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To the 1s, and to Tyrone Unsworth




Introduction


Two nights before Australia changed the law to allow same-sex couples to marry, I had an argument at a party. Well, calling it a party is probably being generous. I was upstairs in Parliament House, in a corridor that had been transformed into a Christmas drinks hosted by a hodgepodge of cross-bench MPs. The ones who aren’t with a major political party and whose offices all share a wing of Parliament House. The party buzzed with chatter as politicians of all persuasions and their staff mingled with lobbyists, reporters and activists. Party guests spilled from the MPs’ offices and into the shared hallway, leaning against walls and squeezing past each other to greet new arrivals. The atmosphere was merry; after all, it was almost Christmas.


A table of finger food stood untouched but for a growing collection of popped beer tops and champagne corks. My friend Nadine, a Greens staffer, excitedly pointed out the plate of red sausages and cheese cubes generously supplied by the federal member for Kennedy and exclaimed, ‘Look, it’s the Katter platter!’


Christmas parties are fun, and those within Parliament House are something to behold, but I wasn’t in parliament that week for the free drinks and small talk. I was there to see a bill passed and a law changed.


It was a change so simple, with overwhelming public support and real-life significance that had been stalled and rejected for too long. It would symbolise who we are as a nation: what we stand for, what we celebrate and who we treat as first-class citizens. After decades of campaigning from thousands of activists, including five years of my own hard work, I was in parliament to witness the passage of an amendment to Australia’s Marriage Act that would mean that someone like me could marry someone I love.


I slipped into the office of Greens MP Adam Bandt to grab a beer and bumped into the deeply conservative Minister Kevin Andrews. A budding viral sensation, Andrews had garnered international notoriety through his suggestion on Sky News that the love of LGBTIQ couples wasn’t worthy of marriage because he understands it to be the same as the fondness between himself and his cycling buddies. Amusingly, former Prime Minister Tony Abbott, a rabid opponent of same-sex marriage, happens to be one of Andrews’ ‘cycling buddies’. I do assume that my hot, queer love is significantly different from the relationship between Kevin Andrews and Tony Abbott, but far be it from me to be a gatekeeper.


I chatted politely to Andrews when a man I didn’t recognise joined us. Before long I was left with the older gentleman. For some reason I assumed he was the father of the young member for Brisbane, Trevor Evans, and thought it sweet that the gay MP had brought his dad in for the big marriage equality week. The gentleman continued to talk to me about marriage equality to avoid an uncomfortable silence.


‘Now, I know you lot were opposed to the postal survey, but now that we’ve come out the other end of it, surely you can see the good it’s done and that it was the right thing to do,’ he said, conversationally.


‘Oh, absolutely not,’ I replied to his surprise. ‘The postal survey was a disgrace and shouldn’t have happened under any circumstance.’


The man was taken aback. My disagreement with his vague platitude was likely not the pleasantry he expected from Christmas-party chitchat.


‘What about the weight it’s given the decision?’ the man countered. ‘It means it’s decisive, and it’s brought everyone along with the change.’


As I began to explain that marriage equality had enjoyed majority public support for over a decade and that holding a national survey actually undermined the authority of parliament and the weight of every other decision we pay them to make, I noticed the man was wearing a small green pin in his jacket. Oh, crap. He was an MP.


At that moment, I should have retreated. I was there representing my employer, GetUp, and needed to be polite and respectful. Did I though?


‘People may have anecdotally enjoyed participating in the vote, but how is that worth the harrowing ordeal we unnecessarily thrust upon the LGBTIQ community?’ I challenged. I studied his face as he brushed off the trauma of my friends as ‘complete rubbish’, and thought to myself, Who on earth is this man? I thought I knew every MP by face and division, but it was like I’d never seen this person before in my life.


‘It’s not rubbish,’ I interjected, frustrated at his refusal to believe the postal survey was anything but a gift from the government for which I should be grateful. ‘People died during the survey.’


‘People died?’ he spluttered, a fleck of spit hitting my cheap suit jacket.


‘That’s right,’ I told him. ‘We lost people to suicide, people who didn’t have to die.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous! What utter nonsense!’ the man was incensed. ‘“People died” … how dare you say something as ridiculous as that.’


‘People did die,’ I insisted, indignantly. Any effort to be polite or measured had gone out the window and I could feel my heart pounding with anger. I did not know who this man was, but he was wrong, and I couldn’t let it go.


‘Normal people don’t just kill themselves within six weeks!’ the man exclaimed.


‘That’s the point!’ I shouted. ‘These people were already vulnerable!’


Several heads turned towards us. Across the room my friend Nadine covered her mouth to suppress a laugh.


The thing is, it’s completely understandable that this MP had lost his patience with me, a random GetUp campaigner who he was simply trying to make polite conversation with. And normally I wouldn’t have lost my temper at him either, but I, like most other activists in the LGBTIQ community, had been ground down to the end of my emotional tether. I was exhausted. I was furious. I was dizzy from holding myself and my loved ones together to get to that point.


‘This is outrageous. People would have died in my electorate with the Whyalla debacle; people were losing their jobs – the whole town was at risk! You can’t just list every person who’s suicided and say it was the fault of whatever it was the government did at the time that impacted their life.’


He’d dropped a clue to his identity. Whyalla was the town that was supposedly going to be ‘wiped off the map’ by the Gillard government’s mining and carbon taxes, and the man was presumably referring to the job losses associated with the downturn in mining. Whyalla … South Australia … he’d have to be the Liberal member for Grey!


‘This is different, Rowan,’ I tutted, remembering his name. Rowan Ramsey: not a marriage equality supporter. ‘The postal survey was completely unnecessary and, arguably, most other government policies aren’t. The government was willing to put lives at risk just for its own political gain, it was disgraceful.’


If my time as a campaigner has taught me anything, it’s that you can’t convince everyone of everything, and that’s okay. You must find the people you can persuade and focus your energy there.


But in those final moments of the battle for equal marriage rights I’d already seen history begin to be re-written. I’d watched the years of work from activists and the LGBTIQ community be paved over so that the government could perform a victory lap. I was witnessing in real time a shameful period of politics and politicking suddenly heralded as functional, fair governance that had delivered equality for my community.


