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Abstract

This article discusses the vicious territorial disputes surrounding the tradition of St Patrick’s Day Parades through the city streets of New York and Boston, USA. It documents the legal arguments mounted successfully to exclude Irish lesbian, gay and transgender participants from the march, exploring what ideologies of nation-space and public space underpin them. It argues that the progression through urban space of the marches enforces compulsory heterosexuality, through actual and semiotic exclusion. Irish-American nationalism can be read as illustrative of the heterosexualisation of nationalism. It was the unquestioned assumption that being homosexual is antithetical to being Irish that provided the fundamental premise from which it was logically and successfully argued in the US courts: that the Irish Lesbian and Gay Organization is a violent, obscene enemy bent on the destruction of Irish ethnicity and Irish communities. By contrast, the article holds up the Parades in Cork and Dublin as designated inclusive and multicultural events, the nation-space of the Irish Republic ‘economically liberated’ and wishing to communicate modernity to its citizens.
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Pride and Prejudice: Legalising Compulsory Heterosexuality in Boston and New York’s Annual St Patrick Day Parades 

When the Irish Lesbian and Gay Organization [ILGO] applied to march in the New York St. Patrick’s Day Parade of 1991, they were told that there was no room by the organisers of the parade, the Ancient Order of Hibernians. ILGO’s on-going struggle for inclusion in the world’s largest celebration of Irish ethnicity became a major news item that rumbled on seasonally for a number of years across the USA, in Ireland, in the international gay community and amongst the international Irish diaspora. Fourteen years after its first application to join the parade, ILGO is not only still prohibited from marching - remarkably, in the land of the ‘brave and the free’ - ILGO is even legally prohibited from holding a protest at its own exclusion.

This article makes a number of arguments, chiefly being that it was the unquestioned assumption that being homosexual is antithetical to being Irish that provided the fundamental premise from which it was logically and successfully argued in the US courts, that the Irish Lesbian and Gay Organization is a violent, obscene enemy bent on the destruction of Irish ethnicity and Irish communities. The marches in New York and also in Boston exposed aspects of nationalistic sentiment that emphatically rendered its nostalgic, phantasmatic quality. Irish-American nationalism can be read as illustrative of the heterosexualisation of nationalism, a move illustrating the disjunction between the homogenised, idealised semiotic nation, and the complex, heterogenous lived experience of its natives. The Ireland being celebrated in the parades is a historical sentiment, a nation made static in the minds of its ethnic descendants by nostalgia and loss. What identity-based marches such as the Annual St Patrick’s Day make abundantly clear is that the traditional segmentation of the urban space, visualised and auralised through the compartments of the march with flags, banners, and bands, is not so much a sign of strategic inclusion, as a very moving and vital force of exclusion.

Nations and Nationalism

In 1882 Ernest Renan gave his now famous lecture “What Is A Nation?”  in which he observed:

... the essence of a nation is that all individuals have many things in common, and also that they have forgotten many things.

Nationalism is defined by Ernest Gellner as primarily “a principle which holds that the political and national unit should be congruent”

Nations as a natural God-given way of classifying men, as an inherent...political destiny, are a myth; nationalism, which sometimes takes pre-existing cultures and turns them into nations, sometimes invents them, and often obliterates pre-existing cultures.

However, there are fissures within nationalism, as Eric Hobsbawm points out:

First, official ideologies of states and movements are not guides to what is in the minds of even the most loyal citizens or supporters. Second, and more specifically, we cannot assume that for most people national identification - when it exists - excludes or is always or ever superior to, the remainder of the set of identifications which constitute the social being.  In fact it is always combined with identifications of another kind, even when it is felt to be superior to them.  Thirdly, national identification and what it is believed to imply, can change and shift in time, even in the course of quite short periods.

For a nationalist ideology to form there must be some general functional prerequisites: firstly there must be an emergent “specialised clerical class”, as Gellner called it, “a clerisy”
, which forms an intellectual culture.  Education is key to this development, producing a shared culture and technological skills of communication, depending on the establishment of a common culture, one that is then proselytised by the middle class.  This culture is one appropriated in the name of the “folk”, i.e. the putative working class, its symbolism draws heavily from a selective and idealised representation of the working class or, as in Ireland’s case the peasant folk.   It is repackaged and delivered back to “the people” in a stylised and romanticised summons to authenticity.  Secondly, despite the fact that nationalism preaches a historical continuity with the past, paying homage to the “folk culture” it has bowdlerised, it operates using a form of nostalgia, which is intrinsically new and commensurate with the demands to amalgamate and reformulate “the nation” according to contemporary criteria.  In its “narcissism of self-generation”
, “its self-image and its true nature are inversely related”
; nationalism is an homogenising process.  

Ernest Gellner defines nationalism as a sentiment   produced when the political and national unit is incongruent: 

…the feeling of anger aroused by the violation of the principle, or the feeling of satisfaction aroused by its fulfilment.  A nationalist movement is one actuated by a sentiment of this kind.

If we understand nationalism as a sentiment, then, as a feeling of exclusion which is articulated as a protest for inclusion, we must necessarily examine that feeling and the ways in which it is echoed and reproduced as an act of language, becoming in Foucault’s words a “discursive formation”, a political structure, inventing the “nation” where one previously did not exist.  

