 

is because one of the consequences of such divergences was their marginalisation. It is 

difficult to discern whether women deliberately chose to distance themselves from the gay 

rights campaign or were sidelined for sectarian reasons or sexism. This is a case in which 

the two aspects are inextricable from one another. For women, Protestantism and 

misogynistic attitudes were both part of a wider system of institutionalised oppression that 

imposed itself through patriarchy and forms of exclusion.  

 

Silencing and Sidelining: Sexism within LGB Groups 

The low numbers of women in LGBT associations ever since their formation has had long-

lasting effects. Although the groups’ demographics have changed over time in terms of the 

Catholic/Protestant ratio, women’s turnout has consistently been limited. The youth group 

I attended during my first spell in Northern Ireland had a few female participants, far more 

than in other adult groups. The hiking crowd I joined during fieldwork had only one regular 

female attendee. I was told that very few women had participated over the years but that 

their attendance had become increasingly less frequent until it stopped almost entirely.  
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Stories of women leaving LGBT organisations due to cases of perceived discrimination 

belonged to the distant past but nevertheless have not been uncommon in more recent 

years. An example of how women’s needs within LGBT associations can be overlooked or 

even ignored emerges from Claire’s story. I met Claire, a lesbian in her twenties, before at 

Gay and Lesbian Youth Northern Ireland (GLYNI). We did not speak much at the time, 

but she was the only girl who was friendly to me, which is why I remembered her fairly 

well. We ended up seeing each other again, almost by chance, during my PhD fieldwork. 

She told me that she had left the group after volunteering for one of the association’s 

helplines. When I asked why she had decided to end her collaboration, she replied that the 

circumstances of her duties had changed and that she was no longer happy and comfortable 

with them. When I enquired further, she explained how, at the beginning of her placement, 

the switchboard offered two different helplines, one managed by women and dedicated to 

receiving women’s calls and the other administered by men, for men. The helpline service 

was run one night a week and Claire said that women’s calls were constant though fewer 

than men’s. At some point, a decision was made by the head of the association to merge the 

two lines, so that both male and female volunteers would answer calls regardless of whether 

they were coming from men or women. As a result, women stopped calling because, as 

Claire suggested, ‘they did not want to talk to men’. At the time of my last conversation 

with Claire this arrangement had not been overturned, making the switchboard service for 

women ineffective. Claire did not know the exact reasons why the switchboards had been 

combined into one, but the decline of women’s calls, according to her, had not been taken 

into account as an urgent enough matter.  

Claire recounted how, following this change, as a woman taking men’s calls she found 

herself having to deal with men ‘getting off’ on her. As a matter of fact, a number of men 

were calling the helpline looking for phone sex. While she tried to escape such calls, quickly 

exclaiming, ‘you have got the wrong number’, her interlocutors did not give up. Soon after 

she put the phone down, some other operator would be responding to the same person she 

had just dismissed. What she eventually found out was that men kept calling because some 

of the male volunteers did not mind engaging in phone sex with them and had not 

discouraged the practice. When she tried to raise awareness among her colleagues of the 
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fact that everyone needed to be clear about what the helpline was intended for, especially 

given that men were using it as a sex line, she received complaints. Frustrated with the 

results that came from merging the two helplines and dismayed by the reactions that she 

had been subjected to, she finally decided to leave the switchboard. Claire left mainly 

because she felt helpless and incapable of thinking of anything that could change the 

circumstances. Claire’s report entailed a clear case of discrimination in which women’s 

interests had been largely overlooked at many levels. Female volunteers like her would have 

continued to be subjected to abusive phone calls while other gay women would have been 

left without the only service they felt safe enough to access. Getting information and 

support via the helpline allowed many lesbians to maintain anonymity and confidentiality, 

greatly minimising the risk of being discovered. Indeed, for many gay women, especially 

those coming from rural areas, phone contact with the main Belfast associations was the 

only viable option.  

In this regard Orlaith, a lesbian employee at HereNI (the only LGB organisation that 

exclusively targeted women), explained that a number of women who regularly visited the 

association had spoken to her about some of their gay friends being extremely afraid of the 

idea of even engaging with LGB groups. Apparently, HereNI had, in recent years, tried to 

set up rural groups so that lesbians who were living in isolated areas could access services 

without having to go to Belfast. Orlaith brought up the example of a HereNI branch that 

had been established in Coleraine on the north coast, which she described as a ‘very rural, 

very Protestant area’, where they knew of at least fifteen women who had been in touch by 

telephone with HereNI at different times. The problem was that these women were not 

keen to take part in the Coleraine group. Some felt comfortable enough to travel all the way 

to Belfast and back within the same day to participate in the occasional activities like the 

‘health day’, the screening of a movie or just a lunch in the company of other women, but 

they would not show up at the local office of the organisation. As Orlaith clarified, ‘It’s 

simply because they feel it’s so homophobic there, it’s so extremist in terms of religion’. 

Such extremism, she expanded, could lead to serious consequences for those who, for 

example, were in heterosexual marriages, held custody of their children, or had jobs they 

believed they were at risk of losing if their sexual orientation was uncovered.  
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The crucial role that an efficient switchboard for women would play seemed to be 

confirmed by the report of the 2002 consultation A Mighty Silence (Quiery 2002), proposed 

by LASI (Lesbian Advocacy Services Initiative), later on replaced by the current HereNI. In 

the report,  most lesbians expressed the desire to be kept updated about developments 

following the consultation but did not want to be on the LASI’s mailing list and database. 

The latter was probably a safety measure so that their identities could not be associated with 

the group. Gay women who lived closeted lives could be put in unsafe situations even when 

contacted by LGB associations for useful purposes. The possibility for them to be able to 

control when to get in touch with the LGB organisations through the helpline might grant a 

sufficiently safe access to the services they needed. This allowed for their contacts not to be 

registered, decreasing the chances of being linked back to an LGB organisation. This was a 

blunt case in which the prioritisation of gay men’s agenda directly impacted on lesbians, 

making some of their lives significantly more difficult, contributing to keeping their stories 

unheard and exacerbating their marginalisation and exclusion from the main LGB social 

and political discourses.  

The fact that men were the focal point of attention from the birth of the first LGBT 

associations was not only due to how these groups were managed, it was also determined by 

wider political strategies. As pointed out by Marie earlier on, the first financial support 

allocated to Cara-Friend in the 1970s came with the help of a closeted politician. Geraldine, 

a lesbian youth worker who had been in charge for many years of a self-development group 

targeting non-heterosexual women, remarked that state funding since then was assigned to 

LGBT associations consistently with the aim to ‘keep men off the streets’, both during and 

after the Troubles. Men were believed to have been the ones most affected by the conflict, 

the main perpetrators but also the victims; therefore, public money was more likely to be 

allocated to organisations catering to their needs. A number of men, for example, had lost 

their jobs after spending time in jail; support groups provided guidance for their 

reintroduction into the social fabric while simultaneously seeking to minimise and control 

their potential for violence. Geraldine claimed that the discourse around men as vulnerable 

subjects also triggered more attention towards the male side of the emerging LGB circles. 

The public-funding application system for LGBT associations has recently changed. 
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Whereas they previously applied as single organisations, they are now required to go 

through this process in partnership. The continuing establishment of new organisations had 

been perceived as a threat to the existing ones; this compelled groups to look at how they 

could complement each other by developing unique areas of intervention. For example, 

GLYNI focused on providing support for young LGB people, while the Rainbow Project 

and Cara-Friend catered to adults, leaving HereNI as the only service addressing women 

specifically. Such arrangements might have created hope for a more equal distribution of 

finances – and in fact Geraldine confirmed that the new system had been positively 

perceived – but they constituted no guarantee of it. Within this system, mixed-gender 

associations could end up further cutting down on lesbian-oriented initiatives to favour 

men, who always outnumber women.  

In this regard, some gay women expressed their concern about the lack of full-time lesbian 

employees in the main LGB groups. As Mariah, a lesbian in her fifties, told me during a 

break at a workshop: ‘All women working at the Rainbow Project are straight. There is 

something wrong with that!’. She wanted to highlight that there was no representation in 

the Rainbow Project for lesbians because there were no gay women employed, and 

therefore nobody primarily advocating for them. When I first approached a couple of the 

main Belfast LGBT organisations in 2010, I met only two women who were employed and 

both were heterosexual. According to Mariah, the situation within such groups had not 

changed since then. The concern behind her observation is that the reason why gay 

women’s needs kept being sidelined had a lot to do with the absence of lesbians in decision-

making positions. Employees in LGBT associations are a strong point of reference for the 

groups’ attendees; they are the ones who listen, understand their requests and can therefore 

advocate on their behalf. There are obviously doubts on the part of lesbian communities 

about whether heterosexual women would be able to adequately represent them. If Orlaith 

found it difficult to approach gay women working for a lesbian group run by lesbians, it is 

easily imaginable how hard it could be to attract lesbians in contexts where they do not feel 

represented.   
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When I met Orlaith to discuss a way of recruiting gay women through HereNI for some 

interviews, she promptly warned me of the reality of the circumstances: ‘We are lucky if we 

even get one person’. I was confident that attempting to reach out to some women through 

the main lesbian group in Belfast with the help of a trusted lesbian professional would have 

been key to my success. But her prediction was correct: only one person got in touch and 

accepted to meet up for a chat. The level of secrecy in which lesbians often lived was so 

extreme that, even if safety measures were taken to guarantee anonymity and confidentiality, 

the response was still very discouraging.   

 

The Construction of Female Homosexuality: Reductive Stereotypes and 
Misconceptions 

There is no doubt that the low attendance and the peripheral role of women within LGB 

groups is directly related to the historical facts previously addressed. In addition, the women 

I met brought to the fore other reasons explaining their marginalisation which are 

unquestionably consequential to the history of the region but also embedded in the broader 

construction of female homosexuality. Based on my direct observation of mixed-gender 

groups like Cara-Friend and the Rainbow Project when I first approached them in 2010, the 

presence of women remained inconsistent. According to Geraldine, men’s interests always 

came first, and this prioritisation of one group over the other made such associations 

unattractive to most lesbians. As she elucidated while speaking of her own experience: 

I quite quickly became aware that all the workers who worked full-time were men, and 
again, the focus of these organisations seemed to be quite male-oriented in terms of 
their work. Those who attended were mostly male. I began to wonder why it was the 
case. They came to be for all people but those who came were mostly male staff. And 
which came first? In terms of just the kind of general trend within society, it was just 
replicated within the LGB community. But also, the kind of focus on the need to work 
with men using an American model: men and HIV, men and age. There is a real 
priority for working for these men. How can you argue with HIV? That sets the 
hierarchy of needs and importance. There didn’t seem to be an equivalent cause of 
concern for women. The women somehow are subsumed, so there is nothing specific 
about women.  
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As Geraldine put it, women’s needs were almost trivialised in comparison to men’s. Gay 

men were the ones affected by the law, which criminalised their sexual acts and not 

women’s, and they became the main victims of the spread of AIDS. As Weston reported 

(1991), lesbians had contrasting reactions towards the latter. Some acted with solidarity, 

which contributed to reducing the existing distance between lesbian and gay 

communities. Others, instead, adopted a blaming approach and attributed the magnitude 

of the AIDS crisis to gay men’s alleged promiscuity, turning the disease into another 

divisive subject.  

Women’s issues, whatever they might be, were often downplayed as not equally pressing. 

The fact that women’s demands were not perceived as being as urgent as men’s was part 

of an ongoing vicious cycle. The scarce presence of lesbians within LGB groups meant 

that little knowledge was circulated about their lives. Lesbians’ limited capacity for 

advocacy also entailed that only a small amount of state funding was allocated to 

conducting research on them. This state of affairs inevitably reinforced the status quo, 

making ‘the cause or the rationale behind a specific programme about women’, as 

Geraldine put it, a matter of minor significance. Two connected issues emerged from 

Geraldine’s analysis: the fact that the construction of female homosexuality was 

repeatedly and inevitably shaped as subordinate to male homosexuality, as if it did not 

exist outside of such a relationship, and that this subordination often translated into 

women’s invisibility and perceived nonexistence.  

That lesbianism was never criminalised in the UK and Ireland is evidence of the fact 

that, historically, gay women’s relationships were never read from a sexual perspective 

but were, if anything, recognised as very close and affectionate friendships. In 1921, 

there was an attempt to make lesbianism illegal, which was rejected by the British 

Parliament on the basis of the belief that female homosexuality was unheard of – let 

alone practised – by the majority of women in the country (Ferriter 2009; Jeffrey 1981). 

Even if lesbianism was not approved of as such, it did not have the same social 

significance as male homosexuality, and knowledge about it was poor and uncertain 

(Jeffrey 1981). Cook (1980) explains that, in nineteenth-century medical literature, 
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physical expressions of love between women were conceived as preparatory acts for 

marriage. This was due to the idea that women’s sexuality was totally dependent on 

men’s and, as Cook maintained, on ‘the notion that women without men are lonely 

asexual spinsters and that erotic and sexual pleasure without male penetration is not 

erotic or sexual pleasure’ (1980: 511).  

If on the one hand the absence of legal persecution could be seen positively, on the other 

it worked both as an indication of the complete denial of sexual involvement in female 

same-sex relationships, and as a cause of the perpetuation of such neglect. The attitude I 

have described towards gay women’s sex played a crucial role in maintaining lack of 

interest and limiting the knowledge around lesbians’ lives. As Joni Crone wrote in an 

essay: ‘There are no laws against lesbianism in Ireland. This does not mean that we live in 

a lesbian utopia. The taboo status of lesbianism functions as an unwritten law, 

suppressing not only the practice of lesbian sexuality but the awareness of its very 

existence’ (1988: 346).  

