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I was asked tonight to talk about why I supported marriage equality in Massachusetts and how we achieved the success we did.  The answer is that it was personal for me.  Let me explain what I mean.

Our youngest daughter Katherine graduated from high school last spring.  When I sat at her graduation, swollen with pride like every other parent, I couldn’t help but reflect on the difference between her journey to that milestone, and my own to a similar milestone more than 30 years before.

I grew up on the south side of Chicago, most of that time on welfare.  I lived there with my mother, my sister and my grandparents in a two-bedroom tenement.  My mother, sister and I shared one of those bedrooms and a set of bunk beds, so we would rotate from the top bunk to the bottom bunk to the floor, every third night on the floor.  I went to broken, over-crowded, under-resourced, and sometimes violent public schools.  I can’t think of a time when I didn’t enjoy reading, but I don’t ever remember actually owning a book.  I got my own bed for the first time in my life when I came east on a scholarship to Milton Academy in 1970.  That, for me, was like landing on a different planet.

Now Katherine, by contrast, has always had her own room, most of that time in the leafy neighborhood where I used to deliver newspapers as a student at Milton.  By the time she got to high school, she had already traveled on four continents; she knew how to use and pronounce a “concierge;” and she had shaken hands in the White House with the President of the United States.

My wife and I were comfortable and informed when we talked with our kids about college, and organized visits for them to campuses all over the country.  When I called home 35 years ago to tell my family I was admitted to Harvard, my grandmother asked, “Where is that, anyway?”

When Katherine was 5 years old, her kindergarten class was studying the changes in the seasons.  Her homework assignment one night was to describe the four seasons to Mom and Dad.  She proceeded to describe in minute and accurate detail her several visits to the Four Seasons Hotel in Washington, DC.  She said, “First you drive up and the doorman takes your car.”  5 years old!

One generation. One generation and the circumstances of my life and family were profoundly transformed.  And though that story is still not told often enough, it is told more often in this country than any other place on earth.  That is the American Story.

For most of us, that story was made possible by a good education, great opportunities to work and to develop and demonstrate our skills, and adults who involved themselves in our lives in key moments and ways.  That’s why our agenda in Massachusetts is all about schools, jobs and civic engagement, to make the American Story real for the next generation.
The foundation for the American Story is a handful of civic ideals.  We have defined those ideals over time and through struggle as equality, opportunity and fair play.  For that, at the end of the day, whether you think we deserve it or not, we are an inspiration to the world.  Indeed, in my view many of our troubles in the world come when our behavior is viewed as at odds with those ideals.
Well, the expansion of civil and human rights is the struggle to affirm those ideals.  It is not about some abstract spoils system and fundamentally nothing to do with partisan or interest group politics.  It has to do with enabling the American Story.  I would not have had that great education without someone insisting that I and people like me have an equal claim on quality educational opportunity.  I would have had those great jobs without programs, advocacy and even lawsuits that encouraged employers to open themselves up to the talent that resides in every community.  My American Story – THE American Story – depends on civil and human rights.
But when it comes to civil rights, central though it is to the success of the American experiment, it does seem that the memory of Americans is short.  I am not just talking about the radical right, that small, but loud minority of folks who believe that after freeing the slaves there was nothing left to do.  Even good natured, well-intended people forget that equality, opportunity and fair play have only recently been extended to black people, women and other racial and ethnic minorities.  In my lifetime, it was not just unusual, but illegal for blacks and whites to marry.  We are still new at learning what it means to be an open and inclusive society.  
The so-called liberal Democrats are not always much better at remembering how central civil and human rights are to the American Story.   
I served as head of the Civil Rights Division in the first term of the Clinton administration.  I got to the Justice Department about a year after the “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” fiasco, but the sense of betrayal that LGBT advocates were feeling was still palpable.  I remember getting a call in my early days from Senator Kennedy, asking if I would come testify for the administration before his Committee in support of something called the Employment Non Discrimination Act.  Without a moment’s hesitation, I said “yes.”  On the merits I thought this was a no brainer – I mean, people should be eligible to work even if they’re gay, right?  I also thought that administration support for the bill might begin to repair some of the damage in the relationship with the LGBT community.
I will never forget the call from the White House to march right over for a “chat.”  In the Roosevelt Room across from the Oval Office, the senior staff and I spent a couple of hours arguing about it.  Ultimately, I was instructed to stay away from the hearing and say nothing about ENDA.  The administration, I was told, needed to keep its distance from LGBT issues.

I got a similar lecture later on when I tried to add sexual orientation to the other bases for the federal hate crimes law.