In that moment, my response was to shout at a member of parliament at a Christmas party. Now, it’s why I write this book.


The stories we tell of how change is made matter. If we are led to believe that the powerful granted rights to the marginalised because the powerful had a sudden change of heart, we strip ourselves of the knowledge needed for the next fight. If we can’t see the work that’s gone in to making change and if we allow the end to be glossed over with a rose-coloured finish, it will always justify the means. And the means by which we operate as a society should always be held to account.


Even if you’re not an activist (yet), at a time when the news is written for clicks and elections are fought with three-word slogans, it’s crucial to preserve some record of events that isn’t ‘fake news’ or political spin.


In part, this book is my attempt to counter the re-writing of how Australia achieved one of the most significant social changes in a generation. The activism it took was too brilliant to be chalked up as timely inevitability or political generosity.


In these pages I’ll teach you some of the things I learnt on this campaign: how to develop a strategy, how to frame your messages, how to get your campaign in the media, how to build community power. And I’ll share with you the much harder lessons I learnt: the consequences of campaign decisions; how to weather criticism and harassment from every angle; and how, in mass campaign movements, nothing is black and white.


My story spans from the depths of Australia’s most sophisticated campaigning outfit to LGBTIQ communities across Australia, from behind closed doors in parliament to the homes of couples fighting for reform to their dying days. It pushes back against the placards held high at the 2018 Mardi Gras that bellowed, ‘The Liberal party delivered marriage equality!’


The Liberal party did not deliver marriage equality. Parliament, save for some heroes within its walls, did not deliver marriage equality. We achieved the reform not because of our political representatives, bound by their factions and their own self-interest, but in defiant spite of their shameful heel-dragging and obfuscation.


Australia did not achieve marriage equality because we voted Yes. The postal survey was a shameful, callous political manoeuvre that cost lives, broke families, saw communities divide themselves in two and gave a national platform to an underbelly of homophobia and transphobia.


Marriage equality was achieved in Australia after decades of work from ordinary people who organised strategically, digitally and collectively to leverage their power in numbers to force parliament to deliver. And it was spectacular. Groundbreaking. Historic.


If you have come to this book looking for a comprehensive campaign history, you’ll be disappointed. This is not a campaign diary. If you are an activist seeking recognition for your work, you likely won’t find it here.


It’s completely impossible to capture the entire marriage equality campaign in a book. We would need a whole library, full of stories. We would archive newspaper clippings, meeting minutes and joint statements. There would be anthologies of photography, shelves of analysis and a section dedicated to the lived experiences of all the people impacted and involved.


This book is not that.


But if you’d like to hear an experience of how the LGBTIQ community and the people who love them created the largest social movement of a generation, you’ve come to the right place. If you want to talk about how power works, how politics is broken and how decisions are made in this country, you’re going to love it here. If you want to learn the basics of how to run a sophisticated, digitally-enabled campaign and hear an incredible story of how ordinary people changed their world, stick around.


If you’ve come for an inside story complete with scandal, triumph and tears, settle yourself in. If you’re here for the time I spontaneously got both my nipples pierced during the intense stress at the crux of the postal survey, well, strap in/on.


I write this book to bear witness and to share lessons, but also because using storytelling as a tool for change is in my blood. Every inch of LGBTIQ progress has been fought for, and won, on a foundation of my community’s personal stories. We tell stories to connect, to resist, and in the hope that those listening might see their own humanity reflected in ours.


Here’s mine.




1


Not Marriage


The sun was beginning to set over Sydney’s Oxford Street, covering Taylor Square with warm, fading spring light. Outside the old Darlinghurst Courthouse, hundreds of people made a restless, jostling crowd. Held high above the congregation were homemade signs and rainbow flags; exhalations of cigarette smoke were blown politely towards the sky. David Bowie sang about heroes from a battery-powered stereo someone had put in a shopping trolley as the noisy mob heaved against police officers forming a barrier to the road.


The chanting began, ‘Out of the bars and into the streets! Out of the bars and into the streets!’ Those gathered, young and old, gay and straight, were there to march. In celebration, in protest and in resistance.


As the sun disappeared, finally the police let us spill onto the road. Cheering, with tears streaming down our glittered faces, we ran, skipped and danced. Shoulder to shoulder and hand in hand, we were a sea of costumes, colours and concealed liquor. We flung ourselves into the arms of friends, kissing each other’s lips and holding each other tight. Shirts were stripped off and fists punched the air as we chanted, ‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’


It was 15 November 2017, and a survey of the Australian voting population had delivered a decisive majority supporting equal marriage rights for LGBTIQ couples. The national survey was the torturous climax in the government’s utter pantomime of unwillingness and inability to legislate a reform so basic, so popular and so long overdue.


When the Yes result was announced earlier that day, the feeling most LGBTIQ Australians felt was staggering relief. Not only had we avoided a loss, we had survived. It was over, we made it. Any gratitude for the Yes victory was bittersweet, muddled with anger at the process and the wash-up of tight anxiety we’d carried for months. But by this evening, this confusing mix of feelings had turned into celebration and defiant pride.


As I whooped and cackled my way down the street, a police officer approached me to confiscate the longneck of beer I was chugging, conspicuously disguised by a brown paper bag. As he swaggered over and told me to tip it out, gesturing aggressively at the bottle, my friends protested, ‘Ohhh, let her have it! She’s worked so hard for this!’


‘Come on, mate. Don’t be like this,’ I wheedled, and as he tutted and walked away, I called out, ‘Thank you!’


When I told my friend Peter de Waal that a cop let me keep my beer he was incredulous. ‘Extraordinary,’ he chuckled, ‘it’s certainly a stark comparison!’


Peter is exactly 50 years my senior. In 1978, he and his friends held a march on the very street we were walking that night, Oxford Street, calling for the liberation of LGBTIQ people. The 78ers, as they’re fondly known, were protesting police brutality and the discrimination they faced as LGBTIQ Australians, but they decided the tone would be like a street party parade. Inspired by activist friends in the United States, they called it a Mardi Gras.


