MicHAEL G. “He’s My Country”:

CRONIN . . . :
Liberalism, Nationalism,

and Sexuality in
Contemporary Irish
Gay Fiction

What is wrong with middle-class liberalism is not on the whole its
values, most of which are entirely admirable, but the fact that it
obtusely refuses to recognise the depth of social transformation
which would be necessary for those values to be realised in univer-
sal form. It remains committed to sustaining a socio-economic
system which makes a mockery of the very values it promotes.
TERRY EAGLETON!

This article analyzes the representation of gay men in contempo-
rary Irish culture through readings of novels published since 1993 by
gay-identified authors Tom Lennon, Keith Ridgway, Colm T6ibin,
and Jamie O’Neill. It explores how representations of gay men have
been used to preserve a liberal political consensus in the face of the
widening gap between rich and poor created by the forces of a glob-
alized free market. Before engaging in textual analysis of these nov-
els, therefore, the article situates them within the political and cul-
tural currents of contemporary southern Ireland. This context
includes the history and achievements of the lesbian and gay politi-
cal movement, but more widely, the prevailing liberal consensus as
it responds to social and economic change, to the dominant global
order in the current phase of capitalism, and to the history of Irish
nationalism.

1. Terry Eagleton, “Revisionism Revisited,” in Crazy John and the Bishop and
other Essays on Irish Culture (Cork: Cork University Press, 1998), 320.
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CeELEBRATING THE DIVERSITY IN IRISH SOCIETY:

SEXUALITY, PLURALISM, AND PROGRESS

Greater freedom and visibility won by lesbian and gay communities
in the Republic of Ireland since the 1990s represent important ele-
ments in the conception of southern Ireland as a tolerant, progres-
sive, and modern society. This liberal narrative of Irish society has
been structured in popular discourse through two events, one tan-
gible and one symbolic. The first is the decriminalization of sex
between men in 1993, with particular emphasis on how, with regard
to age of consent, the new law made no distinction between hetero-
sexuals and homosexuals, and was, therefore, considerably more
progressive than the partial decriminalization won in England in
1967. The more symbolic event was President Mary Robinson’s
1992 invitation to a group of lesbian and gay activists to meet with
her at Aras an Uachtaran.?

The incorporation of the southern Irish lesbian and gay political
movement within a conception of national progress is part of a long-
standing ¢lite goal of modernization—the perceived need to trans-
form southern Ireland from a traditional to a modern society.
Beginning with the 1958 adoption of the First Programme for Eco-
nomic Expansion, the Republic of Ireland shifted from a policy of
protectionism and autarkic development to one of dependent devel-
opment involving fiscal incentives and the abolition of trade restric-
tions to attract foreign (chiefly US) capital. This repudiation of de
Valera’s vision of Irish society as a pre-modern Gemeinschaft where
people would be satisfied with “frugal comfort,” in favor of a capi-
talist, consumption-driven economy was as much a political and
ideological shift as it was a shift in economic policy. The transfor-
mation involved an uncritical adoption of American postwar theo-
ries on modernization and development, as well as the concomitant

2. See David Norris and Chris Robson’s contributions in Eoin Collins and
Ide O’Carroll (eds.), Lesbian and Gay Visions of Ireland (London: Cassell, 1995);
Kieran Rose, Diverse Communities: the evolution of lesbian and gay politics in Ireland
(Cork: Cork University Press/Field Day, 1996), 33; Bill Hughes (dir.), The Love That
Dare Not Speak (Radius Television/RTE, 2000). For a dissenting voice on the
decriminalization campaign, and a critique of its inherently reformist politics, see
Izzy Kamikaze’s contribution to Collins and O’Carroll, “I used to be an activist, but
I’m alright now,” 110-21.
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belief that industrialization and economic change bring a “corre-
sponding drive towards ‘modernisation’ in the wider socio-politica]
sphere.”? In this view, those progressive changes in Irish society—the
greater economic, social, and sexual freedom won by women since
the 1970s and the visibility and political rights won by lesbian and
gay rights campaigners in the 199os—appear not as the achieve-
ments of social movements and political activism, but as issuing
from the arrival, however delayed, of modernity (by which is meant
liberal capitalism) in southern Ireland.