An example of how lesbianism was – and still is – unknown, unconsidered and 

misunderstood clearly surfaced in Hannah’s story. When I met Hannah she was in her 

late thirties. She had been raised in a Protestant working-class household outside Belfast. 

Hannah grew up attending church regularly and continued to do so until her late 

twenties, not so much because her family was particularly religious, but because through 

time, she had become very active and well known in the congregation, a group which 

took up most of her social life. She was so dedicated to the church that, as a first job, she 

was employed in a church-based youth group that was doing evangelical work across 

Northern Ireland, and which required her to move to the north coast for some years. She 

came relatively late to the awareness that she was attracted to women, as she was already 

in her mid-twenties, and for a period of time she tried to suppress her feelings and deal 

with her sense of guilt. Eventually, during a difficult process of assessing ‘what was going 

on’, she had her first lesbian experiences. This was a deeply uncomfortable time for 

Hannah. Not only was she convinced of her wrongdoing, she was also afraid of losing 

the life that she had so committedly built around religion and her job. She was constantly 
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worried about how those within her religious community, especially the elders who had 

shown their fondness through numerous dinner invitations, would react should they find 

out that she was gay.  

In an attempt to find a way out of what she was going through, she made the decision to 

speak to the minister of the church about what she had been experiencing. She was 

puzzled by his reaction: 

He was… he is a lovely man, but he was completely flabbergasted-kind [sic] about 
this. This was about fifteen years ago. The church now is talking about some of this 
stuff, but then in was certainly not talking about any of this. So, he said: “I do not 
really know what to say to you, I think that if you were a fella and you were telling 
me that you were gay I might be clearer in my response”. I couldn’t quite work that 
out. I was not saying that I have really good girlfriends, I was saying that I have a 
girlfriend. He asked me if I was kind of coming out to him.  

Hannah, as a devout person who had invested most of her life in religious proselytism, 

could not help feeling uncomfortable with herself and hoped to receive advice on how to 

halt her attraction towards women, or at least on how best to act upon such desires. 

Instead, the minister reacted as if he could not understand what same-sex love between 

two women entailed and where to place it within the wider notion of homosexuality as 

he knew it. Especially because homosexuality had often been reduced to the sexual act, 

and almost exclusively to male sexual acts, it was difficult for him to envision how things 

could play out in a relationship between women. Hannah’s doubt was that the minister 

could not immediately identify her admission with an act of coming out. As a matter of 

fact, he asked whether she was ‘kind of’ coming out as if, by virtue of her being a 

woman, coming out did not make much sense. 

The minister’s feedback and his inability to deal with Hannah’s disclosure is a stark 

example of how homosexuality has been constituted as a men’s issue. Consequently, the 

lesbian body had to be masculinised for sexual acts between women to be conceived; sex 

without penetration was not considered as such. As Barbara Creed explains, ‘By the time 

of the Renaissance […], it was believed that in some cases women with extremely large 

clitorises [the function of which was rather unclear] could commit acts of penetration 

[…] with another woman’ (1995: 89). Historically, as she recounted, the body was 
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understood through a ‘one-sex model’ whereby the female body took shape from the 

failed development of male genital organs (Creed 1995: 89). This was the case until the 

eighteenth century, when female and male bodies came to be seen as different; however, 

the shape of female genitals, which until the 1700s did not even have a name (the ovaries 

were called ‘female testicles’), was not fully known and understood by men yet. The 

minister’s response to Hannah was the corroboration of the fact that, many centuries 

later, women’s same-sex love was still not conceived as such and was still underplayed as 

friendship.  

In contexts in which lesbians did get some form of recognition, their image often seemed 

to be marked by negative stereotypes. In such cases, the disparaging representation of 

lesbians was perceived by some as a direct consequence of its ever-present comparison 

with seemingly positive portrayals of gay men. During a workshop Mariah and I attended 

on LGB intersectionalities, she commented to the participants: ‘That’s not useful for gay 

men to be regarded as a nice pet. But gay men are lovely because they are involved in 

theatre, and they dress well, and we lesbians, we are just regarded as difficult’. Mariah’s 

comment followed her own remark that gay men received more support at all levels than 

lesbians precisely because they attracted more attention. This focus on men was 

perceived by Mariah as one of the factors overshadowing gay women’s lives. In her 

comments, she mocked some popular clichés about gay men that she felt were damaging 

both to gay men themselves, because stereotypical depictions of fashionable and arty 

gays would distract from the social complexities and political struggle that homosexuality 

entailed, and certainly from lesbians. In Mariah’s words, however, there was a slight 

contradiction; although she was advancing a critique of the way in which gay men were 

often described because she found it counterproductive to the LGB cause, she also 

complained that greater attention was drawn towards gay men exactly for how they were 

portrayed. Mariah’s comments hid two main subtexts: firstly, a frustrated conviction that 

gay men use such positive stereotypes to their own advantage, and secondly, the belief 

that such attitudes on their part contribute to the perpetuation of a negative portrayal of 

lesbians.  
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Amongst the most popular clichés are lesbians being ‘man-haters’ and appearing ‘butch’. 

I was stunned at how easily in Northern Ireland young women with short hair who did 

not comply with the most typical heteronormative female appearance, for which long 

hair was the ultimate marker, were immediately categorised as potentially non-

heterosexuals. As Ciasullo (2001) pointed out, mainstream representations of lesbianism 

in popular culture run along a binary opposition between the ‘femme’ and the ‘butch’ 

lesbian. Such a contrast reproduces the female-male heteronormative gender 

construction (Chamberland and Théroux-Séguin 2014) which is also employed in the 

categorisations of male homosexuality in which the feminine gay is often set in antithesis 

to any other non-feminine manifestations of male gayness. Ciasullo (2001) noted that 

most media depictions focus on the image of the feminine lesbian because of its 

commonalities with a certain stereotyped picture of the heterosexual woman. Such a 

portrayal makes the lesbian more acceptable to a general public. Moreover, the power of 

this visual representation conveys an even broader sense of closeness between gay and 

heterosexual women, thus enhancing a positive message about lesbianism. However, 

while on the one hand, media seem to put forward normative lesbian images (often 

associated with middle-class lesbians), thereby making them visible on television and 

newspapers by reaching out to a wider audience, the butch lesbian retains more visibility 

in the streets and in everyday circumstances. Ciasullo describes this phenomenon as ‘the 

butch’s presence in the cultural imagination and her lack of presence on cultural landscapes’ 

(2001: 579, emphasis in original). The consolidated expectation of how a lesbian should 

look, which does not respond to media representations of them (since in such portrayals 

sexual orientation is verbally communicated but not made visible) but rather to a general 

understanding of lesbianism as a lack of femininity, usually identifies women with alleged 

masculine characteristics as gay. By the same token, women whose appearance is marked 

by those features often attributed to heterosexual women are rarely identified as lesbians.  

As Gemma told me, one evening, a group of her lesbian friends were refused admission 

to one of Belfast’s gay bars because they looked ‘too girly’ to be lesbians. This group of 

women had gone out for a night with girlfriends and dressed up for the occasion, with 

fancy clothes and makeup. They felt compelled to disclose their sexual orientation as a 
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way to convince the bouncer to let them in, but they were not believed because ‘they did 

not look like lesbians’, and were eventually invited to go elsewhere. This episode 

highlights that the need for lesbian bodies to be ‘intelligible’ (Butler 1993) can often 

result in the essentialisation of the image of such bodies within LGB environments. 

While, the use of stereotypes could have the positive function of allowing subjects to 

recognise one another, and thus responds to a felt necessity for ‘group visibility’ (Cover 

2004: 81), it reduces and conceals information about LGB people and the multitude of 

ways in which they can express themselves outside the homo/hetero dichotomy. The 

reduction of lesbian images creates exclusions and discrimination, as in the example 

above, whereby a narrow notion of the lesbian type led to the conviction that Gemma’s 

friends looked too straight to be lesbians. Whereas stereotyping could also cause gay men 

to be discriminated against, in a landscape in which LGB social and political institutions 

are dominated by men, it is more likely that women would be the ones suffering the 

most from some form of marginalisation. No matter how much gay people were 

themselves the victims of negative and questionable stereotypes, they widely used them 

within their groups. What was deemed as offensive outside gay circles was often 

acceptable within the usually victimised group. However, internal mocking through 

stereotyping was far from being accepted when it happened across genders.  

Clichés could also serve marketing purposes. A venue’s identity, in terms of the kind of 

clients it wishes to target, is very important for LGB customers because it can determine 

whether or not they will enter, and the identity markers used to assess individuals might 

often be based on stereotypes. The increasing presence of heterosexuals in LGB venues 

can be problematic because it might deter those LGB people who would want to 

socialise in the safety of a space that is exclusively theirs (see Quilley 1997; Ruting 2008). 

LGB districts have become especially attractive to heterosexual women, who sometimes 

feel more comfortable away from the potentially oppressive presence of heterosexual 

men that they experience in other settings (Binnie and Skeggs 2004; Casey 2004). In 

general, the risk entailed in the commodification of ‘gay villages’, as they are often called, 

is that of converting them into popular commercial spaces in which LGB people no 

longer feel free to express themselves. When I first visited the bar mentioned in 
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Gemma’s story, a good while after Gemma and I spoke, my lesbian friend Alice and I 

did not have access issues, perhaps because we were in the company of a gay man, as 

were the few other women who were present that night. Had I gone to the same club 

with a group of heterosexual women, I am not sure we would have been welcomed in 

the same way. While the episode just recounted is emblematic of the influence of 

stereotyping on people’s behaviour as well as of its potentially detrimental effects, the 

purpose of the venue’s exclusivity was to safeguard its target customers. On the other 

hand, lesbians in Belfast had no alternative hangout that catered to them exclusively. 

Such precautionary policies can therefore also result in further marginalisation of 

neglected groups.  

Women lamented a lack of interest in them to me, as well as the absence of a political 

and social will to address issues regarding lesbians specifically. When Mariah put forward 

at the workshop her observation about positive gay male stereotypes against negative 

lesbian stereotypes, nobody reacted, and after a quick acknowledgement by the 

moderator, her complaint was dismissed. Later on, I discussed the point with Rachel, a 

lesbian friend from a Catholic background in her early forties, who had also come to the 

workshop that day. She clarified that one of the reasons why it was often difficult for gay 

people to discuss topics like ‘sexism’, besides the apparent lack of interest from the male 

majority, was because these issues were considered divisive:  

I think it’s a huge, huge issue. The thing is, lesbians will go to gay men’s events but 
very few gay men will go to lesbians’, you know (…) I am desperate on Facebook, I 
am always stirring it, and in a nice way, but people will often, you know, say like ‘Can’t 
we all just get along?’. 

Any discussion that could bring to the surface submerged or unspoken forms of 

discrimination within the communities and specific organisations was for the most part 

avoided for fear that it could lead to the exacerbation of divisions, rather than to possible 

solutions. Such a will to sidestep any issue that could lead to further disruption suggested 

a desire not to replicate dynamics that resembled those found during the conflict. 

Rachel’s conviction that silence around matters such as misogyny and lesbophobia were 
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amongst ‘the things that strangle’ LGB communities clashed with a more common 

tendency that encouraged a more superficial and apparent ‘getting along’.  

The observation made by Rachel about lesbian and gay events was one other obvious 

manifestation of how little the gay women’s world attracted male crowds. I recall one 

social gathering that was organised for charity by a small group of lesbians in a popular 

venue in the Cathedral Quarter of Belfast. I went with Clodagh, a lesbian of Irish origins 

in her late sixties, who had been living in Belfast for a few years and had done her Ph.D. 

fieldwork in Northern Ireland in the mid-nineties. After residing for many years in the 

U.S., she had decided to return to Northern Ireland. However, her extrovert and 

determined attitude made it difficult at times for her to adapt to the ‘tame’ lesbian scene 

of the region. Clodagh had often complained to me about the difficulties she had been 

going through in trying to find a companion in Northern Ireland and making new strong 

friendships in the gay crowd. She had participated in all-women meetings at the Waring 

Street building where local LGBT associations were based a few times but stopped going 

for a while after an argument with a couple of other attendees, whose reaction offended 

her. She had expressed her disappointment at not finding enough situations for 

socialising and pointed out that she thought gay women in Northern Ireland were 

excessively reserved. Her words were taken as a form of criticism and were not 

appreciated by some women, who did not like someone with a different background 

commenting on their behaviour.  

However, the lesbian-organised event that I attended with Clodagh seemed to confirm 

her convictions. The place, which normally hosted gigs of different sorts, had round 

tables set in front of the stage as usual; almost all the attendees were women and only a 

small number of men were standing quietly to the side. I recognised a couple who stood 

at the bar for a while; they looked slightly bored and moved to a table for the rest of the 

evening, joined every now and again by someone for a chat. They kept their jackets on 

throughout the entire evening as if they had ‘just dropped by’ and were ready to leave at 

any moment. A few other middle-aged men were scattered across the room in the 

company of female friends. Clodagh met up with an acquaintance of hers, a woman who 
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must have been around her age and who joined us at the table. We introduced ourselves 

but she hardly spoke during the evening and did not act in a very friendly manner. She 

seemed to know quite a few people but was not eager to engage in conversation; she 

danced timidly and only for a short time. It was a quiet evening, with no live 

performances scheduled except for a DJ playing music. A small number of women 

danced in the narrow strip of floor between the tables and the stage with one or two 

friends they had come with, but many preferred to remain seated and talk over a drink.  