We also need to conceive of how nationalism appears as a narrative, a story, which inscribes its readers through a mechanism of identification, through interpolating sentiment.  Nations are imaginary constructs that depend on a range of cultural fictions to maintain their mythic existence.  Geoffrey Bennington highlights this connection:

... we undoubtedly find narration at the centre of nation: stories of national origins, myths of founding fathers, genealogies of heroes.  At the origin of the nation, we find a story of the nation’s origin. Which should be enough to inspire suspicion.

He continues to stress, “the idea of the nation is inseparable from its narration”
.  

Nation Space
It seems axiomatic to claim that “nation” is a spatial metaphor.  The borders of a nation are best perceived as membranes, permeable boundaries, which permit communication with and sometimes infusion by, the other.  The nation has to have something to delineate itself against: meaning is created by a process of differentiation, and “nation” as a concept contains its own degeneration, as those boundaries bleed. In considering the nation as a space from the point of view of the Other, the most cogent theorisation appears in Homi Bhabha’s work, specifically in his essay “Dissemination: Time, Narrative, and the Margins of the Modern Nation”
, from which we wish to procure some significant premises.  Firstly, Bhabha speaks movingly of the gathering of scattered peoples:

The nation fills the void left in the uprooting of communities and kin, and turns that loss into the language of metaphor.

Here we have the sense of nation as an expression of grief for something that has been lost, and is consequently longed for. Interestingly, the nation is for Bhabha what heterosexuality is for Butler - the site of loss and melancholia
.   The nation also embodies the desire of the exile - Bhabha lyrically invokes us to realise “how fully the shadow of the nation falls on the condition of exile”
.  The nation from this perspective is not “here”, but “there”, a desired object, representing a projected yearning for a perfectly consolidated self, paradoxically beyond the self.  Perhaps we might think of this nation as externalising a dream of pre-Oedipal integration.   Interestingly, the profundity of this yearning can only be revealed metaphorically, in that sense linguistic expression is itself displaced, in a “figure of speech”.  So, the grief of unbelonging, of migrancy, is fixated by its own antithesis, a fantasy of transcendence, and immanence.

Bhabba argues that “from the liminal movement of the culture of the nation... minority discourse emerges... minority discourses that speak betwixt and between times and places”
.   A nation is ineluctably comprised and shaped by what it defines itself against from its own inside.  The imagined nation of nationalism is fantasised as intact, impregnable, unitary, constant and monolithic; as a material entity the nation space is ruptured, it is mutable, temporal, limited, and precarious, haunted by its own division.  Thus we need to approach any examination of the occasion of nationalist sentiment, typically manifest in the annual Irish St Patrick’s Day Parades with the tools of narrative analysis, to see how nations, as fictions, involve the curiosity and evoke the commitment of a reader, and asking why this particular story captures her/his intricate social imagination, at this specific fork in history.  

Historians remark on the fact that the narratives of identity of the Irish of east coast America differ from the Irish diaspora who went to Chicago, St Louis, Cinncinnati and the other new cities of the American west. 
 While Irish-Americans’ story of origin is one of enforced exile, due to English greed and misrule and solace in and fidelity to their Catholic religion and Irish culture and allegiance to America, the land of open economic opportunity, the identity of the Irish-Americans in the major cities of the east coast USA, such as Boston and New York, has an added dimension. The memory of surviving systematic severe sectarian oppression, enacted by the ultra Protestant Nativists or Know Nothing gangs of those cities, is fundamental to the formation of the identity of these east coast Irish-Americans. The Irish-Americans of the east coast US remember how employment advertisements routinely closed with the phrase: “No Irish need apply”.
 Irish-American ethnicity in New York was characterised as obedient to the Catholic clergy and maintaining an organised Irish labour brotherhood kept in place by their block vote for the local and national Democratic party, allied to a sense of surviving systematic persecution by the English in Ireland and the Ultra-Protestants of the USA. The persistence of this characterisation is remarkable in surviving for so long, but the stigmatised stereotype has also persisted of the Irish-American man as a violent, slovenly, maudlin, racist, drunk, tied to the political corruption of city politics.

The Ancient Order of Hibernians, the organisation that runs the New York St Patrick’s Day Parade is a fraternal [men and boys only] organisation who claim origin from the sixteenth century when the members were needed, in the words of their official historian: “to protect the lives of priests who risked immediate death to keep the Catholic Faith alive in occupied Ireland after the reign of England's King Henry VIII”. The evidence of the existence and impact of this Ancient Order in Ireland is slight to say the least, but the AOH was founded in America in 1836 at New York's St. James Church, to protect the clergy, and church Property from the "Know Nothings" and their followers. While its origins in the USA lay in “the purpose of defending Gaelic values, and protecting Church and clergy”, its role became crystalised with the influx of Irish immigration following the famines of the 1840s when it sought “…to aid the newly arrived Irish, both socially and politically”. It is now the largest Irish society in the USA and, as its website declares it sees its role as welcoming “new Irish Americans”, fostering and preserving Irish culture, and being at: “the political forefront for issues concerning the Irish, such as; Immigration Reform; economic incentives both here and in Ireland; the human rights issues addressed in the MacBride Legislation; Right-To-Life; and a peaceful and just solution to the issues that divide Ireland.”
 