The lesbian and gay movement has thus been positioned within
this liberal conception of Irish modernity and progress, while it also
occupies a place in the dominant political discourse of pluralism
and equality. Kieran Rose describes what was for him a striking
moment on the day of decriminalization in 1993: Maire Geoghe-
gan-Quinn, the Minister for Justice who had been responsible for the
new legislation, “crossed the floor of the Senate chamber and, smil-
ing broadly, shook hands with the lesbians and gay men in the pub-
lic gallery . . . for me that handshake symbolised the end of a twenty-
year law reform campaign and the beginning of a new relationship
between the Irish state and its lesbian and gay community.”* In October
1999 that new relationship Rose celebrated came to fruition with
the establishment of the Equality Authority, a new statutory body
charged with “creating a wider awareness of equality issues” and
“celebrating the diversity in Irish society.”> Specifically, its role is to
enforce two pieces of legislation, the Employment Equality Act
(1998) and the Equal Status Act (2000). These laws prohibit dis-
crimination against individuals in the workplace and in the provision
of goods and services based on the following nine criteria: gender,
marital status, family status, age, disability, race, sexual orientation,
religious belief, and membership in the traveling community.

The Gay and Lesbian Equality Network (GLEN) participated
in the decade-long process of campaigning, lobbying, and consulta-
tion that culminated in such a statutory infrastructure. In this

3. Joe Cleary, “Modernization and Aesthetic Ideology in Contemporary Irish
Culture,” in Ray Ryan (ed.), Writing in the Irish Republic (London: Macmillan,
2000), 107.

4. Rose, 1 (emphasis added).

5. Website of the Equality Authority, www.equality.ie.
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process, the Republic’s major lesbian and gay political organization
followed the dominant model for lesbian and gay political activism
in the liberal democracies of the industrialized world. In the US, the
initial liberationary phase of the new political movement of the early
seventies gave way in the mid-seventies to a reformist politics that
was, as Dennis Altman has observed, “less concerned with the rad-
ical restructuring of sexuality and society than with winning equal
rights within the ongoing system.”® More significantly, GLEN was
adapting to the chief political mode of contemporary southern Ire-
land. The pluralist and consensual politics exemplified by the cre-
ation of the Equality Authority also provided the ideological basis for
other areas of public policy in the last two decades, manifesting
itself, for example, in the notion of “social partnership” that has
been central to government policy on public spending, pay, and
labor relations.” Such an ideological position has underpinned the
southern state’s policy on Northern Ireland since the New Ireland
Forum in 1983 and the signing of the Anglo-Irish agreement in
1985. The most substantive outcome of this policy has been the
attempted new settlement within Northern Ireland and between the
British and Irish states established by the 1998 Agreement.8

We can see the “new relationship between the Irish state and its
lesbian and gay community” that Kieran Rose envisioned in 1993
operating in the following way: representatives of the lesbian and

6. Dennis Altman, The Homosexualisation of America (New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 1982), 118.

7. For a critique of “social partnership” see Kieran Allen, The Celtic Tiger: the
myth of social partnership in Ireland (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
2000).

8. In this pluralist conception of Irish history, the roots of conflict lie neither
in the colonial and capitalist domination of Ireland by the British state, nor with the
subsequent history of partition and the oppression suffered by working-class
Catholics in a Northern Ireland propped up by the British state. The conflict is,
rather, to be viewed as internal to Northern Ireland, being less about power and
class than religious and ethnic identities. It results from antagonism between two
competing “traditions” that can be mediated by the two disinterested—British and
Irish—states. But as Joe Cleary has pointed out, the 1998 Agreement does not take
into account “the complex ways in which the Northern conflict has a social and
class content that is not wholly reducible to national identities and allegiances” (Liz-
erature, Partition and the Nation State [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

2002}, 45).
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gay community constitute themselves as a minority with an identiry,
a position forming the basis for a negotiated engagement with the
state in order to gain recognition and protection. Such engagement
has produced a discourse by which the state can be presented as
committed to diversity, pluralism, and equality.