A lot of the participants that night appeared extremely diffident. It looked almost as if 

they felt uncomfortable; it was unusually calm for a night on which the only form of 

entertainment was dancing music. Although Clodagh was satisfied and said she had a 

good time on the dancefloor with me, she complained about the fact that, once more, 

women seemed uninterested in socialising, in making new friends and most of all in 

meeting someone romantically because, as she had said a number of times before, ‘they 

are afraid of sex here’. Given the purpose of the gathering, very few youngsters were 

present. That might have contributed to making the atmosphere of the evening rather 

stiff. The general feeling of awkwardness that the night exuded seemed very much a 

reflection of the marginality of this group. The fact that lesbian circles were considered a 

sort of appendix to gay male communities came across through the hesitant attitudes of 

their attendees and the overall poor turnout.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has shown the marginalisation of lesbians in Northern Ireland, which was 

due to the negative impact of internal sectarian dynamics within LGB groups, the 

common construction of female homosexuality and sexism on gay women’s lives within 

and outside LGB environments. The obstacles I faced in conducting research amongst 

lesbians was a mirror of their marginal status and made it imperative to attempt to 

investigate the reasons why there was so little known about gay women and why it was 

so complicated to access them. The contexts which I investigated, characterised by 
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diffidence and inaccessibility, greatly affected my research, not merely in terms of 

content, but also in the forms in which I was able to conduct it and the means that I 

employed to navigate the numerous situations I encountered. With regard to gay women, 

I was forced to think about how to make sense of the ‘closed doors’ that characterised 

my experience of reaching out to them. What emerged was that the history of lesbians in 

Northern Ireland was strongly interconnected with the political history of the region and, 

consequently, with the outcomes of my fieldwork. 

Lesbianism in Northern Ireland has had a particularly local dimension because, since the 

beginning of the twentieth century, gay women have been commonly identified with 

Republicanism within LGB circles. Such a narrative developed alongside an equally 

popular account that recognised, until recent times, the great majority of gay men openly 

out to be Protestants. The interference of sectarian logics with the gender divide found 

in gay politics once again showed the inescapability of this system. Lesbians did not 

necessarily intend to identify with either side of the conflict and might have even chosen 

to adhere to the NIWRM, especially because it claimed not to comply with any political 

faction. Yet, the sectarian paradigm appeared to many to be the only applicable reading 

of the circumstances, as it did in several other cases discussed in the previous chapters. 

In this instance, the reproduction of the sectarian split may have functioned to 

exacerbate the exclusion of a minority group within the LGB movement; gay men’s 

association of lesbians with Republicanism may have provided an excuse to push them 

to the margins of LGB politics, without questioning the status quo beyond their primary 

concern, namely the decriminalisation of male homosexual acts. Lesbians, who strongly 

felt the absence of gay men’s solidarity, turned towards the feminist movement, hoping 

to share with other women the same struggle against patriarchy, but they ended up being 

left behind in the fight for equal rights. In fact, they did not find much support from 

heterosexual women and were sidelined in gay circles.  

A further aspect alongside sectarianism that contributed to the marginalisation of 

lesbians was concerned with the way female homosexuality was generally constructed 

through its often-subordinate relation with male homosexuality. A long-lasting denial of 
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same-sex female relationships played a role in keeping lesbians’ lives, with their 

difficulties and needs, in the shadows. The lack of interest in gay women was reflected in 

the place that lesbians came to occupy in LGB circles and in their more recent 

relationship with male counterparts, who often saw them as antagonists rather than allies. 

Such strained relations were due to the fact that, in such contexts, gay men’s issues were 

always prioritised over lesbians’, whose scarce presence in gay associations, both as staff 

members and attendees, made it hard to pursue advocacy work for them. As a 

consequence of the marginalisation and perceived invisibility described above, lesbians in 

Northern Ireland were difficult to approach. Their participation in public and semi-

public events, such as gatherings at the Waring Street building in Belfast, was 

inconsistent. Existing groups tended to be exclusive and breaking through was hard work 

for newcomers. Socialisation was governed by mistrust and fear of being outed and 

misunderstood. The low number of women in Northern Irish LGB circles inevitably 

resulted in a lack of proper lesbian advocacy in the region, which in turn had discouraged 

other women from joining LGB groups or making their voices heard when so little 

support was felt, effectively producing the perpetuation of a hard-to-break vicious cycle 

marked by exclusion and diminished visibility. The final chapter will discuss the stages 

that led to the legalisation of civil partnership in Northern Ireland and address the debate 

on marriage equality, drawing attention to LGB individuals’ stories as well as on the 

ambivalence of the concept of ‘equality’. 
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Chapter 6 

Two Kinds of Equality 
The Political and Social Pursuit of Same-Sex Marriage and 

Alternative Forms of Recognition 
 

Gemma is an extremely popular comedian in Belfast’s gay circles, performing gigs at several 

venues around the city. The first time I saw her, she was hosting a late-evening event in the 

Cathedral Quarter at the MAC where Quire, the Belfast LGB choir, were performing. That 

night she was on stage for only a short time, entertaining the audience during breaks. I did 

not know much about her until my friend Niall invited me to her show, Lesbyterian 

MissConception, which he had produced. The title is clearly a pun echoing the word 

Presbyterian and giving a hint of the content of the performance: a comedic account of 

what it means to be a lesbian born and bred in a Northern Irish Protestant family from 

Bangor. The show was a combination of funny anecdotes intertwining family, relationships, 

religion and politics. Her stage persona was bold and confident, which made her both 

attractive and intimidating to the audience; her sardonic style managed to transform a 

difficult life events into grotesque vignettes. The tension between the serious content of her 

story and the caustic humour with which it was told made me wonder throughout the 

performance how much of what she was recounting was actually autobiographical.  

We finally met one evening at Rain, a gay-friendly club where she had been working for a 

while, but which had recently shut down after being sold. I found its location, in the dark 

Tomb Street at the north-eastern edge of the city centre disquieting. It was an isolated and 

deserted area dominated by the bulk of the big post office depot on the other side of the 

road. This depot was the only other main building I could make out in the darkness, but it 

was closed as it was already 7pm. I waited a little while until her car finally arrived. She 

welcomed me in, sat with me in a room on the unheated and empty ground floor of the 

former club and began to talk. Soon enough, it became clear to me that the narrative of her 

show was actually her own personal story.  
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‘If you are going to go through drama, you may as well make a bit of money out of it. 

That’s my theory… paid for the divorce’. That is how Gemma jokingly introduced the story 

of her past marriage, before letting herself go completely in a dense stream of thoughts 

prompted by my interest in the topic. She recalled how young she was when, in 2009, she 

got married after a five-year relationship, and how the end of her union a year later felt ‘just 

like the end of the world, devastation’. While looking back at that time, Gemma explained 

that she had realised that she was not mature enough to be in a marriage and that this was 

certainly due to the fact that, since she had only come out as a lesbian at the age of twenty, 

her experience with committed relationships started later than was the case for most people. 

After this first analysis, she went on by expressing some of the frustrations she feels every 

time she discusses her marriage:  

Even though I am a lesbian, and I am a massive one – I say it on stage, I do 
Pride, everybody knows me, I work in the LGBT Pride committee – they still 
assume it was a bloke I was married to, because I call it a marriage and it is not a 
marriage, it is civil partnership. And I am kinda like, ‘really’? Because I would 
call it a marriage! Yeah, civil partnership to me sounds like a business 
transaction where they are shaking hands […]. As far as I am concerned I was 
married, I went through all the same process, I spent the same amount of 
money… the same, you know, organisational thing, except that there wasn’t the 
religious part in the ceremony. 

Gemma carried on by saying that she was disconcerted by how people’s heteronormative 

mindset in Northern Ireland seemed to be ‘programmed’ to the point that their expectations 

overshadowed facts. She explained that she kept finding this attitude in Belfast: ‘It still 

happens all the time, all the time!’. Although she did not know much about how such issues 

were dealt with at a social level in other geographical contexts, she had received a completely 

different response in England. For example, when she mentioned her marriage to some 

acquaintances from London who knew that she was a lesbian, they promptly asked, ‘Oh, 

what was she like?’. ‘They got it’, Gemma explained; ‘They didn’t really know me but 

automatically said “she”’.  

Using England as a term of comparison to highlight Northern Ireland’s ‘backwardness’ in 

contrast to the rest of the United Kingdom was a common practice amongst local LGB 

people across generations and gender. ‘We are at least twenty years behind’ was a recurring 
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leitmotif that I encountered during many discussions. Although the idea that Northern 

Ireland lagged behind the rest of the UK when it came to LGB issues preceded the 

discourse on gay marriage, the lack of legal recognition of same-sex relationships through 

the institution of marriage had become a significant piece of evidence to support this 

argument. In fact, in 2013–2014, when I carried out my fieldwork research, same-sex 

marriage had not been legalised in Northern Ireland, whereas in all the other countries of 

the United Kingdom it came into force in 2014.  

This chapter focuses on the public discourses and personal narratives around same-sex 

marriage and other forms of recognition in Northern Ireland by beginning with a historical 

overview of the establishment of civil partnership in the region, taking into account the 

multiple rejections by the Assembly of later proposals to legalise same-sex marriage. By 

foregrounding the local political debate on the subject, the analysis calls attention to how the 

concept of equality was deployed as a key argument by both those who supported and those 

who rejected reform, thus contextualising and transporting the issue into the wider 

Northern Irish political framework.  

As will be made evident, equality has been traditionally conceptualised in different terms 

within Nationalist and Unionist political ideologies, and this divergence has also shaped the 

debate on same-sex marriage. Politicians’ reluctance to introduce same-sex marriage in 

Northern Ireland is not just the result of Unionists’ resistance. Members of other parties, 

including the Nationalist SDLP, who were allegedly supportive of the proposals, found ways 

to surreptitiously jeopardise the passing of such legislation. Instead, other members of 

parliament, especially from DUP seats, repeatedly voiced their conviction that the concept 

of equality should be understood in narrower terms, according to their interpretation. They 

framed their stance on gay marriage either by espousing the idea that the pursuit of equality 

did not play a role in the matter (a contention that seemed to have more to do with their 

interest in opposing this proposal than in establishing a detailed definition of the notion of 

equality in the region), or by arguing that equality had already been achieved through the 

introduction of civil partnerships in 2005. By positioning same-sex marriage outside the 

framework of equality in most debates, both within the context of parliamentary discussions 
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and in other public occurrences, the DUP presented itself as a party that was committed to 

the achievement of equality in the region and stood by the principles of the Good Friday 

Agreement without compromising its historical opposition to extending the institution of 

marriage to same-sex couples. In fact, although the votes on same-sex marriage were a non-

sectarian matter, the way in which the political conversations were framed once again 

reproduced the Nationalist/Unionist split. This first happened with the questionable 

decision by the DUP to use a Petition of Concern (a veto to hijack the passing of legislation 

which will be discussed in detail in the chapter), and subsequently with Sinn Féin’s strategic 

move to turn the introduction of same-sex marriage into one of the conditions whereby they 

would accept to reconstitute power-sharing with the DUP after the government collapsed in 

2017.  

In the second half of the chapter, I also shed light on how supporters of marriage equality 

take part in this public discussion through direct political engagement as well as other acts of 

resistance. As was the case for Gemma, the LGB couples I spoke to aimed to gain social 

recognition through their everyday practices, despite having no access to legal marriage per 

se. By emphasising the incorporation of heterosexual wedding-related rituals into the 

celebration of their unions and embracing various aspects of a heteronormative way of life, 

my informants wished to convey an idea of sameness whose end goal was to attain 

legitimation through everyday rather than parliamentary acts. 

 

The 2004 Establishment of Civil Partnership: First Steps towards Legal 
Recognition of Same-Sex Unions  

In 2004, the Westminster Parliament passed the Civil Partnership Act, which at last allowed 

same-sex couples to legalise their relationship. This law granted civil partners the same legal 

rights as married couples throughout the UK, with some exceptions with regards to 

adoption, given that in Northern Ireland people in a civil partnership would not be able to 
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adopt, a right that was accorded to couples in England, Scotland and Wales.1 The bill was 

passed while Northern Ireland was under a period of direct rule, during which the 

Assembly was suspended and Westminster had taken on legislative power in the region. 

Even though the proposal was not going to be subject to a political vote by the Stormont 

Parliament, the local Office of Law Reform decided to launch a public consultation in 2003 

with the aim of assessing the level of consensus that the proposal had amongst Northern 

Irish citizens and organisations. The consultation, which ended in 2004, received almost 

five hundred responses from individuals as well as churches, religious groups, bodies 

involved in human rights issues and voluntary sector associations. The analysis that 

followed showed that 86% of respondents opposed the introduction of civil partnership 

(Northern Ireland Department for Social Development 2005). The consultation’s report 

revealed that those against the proposal referred to it as ‘gay marriage’. Emphasis was put 

on the similarities between the two kinds of bond; such analogies were perceived as 

dangerous as they could undermine the meaning and value of marriage, which was seen as a 

religious rather than a civil institution. Respondents who expressed support believed that 

while the proposed law could be seen as a step towards equality, full equality could not be 

achieved with civil partnership, given that the institution of an alternative union to marriage 

would only reinforce LGB people’s position in society as second-class citizens. It followed 

that, counter to most opponents, people and groups that spoke in favour of the motion 

highlighted the substantial difference between the two institutions rather than their 

similarities.  