At the forefront of the activities of the AOH is the organisation of The New York St Patrick’s Day Parade. While St Patrick’s Day in Ireland tends to be marked by wearing fresh shamrock pinned to your coat, going to Mass, having a break from the Lenten fast, braving the showers to watch a local parade and certain sporting fixtures, it is a tame affair indeed to St Patrick’s Day celebrations in the USA. St Patrick’s Day falls neatly halfway through the American college students’ second semester, and is beloved by generations of American students as a riotous, drink-fest. The commercialisation of the day is long established in America: green beer; maudlin songs; the traditional fare of corned beef, cabbage and potatoes, gaudy green decorations for the body, the ubiquity of “Kiss Me, I’m Irish” buttons, plastic leprechauns and made-in-china shamrock further increases its appeal as a national party day on the streets. Even by the summer of 2005 there were nearly 120 St Patrick’s Day Parades advertised to take place across the USA in March 2006 on the website SaintPatricksDayParade.com.  In the memory of the AOH their New York St Patrick’s Day Parade still bears the hallmarks of its roots in the troubled 1850s. By 1854 the Irish were on red alert from violent attacks by the Know Nothings and as the AOH’s Deputy National Historian, Gerry Curran puts it, the St Patrick’s Day Parade of that year contained an:


…unusually large number of Irish units of the state militia…Protection of their community in general, and of the marchers in particular, motivated these men (many of whom were AOH members). Their demeanor stood in striking contrast to the proverbial Irish faults of violence, indolence, and intemperance with which the popular media of the time portrayed them. The inclusion of these military units helped transform the St. Patrick's Day procession into the parade we recognize today.

Curran goes on to describe how in 1856 the AOH president led the Father Mathew Total Abstinence and Benevolent Society in the parade: “This famous Irish temperance organization helped bring a new dimension of order to the line of march and deflated the myth that the Irish were, as suggested by Henry Cabot Lodge: ‘...a hard-drinking, idle, quarrelsome, and disorderly class, always at odds with the government.’” The association of St Patrick’s Day with drunken debauchery clearly embarrasses the AOH officials, as they suffer from the stigmatised identification of Irish Americans with alcoholism. The AOH has been the prime organiser of the New York parade since this time. The parade quickly grew in size and the AOH spread rapidly in the cities where the Irish were to be found and soon both the AOH and St Patrick's Day parades became a feature of every substantial North American city. So the parade demonstrated the pride and unity of Irish Catholics, in their ancestral heritage and but also their American citizenship. In Curran’s words: “The celebration of St. Patrick's Day has become a symbol not only of devotion to our patron saint and ancestral home but also of our constitutional right to freely assemble in our streets as respected American citizens.”

There are strong analogies to be made between St Patrick’s Day parades, (particularly as it is understood by the AOH organisers of the New York Parade) and Gay Pride Parades, which are part of a festival or ceremony held by the LGBT community, usually of a city, to commemorate the political struggle for lesbian and gay rights. They take place in the summer, particularly in June, to commemorate the Stonewall riots which were a series of violent conflicts between homosexuals and police officers in New York City. The first night of rioting began on Friday, June 28, 1969 when police raided the Stonewall Inn, a gay bar in Greenwich Village.
 "Stonewall," as the raids are often referred to, is generally considered a turning point for the modern gay rights movement worldwide, as it is one of the first times in history a significant body of homosexual people resisted arrest, and protested against their persecution. Many parades still have this political or activist character, especially in less gay-positive settings. However, in more gay-positive cities, the parades take on a festive or even Mardi Gras-like character. Large parades often involve floats, dancers, drag queens and music; but, even such celebratory parades usually include political and educational contingents, such as local politicians and marching groups from gay and queer institutions of various kinds. Other typical parade participants include local gay-friendly churches and the gay employee associations from large businesses or state services such as the police and fire services. For many lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender people, attending their first ‘Pride’ remains a significant rite of passage. In that place, in that moment, the queer nation, and their full citizenship of it, seems to exist. Pride and protest marches by self-identified groups who are temporarily bonded by ties of perceived disenfranchisment have been a feature of civil society since ‘rights’ were there to be claimed. St Patrick’s Day Parades also happen on a large world-wide scale, it is the one national holiday that is celebrated in more countries around the world than any other and like Gay Pride Parades they are a mixture of a disenfranchised people claiming a civic and cultural space while celebrating their brand identity. Whilst the original impetus might have been outrage, many marches continue through ritualised repetition, year after year, expressly to mark their unchanging identity, to make a retrospective and highly nostalgic claim of tradition, and consistency. ‘Sameness’ is highly regulated: routes, music, dress, and the order of participation, must remain unchanged. 