This new discourse was unfolding at a time when the southern
Irish state had, in fact, been pursuing policies that generated
inequality. As Peader Kirby points out, “the high economic growth
rates of the 1990s have been accompanied by growing relative
poverty, inequality and occupational stratification, and by a declin-
ing welfare effort. . . . Ireland’s embrace of globalisation has resulted
in a more divided society.”® The economic boom has predominantly
generated low-paid employment in the services industry; even the
jobs arising in the technology sector have tended to be low-skilled.
A significant trend of growing inequality in access to housing, edu-
cation, and healthcare is also apparent. The benefits of the boom
have been distributed, according to Kieran Allen, so as to effect “a
systematic transfer of wealth to the better off sections of Irish soci-
ety.”10 Significantly, the primary source of inequality in any capital-
ist society, poverty, is not among the nine grounds on which the
equality legislation rests. Therefore, a key effect of both the “social
partnership” and “equality” discourses has been a conception of
society in which class and class struggle have been replaced by the
notion of equally positioned identities and interests, with the disin-
terested agents of the state mediating between them.

This article argues that the representation of gay men in recent
Irish gay fiction operates in a dynamic relationship with liberal con-
cerns about modernity, pluralism, and Irish history. It suggests that
a cluster of related currents in contemporary Ireland have shaped the
literary conception of the Irish gay male identity, even as this iden-
tity has simultaneously functioned as one element in a discursive
construction of the liberal conception of society. In the course of
this process, gay identity has been emptied of any radical political
potential it may have had. Moreover, such ideological activity has

9. Peader Kirby, “Contested Pedigrees of the Celtic Tiger,” in Peader Kirby,
Luke Gibbons, and Michael Cronin (eds.), Reinventing Ireland: Culture, Society and
the Global Economy (London: Pluto Press, 2002), 30-31I.

10. Allen, 60.
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occurred as the liberal, pluralist conception of Irish society is itself
under pressure from the inequalities being generated by the forces
of global capital. Literary and discursive constructions of gay male
identity are currently being pressed into service as icons of Irish
modernity—since in contemporary Western culture gay men are
routinely represented as the epitome of an urban, metropolitan,
consumerist lifestyle. Modernity is, in this discourse, interchangeable
with liberal capitalism. Concurrently, these representations of gay
men are being made to serve as guarantors of the commitment of
Irish liberalism to equality and pluralism—that is, guarantors
against the very effects of this modernity.

AN IriSH Boy's OWN STORY:
Form AND PoLiTics IN IRISH GAY FicTION

The form and content of Tom Lennon’s novels construct a rela-
tionship between sexuality, identity, and psychic health that removes
any radical political potential from gay identity and reproduces an
uncritical version of the conventional liberal narrative of Irish
modernity and progress. On a formal level, Lennon’s pseudony-
mously published first novel, When Love Comes to Town (1993),'! fol-
lows the structure of the “coming-out” story, a genre that developed
in the US during the post-Stonewall period of the 1970s—the best
known example of which is Edmund White’s fictionalized auto-
biography A Boy’s Own Story. As a narrative form, the coming-out
story exhibits the same tension present in the political formation of
“gay lib” from which it emerged. Constructing lesbian and gay sex-
uality as a politicized identity was a significant, liberatory, and in the
context of second-wave feminism and the black civil rights move-
ment, historically viable strategy to counter the prevailing construc-
tions of homosexuality as either a crime or a mental illness. Hence
the coming-out story moves from oppression and repression to lib-
eration, with the protagonist finding affirmation, solidarity, and the
potential for sexual and emotional fulfillment within a metropolitan
queer subculture—in White’s case in New York.

