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‘If you’re queer and you’re not angry in 1992, you’re not paying attention; if you’re straight it might be hard to figure out what all the shouting is about.’1


I was flicking through magazine archives when I found this quote – about queer activism and organizing around the AIDS crisis – from future Pulitzer Prize-winning author and screenwriter Michael Cunningham, at that time a member of direct action group ACT UP.2


How astonishing and agonizing it is that over thirty years later his words still feel so relevant.


I began writing this book with a very different intention – to explore representation and how it shaped understanding of LGBTQ+ lives, if it did. But, the more I spoke to people, the more I wrote, the more political and social events unfurled, the more I knew I had to write something less theoretical and more practical. When I first started writing this book, there were no drag bans in the US.3 There were fewer trans children murdered or taking their own lives.4 The Conservative UK government, which left office in 2024, hadn’t tried to pull apart the Equality Act to remove rights from trans people.


There’s an adage in the queer community that it gets better. Whilst, over the past decade, I have become far more confident in my identity as a queer person, I have also become more scared, more furious. When I came out, it was 2012. Summer had brought the Olympic spirit to the UK, and with it, a sense of community, conviviality and hope. I was picking my GCSE options and trying to survive the ruthless day-to-day antics of an all-girls school, knowing that I was probably gay, that it would come out or I would come out and then – potentially – everything would change forever. The uncertainty of it all was crushing but, in general, I felt relatively safe.


I wasn’t aware of it as a teenager, but back then, in 2012, I had the privilege of living in the country ranked top in Europe for its support of LGBTQ+ people. The Rainbow Map and Index is a study released each year by ILGA (the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and Intersex Association), which tracks the ‘legal and policy’ situation of all forty-nine European nations as they pertain to LGBTQ+ rights.5 Until 2015, the UK was considered one of the most progressive in terms of the rights, protections and freedoms for queer people.6 Since then, the UK has plummeted to seventeenth place at the time of writing. Whilst the ranking of countries in a comparative way risks positioning some countries as ‘good’ and others as ‘bad’, whereas the reality is usually far more nuanced, it’s a useful tool for visualizing what many of us have felt deep in our bones: the sheer severity of the decline in LGBTQ+ equality in the UK and, most alarmingly, how rapidly it has happened. Hate crimes on the basis of sexuality have gone up by over 112% in just the last five years alone, and a staggering 186% for trans people.7


Whilst writing this book, I have spoken to hundreds of people – both within the UK and around the globe – about the advancement of LGBTQ+ equality and the threats to that progress. Broadly, I have found they fall into one of three groups.


There are people who believe that LGBTQ+ equality has gone too far, that we have it too good. Anti-LGBTQ+ sentiment exists on a spectrum and I have spoken to people all along it. I have been told by strangers that I – as a queer woman who supports trans rights – am a predator, enabling child sex abuse. I have been told that people like me are responsible for the decline of our great nation. Frankly, I’m amazed they think LGBTQ+ people have that kind of power. It certainly doesn’t feel like it.


Secondly, there are those who feel we are on a positive trajectory, that things are better than they used to be for LGBTQ+ people. These are people like Geoff, the queer housing innovator we will meet later, who was alive when homosexuality was still a criminal offence, and who lived through the AIDS crisis. This generation remembers a time when there were not only no legal protections but active persecution by the state and a public hatred of LGBTQ+ people. Comparatively, LGBTQ+ equality seems to be on an upward swing. I can’t help thinking that, because of what they went through, they have come to accept a more marginalized experience.


Then there is the third group, people like Charlie, who we’ll also meet later, who are keeping up to date with the latest information and are terrified about the trajectory we are on. They are scared for their safety. They are working out how they could get out of the UK if they ever needed to. They are stockpiling medications. Sometimes, they are accused of exaggerating the situation, the risks to their safety, security and dignity.


But it is not hyperbolic to say that the UK is not a safe place for LGBTQ+ people and particularly for those who are trans, non-binary or gender non-conforming. Granted, we do have some legal protections that other countries do not, but those protections are far from the whole story, and the notion that the UK is a global leader on LGBTQ+ equality is untrue and out of date.


The findings of ILGA Europe’s report were echoed by the UN. Victor Madrigal-Borloz is the UN’s independent expert on protection against violent discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity. In spring 2023, the UN undertook their first visit to the UK, in order to assess how LGBTQ+ rights were progressing.8 The outcome was a damning indictment of the actions – and inactions – of government, law enforcement and media. Not only was Madrigal-Borloz alarmed at the immense surge in hate crimes, threats, harassment and anti-LGBTQ+ incidents, he noted that these could be ‘attributed – by a wide range of stakeholders – to the toxic nature of the public debate surrounding sexual orientation and gender identity’. Madrigal-Borloz warned that these developments could endanger the very significant achievements, built over decades, that the UK has made to address violence and discrimination.


The UK must relinquish the idea that it is a safe, welcoming and progressive place for LGBTQ+ people. That narrative has lulled us into a place of complacency and inaction.