Back then, police deliberately hunted LGBTIQ people. Cops would disrupt private gatherings of gay men to beat them up before arresting them, and it was within their remit. Homosexuality was a crime, and the legal punishments included up to fourteen years in prison, a court-ordered lobotomy, or being forced into ‘conversion therapy’, a process now classified by the United Nations as akin to torture. In 1970s Australia, LGBTIQ people were sacked from their jobs if they were outed to their employer, vocally condemned by the church, the parliament and the media, and risked complete ostracisation from society. The first discovery and diagnosis of HIV/AIDS was still a few years away.


Hundreds of people marched Oxford Street that cold June night in 1978. They had a permit, but the cops still weren’t happy about it; at the bottom of Oxford Street the crowd were intercepted by a swarm of police officers who refused to let them enter Hyde Park, despite the activists’ permission to march. After a scuffle, the parade decided to head towards the El Alamein fountain at the heart of Kings Cross, chanting, ‘Stop police attacks on gays, women and blacks!’


What followed is described as a riot.


Close to midnight, the now-diminished crowd walked to the end of Darlinghurst Road where the police descended, brutally beating the activists with fists and batons. Witnesses say police targeted young women by violently grabbing their hair and their breasts before putting them in handcuffs. Garbage bins, shoes and bottles were thrown back and forth as the police waged their assault. Fifty-three people were arrested and taken to the cells of the Darlinghurst police station. Police officers continued to beat some of the incarcerated protesters; their cries of pain and distress could be heard from outside the building into the night.


Forty years later, many spent fighting for his right to marry his partner, Bon, Peter walked with me and the rest of our elated rainbow mob through Darlinghurst to celebrate Australia saying Yes to marriage equality.


Marching down Oxford Street that night felt like a dream to Peter; like he was re-living the first Mardi Gras back in 1978. When he was about two-thirds of the way down the street, he turned to look back and saw people were still spilling out of Taylor Square. Up until then, Peter had no idea just how many people were marching with him. That moment on this night, 15 November 2017, Peter describes as the most wonderful, exhilarating moment of all his activism.


We were thousands now, swirling down the street with our flags and our cheers. People staying high in the Oxford Street hotels came to their balconies to wave, and we waved back at them. We sang ‘Freedom’ by George Michael at the top of our lungs, and we meant it when we promised not to let each other down, nor to ever give up.


At the intersection of Oxford and Crown streets, my friends and I stopped to lie down on the road. Feet stomped around us as we looked up into the dusk sky. I wanted to feel Oxford Street under my body. I closed my eyes and felt my heart pound into the tarmac, the warmth of the recently departed sun softly radiating from the concrete to my skin.


As I lay with my friends Rok and Axel, I was overcome with a deep sense of lineage. Peter de Waal and the activists from 1978 had paved this road for us, and I felt a burning pride to walk in their footsteps. Because I too had marched demanding equality, again and again and again, along this very road. Some of our marriage equality rallies saw thousands of people swarm that street, completely stopping traffic as we chalked rainbows at the Taylor Square intersection. Sometimes just a few dozen people would show up, as pedestrians looked on at our feeble demonstration with kind pity. I’d paraded down this road for Mardi Gras, taken queer teenagers on history walks of our community’s treasured landmarks and jay-walked across it late at night between gay bars. This street was our home. We got up from the road and began the call and response, ‘Whose streets? Our streets!’ and we bounded on, swigging our secret beers.


In that moment we didn’t care that the campaign for marriage equality was far from over, and we still needed to push legislation through a hostile, conservative parliament. We weren’t thinking about how many people voted Yes, what the wording of the new law would mean or what the prime minister had to say for himself. We marched down Oxford Street, reclaiming our space, our bodies and pride in our identities. Walking with our community, battered and bruised, we picked up each other’s pieces and we were unbroken.


•


Here’s a confession: when I first started campaigning for marriage equality, I didn’t really support it. I thought the concept of marriage was weird and naff and dated, and that instead of pushing for gay marriage rights maybe heterosexual people should also stop doing it, seeing as one in two marriages ended in divorce. I didn’t want to get married, and I certainly didn’t think it was something we LGBTIQ people should aspire to emulate, or want to participate in. I would loudly tell anyone who’d listen that the energy put into campaigning for marriage equality should instead be spent addressing the harrowing struggles of young people with LGBTIQ identities, or the disadvantage LGBTIQ people face in accessing healthcare, housing, employment and social inclusion. At the time, I didn’t see the connection.


I joined the campaign for marriage equality when I got a job at an organisation called GetUp. GetUp was launched in 2005, while I was still in high school, by Jeremy Heimans, David Madden and Amanda Tattersall. The organisation was formed in response to John Howard’s Liberal party winning a majority of seats in both houses of parliament: the House of Representatives (to form government) and also in the Senate. The Senate is normally made up of a diverse range of representatives from different states and political parties, so it usually works as an upper house that reviews laws the government makes in the lower house, but when the Liberal party took control of both, it meant they could just make whatever laws they wanted in the House of Reps, and then wave them through the Senate without scrutiny. For example, it was under this configuration of parliament and John Howard’s government that the Northern Territory Intervention – a $587 million suite of laws that saw the government send the military, tanks and all, into remote Indigenous communities to enforce punitive, racist laws against Aboriginal people – was rubber-stamped within a single day in 2007.


There was an urgent need to create a way for ordinary people to engage in and influence the laws that the government was making, because government can’t be trusted to hold themselves to account. GetUp’s mission was, and remains, to make democracy more participatory by using the internet to coordinate collective citizen action. The idea was that ordinary people should be able to influence decisions being made by the government on the issues they care about, outside of an election, and the internet allowed people to organise at scale so they could leverage their power in numbers.


Back in 2005, a petition that you could sign over the internet was very cool. Using an email list and a website to tell people what politicians were trying to do – whether it was trying to stealthily cut funds to the ABC or send us to war in Iraq – and then mobilising those people to contact their politicians, share information on their new social media pages, rally in the streets or crowdfund to put ads on TV was groundbreaking.


GetUp began campaigning for marriage equality the year after it launched. In 2007, GetUp members raised money to poll the general public on their support for marriage equality, and found majority support for the first time ever. During the early years, GetUp co-organised some of the biggest mass rallies for marriage equality to date, lobbied the Labor party to repeal 58 pieces of discriminatory legislation and went viral with their now famous marriage equality video called It’s Time.