The consultation also involved political parties and, predictably, the DUP stood out for its 

fierce objection to the bill. An article from The Guardian (McDonald 2004) reported that 

members of the DUP in Westminster were bound to miss the vote on the Act due to other 

commitments, but that Ian Paisley successfully convinced Prime Minister Tony Blair to 

postpone the poll so that all representatives from his party could take part. During the 

Westminster debate, Paisley stated that the DUP opposed the introduction of the bill in the 

whole United Kingdom and that he believed that the Assembly, once reinstated, should be 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 This changed in 2013 when the adoption ban was lifted in Northern Ireland following a ruling by the Court 
of Appeal.  
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given a chance to express its vote on the issue. He finally remarked that all political parties 

in Northern Ireland would certainly defy the motion; however, the different parties’ 

position on the subject was far from being univocal. While the Ulster Unionist Party was 

also averse to the legalisation of LGB unions, Nationalist parties together with The Green 

Party and Alliance voiced their support for the new law. In fact, party policy constituted no 

guarantee on how individual representatives would vote, and the widespread view among 

my informants was that, had the Assembly been called to vote, the result would not have 

been in favour of the Act and Northern Ireland today would have no law legalising same-

sex unions.   

Between 2005 and 2017, 1,202 civil partnerships (Table 1) have been registered in Northern 

Ireland (NISRA 2018) and public demonstrations against them, including disparaging 

comments and protests, have become less prominent. The first civil partnership in Belfast 

made big news, partly because of the crowd of Christian fundamentalists protesting outside 

City Hall. They arrived with a lorry, which carried a billboard portraying a heterosexual 

couple in wedding attire with a huge green tick of approval on its side. Adjacent was the 

image of another married couple, a same-sex one, but the latter was crossed out with a big 

‘X’. One person from the group of protesters described civil partnership as a ‘parody of the 

marriage bond’ (Hutton 2005). Today, it would be hard to find anyone outside City Hall 

picketing against gay ceremonies, due also to the increasing support that same-sex unions – 

both civil partnerships and same-sex marriages – have been gaining in the region. The 2012 

Northern Ireland Life and Time Survey showed that attitudes towards gay families have 

changed in recent years, with over half of the sample being in favour of gay marriage 

compared with a 35% approval level registered in 2005 (NILT 2012). A further increase in 

support was been recorded by Ipsos MORI in 2016, with 70% of respondents favouring 

same-sex marriage (Glass 2016). Later polls and studies (see Keenan and Quiery 2017) have 

confirmed the fact that, within a decade, there has been a dramatic change in public opinion 

and that a strong majority of Northern Irish would now welcome a new law equalising 

marriage for non-heterosexual and heterosexual citizens.  
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Source:  https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/registrar-general-annual-report-2017-civil-
partnerships-and-dissolutions 

 
Table 1. Civil partnerships in Northern Ireland 2005–2017: total and by gender, 2005 to 2017. 

 

 

Petitions for Change vs Petitions of Concern: The Tumultuous History 
of Votes and Debates on Equal Marriage in the Northern Ireland 
Assembly 

When the political discussion on gay marriage began after the UK government completed a 

public consultation in England and Wales on the issue in 2012, the Assembly had full 

powers and could legislate on the subject, since marriage is a devolved matter in normal 

circumstances.2 By the time the Parliament of the United Kingdom passed the law for 

England and Wales in 2013, the Northern Ireland Assembly had already voted twice on the 

issue. The first time was in October 2012, when The Green Party and Sinn Féin put 

forward the proposal. On this occasion, the DUP strategically presented a Petition of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 The document published by the UK government after the 2012 consultation stated that the majority of 
responses received were in favour of allowing same-sex couples to marry. They also received 19 petitions, one 
of which stood out for its 509,800 signatures collected against the proposal (Fairbairn, Hawkins, Roberts, 
Pyper and Thurley 2013).  

 

Number of civil 
partnerships 

Number of 
male civil 

partnerships 

Number of 
female civil 

partnerships 
2005 12 6 6 
2006 116 65 51 
2007 111 60 51 
2008 86 43 43 
2009 96 46 50 
2010 116 54 62 
2011 89 46 43 
2012 101 51 50 
2013 100 46 54 
2014 110 47 63 
2015 89 38 51 
2016 84 37 47 
2017 92 38 54 
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Concern, one of the mechanisms that has been included in the parliamentary regulations to 

guarantee efficient power-sharing and which must be presented by at least thirty members 

of the Assembly. In cases where a Petition of Concern is presented, the proposed motion 

can only pass if supported by a ‘weighted majority (60%) of members present and voting, 

including at least 40% of each of the nationalist and unionist designations present and 

voting’ (McCaffrey 2010). The Petition of Concern was incorporated into the voting system 

in order to protect equality and human rights of minority groups within the Assembly, 

whenever they felt that a decision was imposed on them against their will. This essentially 

means that part of a community can exercise a veto over a decision of the Assembly. In this 

instance, the largest party, with its 38 members, was vetoing the proposal on its own and 

without the support of any other groups. In the end, the vote on equal marriage resulted in 

45 ayes and 50 noes. Thirty-seven Nationalist representatives voted in favour, together with 

three Unionists and five more members, marked as ‘others’, belonging to parties that do not 

identify as either Nationalist or Unionist. The 50 noes came from 49 Unionists and one 

‘other’ (Northern Ireland Assembly 2012). The Petition of Concern notwithstanding, with 

such numbers the motion was bound to be rejected.  

In April 2013, Sinn Féin brought the marriage equality proposal back to the Assembly, and 

the DUP promptly responded with a further Petition of Concern. This time, the gap 

between the two sides increased and the vote ended with 42 in favour and 53 against, the 

‘yes’ coalition having lost three votes to the ‘no’ contingent from the group of ‘others’ 

(Northern Ireland Assembly 2013b). One further poll was held in 2014, again under Sinn 

Féin’s initiative. The scenario was very similar to the previous occasions; the DUP 

presented another Petition of Concern and the results differed little from the ones of the 

previous year, ending with 43 ayes and 53 noes (Northern Ireland Assembly 2014). Two 

more votes took place in 2015, and both times the DUP strategically played the Petition of 

Concern card. Interestingly, while the debate on April 27th again resulted in a majority of 

noes, with 49 against the motion and 47 in support (Northern Ireland Assembly 2015a), the 

last vote on November 2nd showed a counter-trend. In fact, for the first time, the 53 ayes 

overcame the 52 noes, but the Petition of Concern prevented the passing of the bill as a 

weighted majority was not reached. All Unionists, except for four, voted against the motion 
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together with only one ‘other’; all Nationalists instead voted in favour (Northern Ireland 

Assembly 2015a) (Table 2). Since the end of 2015, no other proposals have been put 

forward and the suspension of the Northern Irish government in January 2017 certainly did 

not help the cause.  

The power-sharing government collapsed on January 9th, 2017, when Deputy First Minister 

Martin McGuinness resigned. His decision came as a consequence of the so-called RHI 

(Renewable Heat Incentive) scandal, also known as the ‘Cash for Ash’ case (Kelly 2019). 

Back in 2011, the Northern Ireland Executive, specifically the Department of Enterprise, 

Trade and Investment (Deti), which was run by Minister Arlene Foster, made a plan to 

increase the use of energy from renewable sources, and in 2012 a scheme to finance non-

domestic users that committed to employ forms of renewable energy for 20 years was put 

in place.3 In 2016, the scheme was shut down by the incumbent minister, Jonathan Bell, 

after allegations were made that the scheme was being abused. It appeared that, since there 

were no limits to the amount of energy the government was going to pay for, and the 

allowance that users were receiving was more than the actual amount they used to pay for 

fuel, some beneficiaries began to burn more fuel than needed in order to earn more money. 

This meant that the scheme ended up costing the government more resources than those 

initially allocated (BBC News 2017). After Bell’s suspension of the scheme and his 

accusations against fellow DUP members, including Arlene Foster, of undermining the 

claims of fraud towards the government and wishing to keep the RHI plan in place due to 

personal interests, an investigation began.  

 

 

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 Deti was later renamed the Department for the Economy (DfE). 
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*In all five votes, a weighted majority (60% of members present and voting) was required for the motion to pass, because a Petition of 
Concern was presented by a majority of DUP members, thus requiring cross-community support (at least 40% of each of the 
Nationalist and Unionist designations). 
 
** Although the Ayes surpassed the Noes, the motion did not pass because a weighted majority was required (see above). 
 
Sources: 
1 October 2012: http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/Documents/Official-Reports/Plenary/2012-13/Plenary-01-10-12.pdf 
29 April 2013: http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/official-reports/plenary/2012-13/29-04-13-revised.pdf 
29 April 2014: http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/Documents/Official-Reports/Plenary/2013-14/tuesday29april.pdf 
27 April 2015: http://data.niassembly.gov.uk/HansardXml/plenary-02-11-2015.pdf 
2 November 2015: http://data.niassembly.gov.uk/HansardXml/plenary-02-11-2015.pdf 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 2. Votes held in favour of the legalisation of same-sex marriage in the Northern Ireland Assembly* 

 1 October 
2012 

29 April 
2013 

29 April 
2014 

27 April 
2015 

2 November 
2015 

Total Votes 95 95 94 96 105 

Nationalist 
Votes 37 37 34 37 41 

Unionist 
Votes 52 53 53 53 55 

Other Votes 6 5 7 6 9 

Ayes 45 
(47.4%) 

42 
(44.2%) 

43 
(45.7%) 

47 
(49.0%) 

53 
(50.5%)** 

Nationalist 
Ayes 

37 
(100.0%) 

37 
(100.0%) 

34 
(100.0%) 

37 
(100.0%) 

41 
(100.0%) 

Unionist 
Ayes 

3 
(5.8%) 

3 
(5.7%) 

4 
(7.5%) 

4 
(7.5%) 

4 
(7.3%) 

Other Ayes 5 
(83.3%) 

2 
(40.0%) 

5 
(71.4%) 

6 
(100.0%) 

8 
(88.9%) 

Noes 50 
(52.6%) 

53 
(55.8%) 

51 
(54.3%) 

49 
(51.0%) 

52 
(49.5%) 

Nationalist 
Noes 

0 
(0.0%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

Unionist 
Noes 

49 
(94.2%) 

50 
(94.3%) 

49 
(92.5%) 

49 
(92.5%) 

51 
(92.7%) 

Other Noes 1 
(16.7%) 

3 
(60.0%) 

2 
(28.6%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

1 
(11.1%) 
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When Martin McGuinness asked Arlene Foster, who had become Northern Ireland’s First 

Minister at the beginning of 2016, to step aside in order to facilitate the inquiry, she refused. 

In response, he resigned from office, thereby forcing her to also leave her position. The 

Northern Ireland Executive, as the devolved government is called, is composed of a First 

Minister and a Deputy First Minister who share the same powers, and of ministers 

designated by the Assembly. In order for the government to keep running, both the First 

Minister (usually a DUP member) and the Deputy First Minister (usually a Sinn Féin 

politician) have to be in office. The course of events described above is especially relevant 

for the topic of this chapter because, following the government’s suspension, Sinn Féin said 

it would consider re-establishing power-sharing only if the DUP accepted a number of 

requests, amongst which was the introduction of same-sex marriage in Northern Ireland. So 

far, however, negotiations between the two main parties have not resulted in a successful 

deal.  

During the suspension of Northern Ireland’s Assembly, there have been ongoing attempts 

through the presentation of amendments to get the law on same-sex marriage changed by 

the Westminster government. Via a number of private members’ bills,4 Labour MPs Stella 

Creasy and Conor McGinn (Savage 2018), later joined by the Tory Robert Hayward (Walker 

2019), have been pressing for the UK government to legislate on the issue, however, such 

motions have been repeatedly rejected based on the fact that same-sex marriage is a 

devolved matter and must be dealt with as such.  

In addition, in 2017, the High Court in Belfast ruled against two different cases brought 

forward by three gay couples (Cowburn 2017). One couple, who had moved to Northern 

Ireland a few years previously, asked for their marriage, which had been celebrated in 

England, to be recognised as such and not as a civil partnership. The other two couples 

based their request for the legalisation of same-sex marriage on the claim that its ban was a 

breach of human rights. However, the judge for the case explained that Northern Ireland 

was not obliged to introduce same-sex marriage according to European law; the EU, in fact, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 A private member’s bill is a public bill introduced by MPs or Lords who are not government ministers. The 
aim of a private bill is to change the law but only a minority of them achieve such a goal. This usually happens 
when the bill acquires public visibility.  



!

!230 

allowed member countries to legislate in favour of it but did not compel them to do so. 

Two of these couples are still waiting for a court decision after they appealed against the 

2017 unfavourable judgement (Erwin 2018).  

As of March 2019, same-sex marriage has not been introduced in Northern Ireland and 

same-sex marriages celebrated abroad are recognised in the region as civil partnerships. 

Looking at how Stormont had consistently voted against the introduction of same-sex 

marriage, there did not seem to be a chance for it to be approved until 2015, when for the 

first time the votes in favour overcame those against the motion. The Petition of Concern 

may have been a symbolic act of resistance more than a necessary action to prevent the 

proposal from passing. The problem with making this kind of use of a Petition of Concern 

is that it turns same-sex marriage into a ‘Unionist vs. Nationalist’ issue, when it is not. The 

demand for cross-community approval reproduced the division between the two 

communities within the Assembly. Moreover, in contrast to the intentions of the DUP, 

such a split generated – at least in the eyes of many LGB people – an image of Sinn Féin as 

the party bringing forward legislation aimed at enhancing human rights and equality, and 

the DUP as the one whose main concern is to maintain the status quo.  