We must also recognize that the rise in anti-LGBTQ+ sentiment hasn’t occurred in a vacuum. It’s happened alongside the escalating vilification of migrants and particularly of refugees. It’s happened alongside growing rates of religious hate crime.9 And it’s happened at a time when the NPCC reported that they expect nearly all forms of violence against women and girls to continue to rise.10


It has also come at the same time that the police have been given unprecedented powers under the Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Act 2022, resulting in protests and even just the potential for disruption being criminalized.11 Peaceful protestors have found themselves detained and arrested simply for exercising their democratic rights to protest and even, in one instance, for unknowingly being stood next to protestors at the coronation of King Charles.12


Around the world, we are witnessing the active erasure of people and communities that have always existed. In the UK, we are seeing organizations that support LGBTQ+ people having their existence threatened. Human rights have been turned into topics of debate for the media in an epidemic of violent hate crime. In the US, even prior to the re-election of Donald Trump in 2024, families were fleeing to states13 that are marginally safer for fear of losing their children – to suicide, to a lack of healthcare, or because authorities are being empowered to remove children from trans-supportive parents.14 The re-election of convicted felon Donald Trump as President of the United States in 2024 struck terror into the hearts of LGBTQ+ people once again; not just because Trump has threatened to remove employment protections for LGBTQ+ people, ban trans healthcare and ban trans people from sports but because a large part of Trump’s campaign platform was centred on attacking trans and queer people, yet millions of people voted him into power. In Italy, the induction of a far-right leader has created a hostile environment in which immigrants are presented as the threat from the outside and LGBTQ+ people are the threat from within.15 In Uganda, there is a move to strengthen anti-LGBTQ+ laws in such a way that to even identify as an LGBTQ+ person is a crime.16 In Ghana, a bill has been approved (though not yet entered into law) which would criminalize showing allyship to LGBTQ+ people.17 As LGBTQ+ people, we might have some protections, we might have some freedoms, but we are nowhere near equal.


This is not to say there are not thriving LGBTQ+ communities doing incredible work in all of these places, or that they are not working hard enough. The truth is LGBTQ+ people statistically make up a small portion of the population.18 But, as this book will show, the rights of LGBTQ+ people are deeply intertwined with the rights, freedoms and protections of everyone. Violence never operates in a vacuum.19 


This book will be published less than a year after a new Labour government has come to power. Although there was reason to be optimistic about a left-leaning government, as these have often been more supportive of LGBTQ+ rights than their right-wing counterparts, the first acts of Keir Starmer’s government have been to sustain the Conservative attacks on trans people. Indeed, the week of his landslide election, Starmer took the opportunity to condemn the existence of trans women in women’s spaces (even with a Gender Recognition Certificate), a right they have had for twenty years. Upon election, Labour extended the puberty blocker ban for trans young people and refused to repeal proposed plans to limit discussion of LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom. And, on the day that much of the world was looking at the US and the election of Trump, Labour secretly extended this ban further all whilst Keir Starmer welcomed in Trump as President, allying himself with a leader who was declared by his own Chief of Staff to be ‘the general definition of a fascist’. 


Our allies must not get complacent. Complacency is not only killing LGBTQ+ people, but it harms everyone. You ignore our plight at your peril. As we have seen repeatedly, the violence experienced by LGBTQ+ people never operates on its own – it goes hand in hand with attacks on reproductive rights, violence against women, white supremacy, anti-immigration rhetoric and entrenched ableism.20


I never expected to write such a political or, indeed, angry book. Then again, over the course of writing the book, I didn’t expect to attend so many funerals for young LGBTQ+ people who deserved so much more than the world gave them either.


This book is not intended as a comprehensive guide to everything ever experienced by LGBTQ+ people, or to go over every battle ever faced or fought. It’s a snapshot of where we are and, hopefully, where we can go. I wanted to write a book you could give to someone who is compassionate and curious but doesn’t know enough. I wanted to write a book for the LGBTQ+ people who know and feel that something is wrong, but don’t have the details at their fingertips. I want this book to help us work together. I wanted to write a book a queer kid can give to a parent to help them understand some of the things affecting them.


The topics in this book will affect people you know and love. That is certain.


The real question is whether you can find the courage to step up and do something to help. It has never been more urgent.
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The first time I came out to my brother, I was wearing Lycra hot pants, fishnets and gaudy red lipstick. I had been prancing around the house singing songs from Cabaret, making particularly sure to sing the original show tunes and not – as I had become accustomed to doing – the Glee soundtrack cover versions. Despite having been out for months, my parents had asked me to not tell him that I was gay, in case he shared it more publicly than I was comfortable with. Some might wonder if coming out as gay was wholly necessary given the campness of the affair, but my brother was only eleven years old and not necessarily au fait with queer culture.


Mum was hanging out the washing, taking her time to carefully match the pegs by colour, just so. The early evening had brought little reprieve from the scorching summer heat. I bounded outside into the garden. ‘Mum! Mum! I can get married.’ She looked baffled.


The Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act passed and the law was going to be amended. For the first time in the UK, same sex couples would be able to marry, as opposed to only taking part in civil partnerships. One day, I would be able to get married, if I wanted to. I was giddy, filled with a sense of joy and excitement I didn’t know it was possible to feel about the world. I suspect if I hadn’t been needed in the school production later that day, I would have spent the rest of it twirling around the garden, high and exuberant.