When I started at GetUp, it was still quite small and though there were other LGBTIQ staff there, I was the only queer person in a campaigning role. The national director at the time, Sam McLean, asked me to take the lead on the marriage equality campaign, and I pushed back. ‘You’re only asking me because I’m a lesbian!’ I’d protested, as if there was some sort of homophobia at play.


‘Well, yes?’ McLean had replied, bemused. ‘Don’t you think a gay person should lead this campaign?’


He had a point. So I took over from a straight colleague on the promise that I could also work on what I deemed to be more important LGBTIQ issues.


By the end of that year, I found myself in the courtyard of Old Parliament House in Canberra at one of the first same-sex weddings to happen in Australia when, via a bureaucratic glitch, marriage equality was accidentally legalised in the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) for five days in 2013. Whoopsies!


To understand how same-sex marriage was briefly legalised for five days, four years before it became law, we need to revisit John Howard’s both-houses-of-parliament government. (I do apologise.)


In 2003, my friend Jac Tomlins and her partner, Sarah, married in Canada, legally. When they returned to Australia, Jac and Sarah began speaking to lawyers about whether their overseas marriage would be recognised in Australia. The law at the time clearly specified the types of unions that couldn’t be classed as a marriage, like if one of the couple was still married to someone else or if both members of the couple were from the same immediate family. The list went on: there must be an authorised celebrant, both parties must be over eighteen years old or have special permission, there must be no cases of fraud or mistaken identity, both members of the couple must be able to fully consent without coercion. To Jac and Sarah’s delight, there wasn’t actually anything in the law specifically precluding same-sex couples.


Heartened, Jac and Sarah launched a case with the Victorian Family Court. They hoped a win in court would have significant implications for the wider LGBTIQ community and could even pave the way for the legalisation of marriage equality in Australia. But when Jac spoke to her lawyer, Kris Walker, about her hopes to win the case based on the wording of the Act, Kris replied, ‘Under the current legislation, maybe. But they can always just change the law.’


‘You’re kidding!’ Jac said. ‘Surely they’re not going to change a federal law because Sarah and I are running a case in the Victorian Family Court?’


That is, of course, exactly what they did. Howard had control of both houses of parliament, and so his government could do whatever they wanted.


In 2004, in direct response to Jac and Sarah’s marriage, as well as another Canadian marriage of Australian couple Jason and Adrian Tuazon-McCheyne, the Howard government pushed a bill through parliament to explicitly define marriage as a union between ‘one man and one woman’. In addition to the new definition, the amendment also added sub clause 88EA, stating:




Some unions are not marriages. A union solemnised in a foreign country between a man and a man or a woman and a woman must not be recognised as a marriage in Australia.





When put to the upper house of parliament, senators from the Greens and the Democrats voted against the bill, with Greens leader Senator Bob Brown labelling it ‘hate legislation’. Their opposition wasn’t enough. Though some within the Labor party broke party lines to speak out against the amendment – Tanya Plibersek, Anthony Albanese and Senator Penny Wong to name a few – the Labor party, led by Mark Latham, voted as a block to support the amendment, leaning on the fact that public support for the reform was less than 50 per cent. The bill passed, and the Act was amended.


LGBTIQ couples already couldn’t get married in Australia, but because this amendment was made specifically to ward off any challenge from LGBTIQ people who had been married overseas those words were more than a reinforcement of the status quo. Those words marked a calculated, discriminatory exclusion of LGBTIQ people from a civil institution.


Amending the Marriage Act to exclude same-sex couples, in the twenty-first century no less, was a deliberate tactic from the state to deny a group of citizens rights. At its heart, it was just horridly mean.


Another part of the Marriage Act says the law must be read aloud by the celebrant at the ceremony for the union to be legal. So, for the fourteen years that followed Howard’s amendment, no marriage was legal unless vows were declared beside the words:




Marriage is the union of one man and one woman to the exclusion of all others, voluntarily entered into for life.





As a queer person you don’t hear the words ‘one man and one woman to the exclusion of all others’ and think about resisting hypothetical future infidelities. You don’t hear ‘to the exclusion of all other lovers’, you hear, ‘to the exclusion of you’. Every wedding was a reminder that not only did marriage law not include us, it was written to explicitly exclude us.


For fourteen years, every time I heard those words they were like cold water to the face. Standing among close friends, caught up in the romance of a wedding ceremony, they would shock me back to reality with an ice-cold jolt. Everyone else there hears the words too, and all of a sudden it feels like they’re all watching you. It doesn’t matter that you’re there with friends, your partner, or even if you’re in the damn bridal party; suddenly you’re an imposter. You’re a child dressed-up in a grown-up’s clothing. Those words remind you, and everyone else, that this privilege is not for you because you’re not the same as the people around you. Your love doesn’t qualify. They puncture the ceremony, echoing ‘not you, not you, not you’.


For five days in 2013, it was different. I was going to a wedding, and the happy couple were two men.


I’d met one of the grooms, Ivan Hinton-Teoh, only a few times at that point. Ivan was a marriage equality activist and worked with Australian Marriage Equality (AME), a key organisation in the campaign. I didn’t know his soon-to-be-husband Chris, but already felt fond of their relationship, as I had watched Ivan propose to Chris live on television a few weeks earlier. They seemed sweet and very much in love. The following years would see Ivan and I work closely together, including travelling the country to speak at marriage equality rallies.


It’s a little odd being at the wedding of someone who’s a recent acquaintance, but I was technically there to work. I certainly wasn’t out of place with my videographer; the courtyard was full of journalists and camera crews who were all there to capture the historic occasion. Rows of plastic chairs were covered in white fabric and a chandelier hung from a large gazebo. The guests mingled in the sunshine, sunglasses on and hands to their foreheads, as we waited for the grooms to appear.


I spotted Senator Sarah Hanson-Young from the Greens and Senator Louise Pratt from Labor, both of whom had been campaigning with Ivan for marriage equality for many years. We wore suits and cocktail dresses, and we fanned ourselves with the folded order of service booklets as we said to each other, ‘I can’t believe it!’, ‘What a turn of events!’ and, ‘Is there any possibility they’ll stay legal?’


