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 Thank you, Denise.  Thank you, TransForum, Andre, and thank you to all the co-

sponsors who have made it possible for me to be here to speak to you.  This is National 

Coming Out Day and I want to thank all of you for coming out to this event.  Perhaps you 

came to find community, perhaps you came to learn something, perhaps you came 

intending to express yourself.  In any case, I am very glad that you are here.  Thank you 

for coming out in whatever way or ways that you do it.   

 National Coming Out day began in 1988, inspired by the 1987 March on 

Washington for Lesbian and Gay Rights.  The originators of the idea to organize a 

National Coming Out Day were Rob Eichberg, founder of a personal growth workshop 

called “The Experience,” and Jean O’Leary, who was then the head of an organization 

called National Gay Rights Advocates.  The first National Coming Out Day, October 11, 

1988, was celebrated with events in 18 states and national media attention like The Oprah 

Winfrey Show, CNN, USA Today, and National Public Radio.  One of the organizers that 

year, Lynn Shepodd, commented that the event was regarded by some gay and lesbian 

people as an invasion of privacy because “the movement has been based on respecting 

gay people’s private lives.”  She said, “It was clear, though, that the community was 

ready to take its next step and be out.  You cannot have an invisible movement.”  Those 

are important words: you cannot have an invisible movement. 

 The National Coming Out Day project merged with the Human Rights Campaign 

Fund in 1993.  Tim McFeeley, who was then the executive director of the organization 

we now know as the Human Rights Campaign, saw National Coming Out Day as a way 
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to make a bigger impact on public policy issues.  There was a bit of a conflict at the grass 

roots level, though, as the Human Rights Campaign Fund was just starting to establish 

itself as the national political voice of the Gay and Lesbian community lobbying in 

Washington D.C. for gay equality under the law.  The message then was “We’re just like 

you…we just do something different in the privacy of our own bedrooms.”  Coming out 

then was—and to some extent still is—an effort to show straight people that they really 

knew more gay and/or lesbian people than they thought they did, and that denying civil 

rights to people who were just like them except in with whom they had sex simply didn’t 

make sense.  As most of you probably know, the phrase coming out is short for coming 

out of the closet in which you have hidden yourself, ceasing to hide who you are, or 

ceasing to hide important parts of life that should not be hidden if we are to be fully 

functional members of society, aspects of our lives that other people are not asked to hide 

because their relationships meet a certain arbitrary criteria, in this case heterosexuality, 

and even within a heterosexual context, heteronormativity.  The grassroots conflict in the 

late 1980s revolved around the political expediency of distancing “the gay and lesbian 

movement” from people who were too flamboyant, too femme, too butch, too pierced, 

too leathered, or too provocative in general.  In those days no one said the word 

transgender.  And transsexual people were too busy trying to survive from day to day to 

even imagine they would ever have a voice in politics. 

 We’ve come a long way, baby, since those days of yore, when the queer 

subculture fought internal battles over whether a lesbian was entitled to wear lipstick and 

still call herself a lesbian, or whether gay men could even associate with lesbians.  We’ve 

come through the AIDS panic, seen the overturning of sodomy laws, and earned a place 
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in the mainstream media.  We’ve got Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, Queer As Folk, and 

The L Word, and more positive gay characters on film and television, in magazines and 

books, than the world has ever seen before.  We’ve become conscious of the existence 

and issues of bisexual people, and we’ve even acknowledged the place of transgendered 

and transsexual people in the queer universe.  And this last incorporation is bringing the 

queer movement truly out of the closet and into the mainstream of diversity.  It’s taking 

the gay and lesbian community out of its comfort zone of homosexual conformity, and 

gay cultural norms, taking this community truly into the mainstream of human reality.  

Because not all transgendered and transsexual people are or ever were gay or lesbian.  By 

opening the ranks of what we call community we step out of the enclaves and ghettos in 

which we are most at home and learn about how rich and complex the world really is.  

We learn to appreciate others for the amazing gifts they bring to the world.   

 It’s important to take queer life out of the bedroom.  It’s important to recognize 

that it is not just sexual expression that is not tolerated by certain conformist zealots, but 

it is also gender expression.  It is gender expression that most commonly gets people into 

trouble with those who believe that our bodies are fixed symbols of the prescribed social 

roles we supposedly absolutely must play and that the dichotomy between the sexes must 

be maintained at all costs, else the very foundation of society will crumble. 

 I’m not gay, and I’m not a lesbian.  I’m also not transgendered.  I WAS 

transgendered, and I TRIED to be a lesbian for a long time.  I am a man who was born 

with a female body.  I was transgendered as a child and as a young adult, but I didn’t 

have the words to explain myself.  The only way someone as androgynous as I was could 

be understood in those days was as some kind of queer person. 
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 And even though I am presently identified as a bisexual man who is in a 

monogamous legal marriage with a bisexual woman, and I am completely committed to 

gay rights and social justice for all minorities, even though my wife Heidi and I are 

completely connected to queer culture, I am –actually she and I both are—generally 

judged by others to be heterosexual, so we are sometimes treated by those who don’t 

know us as allies of the GLBT community, which calls us both to come out constantly, 

over and over again.  Heidi and I are accustomed to breaking the artificial boundaries 

between ideologies and between assumptions about people based on race, class, sex and 

gender.  And some of the most confining boundaries that all human beings might 

experience are those around gender.  The greater part of my activism in the past 15 years 

has centered on making the world safe for transgendered and transsexual people of all 

races, classes, and cultures. 