Background to the Act



The year was 2013. Just decades earlier, the possibility of same sex marriage equality would have been inconceivable; it was only in 1967 that the Sexual Offences Act had decriminalized sex acts between men in England and Wales, albeit with a higher age of consent than for heterosexual couples, an exemption within the armed forces and merchant navy and the proviso that any acts could only take place in private.1 It was only in 2003, the year I began primary school, that Section 28 – a law which prohibited the mentioning of LGBTQ+ people in classrooms – was repealed in England.2


A year later – 2004 – the Civil Partnership Bill was entered into the House of Lords.3 The bill was announced by Jacqui Smith, Deputy Minister for Women and Equality, as opening ‘the way to respect, recognition and justice for those who have been denied it for too long’. She continued: ‘Same-sex couples often face a range of unnecessary problems in their everyday lives because of a lack of legal recognition in their relationships. The Civil Partnership Bill aims to eradicate this by providing same sex couples with the opportunity to gain recognition of their relationship for the first time.’4


Why the Marriage Act Is Important


It wasn’t just recognition that the Civil Partnership Act provided, but protections which many LGBTQ+ people had been forced to live without. During the AIDS crisis of the 1980s, LGBTQ+ people were unable to make medical decisions on behalf of their partners or to have inheritance rights.5 And whilst civil partnerships were far from perfect, they made a world of difference to those people denied the opportunity to be at the bedside of their partners, and to those who died alone because hospitals denied visitation to anyone considered ‘not family’.6


There’s an adage in my part of the LGBTQ+ community: lots done, lots still to do. Because, whilst they did grant similar rights, civil partnerships weren’t marriage and there was much contention over whether they were sufficient. In June 2009, an opinion poll for The Times found that 61% of the public believed that ‘gay couples should have an equal right to get married, not just to have civil partnerships’.7


Leadership at key campaign groups, including Stonewall, did not have marriage equality on their agendas, a fact which drew widespread criticisms, including from one of the organization’s most high-profile co-founders, Sir Ian McKellen.8 It took until 2010 for Stonewall to announce their support for same sex marriage.9


That year’s general election made same sex marriage equality a campaign issue and, with every vote counting, politicians had to step up and show their support for LGBTQ+ people or risk losing votes. ‘If the Conservatives and Liberals can get together in a national coalition and settle their differences, I don’t see why you can’t have gay marriage,’ noted future prime minister Boris Johnson.


But there was significant contention over whether same sex marriage should be allowed in the UK, or whether civil partnerships were enough. Whilst there are innumerable issues with the historical institution of marriage and many still choose to have civil partnerships in light of this fact, the very existence of civil partnerships provided a convenient way for those who didn’t really support LGBTQ+ people to claim they believed in their right to marry. Even UKIP, one of the UK’s further right political parties at that time, ostensibly supported LGBTQ+ people’s right to wed, but claimed that no action was needed because the right was already essentially there, in the form of civil partnerships, a right which they respected.10


Just a few months later, in October 2010, campaigner Peter Tatchell launched his ‘Equal Love’ campaign – a resurrection of a campaign originally attempted in 1992 – to file an appeal to the European Court of Human Rights in a bid to end sexual orientation discrimination in marriage and partnership law. To emphasize the difference in treatment of couples on the grounds of sexual orientation, during November and December, eight couples attempted to file applications at their local registry offices. The four same sex couples attempted to apply for civil marriages, and the four heterosexual couples applied for civil partnerships. All couples were denied: it was clear that civil partnerships and marriage were enforcing a policy akin to ‘separate but equal’.11


The concept of the campaign was clever, and it resonated with the public; not everyone would necessarily know or be close to an LGBTQ+ person, but hopefully, everyone knows what it is to need love. One of the things people so often get wrong about changes to the law is that they feel it paves the way for cultural shifts. In reality, no politician will ever support changes that risk losing them votes and no government will ever support something that risks losing them power. The people – the electorate – have to be on-side first, and to be vocal about their support.


David Cameron’s decision to support same sex marriage surprised me, but not as much as it surprised and infuriated many of his own MPs and party members. Bob Stewart, MP for Beckenham, asked in the House of Commons for an explanation of ‘why the government is so hell-bent on upsetting so many thousands of our citizens in normal marriages at this time’.12 For David Cameron to be willing to split his party in an election year for something which seemed inconsequential to the lives of many of those with conservative values is incredibly revealing.13 Supporting same sex marriage, at a time when Conservative austerity had caused devastation within towns and cities across the UK and detriment to the most vulnerable, allowed the party to seem socially conscious and for the people.14 In part, same sex marriage equality became a way for David Cameron to appeal to those who might have been expected to vote Labour or Liberal Democrat: a facade of inclusion. Years later, the Conservative Party still use the argument that they enacted same sex marriage as indicative of their support of LGBTQ+ people, despite their policies actively causing us harm.


Despite the protestations of many, the Marriage Equality Bill15 was passed in the Commons with 400 ayes and 175 noes. It was later given Royal Assent and, in 2014, the first same sex couples were able to marry in the UK.