Nationalism and Sexuality

Nation/bodies have lives - they are born, get old, and die.  Corporeal metaphors are unavoidable, as the nation is often depicted as a vital body, with a heart, lungs, mind, and extremities, concomitant with the fantasy of the bounded sealed body.  Nations can be “healthy” or “diseased”, depending on one’s rhetorical viewpoint.  Metaphors of contagion assail the nation/body.  Nations, like bodies, are also sexed.  “Nationalisms”, as Anne McClintock underscores “are from the outset constituted in gender power”
.  Despite the fact that citizenship has historically been denied to women, who in law have paradoxically been rendered stateless, as the editors of Nationalisms and Sexualities have pointed out, in the rhetoric of war there is a deeply ingrained “depiction of the homeland as the female body whose violation by foreigners requires its citizens and allies to rush to her defence”
.   This rape analogy depends on the trope of nation-as-woman, but more specifically the patriarchal construction of the nation as Mother, the dutiful angel who nurtures and protects the propagation of the national culture.  By implication then, nations are metaphorically incestuous, for who if not “men” impregnate the Mother - who is at once the ground (grammatically) and the figure; the rape metaphor, which invokes not so much loss as incorporation, produces melancholia
.  In this heterosexist and perverse construct, then, the men impregnate the “soil” of the nation with their potent seed.  Critics have observed how often liberation movements also employ this same predicate, “women’s bodies can become cyphers in the imaginings of male resistance fighters”
.  In the erotic fervour of nationalism,  heterosexual desire foments the ardour of the activist.

The AOH are a fraternal organisation – with oft-remembered origins as military protectors of the Church, clergy and beleaguered Irish in New York. We can describe them as heterosexist and perhaps by extension then panicked about homosexuality. However, their anti-colonial imagination just does not clearly fit with the Anglo-Germanic Imperial fantasies usually exemplified in nationalist theory–and there is also a marked difference between the conception of Irish American masculinity and Irish masculinity. The Irish men in the States are in/famous for their fighting spirit/ readiness to brawl (perhaps most aptly symbolised in the football team: The Fighting Irish of Notre Dame). Irish men in Ireland throughout the nineteenth century were stereotyped, most famously by Matthew Arnold, as ‘Celtic’ romantic, mystical, emotional, infantile. The rhetoric of the IRB (Irish Republican Brotherhood) of 1916 was the ideology of martyrdom - self-immolation to light a spark of revolution, a blood sacrifice for Mother Ireland to rejuvenate her. The rhetoric of Mother Ireland needing her sons to rescue her from (sexual) bondage has a long and potent genealogy and the fey non-macho, shamed masculinity of Irish masculinity is only just recovering from colonisation. To illustrate it may help to see the Irish Americans’ ‘nationalism’ as a veneration of the Mother Church as much as Mother Ireland – we can think of the ‘England [male] get out of Ireland [female]’ banner (which ironically is the only political slogan the AOH allow in the Parade).  

In mapping out the field of nationalism there is crucial research that posits the homoerotic,  rather than heterosexual, affiliations of nationhood.  George Mosse’s  history of sexual norms in modern Europe, Nationalism and Sexuality ,  argues that our present notions of middle class morality and “respectability” are rooted in nineteenth and twentieth century ideologies of nation.  Mosse  argues how nineteenth century bourgeois idealisations of virility came to be sublimated as nationalist virtue, manliness and male beauty symbolising the nation’s spiritual and material vitality.  The “back-to-nature” movement in England and Germany depended on the neo-classicist romantic revival of Greek models of (male) citizenship, and the naturalisation of nudity.  The covert homoeroticism abeyant in this cult of the body was made explicit by figures such as Edward Carpenter in England, and the poet Stefan George in Germany.  Both men inspired a following, one from the political Left, the other from the Right.  Edward Carpenter was a utopian socialist who espoused a return through nature to a true community of men.  A reformist homosexual, he believed that nudity, “the gospel of individual regeneration”
, would abolish discrimination.  Carpenter was particularly interesting for his romanticization of land and working class labour, both factors that reoccurred in lesbian nationalism.

It is Nazi Germany that provides Mosse with an example of established homoerotic nationalism.  The naked Greek youth distilled the aspirant imagery of the Third Reich, clearly a raced symbol, as well as sexed.  As Mosse comments: “a beautiful Jew was a contradiction in terms”
.  The Nazis built upon the nineteenth century concept of the Männerbund , passionate male friendship formed primarily among élite youth, emphasising nature and physical strength grounded in a brotherhood of leaders.  According to the historian Hans Blüher, homosexuality in the Männerbund  represented spiritual principles - heroism, leadership and communality.  Mosse comments on how the distinction between homoeroticism and homosexuality became blurred:

The rediscovery of the human body combined with the exclusively male nature of the early youth movement did raise the spectre of homoeroticism, even homosexuality.  Those who tried to recapture their own bodies as well as nature from the hypocrisy as well as artificiality of bourgeois life, as they saw it, also wanted to find refuge in a true community of affinity.  They began to perceive the nation as such a community.  Moreover the nation helped spiritualise their new sensuality...

Within the intellectual Stefan George’s circle, homoeroticism was seen as the principal agent of national renewal.  Mosse concludes:

The dynamic of modern nationalism was built upon the ideal of manliness.   Nationalism also put forward a feminine ideal, but it was largely passive, symbolising the immutable forces which the nation reflected.  As a living organism, filled with energy, nationalism tended to encourage male bonding, the Männerbund , which by its very nature presented a danger to that respectability the nation was supposed to preserve.  Such bonding had been reinvigorated by the rediscovery of the human body at the fin de siècle .  The male eros tended to haunt modern nationalism.