Moreover, the DUP’s radical attitudes towards gay-related issues overshadowed the fact 

that other parties were to be blamed for the discouraging results of the votes. For example, 

the possibly strategic absence of some members from the SDLP and the Alliance Party – 

both of which supported the bill – also affected the outcome of the votes. When in 

disagreement with their party policy, members of the legislative Assembly (MLAs) could 

tactically have an impact on the result by not voting through absence. The shifts in numbers 

under the category ‘others’ was due to members of the Alliance Party who chose to abstain 

from some polls and voted against the bill in some other cases. For representatives who 

voted against their party policy there were no consequences, since some parties, for 

example the Alliance Party, tended to adopt a ‘freedom of conscience’ approach whereby 

members could vote in compliance with their own ethics. The same modus operandi was 

employed by parties that did not take a univocal position on the matter, as in the case of the 

UUP.  
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Such inconsistencies also emerged on occasions on which politicians attended public events 

organised to support LGB people, as they could neither act as representatives of their party 

nor guarantee that other party members would back motions in favour of LGB rights. In 

this regard, during the Assembly debate of November 2nd, 2015, Caitríona Ruane from Sinn 

Féin invited members of the SDLP to take part in the vote, since they had put forward the 

proposal together with her party, and reminded them that on the previous occasion, when 

their side lost by two votes, five members of the SDLP had abstained. She also encouraged 

MLAs from the Alliance Party to vote in line with their party policy, which favoured the 

motion. Moreover, she reprimanded UUP leader Mike Nesbitt for sending out an 

ambiguous message during a public speech a few days before the vote, when he stated he 

would vote against the approval of gay marriage but also warned those who decided to do 

the same that they would find themselves on the ‘wrong side of history’ (BBC News 2015). 

The ostensibly irreconcilable views expressed by Nesbitt foreshadowed a change of mind; 

in 2017, not long after he resigned as UUP leader, he admitted to having reconsidered his 

position on gay marriage and announced he was ready to support it (Williamson 2017).  

These episodes demonstrate that the assumption that Nationalists would back the 

legalisation of same-sex marriage while Unionists would not was often disproven in 

practice, and such dissonances were reiterated by religious groups’ and leaders’ differing 

views on the issue. For example, in conjunction with the 2014 vote, all members of the 

Assembly were sent a letter by the Catholic bishop stressing the concern of the Catholic 

Church in relation to the bill and encouraging them to reject it. An article in The Guardian 

(McDonald 2014) summarised this occurrence under the headline ‘Catholics and unionists 

block the motion’, once again emphasising that both the support for and the rejection of 

the extension of the right to marry to LGB couples was more often than not a cross-

community effort rather than an issue leading to sectarian divisions.   
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Rallying for Change: The Cross-Community Demand for Marriage 
Equality Outside Parliament 

On April 28th, 2014, Equal Marriage Northern Ireland, a consortium of associations and 

individuals campaigning in favour of the introduction of marriage equality in Northern 

Ireland, organised a rally in front of City Hall. This was intended as a last attempt to shake 

politicians’ conscience to vote in favour of the motion when the Assembly would reunite 

the following day. Since the possibility for the motion to pass had already vanished due to 

yet another Petition of Concern presented by the DUP, the only hope left was to at least 

win the majority. The rally was planned to last a little over an hour and invitations to attend 

were sent out via social media but also through advertisements posted on the websites of 

several local associations and by word of mouth. I personally found out about it on 

Facebook, where I saw that 386 people had expressed their wish to attend. When I arrived 

in front of City Hall at the designated time, a few demonstrators had already gathered in 

front of the main gate and started to display banners and posters (see Figure 14). 

Eventually, a crowd of possibly less than two hundred individuals participated; most of 

them were young people, but there was also a small representation of men and women in 

their forties, fifties and sixties. Although I was quite surprised to see older couples around, 

their presence gave me a sense of the extent to which this cause interested people across 

generations and gender.   

Sinn Féin also displayed a banner asking for a revision of the blood ban (see Figure 15), a 

measure introduced across the UK in 1981 in the context of the AIDS crisis which 

prevented men who had had sex with other men from donating their blood and which had 

been lifted in England, Scotland and Wales in 2011 but not in Northern Ireland. Another 

group was holding a banner that read, ‘Poots, will you marry me?’ (see Figure 14), 

provocatively addressed to Health Minister Edwin Poots, who had opposed the lifting of 

the blood ban in the region in 2011 (McDonald 2011).5 The Rainbow Project was there 

alongside other associations such as the National Union of Students - Union of Students in 

Ireland (NUS-USI) and the LGBT Society at Queen’s University. Caitríona Ruane from 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 Men who had engaged in homosexual intercourse were eventually allowed to donate blood in 2016 thanks to 
new Health Minister Michelle O’Neill (BBC News 2016a). 
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Sinn Féin, a big advocate of gay rights who I had seen at several LGB-related events, was 

there with her daughter and young grandson. When I met her at her office in Stormont she 

proudly showed me her Belfast Pride Awards prize in the shape of a rainbow bear, which 

she received in 2013. Anna Lo from the Alliance Party also showed up at the protest and 

gave a speech before the crowd of demonstrators to confirm her party’s position in support 

of the same-sex marriage motion. I also spotted Basil McCrea, one of the founders of NI21, 

the new and only Unionist party that took a strong position in favour of LGB people and 

their rights.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 14. Equal marriage rally in front of Belfast City Hall, April 2014. 
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Figure 15. Sinn Féin supporters with banner at equal marriage rally in front of Belfast City Hall, April 2014. 

 

The chants had already been decided and circulated via social media. One was structured as 

a call and response: ‘What do we want? Equal marriage! When do we want it? Now!’. The 

vote in 2014 was the first to take place after gay marriage was legalised by both Westminster 

and the Scottish Parliament. This situation made the equal-marriage request in Northern 

Ireland even more urgent since a difference in the law marked a difference between gay 

people in Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK, and thus unequal conditions within the 

same country with regards to a highly sensitive and significant issue. The other cheer 

sounded more like a sort of threat, warning politicians that protesters would deny their 

votes to those who did not support their request: ‘If you won’t work for us and ours, we 

won’t work for you and yours!’. During fieldwork, I met a few LGB people who admitted 

to having changed their political leanings based on parties’ positions on gay rights. Gemma, 

for example, the comedian discussed in the first part of this chapter, explained that she 

voted for Sinn Féin because of their pro-gay politics in spite of her Protestant/Unionist 

upbringing. Similarly, another informant said that, even if she had always supported the 

DUP in the past, despite her partial disagreement with its political framework, she was 

seriously thinking about giving her next vote to Sinn Féin. She argued that people in 
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Northern Ireland, and not just LGB people, were slowly but surely considering the 

possibility of voting on the basis of factors other than just community belonging.  

Contrary to this belief, in a different conversation on the same topic, one of my 

interviewees pointed out that voting numbers indicated that only rarely do Nationalists vote 

for a Unionist party and vice versa, because, according to this informant, Northern Irish 

citizens vote regardless of party policies. As a matter of fact, the March 2017 Northern 

Ireland Assembly elections replicated the results of the previous polls with little to no 

variation; the DUP confirmed its position as the region’s largest party (28.1%), directly 

followed by Sinn Féin (27.9%), with the UUP coming third (12.9%), trailed by the SDLP 

(11.9%). The other minor parties remained significantly behind but held their positions 

from previous elections (Whyte 2017). The presence at the rally of demonstrators from 

across the local political spectrum and the limited progress made over the years in 

Parliament shows that the legalisation of same-sex marriage, despite being a unifying issue 

that brings together individuals in a protest beyond their community of provenance as well 

as politicians with various backgrounds, becomes a divisive matter when it reaches the 

Assembly. Moreover, elections to the Assembly proved the issue had hardly any influence 

on how people chose to vote against the generalised tendency to maintain the sectarian 

separation.   

 

Same Opportunities, Different Outcomes: Framing Same-Sex Marriage 
Within the Discourse on Post-Conflict Equality 

During Belfast Pride 2013, a public event called ‘Talks Back’ was held at the centrally-

located Europa Hotel. It consisted of a discussion between a group of politicians from 

different Northern Irish parties and an audience of around one hundred participants. A 

stage was set up with a long table and chairs, microphones, bottles of water and glasses for 

panellists. The excitement in the room was palpable and the organisers continued running 

around and chatting with people well past the time when the event was scheduled to begin. 

A woman in an elegant grey dress and holding a microphone was in charge of hosting and 

moderating the debate. Finally, the invited speakers came in and took their seats. They were 
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all male politicians with the exception of Caitríona Ruane from Sinn Féin. The men present 

were Tim Atwood and Colum Eastwood from the SDLP, Stephen Agnew from The Green 

Party, Basil McCrea and John McCallister from NI21, Andrew Muir from the Alliance 

Party, Michael Copeland from the UUP and finally David McIlveen from the DUP. All had 

previously voiced their views in favour of gay marriage except for McIlveen who, following 

his party’s position, was there to reiterate his opposition to reform.  

The meeting started with two questions from the chair of Belfast Pride, who asked each 

politician to explain why they had accepted the invitation to the talk and what actions they 

had taken for LGB people during the previous year. Everyone had the chance to respond to 

the queries and did so more or less directly, expressing their own and their parties’ views on 

a number of issues, listing their achievements of the past year and commitments for the 

future. Several topics were touched upon in each speech, such as Health Minister Edwin 

Poots’ unwillingness to lift the lifetime blood donation ban for men who had engaged in 

sexual intercourse with other men. On this topic, Ruane firmly objected: ‘I put a big mark 

through it and I write discrimination; it is disgraceful to think that someone’s blood is better 

or safer’. NI21’s John McCallister confirmed that his party would bring the issue of 

adoption by same-sex couples back into discussion, in order to address the problems related 

to the high number of children living in the care system and assess what is best for them. 

Almost all members of the panel highlighted the need to challenge homophobic bullying in 

schools with a new education plan. This was quite a prominent topic of discussion given the 

challenge that religious schools present when it comes to fighting homophobia and 

introducing any form of sexual education programme.  

However, the matter of gay marriage soon took centre stage. The discourse was mainly 

framed by those politicians who were present around the concept of equality. Ruane 

introduced her speech by clarifying that she was participating in the event because she was a 

supporter of full equality: ‘I know we will have equal marriage; we will keep bringing it to 

the Assembly until it happens’. Considering that all the speakers – except one – had already 

shown through their past votes that they wanted the motion to pass, the discussion initially 

went smoothly. Only in one instance did Alliance’s Andrew Muir comment about 
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Copeland’s position, who, as the sole pro–gay marriage voter in the UUP, distanced himself 

from his party, affirming that he would always follow his conscience in pursuit of gay 

people’s rights. Since the UUP held a different view on the subject, however, he could not 

publicly commit to including equal marriage in the party’s manifesto as someone from the 

audience had invited him to do. At this point, Muir intervened criticising both the UUP for 

not having an internal conversation about equal marriage, and Copeland for his resistance 

to taking responsibility for his party and for not attempting to change his party’s stance on 

the matter. 

Eventually, it was McIlveen’s turn. John O’Doherty from the Rainbow Project asked him if 

they – referring to politicians from the DUP – would ever at least allow freedom of religion 

to favour those who would like to celebrate their civil partnership in a church. McIlveen’s 

answer did not address the question but attempted to put forward an unconvincing 

justification to partially relieve himself and his party from their political responsibility: ‘We 

get lobbied about anything; thousands of people contact us to raise their concern about the 

re-definition of marriage’. Even though the question did not deal directly with the issue of 

marriage, McIlveen immediately referred to it. The audience, who had been fairly quiet 

throughout the debate, grew louder, as people began talking with each other, thereby 

creating a feeling of tension. Someone shouted an indistinct comment in relation to equality 

and McIlveen finally took the chance to make his big statement: ‘In reality, there are two 

kinds of equality’. This remark caused attendees to burst into audible laughter mixed with 

utterances of incredulity and disappointment. He asked the audience to let him continue, 

explaining that what he was referring to were the distinct concepts of ‘absolute equality’ and 

the ‘principle of equality’, and that a change in legislation favouring absolute equality was 

something that could not be passed. After he left to take part in other engagements, a 

member of the Rainbow Project addressed the remaining speakers and suggested that they 

‘stop biting each other. We all agree on equality now that the DUP is gone’.  

McIlveen’s controversial statement shed light on the different views held on the notion of 

equality across the Northern Irish political spectrum, as well as on the manifold ways in 

which equality was historically articulated in the region, turning a notion that might at first 
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seem straightforward and unambiguous into one whose very meaning has been subject to 

debate and revisions over time. Traditionally, Nationalist and Unionist parties have taken 

different positions in relation to the subject of equality (Hayward and Mitchell 2003). The 

SDLP, in the lead-up to the Good Friday Agreement, established the notion of equality as 

the basis for its politics, remarking on the significance of the principle both at a political and 

an individual level. Instead, Sinn Féin had to readjust its political ideology, which at first did 

not envisage equality as a possibility in a context seen as profoundly ‘antidemocratic’ 

(Hayward and Mitchell 2003: 298), to a changed political scenario in which those who did 

not align themselves with Unionism and Protestantism gained legitimation as part of the 

peace and reconciliation process. The party eventually embraced the idea that equality was 

not only to be achieved within a Northern Ireland that was part of the United Kingdom 

but, as McGovern argued, also appropriated the concept by making it ‘the meta-discourse 

of contemporary Republicanism’ (2004: 623). By expressing full commitment towards the 

notions of ‘equality of opportunity’ and ‘of outcome’, Sinn Féin gradually surpassed the 

consensus gained by the SDLP and became the main voice of Republican citizens in 

Northern Ireland. 