Joy


What followed were widespread celebrations and parties. Stephen Fry narrated one of the earliest same sex weddings – incidentally musical-themed – when it was recorded for the television show Our Gay Wedding: The Musical. Elton John and David Furnish soon announced they would marry, despite having been in a civil partnership for nearly a decade. ‘Having our civil partnership was an incredible breakthrough for people that have campaigned for a long time – through the ’60s and the ’50s in England when it was so hard to be gay and hard to be open about it,’ said Elton on NBC’s Today Show. ‘And it was a criminal act.’ He continued, ‘So for this legislation to come through is joyous, and we should celebrate it. We shouldn’t just say, “Oh, well we have a civil partnership. We’re not going to bother to get married.” We will get married.’16


I’ll never forget the spring and summer of 2014 and seeing – for the first time – photos in the press of women getting married. I had assumed I would never get married, that it simply was not an option for me. Once, aged twelve, my class were given homework in which we had to mood-board our ideal wedding, complete with our ideal husbands. Many of the girls chose pop stars. For the first time in my ridiculously studious life, I ‘forgot’ to do my homework. I could have lied, sure, but I felt deflated. It was just another reminder that my life would have restrictions and that these would only continue into adulthood. I think that was why I was so jubilant the day the bill passed: it was the tantalizing nature of the opportunity, not just to get married, but to not be restricted by the ways things were.


For the first time, I believed that change, that progress, was possible.



Contentions



The topic of marriage has been contentious for a long time within the LGBTQ+ community. Of course, there are many who will see equating all aspects of LGBTQ+ life with marriage equality as both heteronormative and anti-feminist. But I’ve chosen to begin this book with a discussion around so-called marriage equality because it is a fantastic encapsulation of the challenges the LGBTQ+ community is facing right now: incomplete protections being enforced by a system that actively harms the most marginalized members of our community, combined with a huge swell of mainstream visibility.


In the 1970s, gay liberationist and feminist movements alike had worked to not only challenge restrictive gender norms but also highlight how marriage functioned as a patriarchal act of possessiveness which, more often than not, rendered women the property of their husbands. Some might see this as an archaic notion, but it was not until 1975 that women in the UK could open bank accounts or receive loans in their own names without the permission of their husbands.


Queer theorists have often argued that legalizing same sex marriage would serve only to uplift some LGBTQ+ people whilst marginalizing those already facing the most persecution – it legitimizes LGBTQ+ people, but it does so selectively.


From some corners of the LGBTQ+ community, there is a deep resentment of the pursuit of marriage equality, resentment which seems largely aimed at the marriage equality campaigns. In 2009, MJ Kaufman and Katie Miles published an essay online condemning the pursuit of gay marriage, which quickly went viral, even gaining the attention of the New York Times. As young queer people raised in queer families they felt deeply that, as many queer theorists before them had,17 the pursuit of same sex marriage came at the cost of other changes to society LGBTQ+ people need. They called out the way the gay marriage movement conveniently seemed to forget about the plurality and diversity of queer people and queer activism and instead pushed narratives akin to assimilation: ‘This agenda fractures our communities, pits us against natural allies, supports unequal power structures, obscures urgent queer concerns, abandons the struggle for mutual sustainability inside queer communities and disregards our awesome fabulous queer history.’18, 19


A year later, Kaufman issued an addendum to the essay, acknowledging that there was more nuance in the conversation. ‘I see the impulse to ask the state to validate your family and the impulse to ask for a more expansive solution as two sides of the same coin.’ Keef and Deeg, members of the radical queer collective LA GAI, summarized it best: ‘Of course, we too will be fighting to defeat the anti-queer marriage amendments. How can we not? But we resent having to do it, and we will not allow it to distract us from our real needs: equality, justice, self-determination and self-actualization for ALL.’20


Some Marriages Are More Equal than Others


Some might argue that marriage equality does deliver on at least one of those needs and is, surely, a type of equality. Except, in the UK, we have never actually had marriage equality. Neither has the United States nor Argentina, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Brazil or Canada; the list goes on – almost every single country that describes itself as having marriage equality is misrepresenting reality. What they do have is same sex marriage, and that is distinctly different from marriage equality. When we use the term marriage equality to mean same sex marriage, we exclude the reality of two significant demographics within the LGBTQ+ community: transgender people and disabled people. 


Given the visibility of the same sex marriage campaign in England, Wales and Scotland, one might imagine strong awareness of this fact. Yet, when I tell people about it, even conscientious, politically aware people, they’re often shocked, baffled and appalled. The visibility of the same sex marriage campaign might have made some difference in changing hearts and minds on the topic of queer people, but it left behind some of those who have been at the forefront of the LGBTQ+ movement. 


You would assume transgender people are able to get married just like anybody else. However, in the UK, trans people are required to be married under their birth sex unless they apply for a Gender Recognition Certificate (GRC).21 GRCs are crucial for many trans people, as having one means that they can have their gender legally recognized and stated on their birth certificate.22 Marriages are dependent on birth certificates whereas, for example, passports are not. It doesn’t matter who you are as an adult when you marry, just what a piece of paper says you were at just a few days old. 