Such formulations are redolent of the works of critics such as Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (1991), Jonathan Dollimore (1991), and Terry Castle (1993), all of whom  locate homosexuality as proximate, even central to Western culture. We are obliged to Sedgwick’s claim that gay proximity leads to gay panic:

I argue that the historically shifting, and precisely the arbitrary and self-contradictory, nature of the way homosexuality (along with its predecessor terms) has been defined in relation to the rest of the male homosocial spectrum has been an exceedingly potent and embattled locus of power over the entire range of male bonds, and perhaps especially over those that define themselves not as  homosexual, but as against   the homosexual.  Because the paths of male entitlement, especially in the nineteenth century, required certain intense male bonds that were not readily distinguishable from the most reprobated bonds, an endemic and  ineradicable state of what I am calling male homosexual panic became the normal condition of male heterosexual entitlement.

If we take this model in relation to nationalism, it is feasible to argue that the pervasive, visceral heterosexuality of most nationalisms is the manifestation of a kind of panicked response to the elemental structure of homoeroticism it is compelled towards and concomitantly desperate to repudiate. 
Judith Raiskin has drawn attention to the twin Victorian doctrines of evolution and degeneration to remind us how those  “hybrids” who crossed so-called “natural” boundaries of race or sex were classified and reviled as deviant and regressive.  A healthy nation, according to the ideology of eugenics, was racially and sexually homologous.   
Queer Nation 

Queer Nation was first started in New York in April 1990 primarily by people involved in AIDS activism who also wanted to respond politically to a number of bashings of lesbians and gay men in the East Village.  So, its origin in part was in the desire to defend space. Queer Nation coalesced around a new generation who were both angry and ironic, it assembled around an anarchist aesthetic which mobilised a “cultural happening”, a momentary incursion into the domain of representation.  Queer Nation practised a form of cultural terrorism on the American nation by incursions into the public realm of sexuality that attempted to “queer” the nation body.  This had the effect of disclosing the hetero-normative hegemony at the same time as it attempted to camp it up.  Its intent was to make the nation a space safe for queers, not just in the sense of being tolerated, “but safe for demonstration, in the mode of patriotic ritual”
. In that sense, then, Queer Nation was a logical expansion of the parade cultures of Gay and Lesbian Liberation, it was a temporal intervention in urban space intended to intervene with a ‘queer bubble’, its bodily progress down wide avenues of the city intending to provoke the public realisation that spaces were simultaneously sexed/queer.

Queer Nation was a deliberately spatial politics of queer embodiment, as Lauren Berlant and Elizabeth Freeman argued:

This emphasis on safe spaces, secured for bodies by capital and everyday life practices, also finally, constitutes a refusal of the terms national discourse uses to frame the issue of sexuality: being queer is not about the right to privacy: it is about the freedom to be public.
  

Queer Nation inverted the liberal division of society into public/private space  to which lesbians in particular  had been  confined.  Crucially, the public spectacle of queer sexualities being performed was also intended to make heterosexuality estranged, to displace it to the margins, and centre the formerly deviant queer.  As a strategy of inversion it was risky, but the desire to aggressively territorialise was a reverse colonisation and a felt response to a hundred years of restraint: “queers are thus using exhibitionism to make public space psychically unsafe for unexamined heterosexuality”
. Urban activism – such as highly visual participation in street ritual – was essential to the Queer Nation project. 

Queer identity was fixed in a romantic undifferentiation, but the present reality of inequality and regret kept breaking through.  In a piece on “Women as Queer Nationals” in  Out/Look   Maria Maggenti bemoans the loss of the agency of the Lesbian Nation of the 1970’s  she attends a Queer Nation meeting sensing;

 ... an underlying desire, an unspoken yearning it seems, to be accepted instead of liberated.  I go home that night worried.  How are lesbians ever going to be able to define ourselves in this group, in this decade, in this world?

In expressing the need for a young lesbian participant to find her home, she concludes with a fantasy refrain for the new nation:

And I want to tell her to grab her female friends and run, run out into the rainy street shouting with power and anger and glee, shouting and dancing her way to some unknown place, some undiscovered continent, some still-unnamed territory.

American lesbians are still, just like Huckleberry, “lighting out for the territory”
. In many ways we can read the 1990s campaigns by the Lesbian Avengers as an answer to the felt exclusion of women from Queer Nation. The Avengers icon - a cartoon bomb - and their street actions, were explicitly anti-national. They were coded ironically as urban guerrillas, and the movement, via cell groups, rejected any hint of nostalgia for statist intervention. The six founding members of the Avengers met through their ILGO activism in New York City.

The precursor to Queer Nation, both ideologically and more precisely in terms of membership was the direct action group, Aids Coalition to Unleash Power, known better by its acronym ACT-UP, which by its astute and spectacular protests made strategic symbolic interventions into American cultural politics which had material effects in changing both discourse and policy on what became known as ‘AIDS awareness’ and treatment.
 On December 10,1989 ACT-UP and WHAM! (Women's Health Action and Mobilization) had their first "Stop the Church" demonstration. 4,500 protesters gathered outside St. Patrick's Cathedral to protest the Church and specifically New York’s John Cardinal O’Connor 's opposition to safer sex education, violent homophobia, and attempts to block access to safe and legal abortions. 111 people were arrested but the news media focused on, and distorted a single Catholic demonstrator's personal protest involving a communion wafer.
 The protestor, Tom Keane, refused the Eucharist when presented it by the Cardinal but his action was represented as a desecration.
 Roman Catholics receive the consecrated host as being the actual body of Christ, it is this understanding of the sacrament, more than any other theological difference, that is understood by Catholics to differentiate their Christianity from Protestantism. For many Irish-Americans, the protest of ACT-UP, was read as a pollution of the most sacred rite of communion in their beloved St Patrick’s Cathedral, and was felt deeply as a personal and communal injury, their memory of being victims of sectarian violence was aggravated. This memory was still fresh and raw when ILGO applied to march in the parade.