11. Tom Lennon (pseud.), When Love Comes to Town (Dublin: O’Brien Press,
1993).
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But hinging this politicized construction on the notion of iden-
tity had the effect of either limiting its radical political efficacy, or
even, finally, of depoliticizing it. Constructing being gay as a social
identity analogous to a racial or ethnic identity contributed to the
ideological ease with which it could become a reformist and ulti-
mately conservative political formation. Rather than representing a
movement for the radical transformation of sexuality and society,
the adoption of a gay or lesbian selfhood became a minoritizing
move. Lesbians and gay men existed as a minority in their relation-
ship with the state, seeking protection and rights within the ongoing
system. Furthermore, the coming-out narrative structures itself
around the movement by the individual from being silenced, clos-
eted, and inauthentic—either dissembling to keep the truth about
himself from others or not yet having access to that truth—to a posi-
tion of psychic health that appears to emerge from authenticity and
truth-telling. The coming-out narrative, therefore, shifts the ground
for action from the communal and social to the individual. More-
over, it reproduces that dynamic of power in Western society where,
as Michel Foucault puts it, “it is through sex that each individual has
to pass in order to have access to his own intelligibility, to the whole
of his body, to his identity” and where this process is an integral part
of the larger “political ordering of life, not through an enslavement
of others but through an affirmation of self.”!2

The strategy of adapting the coming-out genre to Ireland in the
early nineties reflects how the process of constructing gay and les-
bian identities involved turning to a metropolitan and specifically
American political and cultural formation. Even more significant,
however, is the markedly conservative version of the Irish coming-
out narrative that emerges in LLennon’s novel. When Love Comes to
Town emphasizes how eighteen-year-old Niall’s being gay need have
minimal implications for the prevailing constructions of gender and
class in his society. The novel asserts how aside from being gay, Niall
conforms to masculine norms; if anything he is almost overdeter-
mined in his masculinity—a star on the rugby field, tall and good
looking, attractive to the girls, and one of the lads with the boys. His

12. Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: Volume One, trans. Robert Hurley
(London: Penguin, 1978), 155, 123.
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contact with the gay subculture is restricted to the commercial
scene, which he finds seedy, intimidating, and alienating. In an
almost anthropological mode, the novel conducts the presumptively
heterosexual mainstream reader into an exotic world with its various
types, never indicating any community or broader political element
to this subculture. The scene leads Niall to know “Daphne,” a
stereotypically drawn, campy young queen, who lives in a working-
class estate that appears as strange to middle-class Niall, as the gay
scene will to a straight reader. Moreover, his visit to Daphne’s fam-
ily has no effect on Niall’s awareness of class, nor does the novel
suggest that he might form any solidarity with Daphne, based on a
shared sexual or political identity. The novel ends not, as in White’s
A Boy’s Own Story, with the protagonist becoming politicized
through his contact with a queer subculture, but with his discovery
of love with another straight-acting boy in his own South Dublin
suburb. The tolerance for which When Love Comes to Town argues
amounts to the belief that because he is gay Niall should not be
denied access to any of the privileges he is entitled to as a middle-
class man. He and his father may disagree over what course he will
take at university but there is no question about his attendance.
Moreover, Lennon’s novel engages with Irish society largely on apo-
litical terms. The two key moments of crisis in the narrative, when
Niall is badly beaten up and when he attempts suicide, both evoke
our pity for him. The novel’s claims for toleration and acceptance are
based solely on emotion rather than on a demand for equality—or
on any other political argument.

In Lennon’s subsequent novel, Crazy Love (1999), the psycho-
logically damaging effects of inauthenticity and pretense, of not
coming out, are again dramatized when the narrator—now a married
man who has an affair with his younger male colleague—has a nerv-
ous breakdown. This central trope of the coming-out narrative, the
individual’s progressive movement to psychic health, also structures
the novel’s conception of recent Irish history and of the place of
modern gay identity within the wider dynamics of social change.
Crazy Love emphasizes how Paul’s anxiety about how those around
him would react to his being gay is largely misplaced. When he
meets his lover at the airport and kisses him publicly for the first
time, “no one said a word, and in fact, if anything, they seemed to
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silently approve of this spontaneous open display of affection. They
seemed to like being reminded that this was a modern Ireland they
were living in.”13