Despite the UK government estimating there to be between 200,000 and 500,000 transgender people living in the UK,23 as of 2020, sixteen years after the Gender Recognition Act of 2004, fewer than six thousand people had successfully gained a GRC.24 This is not – as many anti-trans voices would argue – because those claiming to be trans are not trans, it is because the process of obtaining a GRC is expensive and arbitrary and requires proving your identity to a panel of people who have never met you before. Many transgender people have been denied GRCs, despite undergoing invasive and expensive medical procedures.


There have been proposals to make relatively straightforward reforms to the Gender Recognition Act in recent years: removing the need for doctors to be arbiters of identity, simplifying the process and removing or significantly reducing the fee. These simple reforms have been met with widespread hysteria fuelled by the transphobic narrative that without a medical diagnosis and gatekeeping of identity, cisgender women will become the target of predators.


Over thirty regions and states around the world allow gender recognition based on self-declaration, including Ireland, which made this change in 2015 – allowing trans people to exist without bureaucracy. As a result of these changes, there has been no evidence of increased harm to women caused by trans people.25


It is worth noting that, in 2023, the UK removed Ireland along with many other countries, including New Zealand, Belgium, the Netherlands and some US states, from the list of countries it would accept GRCs from. Failure to recognize these GRCs is tantamount to a travel ban for many trans people.26 It did, however, add countries including Kazakhstan, where trans people must be forcibly sterilized, China, where families and HR departments must approve of a person’s transition, and countries like Iran and Sri Lanka, where parents must approve of a person’s transition. The approaches to trans people in all these regions have been condemned by human rights organizations across the globe.27


In 2023, the Scottish Parliament voted in favour of making the process of gender recognition easier for trans people through the Gender Recognition Reform (Scotland) Bill by a majority of eighty-six to thirty-nine. This was a government-sponsored bill, opposed by just nine members of the SNP. Within a month, the UK government used an extraordinary power – Section 35 – to overrule the Scottish government. This was the first time such a power had ever been used in the history of the devolved nations and set an alarming precedent that if individual nations wanted to make improvements for LGBTQ+ people, the UK government could – and would – overrule them. Although the initial legal challenge failed, the Scottish government has stated its commitment to fighting the Section 35 order.28


As the author of Yes, You Are Trans Enough, Mia Violet, wrote in 2018: ‘The real reason I’m not married right now is that I’m not allowed to be a bride. I’m a transgender woman, but my marriage certificate would list me as a husband, and the ceremony would misgender me as male. Despite my passport correctly listing my gender as female and the fact I started my transition over five years ago, I’m not permitted to become my fiancé’s wife.’29


Even if you can get a GRC, the UK does not currently recognize non-binary people, and campaigns to recognize non-binary genders have been blocked. As a result, non-binary people also face challenges to getting married. Of course, this has not stopped everyone.30


Filmmakers and founders of My Genderation, a film and resource project that celebrates trans lives and trans experiences, Fox and Owl Fisher held a protest wedding – a mock ceremony with traditional elements.31 The couple then began conducting an informal survey of non-binary people to find out whether many were interested in marrying one day. The responses were stark, with person after person saying they were upset by the fact they couldn’t legally marry as themselves or that they had put their wedding on hold until non-binary people like them could be legally recognized.


‘Owl and I know that marriage is not the biggest issue facing people like us, but the fact that we can’t get married highlights how the lack of legal gender recognition stops us from participating in society in the same way as others,’ wrote Fox. ‘It doesn’t really matter whether or not non-binary people want to get married; the fact remains that everyone should have the right to.’32


It’s not just LGBTQ+ people who are affected by bureaucracy such as this; in the UK, disabled people who marry or indeed cohabit can lose essential income in the form of benefits, income which quite literally ensures they are able to live life. An assumption is made that a disabled person’s partner would become financially responsible for them, were they to marry or live together. Given the high rates of disability in the LGBTQ+ community and – as explored later on – the high levels of poor health outcomes and poor mental health, the reality is that there are LGBTQ+ people still unable to marry. Given the fight for legal recognition of LGBTQ+ relationships was advanced by the AIDS crisis, it is particularly damning that we have left behind the community we endeavoured to create safety for. 



Marriage Woes



But what about when a marriage doesn’t work out, or faces difficulties? Until the creation of no-fault divorces in 2022, there was no recognition of a same sex affair as adultery under the law.33 This meant that, for eight years, even though same sex marriage was legal, without equal legal options in divorce, there was no equality. UK divorce law reduced people to their genitals and viewed adultery as only being possible when both a penis and a vagina were involved. Again, there has been no consideration for how this definition impacts transgender people and there is very little research available. 