In many ways we can read the 1990s campaigns by the Lesbian Avengers as an answer to the felt exclusion of women from Queer Nation. The Avengers icon - a cartoon bomb - and their political actions, were explicitly anti-national and coded as semiotic urban terrorism; the group rejected any hint of statist nostalgia. The six founding members of the Avengers met through their ILGO actvism in New York City.

Irish Lesbian and Gay Organisation [ILGO]

It was precisely this faultline between the identities of being citizens of Irish and gay worlds that ILGO sought to address.  When ILGO marched in the New York Gay Pride parade in 1990 the reaction from the onlookers was one of surprise and a certain hilarity that there were lesbians and gays who were, of all things, Irish. However, the difficulty that many in ILGO experienced of expressing being both Irish and (also at the same time, in the same place) gay was to be solidified as an impossibility in the public discourse from the earliest days of the parade controversy.

ILGO did get to march in the 230th New York St Patrick’s Day parade in 1991 at the invitation of the Manhattan-based Division 7 of the AOH. As guests of AOH Division 7 they were not allowed to carry their own banner, but ILGO reasoned that their visibility would be ensured as the first, and as yet, only African American Mayor of New York, David Dinkins, was marching in solidarity with them. The Division 7 contingent was isolated from the rest of the parade up Fifth Avenue, which was clear for blocks ahead and behind the group. The screams of hatred for ILGO accompanied their procession up the Avenue. People shouted ‘AIDS! AIDS!’ as if they could wish the disease on the group. The shouting hatred was echoed in placards: ‘Die Faggots,’ ‘Beware the AIDS of March’, ‘We’re going to get you, We know who you are’ and prophetically: ‘Dinkins- One term Mayor’. Beer cans were the items most frequently thrown. Keith Moore, a gay man from Donegal describes the experience of standing amongst the crowd of on-lookers at St Patrick’s cathedral when ILGO arrived: 

‘They were shouting, “Faggots. Queers. You’re not Irish. Your parents must be English. People were standing beside me shouting and screaming and then looking at me and smiling. They would’ve wanted to kill me if they’d known I was gay.’
 

At the end of the parade the Mayor held a brief press conference where he was visibly shaken. He had in fact just walked a few blocks with ILGO, joining them before they came to St Patrick’s Cathedral but he compared marching with ILGO to the 1960s civil rights marches in Alabama, he told TV reporters: ‘It was like marching in Birmingham. I knew there would be deep emotions, but I did not anticipate the cowards in the crowd. There was far, far too much negative comment.’  John Cardinal O’Connor was outspoken in his denunciation of ILGO’s participation in the parade. His opposition was to prove to be the greatest barrier to ILGO’s inclusion and his power and influence and dogged hard work was ultimately to prove to be supremely effective in barring the lesbians and gay men from the party on Fifth Avenue. As the parade reached St Patrick’s Cathedral the Cardinal did not come down the steps to greet the mayor, who would traditionally have led the parade. Dinkins, in a Kelly-green jacket made his way up the steps to the Cardinal who coldly received his handshake. 

In the run up to the parade of the following year of 1992 The Irish Voice newspaper, a weekly newspaper read by tens of thousands of the ‘New Irish’ immigrants to the US, ran with an op-ed piece by ILGO who wanted to make clear that contrary to what the AOH were saying, ILGO had not been established specifically to disrupt the parade. Marching in the St Patrick’s Day Parade was regarded by ILGO as:

…an appropriate cultural activity for the group to celebrate its Irish heritage…We see this as a fight for the full participation of all Irish people in the annual celebration of our heritage. The Parade Committee shouldn’t be trying to determine who is Irish enough to celebrate St Patrick’s Day.

ILGO recognised that a fundamental ground on which their exclusion was sought was that they were not representative of Ireland or Irish identity, and that it was the AOH who were claiming the right to determine what that identity might be. The unusual virulence of their homophobia, and the concomitant delegitimisation of LGBT Irish ethinicity through the courts, can only be understood via the peculiar pain of the exile, and the struggle for taking pride in purity and authenticity that lies underneath.

Enshrining Homophobia in the Legal Status of the Parades

The fallout from the 1991 parade also included a legal hearing by the Human Rights Commission of New York [date] to determine if ILGO was being discriminated against by the AOH. An unsolicited amicus brief was filed on behalf of the AOH from the New York Civil Liberties Union (NYCLU).
 They describe themselves as working ‘also to extend rights to segments of our population that have traditionally been denied their rights, including Native Americans and other people of color; lesbians, gay men, bisexuals and transgendered people; women; mental-health patients; prisoners; people with disabilities; and the poor.’