Before it was over, the Clinton administration – notwithstanding many other decisions of which I was proud – would not only fail to advance the cause of fairness for gays and lesbians, but it would support the Defense of Marriage Act.  
I’m not naïve.  I know now and knew then that politics and principle sometimes clash.  But I also know that when it comes to civil and human rights, there will always be those who say this is not the best time for progress.  There will always be political reasons to defer or deflect, and arguments to wait.  And if those arguments had prevailed just a few years ago, my own chance at the American Story would never have come.  That experience left me thinking that when I am in charge, I want to do things differently.  I thought that rather than simply hoping that politics and principle would align, I would work to bend politics to principle.
This brings me to marriage equality in Massachusetts.  By the time I started my improbable campaign, the issue was already hot.  Two and a half years before, our Supreme Judicial Court in the Goodridge decision had declared it unconstitutional to deny marriage to same sex couples, and signatures were already being gathered to amend the constitution to overturn the decision.

Legislators knew they would have to vote on whether to allow the question to proceed to a final popular vote, and they were nervous.  Conservative clergy, especially the Catholic Church, were organized and vocal against same sex marriage and many national groups had declared their intention to make Massachusetts a national battleground.  Legislators generally believed that a vote for marriage equality was a losing vote at the polls – even though in 2004 every candidate my predecessor had put up to challenge the supporters in the House and Senate was defeated.

I remember one of my earliest campaign town halls, in a college auditorium in Newton.  I made my pitch to a friendly but skeptical crowd and opened the floor to questions.  The first question came from my freshman college roommate.  Greg had come to Harvard from Sioux City, Iowa and we had nothing in common except the personal certainty that we were the one who would get the call that we had been admitted to Harvard by mistake.  We were inseparable as freshmen.  He came out to me when we were 19-year-old roommates, but we had eventually lost touch.  

Now, here he was, a middle aged doctor, in a 20-plus-year relationship with a man he had met in college.  They had a 10-year-old son.  He told me he and his partner were going to get married soon, but they were feeling vulnerable because of the ballot initiative to ban same sex marriage equality.  He asked me whether I would protect his marriage.  

My heart was so full at seeing my dear old friend.  I said, “Greg, I’m the same guy.  Of course I will.”
Well, it was “game on” from about that point, as I remember it.  The press reported that I was a supporter of same sex marriage.  My primary opponent, the sitting attorney general who had filed the opposing brief in the high court, was more muted and nuanced.  “The court has spoken, now let the people vote,” seemed to be his general approach.  He was like most other political figures at that point: doubtful that was any political benefit of stepping out on the point, convinced there was some risk of political harm, and unwilling to try to shape public opinion either way.  Meanwhile, I was denounced by the conservative clergy, including from the pulpit by the minister of my sister’s own church – while she sat grimacing with the other deacons in the front pew.

Indeed, the issue complicated my early relationship with the Black clergy.  We don’t really have a large enough Black population in Massachusetts to determine the outcome of a statewide election for governor, but the Black community was important to me and it was widely believed that no Black candidate could get a toehold without at least that vote.  As elsewhere, the Black clergy were influential.  

An early meeting with the Black ministerial leadership had not gone well.  Knowing they were officially on record as opposed to same sex marriage, but that several individual ministers did not want to make it an issue, I used the occasion to challenge them.  Acknowledging that I was no biblical scholar myself, I told them that I had been taught that the message of the Christian Gospel was one of love and acceptance.  I also couldn’t resist expressing my personal skepticism of the alliance formed between them and the white evangelical ministers on this issue – where are those white evangelicals when it’s time to address black poverty or urban violence, I questioned? 

Like I said, it did not go well.  Not at first.  But as we continued to build support and the questions about the viability of my candidacy started to subside, the ministers started to come around.  Most important of all was demonstrating that the ministers were out of line with their congregations on the question.  I would point out to people across the Commonwealth, of every race and background, the fact that in the years since the Goodrich decision, the sky had not fallen, the ground had not opened up and swallowed us all, and, most importantly, that there were so many other more pressing issues that surely we could and should work together on those.  Eventually, when I was denounced from the pulpit on same sex marriage, the congregations stopped saying “amen.”  By the time of the election, I had been endorsed by the alliance members and am prayed for regularly by them.

By the time I was elected, few political figures were using the ballot initiative as a political test.  Indeed the strategy in the legislature was to kill the initiative on a procedural vote.  Then the SJC ruled that a procedural vote was wrong, and that the vote would have to be on the merits.  Legislators would be required to vote whether they believed that marriage equality should be placed before the electorate to decide.

I was out of the country when the decision came down and knew nothing about it until I landed at Logan Airport on New Year’s Day in 2007.  

That next day, January 2, the last day of the legislative session, when I was supposed to be working on my Inaugural Address, I was instead making phone calls to individual legislators to try to get them to vote down the amendment.  It was not easy and we failed.  The SJC decision made them uncomfortable about defeating the measure on procedural grounds.  And they were nervous about having to explain to their constituents why legislators were better suited than the average voter to resolve the question.  “Let the people vote,” was the rallying cry of the opponents.