On the Unionist side, the UUP did not endorse a notion of equality based on the claim that 

the Catholic minority could not expect to be equal to the Protestant majority in terms of 

political relevance and influence in the region. Rather, the party interpreted equality through 

the concept of ‘equality of opportunity’, a right that was to be granted to individuals but not 

to communities, as equal opportunities could only be afforded on an individual basis. The 

more radical position held by the DUP was based on the conviction that it was detrimental 

for Protestants for negotiations between the two communities to focus on the 

establishment of equality; only in later years, was this viewpoint revised to follow in the 

steps of the UUP, leading the DUP to include ‘equality of opportunity’ for individuals in its 

agenda. In general, the fiercer resistance of Unionist parties towards equality was in line 

with their broader attitude towards the Good Friday Agreement, which they saw as 

disadvantageous to Protestant communities, as explained in Chapter 4.   
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Over the last decades, the fervent international movement in favour of same-sex marriage 

was predominantly organised around a demand for equality and equal rights for LGB 

individuals; it should come as no surprise that those Northern Irish who supported reform 

followed the same agenda. However, the discourse around marriage equality in the region 

has been further complicated by the centrality of the principle of equality in the 

constitutional settlement of Northern Ireland, which culminated in the 1998 Good Friday 

Agreement. The Government of the United Kingdom began developing initiatives in order 

to tackle discrimination between Catholics and Protestants in the 1970s, while Northern 

Ireland was under a period of direct rule. A first piece of legislation implemented in 1973 

made discriminatory acts carried out by public authorities on grounds of political and 

religious affiliation unlawful. A few years later, the first legal measures were taken to 

regulate fair employment, leading to a bill that was eventually passed in 1990. After a series 

of anti-discrimination policies, it became clear that legislating on single matters in which 

forms of unequal treatment were recorded was not enough to ensure that equality of 

opportunity would actually be taken into account in the overall process of policy making 

and governmental activities at all levels. Consequently, as a response to the inadequacy of 

established legislation and bodies, new policy guidelines were introduced in 1998 ‘to 

“equality-proof” all government policy on “race” and gender’ (Ellis 2001) under the 

umbrella name of Policy Appraisal and Fair Treatment (PAFT). The new guidelines 

certainly aimed to protect the Catholic minority but also addressed other groups that could 

be targets of discrimination based on gender, age and disabilities (McCrudden 1998).  

Such guidelines constituted the premise for the development of specific provisions in the 

Good Friday Agreement, which had a far more robust focus on equality. As a matter of 

fact, according to many analysts, the Belfast Agreement, another term used for the Good 

Friday Agreement, incorporated ‘equality measures that some have suggested surpass the 

rest of the UK and most of the world’ (Ellis 2001: 354). As Ellis (2001) notes, prioritising 

equality opened up a new path for the government in Northern Ireland whose potential end 

goal was the achievement of equality not just between Protestants and Catholics but also 

within and beyond such community divisions, instead of focusing on merely incentivizing 

‘good relations’ between the two historically antagonistic groups. The process described 
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above has been framed by McCrudden through the notion of ‘mainstreaming’, that is, the 

integration of equality in all aspects of policy making and not just in those targeting the two 

communities (2001: 75). McCrudden’s assertion (2001) that there are two kinds of equality 

misleadingly echoes McIlveen’s statement. What McCrudden actually contends by drawing 

this distinction is that two separate agendas formed part of the Good Friday Agreement, 

one aimed at the achievement of political equality and the other pursuing equality at a social 

level.  

In the Northern Ireland Act of 1998, which emerged from the Belfast Agreement and 

established the rules for a devolved legislature, there is a specific section dedicated to 

equality of opportunity, called Section 75. In this section, nine groups are identified – 

including people of different sexual orientation – that must be subjected to ‘due regard’ 

when governmental bodies are creating new policies. Section 75 makes explicit reference to 

the fact that equality of opportunity ‘means that everyone in society should be able to 

compete on equal terms’. Moreover, the following oath is included in the pledge of office 

that all Ministers in the Assembly are required to take: ‘To serve all the people of Northern 

Ireland equally, and act in accordance with the general obligations on government to 

promote equality and prevent discrimination’. However, several instances, such as the panel 

discussion reported above, demonstrate that there was disagreement over how equality 

should be achieved or even understood. As previously explained in this chapter, Unionists 

and Nationalists had differing approaches to equality as a notion; such divergence on its 

meaning and the murkiness of the concept itself left ample space for both factions to play it 

to their own advantage.  

In the parliamentary debates that took place at each poll since 2012, the DUP reiterated its 

claim that same-sex marriage is simply not an issue of equality, given that in their view equal 

opportunities in relation to same-sex unions had already been granted through civil 

partnership. Michelle McIlveen, David McIlveen’s wife and also a DUP member in the 

Assembly, gave an eloquent speech on this topic preceding the equal marriage vote in 2012. 

Firstly, she clarified that her party ‘believes passionately in equality. Indeed, one of the 

founding principles of the DUP is that all people are equal under the law and equally 
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subject to the law. We on this side of the House take equality seriously’. (McIlveen cited in 

TheyWorkForYou 2012). However, she also argued that tackling the subject of equal 

marriage as a matter of equality is simply a ‘myth’, since marriage and civil partnership grant 

the same rights and the latter is already accessible to same-sex couples. If marriage was to 

be strictly understood as the institution defined by that name, she noted that everyone had 

the freedom to choose to marry, ‘provided they marry someone who is of the opposite sex’ 

(McIlveen cited in TheyWorkForYou 2012). The views expressed in her address recurred 

time and again in the speeches given by other representatives in the Assembly who were 

also against same-sex marriage; most were DUP members, but some were opponents from 

the UUP. The political strategy described above is evidence of how Unionists deliberately 

shifted away from the wider discourse on equality in Northern Ireland to maintain that their 

position against the extension of the institution of marriage to same-sex couples is 

legitimately in line with, and thus not in contradiction to, their responsibility as promoters 

and defenders of equality, to which they had pledged when joining the Assembly.  

The fears brought forward by those politicians opposing the introduction of equal marriage 

were very similar to those that had emerged in relation to civil partnership almost a decade 

before, but further emphasis was put on them now that the traditional institution of 

marriage was seen as under threat. Those against same-sex marriage suggested that its 

introduction would weaken the very meaning and value of marriage as an institution, going 

as far as saying that it constituted a ‘perversion’ of it (Jim Allister cited in TheyWorkForYou 

2012). These claims were often made on the basis of religion. Those MLAs who were 

against the motion and who spoke just before the Assembly votes did not deny that their 

resistance was due to their religious beliefs and roles within the religious communities of 

belonging. Amongst the most common causes of concern voiced in such parliamentary 

discussions two stood out: firstly, the fear that allowing same-sex marriage would set a 

precedent for the legalisation of polygamy, and, secondly, the assumption that churches 

would eventually be forced to celebrate religious same-sex weddings, thus undermining 

religious freedom. The first objection was not taken too seriously within the parliament, 

whereas concerns about the safeguarding of religious freedom became central to the 
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political discussion, since all parties were committed to protecting the right of churches to 

refuse to celebrate same-sex ceremonies.  

Preventing discrimination against religious people and churches was also a major concern 

for LGBT associations, because respect for different standpoints was deemed fundamental 

based on their awareness that many LGB individuals belonged to conservative religious 

groups that opposed same-sex marriage. The main concern for LGB groups lay in the fact 

that the attainment of marriage equality might eventually lead to the emergence of other 

forms of inequality within gay communities. One of my informants suggested that it would 

create a split between ‘good gays’ and ‘bad queers’, the former denoting gay people wishing 

to assimilate through marriage, and the latter referring to those who do not wish or need to 

rely on such forms of assimilation in order to feel part of society. These opposing views on 

gay marriage, which are extensively addressed in the introduction to this thesis, are a widely-

discussed subject in queer theory as well as in queer and LGB politics, especially because 

the shift in the pursuit of LGB rights from a movement of resistance to one of assimilation 

has been often criticised by the more radical strands. The main concern for some in the 

latter group was that the power of a topic as impactful as gay marriage, defined by one of 

my informants as a ‘sexy issue’, would overshadow other problems and forms of 

discrimination that LGB people in Northern Ireland were facing on a daily basis. 

Homophobia in school and LGB people’s mental health, for example, did not seem to 

make big news and attract the attention of the wider public. Despite not being necessarily 

against same-sex marriage per se, some feared that an excessive focus on the subject might 

conceal the many difficulties that LGB people dealt with in the region and create the wrong 

impression that marriage equality could once and for all put an end to discrimination, which 

was clearly far from being the case.  

As the analysis above shows, the blurred concept of equality has remained central to 

political discourses in Northern Ireland, even outside the equal marriage debate, and has 

been constantly challenged by wider developments that led to continuous reassessments 

and adjustments of this notion in relation to how society was changing. Being equal in 

Northern Ireland allows people to feel legitimated as citizens of their country and, because 
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of the crucial role that equality played in shaping the idea of a new Northern Ireland, it 

affords individuals a chance to be actively involved in the ‘new beginning’ introduced by the 

Good Friday Agreement (Northern Ireland Office 1998: n.p.). When LGB people around 

the world constitute themselves as a body politic bringing their private life under public 

light, they want to convey a desire to be fully recognised as active participants in the life of 

their country and make their contribution positively welcomed (Weeks, Heaphy and 

Donovan 2002). The extension of the right to marry to LGB people would certainly be a 

crucial step forward in affirming the message that non-heterosexual men and women are no 

different than heterosexuals before the law and share with them an equal status as citizens 

(Bell and Binnie 2002; Weeks 2007). In the specific case of Northern Ireland as a region 

that is undergoing a transformational process, equal citizenship would also mean the 

possibility of getting involved in the construction of a post-conflict narrative and actively 

contributing to its configuration.  

 

‘Equally as Boring’: Pursuing Equality through the Reiteration of 
Heterosexual Rituals and Everyday Practices 

Despite the resistance within local politics to acknowledging same-sex unions as fully equal 

to heterosexual ones, most LGB people I met during fieldwork who were in a civil 

partnership spoke to me about their union as a marriage, and used the words ‘husband’ and 

‘wife’ to refer to their partners. Language was a way of expressing how they felt about their 

relationship and the person they loved, as Gemma further emphasised during our 

conversation: ‘I say “wife”. I say “partner” in business... The people I work with are 

business partners. That is not something I would call someone I live with or I love, so I 

would have said “wife”’. Moreover, the appropriation of terms that usually belong to the 

marriage sphere may also indicate a desire for the relationship to be recognised by others as 

a marriage. Gemma admitted to calling her new girlfriend, who lived with her, ‘the wife’. 

Similarly, my good friends Patrick and Will, whom I have known since my previous 

fieldwork in 2010 and who had been living together for many years, habitually referred to 

one another as ‘my husband’ even though they had not yet legalised their union. Everything 
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they did very much resembled a married couple’s behaviour and it was evident that that is 

how they felt about each other. Several times since I first met them they expressed their 

desire to legally marry, especially Patrick, who seemed to blame Will for the fact that they 

were not married yet. When I last visited their new house on the north coast, they told me 

they would like to start a process to adopt soon; Patrick was happy to be a stay-at-home 

father if only Will could find a job that could support the whole family.  

Patrick and I had talked extensively about his engagement ring. Since he was a big fan of 

jewellery, he was extremely proud of the fact that he had the ring tailor-made. He had 

specifically asked to get little diamonds embedded all around it, whereas Will wanted his just 

to be simple. Once he finally received it, Patrick showed me the ring one evening over 

dinner, looking for praise; he rolled it around his finger and then took it off so that I could 

take a better look at it. They never officially told me they had got engaged, but after the 

many years spent together, I assumed their rings probably represented a step forward in 

their relationship. Although they had talked about the possibility of getting married several 

times, it was not clear whether they intended to celebrate a civil partnership in Northern 

Ireland or a wedding in England; notwithstanding, they did express the desire to invite their 

friends and family to the ceremony. Not only did they think of themselves as husband and 

husband, but during the time I spent with them I came to think that the people they knew – 

including family, friends and neighbours – also perceived them as such.  

Instead, secrecy marked the story about Noel and his much younger fiancé Tom. When we 

met, they had been living together in Noel’s house for a couple of years. However, Tom 

was not out to his parents. His father was a prominent figure in a religious congregation in 

Northern Ireland and Tom had not yet found a way to tell him that he was gay and living 

with another man. One day, while I was at their house with Noel, he received a text 

message from Tom telling him he had been taken to the hospital after fainting at his 

workplace. He reassured Noel by saying that his father had arrived and he was being taken 

good care of, and reminding him not to send any messages or to call as his father might 

have got hold of his phone. He was concerned that, in case he was asleep or taken for some 

further tests, his father might have intercepted his calls or messages. In spite of these 
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constraints, Tom asked Noel to marry him and proposed with a ring, which Noel showed 

me one day, announcing that he had ‘got engaged’ and that he was supposed to buy another 

ring for Tom. They intended to get married in England in November, and one of the last 

times I saw them they confirmed they had booked a venue for the end of the designated 

month. They mentioned something in relation to having to deal with Tom’s father at some 

point but did not seem to have a specific plan for when or how to do so.  