The brief of the NYCLU, written by lawyer Norman Segal supported ILGO’s exclusion from the Parade. The grounds on which this exclusion was sought was by portraying ILGO as being by definition anti-Irish – antithetical to being Irish – not just the opposite but a violent self-defined enemy of the Irish:

Could the organizers of the Israel Day Parade be compelled to accept German born neo-Nazis to its ranks? Would the Gay Pride Committee be required to accept heterosexual homophobes and skinheads to its contingency? Can the AOH exclude on the grounds of national origin and English born group which wishes to march with the banner ‘England Stay In Ireland’? Must the AOH include non-Catholic groups who wish to express their anti-Papal beliefs?...

The ACLU describes itself, without irony, as America’s ‘ guardian of liberty’. 

A major victory of the Civil Rights movement in the USA was the ending of the segregated school system beloved in the Southern States, the legal argument accepted by the Supreme Court which led to desegregation was that separate systems could not be equal. Remarkably the brief of the NYCLU argued that ILGO be awarded a permit for a separate parade on St Patrick’s Day – separate but equal. NYCLU would go on to make this same argument against ILGO in other courts and the ACLU would eventually be on the winning side in the American Supreme Court which successfully overturned lesbians and gays right to be included in the Boston St Patrick’s Day Parade.

Perhaps it was the support of the African American Mayor for ILGO in the teeth of the opposition from the Cardinal that led Segal to the assumption that ILGO were not quite Irish. Certainly it was the unarticulated assumption by the NYCLU that an intrinsic expression of Irish identity was homophobia, therefore a proud claiming of homosexual identity could not be performed as an Irish identity, the two discourses were antithetical.


The battle as to who was really Irish continued in the hearings of the Human Rights Commission. Jacob Fuchsberg who was the legal representative of the parade organiser, Frank Beirne, questioned his client only to assert the genuine credentials of Beirne’s Irish identity. Beirne, who had left Ireland in the 1950s did not demur when Fuchsberg said: ‘Perhaps everybody will agree with me, you have a kind of a charming Gaelic accent. Now, I want to ask you did you get any education in the United States in English after you came here?’
 Beirne, who like the vast majority of Irish people spoke only English and who would have whatever knowledge he had of the Gaelic language as a subject learned in school, colluded with his attorney’s attempt to establish him as the genuine Irish native.

The Human Rights Commission judgement, written by Judge Rosemary Maldonado, rejected the AOH argument that the parade was a private affair. Attended by over 500,000 people and costing well over a million dollars to the taxpayer, the Commission ruled that the parade was a public accommodation. The judgement also ruled that the AOH’s claim that they had ILGO on a ‘waiting-list’ of would-be participants was a sham and that the AOH had discriminated against ILGO. Despite this, Judge Maldonado’s final analysis was that as the parade was a celebration of Irish ethnicity, the AOH had a right to discriminate against ILGO, based on the tacit acceptance that an a-priori condition of being Irish was an active intolerance of homosexuals and therefore there could be no expression of an identity that was simultaneously Irish and homosexual. The effect being that the AOH’s right to be homophobic because they are Irish outweighs Irish people’s right to define themselves as gay.

When a three-judge panel at the New York City Commission on Human Rights [dates] overturned Moldonado’s original recommendation concluding that given the secular nature of the annual Irish celebration on Fifth Avenue, that ILGO should march, the media echoed the argument of the NYCLU and the analogy between ILGO and the Ku Klux Klan was welded into a short-hand trope.  New York Newsday asked ‘Would anyone force a civil rights group to let David Duke [of the KKK] march in a parade honouring Martin Luther King Jr.?’ The New York Times gave the rightwing politico and Christian evangelist Pat Buchanan the column inches to fulminate that: ‘Martin Luther King Jr. could not have been compelled to let the Ku Klux Klansmen march with him’. The President of the New York County AOH, Timothy Hartnett, then filed an affidavit to reverse the Human Rights Commission decision:  ‘Constitutional protection is not reserved for zealots. It is not the only the Nazis and the KKK and the gay groups that have the right to shape their message.’ In fact court rulings [state which and when] eventually decreed that ILGO was not allowed to march in 1992 but did grant permission to stage a protest at the sidelines. This was to be the last time that ILGO were allowed the right to protest. Since 1993 ILGO has been put in the position where organising any kind of protest on Fifth Avenue is interpreted as civil disobedience and results in mass arrests. The USA media took an extraordinary interest in the controversy and were largely very sympathetic to the Irish Lesbian and Gay Organisation: ‘mild mannered’ became the epithet most associated with ILGO.
 However, while expressing ‘genuine sadness’ for ILGO’s plight most media commentators and print editorials were happy that ILGO had not been ordered into the 1992 parade by a court decision, as The New York Times put it that would have been the cure ‘that looked worse than the disease’.

Fighting Stereotypying and Class Prejudice in Representations of the Irish-American

Irish Americans have had a long struggle to be included in the white and middle classes of the east coast USA.
 The Irish in Boston and New York are still negotiating the negative portrayal of the Irish as a drunken, brawling and racist working class with their leaders depicted as network of corrupt union officials, crooked cops, tribal politicians and elected officials, all ultimately ruled by creepy, secretive and reactionary Catholic clergy. This typology renders in its subjects a state of shame and disavowal.  

