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Much ado about marriage


Let’s conduct the debate over same-sex unions in D.C. with respect for all sides. 

March 9, 2007
By Lane Hudson 

I RECENTLY ATTENDED a town hall style forum in D.C. meant to give attendees a report on “the state of the gay movement.”

The panel consisted of many leaders in the gay rights movement, including representatives from the National Gay & Lesbian Task Force, the Human Rights Campaign, Stonewall Democrats, National Black Justice Coalition, Log Cabin Republicans, Servicemembers Legal Defense Network, and the National Center for Transgender Equality. Also included on the panel was Pam Spaulding, who maintains the blog “Pam’s House Blend.”

Mara Keisling did the best job of keeping the crowd awake and engaged with her insightful commentary and lively humor. Besides that, the forum was largely uninformative and lacking in excitement.

Then, I asked a question that I had no idea would start a controversy in the room. It was a little ironic that, on my first visit to the Human Rights Campaign building since being fired, I would create such a stir.

My question was why, given the new, more gay-friendly Congress, there was no conversation occurring about the best way to proceed toward full marriage rights in the District of Columbia. What happened next was kind of a blur.

Rick Rosendall of the Gay & Lesbian Activists Alliance reacted as if accused of traitorous activity. He accused people of spreading lies and doing things that would only lead to derailing any chance for full marriage rights in D.C. That prompted heated comments on both sides from other members of the audience.

I WAS ABSOLUTELY confused. Granted, my knowledge of District politics is nascent, but among gay leaders and activists, I never anticipated such division on this issue. Also, I certainly didn’t expect such rapid deterioration of discussion on the issue.  

Instead, I wanted to start a thoughtful discussion on how to achieve full marriage equality in our nation’s capital. After all, same-sex marriage enjoys widespread support among City Council members and the support of Mayor Adrian Fenty. With a new Democratic Congress less likely to interfere in the actions of the City Council, I think such a discussion is timely.

Since the meeting, I have started reaching out to people to talk about this issue. I understand that Rosendall and GLAA have done significant work on advancing gay and lesbian rights and responsibilities in D.C. In fact, the District of Columbia provides more rights to the LGBT community than most states. This is due in no small part to the efforts of GLAA.

Our community is a diverse one and debate is nothing new. But, the discussion must be civil. Rosendall’s behavior at the forum was unacceptable. From what I understand, it is common for him to behave in such a way and he has done so for years. The leaders of our community share the blame for allowing this behavior to occur for so long and also bear common responsibility for ending such behavior.

To have a community-wide discussion, we must treat each other with respect and dignity. To do otherwise discourages much-needed activism in our community. It is also important to understand that this is an issue in which everyone deserves a seat at the table. There are many issues important to gays and lesbians and we need to understand how they are all interconnected and affect one another.

FROM THE HANDFUL of folks I’ve talked to so far, I think that there might be interest in talking about this. It’s a complicated political question and there should be a consensus about how we can best proceed.  

There is no doubt in my mind that a consensus can be reached through a process of thoughtful and engaging dialogue. If you are interested in being a part of this discussion, I’d be interested in hearing from you. I promise to treat you with respect whether we agree or disagree on the issue.  

I don’t know where this will go. Perhaps there is not enough interest to accomplish anything. Maybe my hunch that lots of you care about it is wrong. But either way, I’ve always erred on the side of activism.