Soon enough, word travelled that the grooms had arrived, so we shuffled into our seats. To my genuine surprise, my eyes sprung with tears as Chris and Ivan began to walk down the aisle, each flanked by both their parents. Judy Garland’s gentle voice filled the courtyard telling us of a place she’d heard of in a lullaby. As the grooms passed me, arm in arm with their parents, I saw every face in the crowd light up with joy, one after the other like dominos. I’d never seen a wedding like it; it wasn’t just acceptance, it was pride.


Chris and Ivan took each other’s hands and said their vows. They promised to love and to hold, in sickness and in health, for as long as they both shall live. And, for the first time in almost a decade, the joy of the ceremony wasn’t spoiled by the celebrant saying those awful words we’d heard at every wedding since 2004.


After longing for it, and fighting for it for so long, Chris and Ivan were a union of ‘two people voluntarily entered into for life’. As I watched these two people, so deeply in love with each other, promise to spend the rest of their lives loving and honouring each other, I didn’t feel assimilated into something I thought was weird and naff and dated. If anything, it felt subversive. It felt like progress. As I watched the celebrant pronounce Chris and Ivan ‘husband and husband’, I felt as though the space where I was standing belonged to me. It was mine, and this marriage was theirs. I wasn’t even a real guest of Chris and Ivan’s, but for the first time during a wedding ceremony I felt seen, and included, for who I am and for the love I have to give.


Rodney Croome, veteran marriage equality activist and then director of AME, told my videographer and I, ‘Today is so important. For the couples who have married, and their families. But it’s also really important to the nation as a whole, because today we are a more equal society. A fairer society. And a society that values love more than it did yesterday.’


At the reception, Chris and Ivan danced with each other, and then their parents. Two little grooms sat atop the rainbow wedding cake shared among guests in the function room of the iconic Telstra Tower. As the sun went down, rainbow fireworks spattered the Canberra sky.


Judy Garland told us that day that dreams really do come true, but they didn’t in 2013. Ivan and Chris were among 31 same-sex couples who tied the knot in the ACT that historic December weekend. The very same day the ACT parliament passed same-sex marriage laws for their territory, the Liberal government launched a High Court challenge to have them repealed. After five days, every one of those marriages was voided and annulled.


The way our constitution works means that states and territories can only make laws in their parliaments that don’t clash or interfere with federal laws. It’s sensible, otherwise citizens could be obeying the law while simultaneously breaking the law, creating a big mess.


With this in mind, when the Howard government amended the federal Marriage Act with the delightful words ‘one man and one woman’, campaigners saw a potential opening for states and territories to pass separate state legislation for same-sex couples that, in theory, could run parallel to the federal law but grant LGBTIQ couples the same protections. A state law that could allow for ‘one man and one man’ and ‘one woman and one woman’ to marry, we argued, didn’t clash with the federal ‘one man and one woman’ definition. For many years, marriage equality campaigners lobbied state and territory governments to legislate the reform locally. GetUp partnered with AME to put the issue on the agenda at state elections, we fundraised to put ads on TV, ran petitions and even sent New South Wales (NSW) state politicians cupcakes, pleading with them to think of our love too.


State marriage equality legislation was rejected by the Tasmanian parliament in 2012, and then by NSW and South Australia in 2013, with a committee in the NSW state parliament correctly assuming it would be immediately challenged in the High Court. The ACT government knew their law would likely face a court challenge too, but tried very hard to get around the clash with the federal law. The bill literally spelled out that the ACT law was for ‘all marriages between 2 adults of the same sex that are not marriages with the meaning of the [federal] Marriage Act’. It was a nice try.


On 12 December 2013, five days after Chris and Ivan’s wedding, the High Court unanimously ruled that the ACT law was indeed unconstitutional. The court’s ruling noted:




The federal Parliament has not made a law permitting same sex marriage. But the absence of a provision permitting same sex marriage does not mean that the Territory legislature may make such a provision. It does not mean that a Territory law permitting same sex marriage can operate concurrently with the federal law.





People who opposed marriage equality delighted in the ruling from the High Court and the annulment of these precious weddings. Responding to the verdict, Lyle Shelton of the shamelessly anti-LGBTIQ pressure group the Australian Christian Lobby (ACL) told the ABC that marriage equality activists had ‘pretty much exhausted all avenues through the democracy and the courts and I think it’s time to move on.’


Contrary to Shelton’s generous advice, we did not move on. And, actually, the ruling was a gift to the national marriage equality campaign. Knowing 31 marriages had just been voided was terrible, but there was one small, clear silver lining: when the High Court ruled the ACT’s marriage law couldn’t stick, it confirmed to campaigners the only way to achieve marriage equality was in our federal parliament, with a legislative change to the federal Marriage Act. We couldn’t go through the courts, like they’d done in Germany. It wasn’t going to work going state by state, like they did in Canada. A referendum, like Ireland would go on to do, wasn’t an option for us because marriage wasn’t part of the constitution. The laws that were passed and then repealed in the ACT clarified exactly what our pathway to victory would be and refocussed our fight.


It wouldn’t be easy: by then, Australia’s prime minister was Tony Abbott, who once called equal marriage rights ‘simply the fashion of the moment’. Some MPs and senators supported marriage equality, but the majority didn’t, which meant that even if the government was planning to introduce same-sex marriage legislation to parliament (which they most certainly were not) we were a long way off getting the numbers we needed in both houses to pass a law. A growing majority of the general public supported marriage equality, but in 2013 when Australia had just elected their most conservative prime minister in living memory, parliament’s inaction on the reform held no electoral cost to either major party. It wasn’t an issue that voters cared about enough for most politicians to bother with.


The fight ahead for marriage equality activists was huge, but we knew exactly what we needed to do. At least, we thought we did.


•


I met about a dozen newly married couples that weekend in Canberra. They beamed with excitement when I asked how they met, what the day meant to them or to see their rings. Some couples wore rainbow details on their suits or dresses to show how proud they were of being LGBTIQ. One couple said their vows at the stroke of midnight, in the first seconds that the ACT law came into effect, so they didn’t have to wait a moment longer than they had already been forced to.