Section 12 of the Matrimonial Causes Act 1973 still requires transgender people with a GRC to disclose their ‘gender history’ to the person they are marrying.34 Failure to do so can result in the annulment of the marriage. There will be many who feel it is essential that any transgender person discloses that they are transgender before marriage, seeing a person’s experience as of essential importance but there are, as far as I can tell, no other lived experiences a person is forced to disclose to their partner before marriage. After all, the right to privacy is something which is enshrined in human rights laws, and it does not seem right to have one rule for trans people and one rule for other groups.35


Furthermore, there exists in the law a ‘spousal veto’,36 which allows partners to prevent the legal transition of their spouse. There is an argument often made by anti-trans organizations that trans people are forcing cisgender people into relationships. This isn’t the case, but what is the case is that (often cisgender) partners are able to control the legally recognized gender of a trans person they are married or civilly partnered to. This veto is intended to ‘give a spouse a say in the future of the marriage’ but in practice, it gives a spouse control over the autonomy and freedom of their trans partner. It does not take much imagination to consider how that might be used to abuse a partner.



When Your Life Is Up for ‘Debate’



I came out for the first time eight months before same sex marriage became legal in England. Alongside the relentless bullying I received, the soundtrack to those early months was constant debates about what I thought were fundamental rights. Just six weeks before the amendment was passed, there was a serious attempt to eradicate the same sex marriage bill in the House of Lords.37 Whilst my friends were in the playground, I was on a computer in the library, listening to men in suits – and yes, it was predominantly men – talk about how letting people like me get married would be like enabling incest, polygamy, bestiality and lots of other words I didn’t really understand but were said with such a tone of disgust. The impact of hearing that is something I have only begun to process more than a decade on. It was impossible to turn on the radio or open the papers and not see something derogatory about people like me. I was just a child, but the messages I received were clear: you are immoral, disgusting, perverted and predatory. These are the same arguments being employed today. Whilst marriage equality might have had a substantial impact on raising the profile of LGBTQ+ issues, visibility itself is a double-edged sword.


What’s notable to me, on reflection, is that when same sex marriage equality was no longer a debate but a fact of law, a vacuum was created: something had to be the subject of tabloid furore whilst the rest of our rainy isle was celebrating. Gay people could not so easily be attacked and undermined when their rights, and more importantly legal protections, were enshrined in law. But transgender people? They were far less supported by people – or the law – in the UK at that time.


The result? Anti-trans rhetoric spread beyond the hard right-wing, beyond the right-wing journalists into every media outlet.


In the UK, we have seen – and continue to see – an obsessive focus in both mainstream and alternative news outlets on the ‘debate’ of trans rights to the extent we are now known internationally as ‘TERF Island’.38 The homophobic arguments employed in anti-same sex marriage debates are being used a decade later, only now it is trans rights being called into question. Even the former Equalities Minister and current leader of the Conservative Party Kemi Badenoch – who was instrumental in organizing anti-trans changes – has mocked marriage equality. In a leaked recording from 2018, Vice reported that Kemi said: ‘It’s not even about sexuality now, it’s now like the whole transgender movement, where, OK well we’ve got gay marriage, and civil partnerships, so what are transsexuals looking for?’39 Transsexual is a term that is largely considered outdated and offensive. For Badenoch, the inclusion of queer people is seen as a slippery slope, one that leads to the inclusion of trans people – people that, as Equalities Minister, she was supposed to represent the rights of. ‘Now it’s not just about being free to marry who you want, you now want to have men using women’s bathrooms.’


‘This evangelical kind of hysteria we are seeing about trans people is the same thing – so obviously the same – as what was said about gay people in the ’80s. It’s just recycled homophobia,’ Charlie Craggs, author and campaigner tells me. Trans people are being presented as malicious, violent predators when they are just trying to get on with their lives. They are estimated to make up less than 1% of the population in the UK,40 and yet in 2020, The Daily Telegraph published over three hundred pieces about transgender people, almost all negative and none written by an actual trans person. Meanwhile, research by the Independent Press Standards Organisation found that in the UK, an average of thirty-four stories were published a month about trans people in the five years prior to April 2014 and that this figure jumped 418% to 176 per month between May 2014 and 2019.41 The timing of this is significant: less than twelve months after same sex marriage legislation was passed and our rights solidified, there was a surge in coverage of trans people in the press. This was no coincidence.


For those with conservative viewpoints, particularly religious conservatives, they had suddenly lost a position of strength when same sex marriage was legalized and had to find a new target for their vitriol. No more campaigning – either for or against – was needed and this created a gap. Coalitions of all sorts of different people had come together in favour of same sex marriage, and support for queer rights more broadly had been strengthened; opinions had shifted, demographics changed, and whilst conservatism was far from minoritized, conservatives felt as though their rights were being infringed upon. This is evidenced by the pursuit of religious exemptions.


Author and journalist Sasha Issenberg summarized it beautifully: ‘because of [the success of same sex marriage campaigns], many of those activists had already begun to move to an area where they still had strength, where the public opinion looked a lot more like it did around gay marriage twenty years ago – which is trans issues. And so they basically said, “We have lost the gay marriage fight, but we have this nearby place where we can manufacture conflict from a position of strength.” And many of the same institutions that had been fighting over gay marriage all of a sudden just started fighting over issues related to transgender people.’42


The Visibility Issue


Trans people are not a new phenomenon; however, trans visibility has substantially grown. Since the 1970s, there has been a steady increase in the number of trans people we see in the media owing to high-profile individuals coming out or, as is unfortunately often the case, being outed.43


Film and television previously painted those who cross-dressed or whose gender was non-conforming as being sick, twisted and perverted. More recently, we’ve seen some more positive reactions. Hollywood celebrities, including Elliot Page and Laverne Cox, have been lauded for being out as transgender people – both featuring on the front cover of TIME magazine.44 Trans and non-binary characters not only exist in some shows and films but are slowly becoming more than just plot points or trauma porn, a phrase used to describe the representation or consumption of traumatic experiences which feels exploitative or sensationalized. Visibility is positioned as a positive, and it is in many ways. However, we must reconcile ourselves with the truth: visibility on its own will not bring about change.