The American courts and media were most comfortable in maintaining the status quo representation of the Irish AOH as homophobic and ILGO, perversely as having a racist potency through the press commonly associating ILGO with the KKK. Irish ethnic pride in these cities is not only articulated within the context of these negative stereotypes and within the realities of an active participation in trade unionism, policing, pub culture, white racism, class shame, Democratic party politics, and Catholicism. 

A key touchstone for Irish identity in Boston and New York, cross-class, is also founded on the status of being the descendents of exiled victims of the Famine, refugee survivors of the British Empire and Irish America takes seriously its role to keep this memory alive. It is this backward looking aspect of Irish America and its concomitant fund-raising for the IRA that most embarrassed the Irish living in the Republic of Ireland, in the early ‘90s, pre-economic boom it was still a country desperate to ‘modernise’, to join Europe, to repress and to disavow kinship with Northern Irish Catholics, in a complex struggle to remove the influence of the Catholic church from state affairs while venerate as Catholics. The ideological aspiration of the country as enshrined in law and constitution (no contraceptives, abortion or divorce, homosexuality illegal, claiming the territorial right to the whole island) was patently at odds with the practice of the country. Irish born people did not necessarily think therefore that the pieties expressed by the Irish Americans are for real. 

Modernity, Tolerance, and the new Irish Republic

Irish gays politically and symbolically constructed themselves as totems of ‘modernity’, harbingers of Irish modernisation, - although only in 1993 was the expression of a gay male sexual identity decriminalised in the Irish Republic.
 The Celtic Tiger has led to a broader national secularisation and concomitant social liberalisation, particularly in attitudes to sexuality. With the migration of the ILGO/AOH controversy to Ireland in 1992 a group of lesbians in Cork decided to apply to march in the St Patrick’s Day Parade which was organised by the Chamber of Commerce in that city. Thirty-two lesbians marched as a contingent behind the banner that read ‘Hello New York’ and were awarded a prize as ‘best new entry.’ Kieran Murphy, of the Cork Chamber of Commerce, told The Washington Post, ‘I guess you could say we are pretty progressive here in Cork’. The following year, lesbians and gay men (still criminalized until June of that year) paraded in Galway and Dublin and the Dublin St Patrick’s Day Parade expressly announced itself as an inclusive multi-cultural festival, an expression funded by the City Council that has been re-iterated since 1993.

Imagined Communities 

The seduction of nationalism lies in its promise of an “imagined community”, “conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship”
, a mental image of  communion powerful in evoking  “love, and often [a] profoundly self-sacrificing love”
. As Bhabha points out, though,  whereas it is possible to bind people together in nationalism in the name of love, “the ambivalent identifications of love and hate occupy the same psychic space”, and hence there must be other people left to target with  latent aggression: “the paranoid projections outwards return to haunt and split the place from which they are made”
.  Of course, the nationalism of Irish-Americanism is impossible to separate from the desire for an ethnic identity within a country that insists on imposing such subcategories of citizenship upon its people. However, the call is to be American –it is in the transcendence of the American constitution that Irish-Americans invest. Americans are required to find a hyphenated self in order to experience a place in the world and a community. Inverting this pressure into pride then causes a number of faultlines in its protagonists, as there is no straightforward ‘home’ for the American Irish Diaspora to inhabit. If national identity is a fantasy for the Irish in Ireland, how much more so for those, and piquantly their descendants, historically forced out during the trauma of famine. In Edward Said’s essay “Reflections on Exile” he describes the heroic literature of exile as merely an effort to overcome the crippling sorrow of estrangement, and loss.  These are the very conditions of nationalism.  But exile is a solitary experience, a sense of being outside a group:

Exiles feel therefore, an urgent need to reconstitute their broken lives, usually by choosing to see themselves as part of a triumphant ideology or a restored people...

Clearly, the pride/shame dichotomy is in evidence here.  The exile is in the position of being banished, s/he becomes “eccentric”,  and seeks to compensate...

[But] because nothing is secure.  Exile is a jealous state.  What you achieve is precisely what you have no wish to share.

Conditions of exile create envy and destructiveness, and a defensive retrenchment.    But exile can also fracture the self and permit new formations to erupt, and new connections to configure
.  As we understand from molecular science, it is the moment of separation that allows new elements to appear.  




� This paper relies on the Irish Lesbian and Gay Archive: IQA, which has a comprehensive news clippings archive (over 250,000 clips from Irish national and regional media, spanning over three decades. We owe a debt to the meticulous archive of one of the founder members of ILGO, Anne Maguire, which is deposited at the Lesbian Herstory Archive in Brooklyn, New York and on her, as yet, unpublished monograph entitled When All the World is Bright and Gay. One of the authors of this article, Katherine O’Donnell, was one of the organisers of the lesbian float in Cork’s St Patrick’s Day Parade in 1992 and was one of a number of lesbians and gays sent by that community to New York in solidarity with ILGO in 1993. She marched in St Patrick’s Day Parade in Boston in 1993 and also marched as part of an ILGO San Francisco contingent in the St Patrick’s Day Parade in later years. O’Donnell was part of the large contingent of lesbians and gays from Ireland who protested and was arrested and detained in prison at the tenth anniversary of ILGO’s exclusion from the parade in 2001. There is currently legal action being taken by US Human Rights lawyers who are protesting that this detention of the ILGO protestors was unlawful, of which she is a co-plaintiff.
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