I’m embarrassed to admit that being at that wedding on that day, 7 December 2013, was when it became urgently clear to me that marriage equality really wasn’t about me and my politics. This was about real LGBTIQ people, many of whom had fought for decades for the rights and freedoms I took for granted as a queer woman. Who was I to tell a group of 78ers that they were on their own because I thought marriage was patriarchal? It wasn’t even really about marriage, either, despite it being the centrepiece of the reform. This was about the government telling LGBTIQ people that they couldn’t do something that everybody else could, simply because of who they were. This was a symbol of inequality that inspired other discrimination in every corner of LGBTIQ people’s lives. This was a lesson taught to children, all of them, about who was worth less than someone else.


It took me experiencing a wedding that I didn’t feel automatically excluded from to realise what my community and I were being denied. This weird and dated thing should be ours too, if we wanted it. Civil marriage didn’t belong to heterosexuals. Rights don’t belong to the majority, theirs to share at their discretion. Rights are for everyone.


Judy Garland sang to us and I agreed with her; why, then, can’t I?


One of my earliest memories is from when I was about four years old. I’m playing with a toy in my family’s house in White Gum Valley, just outside Fremantle. Beside me is a bookshelf my mum built, filled with May Gibbs and Mem Fox and Dick Roughsey, all tattered from the second-hand shop. Brahms fills the house, which is part building site, as my mum lays the red bricks she’s ‘reclaimed’ onto the open-dirt ground that’s our kitchen floor. She’s also ‘reclaimed’ a wooden lamppost that stands in the middle of our self-made house, bearing the weight of the roof and measuring our growing heights. My sister Bessie, who if I was four would have been three, wanted to play with the yellow truck I had, but I refused to give it to her. No matter her pleas, increasing in desperation, I wouldn’t let her have it. ‘No, no, no,’ I insisted. Bessie worked herself into hysterical tears, begging for a turn with the toy and, feeling guilty, eventually I gave it to her. My mum swooped in, took the toy back from Bessie and put it firmly back in my hands.


‘You’ve made your sister cry,’ she scolded me. ‘If you were going to give it to her all along, you should have given it to her at the start. If you’re not going to give her the toy, you need to stick to that. Don’t make your sister cry, if you’re going to change your mind.’


Her words are crystal clear in my memory, and they’ve fundamentally shaped who I am. I’m reluctant to argue with the people I love if, ultimately, the argument isn’t important. I don’t want to fight for no reason. But when I do fight for something – when something really matters – I won’t let it go. That little exchange when I was a tiny child took residence deep inside of me and made me determined beyond discouragement, committed to fighting for what I believed in, and decisive in what warranted my commitment and what did not.


I’d been working on the marriage equality campaign for the best part of a year before I attended Chris and Ivan’s wedding in 2013, but I left Canberra that day with a deep sense of determination. I became obsessed. Making Australia change its Marriage Act became my North Star, and I couldn’t take my eyes off it.


I didn’t know that on that exact day, 7 December, four years later, I’d be singing from the House of Representatives gallery celebrating marriage equality becoming law.
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An Impatient 62%


Activism is about changing things that those in power don’t want changed. Activism doesn’t have to be adversarial, but it does need to make power bend and relent. It does need to displace privilege, even if that privilege is just the unchallenged ability to make decisions for other people. It needs to be the external force in Newton’s laws of physics that changes the course of something that would have otherwise continued on forever.


The law is a powerful thing. The law is something that tends to not want to change. Or rather, the powerful people for whom the law is made don’t want it to change. It’s not easy for ordinary people to change a law.


Let’s briefly revisit high school civics lessons – I’ll be Miss Honey. Australia’s political system is a representative democracy. What that means is that neighbourhoods of people are grouped together into electorates, and electorates nominate a person to take note of all their concerns, understand the area’s priorities and then represent their interests in parliament, where laws are made.


There are 150 of these nominated people across Australia, called Members of Parliament (MPs) who sit together in the House of Representatives and, largely, are responsible for making our country’s laws. As well as MPs who represent us at a local, neighbourhood level, we also elect senators to represent us as an entire state or territory in parliament; there are 76 of these in total. So, each of us technically has one MP and anywhere between two and twelve senators, depending on the population of the state or territory we live in.


As we touched on, the most common way for a law to be made or changed is when legislation, also called a bill, is introduced into the House of Representatives, debated, and passed (or not). If passed through the House, the bill then goes to the Senate, where it’s reviewed, debated and passed (or not).


Because the MPs and senators who are debating and passing these laws are elected by the people it is their responsibility to do as the majority of their constituents would wish. To do the opposite of what their electorate desires would, in effect, mean risking their jobs, because the literal role of our elected officials is to fairly represent our views.


I am, of course, absolutely kidding. This is not remotely how our democracy works in Australia. This is a comedy book now, surprise!


If every politician genuinely made laws that the people of their electorates wanted, I just really doubt that politicians would keep taking money from our pay packets and giving it to giant corporations, like Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp, in the form of a tax subsidy, you know? Or maybe suffering, terminally ill people might have the choice to legally end their own lives, a right that more than 70 per cent of Australians support, if Christian churches didn’t hold disproportionate power over parliament.


There are many factors that bust up our democracy. First, I’m going to talk about political factions. The 150 MPs and 76 senators who represent us in parliament nearly all belong to a political party (unless they’re an independent, like the Member for Clark Andrew Wilkie). The two major political parties are the Liberal party and the Labor party; with stable minor parties, the Nationals and the Greens; and then there are an array of changing micro-parties who, if they’re lucky, can pick up a Senate seat or two.


As you can imagine, MPs and senators are loyal to their political party, which has an agenda and a set of values and, you’d hope, a strategy on implementing both. That’s your MP’s team and, you’d hope, you know what team your MP is on when you vote for them at the election. But it’s not as simple as that, because within the big political party teams, there are smaller teams. These are political factions.


Sometimes political factions within the same party differ on small things, like who their favourite former prime minister is. Sometimes, the difference of views between factions in the same party is huge, like whether global warming is real or not. Or whether same-sex marriage is good or bad.


Imagine the TV show Survivor: the beautiful scruffy people form alliances with each other, finding strength in numbers to advance themselves and each other in the game. If you’re not in an alliance, you’re vulnerable and exposed, but if you are, then you have the backing of the pack.