Breaking gender boundaries can make us into proud rebels, or defiant contraries, 

rugged individualists for whom loneliness is an emblem of courage and determination.  

Trying to find ways to bridge gender boundaries, to form the connections and 

communities that are so important to social beings, transpeople often strain the 

sensibilities of those around us.  But once people can look beyond surfaces, once they 

learn to see the qualities that make us who we are—both positive and negative, as all of 

us possess—not just the qualities they’ve learned to judge, which may be an incomplete 

complement of qualities, it’s possible to let go of preconceptions and see valuable human 

beings. 

When we change our sex, we may confuse, confound, frighten, disgust, and 

disappoint others, but we can also inspire.  We live the dreams others are afraid to live, or 
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perhaps even to dream.  We carve out our willful destiny from the imprisonment of roles 

and bodies that are foreign or intolerable, or at best challenging to us.  We may also be 

prisoners of war—the war between the sexes or the war over sexuality.  Where others are 

praised for self-determination, we are subject to ridicule, even vilification.  Many of us 

struggle with terrible guilt over just the act of saying who we are.  How dare we take up 

so much social space by making ourselves a confrontation for others whose lives were 

just fine before we came along? 

As children, many future transmen are—as I was—incapable of behaving the way 

other little girls do.  We are teased and tormented by our classmates (and sometimes by 

our own families) because the masculine gender signals we express conflict with the 

feminine clothing we are forced to wear or the female bodies others may know us to 

inhabit.  Try as we might to please the adults around us or to be accepted by our peers, 

we are constantly aware of our inability to be who they want us to be.  Eventually some 

of us find that we can live as men and come to feel at home in our bodies, though we are 

continually aware that our bodies are (in varying ways) different from those of other men  

The euphoric state that many transsexual people experience in early transition, 

and which often lasts or recurs over a period of years, is usually nourished by a multitude 

of situational factors.  Most obvious is that we have found the courage to say how we feel 

or what we want for ourselves.  What psychologists or psychiatrists hope to help their 

clients determine prior to medical treatment is whether our declaration about our gender 

identity is survivable through transition, or whether that declaration is a misguided 

attempt to terminate desperation and confusion brought on by other problems such as 

organic depression, misogyny or misanthropy, delusional fantasies, low self-esteem, 
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homophobia, multiple personality or other psychological disorders.  Once we have begun 

hormone treatment, these powerful biochemical substances plunge us into adolescence, 

creating or recreating all the transitional mood swings, confusion, timidity, and bravado 

that society expects in teenagers but has no way of interpreting or accommodating in 

adult behavior.  There is also the inevitable fascination with our physical body as it 

changes right before our eyes into something we finally feel connected to and that we 

want to be proud of.  We may also find a sense of freedom in wearing clothing of choice, 

the ability to experience psychologically satisfying sexual interaction for the first time, 

being recognized at last as a member of the gender category where we experience a better 

psychological fit, and the sense of doing something for ourselves rather than always 

trying to please others. 

It is this euphoria, self-interest, or self-satisfaction that leads others to criticize us 

for being horribly self-centered.  Many of us have spent much of our pre-transition lives 

trying to please others in order to fit in, or to compensate for our own internalized sense 

of incompleteness or inappropriateness, so accusations of self-centeredness seem doubly 

wounding, surrounded as we are with meta-messages about the positive ramifications of 

self-indulgence.  The non-trans general public hears “Be all you can be,” but transpeople 

hear “How could you do this to me?”  Indulge yourself.  You only think about yourself.  

Take your time; get away; enjoy; make the most of your life.  How could you be so 

selfish?  Live free or die.  How could you?  Just who do you think you are?  Indignation, 

disgust, contempt, or disappointment burst through these simple words.  They are 

intended as a slap across the face, a punch to the vital organs. 
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It is difficult enough to find the fortitude to take on real self-determination when 

one has the advantages of education and access to various resources.  On the other hand, 

the situation for transpeople who are socially and economically disadvantaged is often 

severe.  Racial and class prejudice and adverse treatment are serious social problems that 

are exacerbated by transgender or transsexual behavior or characteristics.  Well-educated, 

middle class transpeople are not exempt from anti-trans prejudice, and more than a few 

middle class, educated transpeople of all races have turned to prostitution for survival when 

they have been discarded by their families as teenagers or, as adults, or have lost their jobs 

and been unable to find work in the professions for which they have trained.  I am 

convinced there are thousands of transsexual people living in legal and emotional limbo 

today all around the world simply because they cannot afford to have surgery, no matter the 

color of their skin or the extent of their education.  This limbo creates vulnerability, as 