The purchase of wedding and engagement rings seemed to be a popular trend amongst 

LGB couples in Northern Ireland, although in doing so they sometimes came across the 

occasional homophobic incident, as my friend Alex pointed out. He recounted one time 

when his husband Mike stopped by the jewellery shop in Belfast where they had bought 

their wedding rings, in order to pay one of the instalments they had set up. Alex reported 

that the sales assistant said something to Mike along the lines of, ‘Are you sure? These are 

two men’s rings!’, and that Mike wittily responded, ‘Well, last time I checked with my fiancé, 

he was a man’. Alex pointed out that this episode lay in stark contrast with the otherwise 

positive experience they had at the jewellery shop while purchasing their rings. He recalled 

that everyone was very excited for them and wanted to know more about when they had 

met and how they had got engaged: ‘All the stuff that you would expect’, he said.  

Alex and Mike had both a civil partnership and a religious ceremony. The latter, which Alex 

referred to as their ‘wedding’, was celebrated in Belfast at All Souls. Alex and Mike were 

both very religious. Alex even wrote a blog about homosexuality and religion, and the fact 

that he differentiated between the two celebrations, specifically considering the religious 

ceremony as a wedding, is not something fortuitous. To them, the religious blessing seemed 

to be the one that gave their union the status of marriage; this partly reflected the fact that, 

in Northern Ireland, the idea of a ‘wedding’ very much resonated with a religious 

celebration in a church rather than with a civil ceremony. Since LGB couples could not 

legally celebrate their civil partnership in a church, those who felt strongly about a religious 

blessing, but could not get this from their regular church, could at least enjoy a religious 

service organised in accordance with their desire at All Souls, a church that was extremely 

welcoming and had been hosting and supporting these events for a while. Although I never 



!

!246 

participated in any such functions, I had been following the preparations for the wedding of 

a couple of friends on Facebook whose celebration was planned to take place at All Souls. 

Just as would happen for a traditional heterosexual wedding, they were picking suits and 

shoes, thinking about vows and desserts, and had already performed the ritual exchange of 

the engagement rings. When I spoke to Gemma, she explained that the way she organised 

her wedding was very much a surprise to her family. ‘My dad never thought I’d get married’, 

she admitted, ‘and if I did, it would be in a suit in the city hall. That is what was in his head, 

but we both wore wedding dresses and it was a full ceremony with bridesmaids and best 

men, three-course dinner and DJs in Ten Square Hotel’. The fact that she arranged the day 

in a very ‘straight’ fashion seemed to please her father and the rest of the family, who 

eventually seemed to be happy with how the ceremony and reception were arranged.  

While same-sex marriage is still illegal in Northern Ireland, some important rituals and 

behaviour that traditionally surrounded heterosexual marriages have been incorporated into 

the process that both precedes and characterises a civil ceremony. Extensive research on 

same-sex relationships has highlighted how same-sex couples have organised union 

celebrations both including elements borrowed from heterosexual ceremonies and breaking 

from heteronormative stereotypical customs (Hull 2001; Lewin 1998; Stiers 2000). In fact, 

even those who had set up quite traditional ceremonies remarked on having added a twist 

of uniqueness and originality that differentiated their rites from heterosexual ones. Contrary 

to these accounts, my experiences of LGB people’s discourses about their relationships 

were infused with examples of how they had deliberately chosen to embrace some 

established heteronormative practices. In the narratives introduced above, my informants 

drew emphasis on traditional customs such as the exchange of rings and the decision to 

wear a traditional wedding dress or suit. Generally speaking, their recollections reminded 

me of some of my straight friends who during their wedding preparations spent a slightly 

excessive amount of time entertaining family and friends with endless anecdotes about 

rings, dress, venue, flowers, furniture, and much more. I do not doubt that my informants 

had also performed special rituals that are not necessarily in line with typical heterosexual 

celebrations, but their expressed desire to live the same experiences that heterosexual 

couples went through demonstrated that those were considered important sources of 
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legitimation – a tendency that had also been remarked upon in previous literature (see 

Clarke 2003; Lannutti 2005; Onishenko and Caragata 2009). These common experiences 

were seen as ways to shorten the distance created by the existence of a separate institution 

specifically set up to regulate non-heterosexual relationships. Given the public component 

of these events, social response was fundamental to LGB couples.  

The use of marital language, often regardless of couples’ actual legal status, was evidence of 

the fact that recognition was believed to be only achieved through the assimilation of habits 

that were already legitimated and socially identifiable. Studies have focused on the 

peculiarities and specificities of gay and lesbian language (Leap 2002; Leap and Boellstorff 

2004). However, it should also be noted that, in the case of a certain political language 

employed in the debate about equal marriage, the use of terms such as ‘equality’, 

‘discrimination’ and ‘citizenship’ have been borrowed from previously existing political 

struggles and have taken on an extremely powerful significance in LGB politics. Moreover, 

in everyday contexts, the integration of heteronormative words functioned as a tool to shed 

light on the similarities between heterosexuals and non-heterosexuals rather than the 

differences.  

Some of my informants emphasised how important it was for them to communicate to 

others how ordinary their relationships were. Fiona, a trade union employee and passionate 

gay rights activist, told me that she often writes on Twitter about herself, her wife and what 

they do together, in order to show that their lives are ‘equally as boring’ as those of her 

followers and that there is nothing exceptional or strange about their daily routine. ‘We are 

really the same’, Fiona highlighted, once again stressing the ordinariness of her life. Fiona’s 

use of social media was perhaps another way of challenging those who held the view that 

LGB individuals and couples are somewhat different from heterosexual ones. Her intense 

desire to portray her marriage as boring sought to debunk the enduring stereotypes that 

were still attached to LGB people, who were often perceived as being excessively 

transgressive, emotionally unreliable or promiscuous. Although such clichés primarily 

referred to gay men, given that women were usually seen as more family-oriented and 

therefore more stable in their relationships, such assumptions of inherent differences in 
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how LGB people conducted their existence was ultimately aimed at conveying their alleged 

inadequacy to family life. I was extremely surprised to learn that such depictions were 

sometimes still brought forward as evidence to argue against the right for LGB people to 

legally and socially set up a family.  

As Fiona explained during one of our meetings, the legalisation of her union did affect how 

others treated her and her wife. Her neighbours, for example, showed a different attitude 

towards them after their civil partnership: ‘Well, they had always recognised us as “the 

couple”, but after we had this formal, institutional expression of that couple, which they can 

relate to because they were a married heterosexual couple, then they saw us more like a 

“couple-couple”’. In Gemma’s case, on the other hand, entering a civil partnership and 

involving the entire family in the celebration did not help her avoid instances in which her 

difference in status (compared to her heterosexual relatives) could still be remarked. As I 

discussed in the introduction to this thesis, her grandparents hung pictures of all their 

grandchildren’s weddings on their living room walls, but hers were never displayed. She 

admitted that this was hurtful and hard to accept but also partly ascribed this difference in 

treatment to the supposed rigidity of people in older generations.  

Through the ways in which they think, speak and live their relationships, my informants 

sought social recognition by making aspects of their unions public and emphasising the 

ordinariness of such practices. LGB couples made use of both the idiom and customs of 

heterosexual marriage regardless of the legal status of their union, and this choice was 

articulated as a form of resistance whose end purpose was to convey the idea that gay and 

straight couples share the same aspirations and desires with regards to relationships, and life 

more generally. Notwithstanding this, Northern Irish laws deny gay people a chance to see 

their unions granted the same recognition as heterosexual ones, thus failing to meet the 

constitutional promise of equality to all its citizens, whether this is understood as full 

equality or access to equal opportunities, and therefore writing them out of the current 

post-conflict narrative.  
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Conclusion 

This chapter has focused on the political discussion around same-sex marriage in Northern 

Ireland, starting from an analysis of politicians’ and political parties’ stances on the 

extension of the right to marry to non-heterosexual couples, based on the Assembly debates 

prior to the five votes that took place between 2012 and 2016. Although marriage equality 

was a matter that transcended community divisions and saw members from both 

Nationalist and Unionist parties manifest their dissent, the continued abuse of the Petition 

of Concern by the DUP dragged the issue into the realm of sectarian politics. The last 

results exacerbated the split between Unionists and Nationalists, as a large majority of the 

former voted against gay marriage while the entirety of the latter favoured the motion. 

Moreover, since the collapse of the Northern Irish government in January 2017, the 

introduction of same-sex marriage has become one of the main conditions sine qua non for 

Sinn Féin to re-establish power-sharing with the DUP, evidently turning this point into the 

ultimate emblem of contemporary sectarian politics and the grandstanding of Sinn Féin 

politics.  

The discourse on same-sex marriage in Northern Ireland and elsewhere developed around 

the notion of equality. However, in Northern Ireland equality has taken on a special 

meaning since the Good Friday Agreement of 1998, which was firmly grounded on the 

guarantee of equality for all and demanded that all parties involved committed to 

safeguarding this principle. Yet, equality proved to be a muddled concept that was easy to 

manipulate and, as shown in this chapter, one whose meaning politicians could not agree 

on. The fact that Loyalists and Republicans historically had differing understandings of 

equality affected how they dealt with it in later instances and specifically on the issue in 

question. In this regard, the DUP conveniently took the position that same-sex marriage 

was not concerned with equality because this had already been achieved through civil 

partnership. The DUP’s strategy to move the subject matter outside the framework of 

equality allowed them to reassert their commitment to equality without revising their 

opposition to same-sex marriage. Although same-sex marriage has gained support from the 

majority of Northern Irish citizens, the opposition of the DUP does not seem to have 

impacted on their political strength in any significant way, as most Protestants have 
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continued to vote for them over other Unionist parties. A few of the LGB people I spoke 

to from Protestant backgrounds admitted to considering the possibility of voting for a party 

of the opposite side, since Nationalist politicians, particularly from Sinn Féin, backed LGB 

communities in their quest for equal rights.  

Besides taking an active part in organised forms of political protest, LGB people in 

Northern Ireland enacted other forms of resistance, especially by representing and speaking 

about their relationships or civil partnerships as ‘marriages’, or espousing and reiterating 

customs traditionally associated with heterosexual unions – for instance, exchanging rings, 

holding special ceremonies in gay-friendly churches and using marital vocabulary. During 

our conversations about marriage, my interlocutors focussed less on what made wedding-

related rituals special or different from the mainstream, but rather on their similarities with 

heterosexual couples. The strongly felt desire to show that their lives mirrored those of 

straight couples, in relation to either special celebrations or everyday behaviour, was aimed 

at countering those stereotypes that portrayed them as different and unassimilable. Such 

practices ultimately sought to pursue equality through social legitimation rather than legal 

recognition, since the latter had been repeatedly denied over the last decade, thus 

reaffirming Northern Irish LGB couples’ unequal status, both in respect to their straight 

counterparts in the region and to LGB couples in the UK, who were instead granted the 

right to marry.  
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Conclusion 

 

This thesis has investigated the lives of LGB people in post-conflict Northern Ireland. The 

importance of this research lies in its positioning LGB communities within a region where 

religious and political powers have been deeply intertwined – and at times even overlapped 

– making social acceptance and legal recognition of LGB individuals and couples 

particularly difficult to achieve. One thing I soon learned about LGB communities, through 

the words of those within them, was that in a place where sectarianism had been 

entrenched for decades in most aspects of social life, these communities claimed to have 

always been non-sectarian. This perception of having built non-sectarian environments was 

widespread amongst both Unionists and Nationalists. How did they manage to navigate 

sectarianism, if at all? This question became the trigger for my research and the lens I used 

to examine how LGB circles could be contextualised within Northern Ireland.  

The findings that have emerged from this investigation of LGB individuals’ lives have shed 

light on the contradictions ingrained in gay people’s narratives and actions in relation to 

how much the sectarian past and present play a role in their existence. Not only is 

sectarianism still inescapable, but some practices within and outside gay circles reproduce 

the sectarian binary. Divisive dynamics are incorporated in people’s sociability and are 

difficult to dissipate because they penetrate fundamental aspects of people’s lives, from 

where they live to where they go to school, or how they socialise. Moreover, political and 

religious actors in Northern Ireland are hardly able to operate outside the 

Protestant/Catholic and Unionist/Nationalist dualisms and therefore deal with any given 

matter through an established sectarian system, including issues regarding LGB 

communities. In Northern Ireland, the tension between moving forward and keeping 

traditions alive is very much visible and yet problematic. For people to look ahead would 

require first and foremost for them to move past the conflict and its legacies, leaving behind 

traditions that are considered strongly divisive and working towards building a different way 

of being together in order to envision a new, inclusive narrative and overcome divisions. 
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The perception that many in Northern Ireland have of finding themselves ‘twenty years 

behind’ the rest of the UK results from the fact that casting sectarianism aside has proved 

to be a slow and difficult process.  