Political factions are a bit like this. They even have funny names like the moderate Liberal faction the Black Hand and the centre-right faction of Labor called Labor Unity. Unlike Survivor, they have far more rules, far more strength and, if you cross them, far worse consequences. For instance, if you want to be the person that a political party nominates as a candidate for an electorate at an election, and that electorate has 100 registered members of your party and 70 of those people belong to a particular faction, then those 70 people are going to hold a lot of sway on who your party chooses. If you’re intent on trying to get the spot to run for election as an MP, you might promise those 70 members that if you’re elected then you’ll listen to them more than the other 30 party members from the electorate (and indeed, the rest of the people you’re representing). If you get elected, your position then might depend on doing what your faction says, because they supported your nomination as candidate.


When things are good, your faction is the best. You’re a group of people making change from within the party, and you have the power in numbers to convince the larger party to adopt certain reforms or change laws the way you think is best. But if you cross the leaders of your faction, you’re toast. It’s not just that you’re on your own, you’re taking up space that could belong to someone loyal to the faction.


Not all MPs are part of factions, but many are – they’re proud to be, and loyal to them. What this means is that sometimes you think you’re voting for an MP who is on the team you want to support, and this may be the case, but the next level of detail is that your MP might actually be part of a faction within the party that is actively trying to change the party’s position on something.


The Labor party are transparent about their factions and publicly list the politicians in each of them and the values and beliefs that faction advocates for within the larger Labor party. You can even join one, if you like.


Labor MP Terri Butler explained to me, ‘The Labor party is a very big organisation. You have to find ways to organise in that, as you do in any big organisation.’


But if you ask a politician from the Liberal party, the Greens or the Nationals what faction they’re in, chances are they’ll laugh and tell you they aren’t in one, or that factions aren’t really a thing. Politicians don’t like to talk about factions. However, they exist, and the stranglehold political factions have on our democracy is part of the reason why our MPs and senators didn’t legislate marriage equality for all those years that it felt like they should have.


Detailing factional power plays within political parties might feel like an unnecessary level of detail, but I assure you that getting a sense of how these factions operate is crucial to understanding what marriage equality campaigners, and indeed the entire country, were up against when trying to change the law.


Let’s go back to 2012. Carly Rae Jepsen had just gifted us all ‘Call Me Maybe’. Sally Pearson won the gold medal for the 100-metre hurdles at the London Olympics. We all shared that viral video about catching an Ugandan warlord. Gay man Benjamin Norris won Big Brother season 9. Julia Gillard was Australia’s first female prime minister, duly elected, and delivered a scorching speech about Tony Abbott’s misogyny. The ACT were still a year off legalising same-sex marriage for five days. In my opinion, we should have legislated for marriage equality right there in 2012.


Even though Julia Gillard had only just scraped in to power at the 2010 election, the election of her government was a nod to progress. Under her stewardship, the Labor government introduced laws to tax the super-profits that mining companies were making from the land we stole from Aboriginal people and would fund a National Disability Insurance Scheme. Her government focussed on future-facing priorities like needs-based education funding and the National Broadband Network. Even Gillard’s 2010 campaign slogan was centred on progress: ‘Moving Australia forward’. Gillard herself was a ‘progressive’ choice of leader: an unmarried, childless, atheist, feminist woman.


Gillard’s government had plenty of opportunities to pass marriage equality. Four same-sex marriage bills were put to parliament in 2012 alone, two were brought to vote and all of them failed to pass. Prime Minister Gillard allowed Labor MPs and senators a free vote (or conscience vote) on these bills, which meant that each MP could choose the way they wanted to vote rather than being told they had to vote a certain way, like the Labor party was told in 2004 to vote for John Howard’s ‘one man one woman’ wording under Mark Latham.


Many Labor politicians voted against these 2012 marriage equality bills, including Julia Gillard and her deputy Wayne Swan. One of the bills that the Labor government voted down actually came from Labor politician Stephen Jones, the local member for the seat of Whitlam. After the failed vote, with 98 MPs voting against the bill, Jones remarked, ‘We’ve won the debate in the Australian community – over 62 per cent of Australians believe that we should make laws to allow for marriage equality. Unfortunately, we haven’t won the debate in the Australian Parliament.’


Do keep that number in your mind, now. Sixty-two per cent public support in 2012.


So why didn’t progressive, feminist Prime Minister Julia Gillard vote to legalise marriage equality in 2012? You guessed it: factions. In 2012, Gillard’s government was particularly swayed by the powerful Shop, Distributive and Allied Employees’ Association (the ‘Shoppies’ union or SDA) and its then-secretary Joe de Bruyn, who former Labor Prime Minister Gough Whitlam described as ‘a Dutchman who hates dykes’. It’s fair to say we don’t like him much either. De Bruyn was vehemently opposed to LGBTIQ rights, including marriage equality. Because he was the head of the SDA, a powerful union that made up much of the right faction of the Labor party, his opinion on these things bore weight.


Louise Pratt, who was first elected as a Labor senator to federal parliament in 2007, and who was instrumental in advancing marriage equality within the Labor party, explained how the SDA had huge influence on legislation for decades. ‘Still in the mid-2000s the SDA used those conservative values to wield an enormous amount of power in the Labor party,’ she told me when we met in her office in early 2018. ‘Julia Gillard’s never been on the record about this, but I can only imagine her leadership was conditional on not making progress on these things and it was those numbers in the party that controlled that.’


‘No one believed her view that she opposed it. No one,’ Phil Coorey from the Australian Financial Review told me. ‘Everyone knew it was because she was trying to keep the right [of the Labor party] happy.’


And so, in 2012, we had a prime minister upholding discrimination against LGBTIQ people because their job security depended not on the will of the people who elected them, but on the will of factional power-brokers. The power of Labor’s right faction and the SDA meant that not only Julia Gillard was forced to oppose marriage equality, but nearly every MP and senator who belonged to that faction within parliament did too.


‘Progressive’ Labor government aside, we should have achieved marriage equality in 2012 because that year saw some absolutely brilliant activism that really deserved a bloody win. There were demonstrations, petitions, advertising campaigns, online videos of people telling their stories and 3000 red roses delivered to parliamentarians on Valentine’s Day begging them to recognise all love as equal.


