PAGE  
2

	
	THIS STORY HAS BEEN FORMATTED FOR EASY PRINTING

	[image: image1.png]





	

MICHAEL PATRICK MACDONALD

Pride in being Irish

By Michael Patrick MacDonald  |  March 19, 2007

THE WEEK following St. Patrick's Day celebrations comes as a relief to many people of Irish ancestry who feel ill represented by the holiday's depiction of Irish identity. It's not just the green beer and green vomit. More often, it's the reinforced images of the closed-minded Irish bigot, of Irish-American parochialism in general. Every ethnic group has its bigots. But ours often take center stage, despite the overwhelming number of progressive politicians, philanthropists, and artists of Irish descent.

It doesn't help that the organizers of the New York City parade, in their silly and inhospitable ban on gay and lesbian groups, have behaved in a manner that would typically be considered shamefully un-Irish. Sadly, City Council speaker Christine Quinn, a lesbian who is New York City's second-ranking politician, had to go all the way to Dublin, where she was welcomed in that city's St. Patrick's Day parade. And, of course, in South Boston the list of unwelcome groups has grown over the years; in 2003 it even included the group Veterans for Peace.

In reality, Irish America is much more diverse -- politically, socially, and even ethnically -- than the stereotypes would have us believe. But those stereotypes are perpetuated anyway.

Recently, when Southie's city councilor, Jimmy Kelly, passed away, columnists who attacked his conservative ways often did so while repeatedly identifying him as Irish. Similarly, South Boston parochialism is often mentioned in the context of the neighborhood's reputation as an Irish enclave. In Al Franken's otherwise great book "Lies and the Lying Liars Who Tell Them," he refers to the right's Sean Hannity as an "angry, Irish ape." There's no concern at all for the legacy of pseudo-scientific British drawings of the Irish as simian in appearance.

Yet as Maureen Dezell, author of "Irish America: Coming Into Clover," notes, "Irish America is by and large liberal, educated, philanthropic, and generous. Too often, however, we think of Joe McCarthy rather than Eugene McCarthy when we think of Irish-American politicians."

As with every other ethnicity, we have both right-wing Joe and left-wing Eugene, and everything in between. But few people think, for instance, of the tireless labor organizer and liberal icon Mother Jones as a native of County Cork, Ireland.

"Yes, Bill O'Reilly is Irish-American," says Dezell. "But so are Michael Moore, Cindi Sheehan, Tim Russert, and Chris Matthews."

And let's not forget Representative John Murtha. The list of inquisitors challenging the Bush administration's lies on Iraq reads like an attendance sheet from the Southie classrooms of my youth. It would be ironic, except that journalists such as Matthews, Maureen Dowd, and Tim Russert in fact come from a long heritage of Irish concern for social justice. When my mother called me in excitement upon hearing about Patrick Fitzgerald, the special prosecutor in the Valerie Plame CIA leak case -- he plays the Irish accordion! -- I tried to remain rational. I responded, "What does that matter?" But it matters a lot, especially to those of us who have at one time or another hid from our Irish identification because of clichéd depictions of Irish bigotry from the outside and because a loud minority of closed-minded people in Boston, New York, and Chicago declare themselves "Irish and proud."

There's a whole side to Irish America that we don't generally see in the media this time of year. Recently, San Francisco's New College celebrated St. Patrick's Day by hosting a weeklong celebration of diversity called "Irish America at the Crossroads." Organizer Dan Cassidy selected panelists for discussions about Irish connections to Native American, Latin American, and Caribbean cultures. Meanwhile in New York, Irish America Magazine honored its annual Top 100 Irish Americans.

The list of honorees would surprise most Americans. Comedy Central's Stephen Colbert? Alec Baldwin? And a program led by child Irish step dancers, every one of them African-American or Latino? The evening was best summed up by Maryland's newly elected governor, Democrat Martin O'Malley, who said, "Our diversity is our greatest strength."

While the conservative New York City parade organizers are a part of Irish America, so too are Christine Quinn and others who, in their struggles for equality, have displayed the good kind of "Irish fight." We can only hope that one day the Ancient Order of Hibernians will realize this as well, and welcome Ms. Quinn back home to march up Fifth Avenue.

Michael Patrick MacDonald, the author of "All Souls" and "Easter Rising," is a guest columnist.  [image: image2.png]
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