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Arguing for the Self Through Activism:
Ireland’s Marriage Equality Campaign 2015
Mel Duffy, Dublin City University, Ireland

ABSTRACT

Thisarticlefocusesonthereflectionsofnegotiatingtheself—specifically,myself—
during the 2015 referendum for Marriage Equality in Ireland. It focuses on the
understandingsand/ormeaningsthatwereconveyedtotheLGBTcommunityduring
thecampaign.Itcouldbeformulatedastheattemptsbythelastvestigesofsocietal
institutionstoshapesocietytotheirwayofthinking—orrather,tomaintainastatus
quothathadlongpassed.Itwasanexperienceinknowinghow,why,andwhatwas
thought of the LGBT community, with no avenue for retort. It was the battlefield
forthemaintenanceofasocialisationprocesswhichinformedusofourplace.The
referendumbecamethearticulationoftheknownasseenandembracedbythemajority
tobeonedayreproducedbytheyoung.Withinthiscontext,are-examinationofthe
selfwasforcedtoemergebatteredandbruised,butalive.

KEywoRdS
Campaign Self, Hermeneutic, Lesbian, Marriage Equality, Phenomenology



International Journal of Political Activism and Engagement
Volume 7 • Issue 2 • April-June 2020

2

INTRodUCTIoN

Onthe30thMay2015,theVaticanSecretaryofState,CardinalPietroParolin,called
the result of the Irish referendum on Marriage Equality a ‘defeat for humanity’.
Thiswastheultimateconclusionofabeliefsystemconcerningtheequalitygained
bytheLGBTcommunity.Howhadwecometothispoint?Atonestage,inIreland,
98%ofcitizensespousedtheRomanCatholicChurchbeliefsystem,professingtobe
believinginorsubmittingtoitsproclamations.However,themajorconcernofParolin’s
statement ishis implicitanswer to the impliedquestion, ‘Whatdoes itmean tobe
amemberofhumanity’?Forthatmatter,whatishumanity—andmoreimportantly,
whoembracesthisconceptofhumanity?Thereferendumcampaignthattookplacein
Irelandunpackedthisnotion—callingintoquestiontheperceptionofthe‘self’that
everylesbianandgaypersonembraced.

METHodoLoGy

Thispaperfocusesonmyreflections,asanolder lesbianwoman,on theMarriage
EqualitycampaigninIreland.It is interpretedfromahermeneuticphenomenology
perspective.Phenomenologyisconcernedwithhowindividualsexperience,describe,
interpret and understand the phenomenon under investigation (Bergum, 1989).
Hermeneutical or interpretative phenomenological theory proposes that social
experiences,things(inanimateobjects),andeventshavenointrinsicmeaninginandof
themselves;theyonlyholdmeaningbecausehumanbeingsconferthemwithmeaning
(Jones, 2003). Phenomenology is not only concerned with attitudes, perceptions,
andlivedexperiencesonanindividuallevel,butalsostrivestoinvestigatetheway
that meaning is constructed collectively, socially, and culturally—thus describing
andinterpreting‘themeaningofthelivedexperiencesforseveralindividualsabout
a concept or the phenomenon’ (Creswell, 1998, p. 51). As such, phenomenology
examinesthemannerinwhichsingular,orseveralindividualsconstructrealitybased
upon the interpretations and meanings they give to previous or similar situations.
Therefore,thismethodologicalapproachisparticularlysuitedtoreflectingonmyown
experienceofparticipatinginthiscampaignbothpassivelyandactively.

ThephilosophiesofbothHeidegger(1962)andSartre(1943/1969)underpinthis
reflection.TheessenceofHeidegger’s(1962)hermeneuticphenomenologyis‘Dasein’,
whichhereferstoasthehumanbeingintheworld.AsHeidegger(1962)indicates,
‘Being-in-the-worldisabasicstateofDasein’(p.86)andtherefore‘The“essence”
ofDaseinliesinitsexistence’(p.67).Johnson(2000)suggeststhatHeideggerviews
thehumanbeingasbeing‘alwaysinvolvedinthepracticalworldofexperience’(p.
136).Beingin-the-world(Dasein)asalesbianwoman,Icametoanunderstandingof
society’sattitudesandperceptionstowardstheLGBTcommunityand,byextension,
howIexperiencethatinmylife.Sartre(1943/1969)wasinterestedinthequestionof
subjectivity.Hesuggestedthatindividualfreedom,unconstrainedbyreligionorany
othercontrollingfactors,isnotameanstoanend,butratheranenduntoitself.Inthis
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