One of my favourite campaign tactics to this day was far cheekier than all of the above combined. Each year, parliament’s Midwinter Ball – an off-the-record party for politicians and the press gallery, which begins with the equivalent of red-carpet photos in the marble foyer and finishes with many people cheating on their spouses – holds a charity auction. In 2012, one of the prizes was lunch with Prime Minister Gillard. So, GetUp members crowdfunded more than $30,000 in one day from thousands of small donations to win the first prize. We gave the opportunity of an audience with the prime minister to lesbian couple Sandy and Lou and their two sons, so they could look Julia Gillard in the eyes and ask her why their family wasn’t good enough to be recognised under the law. The stunt, which was co-run with AME, led the evening news bulletins and created a setting in which Gillard looked mean and silly in her refusal to personally support the reform, which was the angle we wanted. The dinner may not have changed her mind, but the media stunt focussed the public eye on her failure to lead on the issue, thereby increasing public pressure on her to do so.


This was also the year Cory Bernardi resigned as parliamentary secretary after linking same-sex marriage to sex with animals. Senator Bernardi’s unoriginal bigotry came hot on the heels of Jim Wallace, then-leader of the anti-LGBTIQ group the ACL describing homosexuality as being as bad for your health as smoking. It was a year of highs and lows.


There was still far more work to do. And first, we had to get through the 2013 election.


•


When Donald Trump became president of the USA in 2016, shock reverberated across the globe. People had laughed off his candidacy, partly because it was absurd and partly because to take it seriously would force us to acknowledge how deeply fucked the world was. When he won, much of the world went into a tailspin. How could have the polls have been so wrong? How could the pundits and campaigners alike have misjudged this so badly? I watched in horror as the results came through on a television in Surry Hills, surrounded by agog Australian activists. The entire affair became so distressing I ended up wandering out into the rain, buying a packet of cigarettes and weeping. Later that night I got drunk and made out with my friend Nayuka Gorrie as we furiously tried to distract ourselves from the impending global political apocalypse. Another instance of highs and lows.


After Trump was elected, the Australian left panicked. The United States had lurched to the far right and the left predicted Australia would soon follow. To me, it felt strange to chalk it up as a cautionary tale because I felt like Australia had already lurched to the far right three years earlier with the election of Tony Abbott, the most conservative, right-wing prime minister Australia had seen in generations.


Politics nerds knew that Tony Abbott was set to win the 2013 election. The Daily Telegraph had announced from its front page ‘Australia Needs Tony’ and the Labor government couldn’t even decide which leader to take to the election. Few were surprised when the Liberal–National Coalition won government and Tony Abbott, who once bit into a raw onion for absolutely no reason, became our prime minister.


There are, of course, differences between Tony Abbott and Donald Trump. Abbott was a dyed-in-the-wool politician, rather than a political outsider like Trump. Abbott adhered to political norms and codes of communication, and wouldn’t be caught tweeting in capital letters some borderline gibberish about North Korea at 3am. But Abbott was elected on a platform of xenophobia and immigration panic, climate change denial and trickle-down economics, just like Donald Trump. His time in parliament before becoming prime minister gave insight into his hostile attitudes towards women, marginalised communities and science. He campaigned in three-word slogans that articulated not what he was for, but what he was against. Stop the boats. Axe the tax. Ditch the witch. The night Tony Abbott was elected, I also cried out of fear for the country’s future, but I didn’t drunkenly smooch any of my friends, so it was objectively a less-good night.


Tony Abbott once said that homosexual people make him feel ‘a bit threatened’. Most people thought that comment was homophobic and nasty, but I actually think it’s fairly understandable. Most of the LGBTIQ community aren’t big fans of Abbott and his ilk, and many of us were plotting his electoral defeat from the moment he took the top job. He was wise to feel his electoral power threatened by us, and I can imagine if he were to accidentally arrive at a queer bar, he’d be gruffly removed by some butch lesbians, the drag queen on the door reminding him, ‘And STAY OUT!’


Abbott, who also trained to become a priest for a hot minute there, was staunchly against same-sex marriage, but that didn’t mean that the campaign rested. When, in 2013, the High Court ruled in response to the ACT’s five-day gay wedding bonanza that same-sex marriage legislation must pass in federal parliament only, and never individual states or territories, the marriage equality campaign knew we couldn’t miss a beat. The public support was there, but there were not enough supportive MPs in parliament.


Let’s take a moment to talk about someone else who was elected to the Australian parliament at the 2013 election. His name is David Leyonhjelm. Leyonhjelm is a libertarian, which is either someone who prefers to be controlled by enormous tax-avoiding super-corporations rather than a government that people have elected and can hold to account, or someone who hasn’t completed their thought yet. He likes guns. He’s known to use public tragedies such as the Martin Place siege or the Bourke Street Mall attack as opportunities to advocate for the relaxation of Australia’s gun regulation. Leyonhjelm also likes political parties, having joined the Labor party, then the Liberal party, then the Shooters party and then the Liberal Democrats party, with whom he was elected to the federal Senate.


Senator Leyonhjelm and I subscribe to wildly different political philosophies and would disagree on many things. In fact, we frequently do disagree with each other on Twitter, because that is apparently how democracy works in this, the new millennium. However, he and I did and do agree that the government shouldn’t be able to stop someone getting married because they’re LGBTIQ, and so in 2014 Leyonhjelm introduced a private member’s bill for same-sex marriage. And because the man is a gun-toting, tax-denying, free-market-loving right-wing senator rather than the consistent LGBTIQ allies the Greens, his push for marriage equality was politically interesting.


When Leyonhjelm announced he would put the bill to the Senate, a group of GetUp members and I delivered an enormous novelty ring box – complete with a giant gold wedding ring – to Tony Abbott’s electorate office with champagne, balloons, a petition and a proposal: ‘Will you allow a free vote on marriage equality?’ The Liberal party were bound by Abbott to all vote no on same-sex marriage legislation, but a free vote would have seen many Liberal MPs support a bill. When I ordered this novelty ring box from a prop specialist in Marrickville, I thought it was going to be about the size of five pizza boxes stacked on top of each other. When I arrived to collect it, I found a thing the size of a small elephant. Whoopsies! So, I hired a truck and drove it out to Manly, calling every television station in Sydney to make sure that news cameras would be there to capture his rejection of our marriage proposal.
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