Author and activist Sarah Schulman described how, during the same sex marriage debate in the US, the disconnect between queer people and their allies intensified: ‘While some gay communities are angry, frightened, alienated and hurt by these political events, straight progressives are barely aware that any of this has happened.’45 And that is the fundamental issue: visibility is all a matter of perspective. If you are a person who is constantly facing barriers, seeing people with whom you identify be maligned in person, online and in the press, you understand the immense pressure you are under, feeling like your every move is being watched. If, however, the rights of LGBTQ+ people are simply one issue of many you hear about, that effect is lessened. In the UK, I feel we have a particular responsibility to support the fight for marriage equality and the decriminalization of homosexuality across the world; British penal codes were introduced in many countries during colonial times and still have devastating effects on the lives of LGBTQ+ people – criminalizing their very existences. We might have made huge steps towards marriage equality – but we must continue to advocate in this country and support those across the world fighting regressive laws we, as a nation, implemented.


A decade after it passed, the same sex marriage campaign in England and Wales haunts me and my work. I have seen how the passing of same sex marriage legislation has contributed to the complacency of our so-called allies. ‘But you can get married’ has become a catchphrase of sorts, a way to curtail discussions about the barriers LGBTQ+ people are facing. Same sex marriage has also become a barometer for how accepting of diversity a country is: many consider the UK to be safe and tolerant, even though the government has deported asylum seekers, undermined global human rights laws and denied the right to protest. Andrew Wale and Neil Allard, one of the first same sex couples to be married, were interviewed a decade on from marriage equality and their conclusion was similar. Progress had ‘reversed a bit’.46 Recounting the way he was abused in the streets for being gay, Allard said, ‘The way they shouted at me and used a funny slur reminded me of being in the ’70s. I was just a bit shocked. It still happens.’


There are some within the LGBTQ+ community who find it difficult to reconcile the fact our fight for freedom, inclusion and equity is reliant on our allies because they want to believe that we are strong and capable – and we are. But, in the world we currently live in, the LGBTQ+ community, and particularly those of us who are able to be out and vocal, are a minority, albeit a growing one. History has demonstrated that it is only when those outside of a marginalized group get involved that progress is made, right or wrong though that may be. LGBTQ+ people are not in the majority anywhere, and we are rarely the decision-makers. We need our allies to be active, understand the barriers we face and commit to change, and not just for the types of campaigns that are most palatable.



And What You Can Do About It





[image: Right arrow image]   Find out what marriage equality provisions exist where you live. Are same sex couples permitted to get married? What provisions are there for transgender people? Are there any religious exclusions? Every nation has its legislation around marriage equality, with additional variation by state or county. The International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and Intersex Association (ILGA) provides a substantial overview of the legal protections and limitations in many parts of the world and is therefore a good place to start. The Human Rights Campaign also tracks upcoming developments in marriage equality laws, both positive and negative, on a global level.


[image: Right arrow image]   If it is safe for you to do so, be vocal about your support for marriage equality and LGBTQ+ people more broadly. Within the Australian Marriage Equality campaign, research demonstrated that the most effective messaging came not from LGBTQ+ rights campaigners, but from predominantly straight parents, grandparents and other allies.


[image: Right arrow image]   Support campaigns around GRC reform that ensure trans people are able to get the necessary paperwork with ease. In recent years, we’ve seen a number of instances of consultations being issued to better understand what all people think about different areas of trans life, including GRCs, and many anti-trans campaigners have organized around this, providing targeted responses. Take the time to learn from trans people and organizations that support them how to fill out these consultations and encourage those around you to do the same. You could also consider volunteering for or supporting organizations like the Trans Legal Clinic, which support trans people to get their relevant documents.







Putting in the Work


Chantelle Day (she/her)


Chantelle Day is a prominent figure in the fight for marriage equality in the Cayman Islands, one of fourteen British Overseas Territories. Day, alongside her partner, Vickie Bodden Bush, made history by challenging the Cayman Islands’ ban on same sex marriage after their application for a marriage licence was denied in 2018. The denial prompted them to take their case to the Grand Court of the Cayman Islands. In March 2019, the Grand Court ruled in favour of Day and Bodden Bush, declaring the ban on same sex marriage unconstitutional and ordering the government to amend the law accordingly. This landmark ruling was a significant victory for LGBTQ+ rights in the Cayman Islands, reflecting the principles of equality and non-discrimination.