For the next few months, this was a regular subject of the weekly leadership meetings between the Speaker, the Senate President and me.  Eventually, we had to accept that we would have to have a vote on the merits, something which I argued was not only appropriate, but better from the point of view of really settling, not just postponing, the question.  I also sensed we could win it.  Two things were enormously important to that effort: we got a new Senate President and we teamed up with MassEquality.
The Senate President is the presiding officer in our Constitutional Convention.  Therese Murray, unlike her predecessor, was on record and quite clear that she opposed the ballot initiative and would vote against it in the Con Con.  She was also a very good vote counter.  The Speaker was a solid vote on our side, but – right up to the eve of the session -- preferred the procedural route to avoid the question.  The Senate President was ready for the direct assault.

MassEquality became an active ally of the administration, instead of its nemesis as in the prior administration, and so we worked closely with Marc and his colleagues on counting the votes, testing the arguments, and determining which of the leadership would take responsibility for persuading which individual legislator.  For an issue so long under public debate, a surprising number of legislators were still undecided.  But we divided them up and went to work.

Looking back on the victory even now, I will admit that there was nothing certain about the outcome until very near the vote.  Two things mattered most, in my view.

The first was the partnership among the leadership.  The Senate President, the Speaker and I worked alongside each other as well as the Republican leadership in both bodies.  That unity among all of us on this issue was a very effective tool in giving political cover inside the building and showing confidence outside the building.  MassEquality was an invaluable independent advocate in support of us all.
The second concerns the arguments used.  I used three in every case:
First, that all the court had done was affirm the simple principle that people come before their government as equals.  There was no requirement that anyone or any institution do anything affirmative beyond leave people alone to make their own private decisions.  Churches and synagogues were not required to perform same sex marriages.  Families were not required to attend them.  This argument was my way of pointing out that our experience in the years since the court’s decision was that little had changed in the lives of most people, that the culture and the character of the Commonwealth were intact.  I am sensitive to the fact that for the couples who marriages have been affirmed the change is profound; but I also know as a Black man that you have to put people at ease before you can have any conversation about race.  The point here was to make the change seem matter of fact and to be taken in stride by most.  (Being able to point to the reelection victories of those who had previously voted against the ballot initiative was enormously helpful.)
Second, that most of us do not want the government to mess with the most intimate decisions and moments in our lives.  That may sound like conservative or libertarian dictum, but I think that happens to be an effective argument (especially with Republicans) on a whole range of issues, from whether to carry a pregnancy to term to whether to bring government power to Terry Schiavo’s bedside at the end of her life.  Marriage equality means the government not having to determine which marriages are straight ones and which are not, I would argue, and that means government stays out of private matters.
Third, I argued that if the question were on the ballot, that would be all we would be talking about for the next year and half, and Massachusetts would become ground zero for national advocacy groups on both sides of the question.  For some Democrats that was a special concern for fear that the issue would dominate the presidential elections and perhaps hurt Democrats.  For everyone it would have meant that a lot of other vital decisions would be deferred while we debated a question with which most of the public had already come to peace.

Of course, there was the haggling.  There were requests for jobs (I said “no” to every one of these), requests to help with campaign fundraising (I said “yes” to way too many of these), and requests for help moving other legislation (which we took up case by case).  A critical part of the work that MassEquality helped do was bringing the personal stories forward, introducing legislators to gay and lesbian couples from their districts to let them tell their stories.  I refer to this privately as the “Greg strategy” – letting someone you care about tell you why your decision matters to them. 

On a June day, amid high drama, and in a Constitutional Convention that lasted only a few minutes, we settled the question by a significant margin.  Marriage equality is secure in Massachusetts.  As long as I have anything to say about it, it will stay that way.

There are two final points I would like to make as we look ahead.  

The first is about the importance of linking this struggle to the eternal struggle for justice, and ultimately to the American Story.  Rather than distancing the struggle for marriage equality or for other rights and privileges for LGBT citizens, lay claim to those aspirations and your place on that continuum.  The arc of the moral universe is long, Dr. King used to say, but it bends towards justice.  You belong on that arc because we have a stake in each other.  Equality, opportunity and fair play are not the rallying cries for gay America, but for all America.  
And I would emphatically add, that means you have to be willing to make common cause with others when the issue is important to their freedom and not your own.  (But that’s the subject for another talk.)
Finally, never, ever, ever overlook or underestimate the importance of the grassroots.  People all over America are ready for change, and they are further ahead than many of their leaders.  Supporting enlightened leaders with political courage is essential.  But think of them, as Andy Stern likes to say, as the captains of the ship in whose hands we place the rudder.  They may steer in the right direction, but without the wind they go nowhere.  The grassroots are the winds of change.  They must be cultivated.  That’s our job, too, and I look forward to doing that job together.
Keep up the great work.  Thanks again for having me tonight.
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