The temporal overlap of events like Gay Pride and Orange marches, described in Chapter 1, 

constituted a vivid example of how present and past marked Belfast’s space, defining and 

re-defining the geography of the city seemingly without crossing paths. Orange marches 

carried a desire for continuity and a celebration of tradition; their conservatism was visible 

in their hierarchical structure and reiteration of normative gender roles, which made them 

divisive and provocative in the eyes of Catholics. The Gay Pride parade, instead, was an act 

of transient rupture, the pervasiveness of which was limited and controlled within a very 

specific space and time, and with a message intended to be more inclusive. While Orange 

marches were an established, albeit contentious practice that Unionists openly celebrated by 

displaying flags and banners in front of their houses, the Gay Pride parade mirrored the 

desire of LGB communities to ‘come out’ and become visible; however, it did not resonate 

with individuals’ everyday experience. In ordinary settings and circumstances, LGB people 

remained largely invisible due to a combination of homophobia and the habit of self-

policing one’s behaviour, a by-product of living under military occupation. 

In spite of the fact that most gay people in Northern Ireland would perceive LGB 

communities to be non-sectarian, Chapter 2 showed how sectarian practices remained 

difficult to escape and were regularly employed in everyday life. Through the use of indirect 

questions and recognition of cultural markers, individuals were able to navigate 

conversations with some knowledge of their interlocutors’ background, or to be fully aware 

of the places and spaces they were in. Some gay people were known to be active in 

paramilitary organisations and in the Orange Order and had to negotiate their presence 

within gay circles by avoiding explicit sectarian attitudes. In some instances that are brought 

to light in Chapter 3, humour was used as a means of defusing sectarian tensions. It allowed 

people to talk about sectarianism using a language that would otherwise be considered 

discriminatory, making it acceptable and even enjoyable when it was used for entertainment 
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purposes. Theatrical plays and gigs enabled those on stage to push the boundaries of what 

was and was not permitted in daily-life encounters.  

That some manifestations of sectarianism seemed to be tolerable, at least in well-defined 

contexts, prompted questions around what sectarianism is and how it has changed over 

time. The stereotypical narratives through which Catholics and Protestants talked about 

politics and about each other contributed to answering these questions. For example, gay 

Protestants and Catholics built a dense political discourse on the popular view that it was 

easier to be a gay Catholic than a gay Protestant, thus reiterating conventional and yet 

contradictory notions about the opposite side. Religion, history and politics – together with 

their respective institutional representatives, churches and political parties – were called 

upon to make sense of the difficulties that LGB Catholics and Protestants encountered in 

their families and communities, and how problems such as the Protestant decline in 

confidence evolved with the transformation of the political landscape after the Good Friday 

Agreement. 

Throughout my research, I experienced a generalised difficulty in accessing LGB 

individuals’ homes and families. Gay people often did not encourage contact with their 

families so as to be able to monitor the flow of information about themselves. Families also 

sought to keep the transmission of information about their gay family member under 

control in order to protect the family’s status within their communities. Their attempt to 

conceal the gay relative’s sexuality made it hard for LGB individuals to live their 

relationships freely and fully. Those who received different treatment than their siblings 

from their parents first experienced inequality within their own family. The house, as the 

ultimate family space, was also a particularly protected environment as a consequence of the 

numerous violations of domestic space during wartime. 

This penetration of the conflict into people’s private lives was also paralleled by episodes in 

which divisions and tensions surfaced in LGB circles during the Troubles. Whether or not 

the sectarian paradigm was reproduced within such circles arose especially as a question 

about the relationship between gay men and women at the beginning of the LGB rights 

movement of the 1970s, as discussed in Chapter 5. The perceived identification of gay men 
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as mostly Unionists and lesbians as predominantly Republicans was one of the factors 

leading to some women leaving the gay rights movement for the women’s rights 

movement. Was this due to sectarian motives, gender issues, or both? While it is difficult to 

answer this question, the story of women in LGB groups has been one of marginalisation. 

This made my own attempt to connect with them an arduous task, which made it hard to 

collect data but also served as a significant piece of information in itself that testified to 

women’s lack of visibility and feelings of inequality within the LGB movement.  

The matter of equality was paramount for the post-conflict political scenario because it 

constituted the pillar of the Northern Irish peace process. In a region whose history has 

been characterised by sectarian discrimination and segregation, to be equal meant to be 

given the opportunity to take part in the development of the new Northern Ireland as 

actors in the reconciliation process. However, politicians did not agree on a univocal 

meaning of ‘equality’, as Chapter 6 demonstrated in examining the public discourse on 

same-sex marriage. Their attitudes showed how equality was anything but straightforwardly 

applicable and opened up questions about the possibility of its manipulation. Politicians’ 

failure to converge on and present a common understanding of the concept of equality to 

citizens pointed to the difficulty of determining who was included in this framework. LGB 

people’s quest for equality can only be considered a unifying struggle for LGB communities 

to a limited extent. LGB individuals and couples do not necessarily have the same priorities 

in relation to equality: for some, equality was conveyed through a pursuit of sameness that 

emphasised their commonalities with heterosexual couples, whereas for others being equal 

meant securing fundamental rights in spite of individual differences and divergences from 

normative behaviour and practices.  

The more or less implicit ways through which LGB people in Northern Ireland think about 

themselves as ‘out of the norm’ – not as sexual dissidents as they were labelled from the 

outside, but as inclusive groups in a society based on exclusions – could be read in itself as a 

declaration of their queerness. It is through their marginalised status that, in their view, they 

managed to create spaces that challenged institutionalised divisions by providing a common 

ground for cross-community interaction. Queerness, as I intend it in this instance, does not 
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simply refer to LGB individuals’ sexual identities but to the entanglement between their so-

called non-normative sexualities and their self-recognition as non-sectarian. Such an 

association could be seen as a twofold form of resistance and opposition to the hegemonic 

heteronormative sectarian system. Groups of people whose main shared characteristic was 

being LGB, and therefore shared experiences of some forms of isolation, found the means 

to unite regardless of their ethno-cultural background. However, this reading can only 

partially account for how gay communities in Northern Ireland relate to the wider historical 

and social context of the region. Moreover, my investigation of the presence of sectarianism 

within LGB communities showed how their self-perception as non-sectarian was 

oversimplified or disproven in practice. In fact, the LGB narratives and contexts discussed 

in this thesis can only marginally be considered to be forces challenging the 

heteronormative/sectarian system; rather, they emerged as a mirror of mainstream society, 

with its divisions and contradictions.  

The reason why I have hesitated through this thesis to use the word ‘queer’ and discuss my 

interviewees’ stories through this concept was also concerned with the fact that they hardly 

ever used this term to talk about themselves and their circles. It was at times jokingly used 

by youngsters within their group of friends, but was hardly, if ever, employed even in the 

contexts of the LGBT associations I became acquainted with – for example as a framework 

for group discussion. While the omission of ‘queer’ was possibly unintentional, its absence 

from conversations can be read as a sign of the fact that queer was not their chosen identity 

framework. Most of my interlocutors, rather than challenging the existence of normative 

institutions like marriage, questioned the meanings of such institutions through their 

demands to access them. Inclusion into existing social institutions was most often criticised 

by some radical queer fringes that did not see the so-called assimilation into mainstream 

society as ‘queer’. The desire of LGB people to access social institutions for the purpose of 

becoming ‘equal’ or ‘the same as’ heterosexuals was considered negatively in the process of 

acceptance of difference per se.  

Since the end of my fieldwork in mid-2014, two major events have affected Northern 

Ireland: the 2016 vote on Brexit and the 2017 government collapse. In the 2016 
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referendum, 55.8% of voters in Northern Ireland chose to remain within the European 

Union, while 44.2% voted to leave. The parties that supported the ‘remain’ cause were Sinn 

Féin, SDLP, UUP and Alliance, whereas the DUP stood on the side of those who wanted 

to leave (BBC News 2016b). In spite of local results, the UK as a whole voted to exit the 

EU, leaving Northern Ireland with a set of unanswered questions about its future. The main 

issues at stake are the stability of the Good Friday Agreement, freedom of movement for 

people and trade across the border between Ireland and Northern Ireland, as well as the 

rights of Irish citizens in the UK (Tannam 2019).   

While some Nationalist politicians immediately called for a referendum on Irish unity, as of 

early April 2019, the DUP keeps voting against Theresa May’s agreed deal with the EU as 

they refuse to accept the Irish border backstop that is part of this agreement. The backstop 

consists of a number of regulations that would maintain an open border between Ireland 

and Northern Ireland, therefore keeping the region in the European customs union. This 

would permit the free circulation of goods between South and North, as the latter would 

have to align itself with European regulations on products, while the rest of the UK would 

have its own set of rules. Consequently, customs checks will have to be implemented 

between Northern Ireland and Great Britain. The backstop is supposed to be enforced if no 

other solution is found about the border by the end of the transition period which follows 

the UK’s departure from the EU (due to end in December 2020) and was included in the 

withdrawal agreement in order to safeguard the Good Friday Agreement, the cooperation 

between the north and south of the island and its shared economic interests. Although 

Theresa May’s deal has so far been rejected by the Westminster Parliament, ensuring little to 

no certainties about the future of the region and the United Kingdom as a whole, there 

does not seem to be an alternative solution to the backstop in sight (Campbell 2019).  

The DUP would gladly embrace a so-called ‘soft Brexit’, in which the UK would not be a 

member of the EU but would be included in the customs union, if only the backstop was 

withdrawn (Moriarty 2019). According to their own statements, the primary interest of the 

main Unionist party is to protect the union, which they see as being at risk if Northern 

Ireland acquires the status of a special place within the UK. However, Northern Ireland 



!

! 257 

already enjoys special treatment within the Union on several matters, such as their request 

for the devolution of corporation tax (which was eventually aligned to the rate applied in 

the Republic), benefits concerning Air Passenger Duty and VAT and, most importantly, 

their opposition to the introduction of same-sex marriage and abortion laws that are in 

force in the rest of the United Kingdom (Kielty 2019; Maguire 2018). These double 

standards in the DUP’s commitment to the Union highlight how the party is willing to 

object to the political direction taken by the United Kingdom in order to exert control over 

certain issues that would undermine the status quo and put their power in Northern Ireland 

at risk. In fact, the political stances above contradict DUP leader and former Northern Irish 

First Minister Arlene Foster’s claim that her party’s opposition to the backstop is rooted in 

the guiding principle that, as she stated, ‘the union will always be [their] first priority’ (qtd. 

in Moriarty 2019). Such contradictions, as well as their staunch opposition to Theresa May’s 

withdrawal agreement in Westminster, actually demonstrate that the DUP’s primary interest 

is the safeguarding of its position as the region’s first party and thus its political supremacy.  

On the other hand, London’s interest in Northern Ireland in the months preceding the 

initiation of the withdrawal process seems to have been more aimed at strategically securing 

votes from the DUP, which were essential for Theresa May’s agreement to pass in 

Westminster, than at protecting the union because of a genuine endorsement of the party’s 

unionist cause. In point of fact, Rosie and Hepburn  have argued that 

‘The Union’ seems to have had little or no resonance at the centre (i.e. England) except 
in relation to these (more or less) pressing threats to the territorial integrity of the 
United Kingdom. [...] The unionist glue, so to speak, has historically had its key 
functions at the edges of the British Union, in Scotland, in Wales and – par excellence – in 
Northern Ireland. It is less clear the extent to which, if at all, unionism matters in 
England. (2015: 4, emphasis in the original) 

Following this line of thought, in the ongoing Brexit crisis the preservation of the union has 

been instrumental in maintaining local consensus, in the case of the DUP, and constructing 

a majority for Conservatives in Parliament. The backstop, which has been presented by the 

DUP as a threat to territorial unity, has instead been put forward and advocated by May’s 

government as the only solution to the Brexit conundrum, with little to no concern to how 

this measure could affect the integrity of the British state.  
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The consequences of the United Kingdom’s exit from the European Union remain to be 

seen. A recent poll by Queen’s University Belfast presents wide-ranging positions on several 

topics that might be affected by this breakup. For example, the study has shown that a 

slight majority of the region’s population opposes the possibility of reunification with the 

Republic (50.3% of respondents): Catholics are divided on this issue, as less than half are in 

favour of unification (42.4%), one fifth would remain in the UK (20.6%), and over one 

quarter (26.1%) do not know how they would vote if a referendum was held (Garry, 

McNicholl, O’Leary and Pow 2018). The poll also confirmed growing support for the 

introduction of same-sex marriage in the region: 62.8% of respondents were in favour, even 

though divisions between groups are still found, since reform is backed by 74.9% of 

Catholics and 50.5% of Protestants (Garry, McNicholl, O’Leary and Pow 2018). As of early 

April 2019, as Brexit is approaching and Northern Ireland’s political parties have been 

unable to reinstate a power-sharing government, the return of direct rule is becoming more 

and more a possibility and is strongly called for by the DUP (McCormack 2019). Although 

it is hard to predict what path local and British politics will take at this stage, it cannot be 

ruled out that, in such a scenario, Westminster might introduce legislation such as same-sex 

marriage in the region, as happened for civil partnership back in 2005.  

This would lead to a paradoxical situation in which the DUP might have to put up with the 

unwanted consequences of their own request for direct rule, whereas Sinn Féin would 

finally see a bill that they supported and unsuccessfully presented to the Assembly approved 

thanks to intervention by Westminster, a parliament they have always opposed. It is 

therefore plausible that, if direct rule is established in Northern Ireland, civil rights such as 

same-sex marriage and abortion could finally be introduced. However, in a climate of 

uncertainty given the lack of government and the unresolved issue on the border between 

North and South, it is also possible that this loss of political local power could reawaken 

violence between the two communities of Protestants and Catholics, putting the 

reconciliation process at risk and further crystallising sectarian segregation.  
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