However, the victory was short-lived. The Cayman Islands government appealed the decision, and in November 2019, the Court of Appeal overturned the ruling, reinstating the ban on same sex marriage. Despite this setback, Day’s courageous fight has galvanized support for marriage equality and highlighted the ongoing struggle for LGBTQ+ rights in British Overseas Territories. Her advocacy continues to inspire many within the LGBTQ+ community and beyond, emphasizing the importance of persistence and resilience in the fight for equal rights


John O’Doherty (he/him)


John O’Doherty is a leading LGBTQ+ rights activist and the founder of the Love Equality campaign in Northern Ireland. Same sex marriage equality came to Northern Ireland much later than the rest of the UK – passing into law in 2019 and coming into effect in 2020. For nearly fifteen years, O’Doherty was the director of The Rainbow Project, Northern Ireland‘s largest LGBTQ+ organization. In 2016, a coalition of organizations, including The Rainbow Project, Amnesty International, Irish Congress of Trade Unions and other advocacy groups, began the Love Equality campaign in a bid to get marriage equality in Northern Ireland. Under O’Doherty’s leadership, the campaign mobilized public support, organized rallies and lobbied politicians to press for legislative change. In October 2019, their persistent efforts paid off when the UK government extended marriage equality to Northern Ireland, following the collapse of the devolved government at Stormont.


Peter Tatchell (he/him)


Peter Tatchell is a founding member of the Gay Liberation Front, direct action group OutRage! and co-creator of the Equal Love campaign.


Tatchell’s advocacy for marriage equality has been a significant part of his career. He argued that the exclusion of same sex couples from the institution of marriage was a form of discrimination that needed to be rectified. Through various campaigns, public demonstrations and legal challenges, Tatchell and his peers attempted to change public perception and push for legislative reform. The Equal Love campaign, which aimed to secure legal recognition for both same sex marriages and opposite-sex civil partnerships in the UK, was one of his most notable contributions to the fight for same sex marriage equality.


Although same sex marriage passed into law in England, Wales and Scotland in 2013, Tatchell has continued to campaign around the inequalities faced by LGBTQ+ people trying to get married, including discrimination faced in divorce, limitations on religious services and the barriers faced by transgender people.














[image: CHAPTER 2: Home Sweet Home?, beneath the chapter title is the image of a wrinkled sticky label.]



Housing Crisis


One in five LGBTQ+ people have experienced homelessness at some point in their lives, rising to one in four for trans people.1 For comparison, across England in 2023, around 309,000 people were experiencing homelessness,2 equating to around 0.5% of the population. That’s the closest comparison we can find: data is rarely collected about those who have ever been homeless when it comes to the wider population.


These statistics are shocking, but they exist within the context of a much larger issue. That there is a housing crisis in the UK comes as no surprise to anyone. In London, the typical cost of renting has increased by £559 a month in just four years, between 2019 and 2023,3 yet wages have stagnated and inflation increased. More concerning is the way housing insecurity is not just part of the system but that its absence is treated as a luxury. To have a safe home you can afford has become a rarity, and even then, the anxiety of becoming homeless is ever present, with half of private renters in England being ‘one pay cheque’ away from losing their homes.4 This is unsurprising, given that 11.3 million people spend more than 40% of their household income on their homes – more than any other country in Europe.5


You need only look at escalating rents, the number of people sleeping rough and the even greater number of precarious or outright unsafe housing situations people find themselves in through no fault of their own. According to the charity Shelter in 2021, one in three adults in the UK, or 17.5 million people, were impacted by the housing emergency – and that is to say nothing of the children and adolescents struggling with the same problem.6


For LGBTQ+ people, finding safe housing is even more of a challenge and homelessness even more of a risk. Nearly one in five LGBTQ+ private renters have experienced discrimination from a landlord or a letting agency because of their gender identity or sexuality.7 The same survey found that 43% of LGBTQ+ respondents had been forced to live in unsuitable accommodation which was affecting their health, compared to just 29% of non-LGBTQ+ respondents. They were more likely to be living in houses impacted by dampness and mould, with 11% more LGBTQ+ respondents struggling to get repairs completed by landlords and letting agents than their non-LGBTQ+ counterparts.


These are not issues specific just to LGBTQ+ people – in the UK, three in four renters report being afraid to ask for repairs of any kind because some private landlords take steps to evict tenants who dare to request them.8 This is perfectly legal behaviour on behalf of landlords, and whilst there are proposed changes under a Renters (Reform) Bill, this is not law yet at the time of writing. In the UK – with no reason given – private renters can be evicted and given just eight weeks to pack up and move out, though many landlords demand (illegally) an even faster egress.9 And, if you feel your landlord has discriminated against you based on your gender or sexuality, there is very little you can do about it because, in reality, no one controls the landlords and no one protects the tenants from exploitation. Repairs to a property often involve being visited by either the landlord directly or a tradesperson; there is no requirement to be out to your landlord, and having that realization occur – that a tenant is an LGBTQ+ person – whilst standing in their home, can be genuinely dangerous. There is no guarantee that these landlords will be inclusive or tolerant of LGBTQ+ people. Whilst some LGBTQ+ people’s gender or sexuality might be less obvious, hiding it is not always an option and, frankly, nor should it be.
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