Despite the novel’s irony toward the liberal attitudes of Paul’s
middle-class contemporaries, and toward the affluence, con-
sumerism, and greed of a booming economy, its narrative ultimately
endorses these very values. Paul retains his job as a highly paid exec-
utive, moving from living in his expensive suburban house with his
wife to living in an expensive new apartment with his lover. The only
alternative to middle-class liberalism is a discredited and irrelevant
traditional Ireland; a group of “family values” protestors outside gov-
ernment buildings whom he sees on television look to Paul “like
they’ve been snatched straight out of the 1950s” (47). Working-class
people in Crazy Love are irredeemably violent, racist, and homopho-
bic. One of the three stereotypically drawn men who drunkenly

- harass two gay men and the staff in a Chinese restaurant, has a tri-

color tattoo—*“the ugly leer contorting his face leaves the two lads in
no doubt that they don’t exactly fit into his vision of Ireland” (51).

FAmiLy VaLuEes: GAy MeN, CapriTALISM, AND MODERNITY IN |IRELAND

Keith Ridgway’s The Long Falling (1998) and Colm Toibin’s The
Blackwater Lightship (1999) share two significant formal and the-
matic similarities. In both novels representations of gay men are
embedded within a narrative of family trauma. The effect is to con-
tain sexual identity within the territory of the familial and the
domestic, removing it from the realm of the political. Secondly, both
novels reproduce a common feature of Irish naturalist fiction, the
mapping of a modern/traditional binary onto an urban/rural one.
Gay male identity is conceived in the novels as an urban and met-
ropolitan identity. Therefore an Irish gay male identity only becomes
possible through a reconfiguration of Irishness itself as urban and
metropolitan, a condition that can be secured only through a repu-
diation of the supposedly traditional and rural past. However, Ridg-
way’s work, and in particular his most recent novel, The Parts

13. Tom Lennon (pseud.), Crazy Love (Dublin: O’Brien, 1999), 239.
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(2003),!% begins to complicate and critique this orthodox liberal
account of recent Irish history.

The earlier novel is the story of Grace, an abused woman living
in rural Ireland, who kills her violent husband and escapes to
Dublin where her gay son Martin lives. The Long Falling is set in
1992, with the events surrounding the X case providing background
to the narrative. It ends with Grace’s participation in the mass
demonstration against the government’s actions, a protest that
occurred between the High Court’s injunction to prevent a four-
teen-year-old rape victim from going abroad for an abortion and the
subsequent lifting of that injunction by the Supreme Court. The
Long Falling juxtaposes two Irelands: a rural, traditional nation of
“murders and stormy nights. Mad priests and fallen statues” where
dreadful things happen to women and children, and a kinder, toler-
ant, and urban Ireland of the future with which, significantly, the
gay male characters are associated.!> Although Martin views rural
Ireland as “a different world, a different century” (9), the novel
reveals how these two nations actually exist concurrently and—as
dramatized by the X case demonstrations—clash. In this conflict,
the novel’s gay male characters are associated with an urban, toler-
ant, and modern Ireland. Martin’s lover Henry, a member of the
new wealthy and metropolitan élite that has most benefited from
the Irish economic boom, works in international finance, speaks flu-
ent French, and regularly commutes between Dublin and Paris.
Similarly, in T6ibin’s novel, a gay male character lives in Brussels and
works for the European Commission. Since the Republic joined the
EEC in 1973, Europe—the distinction between the institution and
the geographical area is usually disregarded—has become a central
totem of modernity in liberal political discourse. Gay men, or rather
their fictionally constructed representations, signify a politically pro-
gressive liberalism professing a largely uncritical belief in the posi-
tive values of capitalism, urbanization, and metropolitan (or “West-
ern”) values.

Modernization offers more than economic and political advan-
tages to Ridgway’s characters in The Long Falling; it also signals psy-

14. Keith Ridgway, The Parts (London: Faber, 2003).
15. Keith Ridgway, The Long Falling (London: Faber, 1998), 4.
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