transpeople who remain gender incongruent or who try to survive in criminal environments 

are easy targets of violence.  But when legislators ask us how many people in their 

jurisdictions will be affected by legislation to protect the employment or housing rights of 

transgendered people, or when policy makers ask how many people will be affected by 

removing exclusions from medical care for transsexual people in insurance plans, we 

cannot answer them.  All we can say is “Look at me!  What about me?  What about my 

rights?  Ain’t I a taxpayer?  Wouldn’t I be one if I could?”  And even where we have 

statistics, such as in San Francisco, where only 12 out of roughly 30,000 active city 

employees and another 30,000 dependents and retirees (San Francisco Human Rights 

Commission, 1997) would be affected by the removal of insurance coverage exclusions, 

the numbers are used against us.  When such a small number would logically mitigate the 
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potential expense, we are told instead that there are not enough of us to warrant the effort 

and expense of offering services when there are many more people affected by other 

conditions that are either also not covered or deemed more socially acceptable and which 

therefore should receive priority.  Ironically, every treatment that transsexual people 

require is available and usually covered for non-transsexual people; it’s only when one’s 

diagnosis has anything to do with transsexualism that one is not entitled to receive this 

medical care. 

In the 2001 legislative session, two bills were headed for the California 

Governor’s desk.  One expanded the rights of same-sex domestic partners; the other 

extended non-discrimination protections in employment and housing to trans and gender-

variant people, providing a mechanism for complaint resolution for those feeling they had 

been discriminated against because of their gender identity or expression.  An aide to the 

Governor told us that he would only sign one “gay” bill that year, and he would veto ours 

if he had to choose between the two.  When I related this to an educator friend, she asked 

me “Which one would you want him to sign?”  I told her: “I don’t think civil rights are in 

such short supply that they have to be meted out a little bit at a time.”  Governor Davis 

signed a later version of this measure into law on August 2, 2003. 

When facing those who object to transsexual treatments or oppose our efforts to 

achieve equal access to the benefits of society, we are most often reminded of society’s 

view of us as somehow morally unfit for human consideration.  We are reminded of 

every hurtful thing that has ever been said to or about us as we are called again and again 

to justify ourselves as worthy.  The issue comes down to our feelings about being equal 

human beings even though we are different, versus our opposition’s feelings that we are 
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unworthy, and that’s putting it mildly.  Thus, as columnist Wendy Kaminer once noted 

the salient question becomes: How do we argue with a feeling?  I think we must start 

with the feelings inside ourselves. 

Self-disparagement is common among transgendered and transsexual people.  

Granted, there is a certain strength that minorities achieve in creating their own language 

and a provocative humor that creates an insider mentality from outsider status.  Acerbic 

drag queen humor is a clear example.  But in the transsexual world, too often the humor 

is missing.  I’ll never forget being on a panel speaking to healthcare outreach workers in 

1993 with several transsexual women, and the first woman introduced herself by saying, 

“Good morning, my name is […], and I’m a sex change.”  Her words were like shattering 

glass.  It stunned me that she would speak of herself, and by extension the rest of us, in 

that dehumanized way.  I don’t think she was aware of it in that way, though: she was 

very beautiful, and the statement may have been intended to shock our audience, but for 

me it wasn’t an effective bridge to our common humanity.  In a workshop on 

relationships at the 1997 FTM conference held in Boston, it pained me greatly to hear 

man after man from across the U.S. confess his sense of inadequacy and his fear of being 

compared with “genetic men” or the shorthand “genetics.”  Hearing those phrases over 

and over, I was compelled to stop the discussion and ask them to listen to their words and 

realize how much they were taking away from themselves by denying their own reality, 

their own humanness, and their right to exist with difference from other men.  I 

encouraged them to stop belittling themselves by using this language, and suggested they 

use non-transsexual as the comparative term, placing the lack in the camp of the other, 

not ourselves.  Because we are real, we are genetic, even though we don’t know what 
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causes transsexualism, and even though our bodies are different from those of non-

transsexual men.  Transmen and transwomen are still human beings with needs in relation 

to other human beings.  If we are concerned that others will perceive our physical 

differences as laughable deficiencies the answer is not to dehumanize and desensitize 

ourselves so we can manage rejection, but to sensitize others to appreciate us, to learn to 

manage our own self-doubts so that others will be able to see worthy partners in us.  It is 

not that we shouldn’t face our differences or pretend we don’t have fears or doubts, but 

that we must not accept the mythology or the rumors that others circulate about us: that 

we are not real, that we are less than real, that we are imitation people, trying to be 

something we are not. 

This is the essence of the debate over our right to autonomy: who gets to decide 

who or what anyone is?  In modern, Western society, medicine and the law cooperate to 

validate or invalidate the worth of human beings.  Doctors have a lot of authority over 

gender-variant lives; our identities are subject to their scrutiny, and we are shamed and 

ridiculed by violations of our confidentiality, and if we need to transition, to change our 

sex medically, we must submit to their decisions about us even as we try to educate them 

about ourselves.  Further, people don’t often think how important legal procedures and 

judgments are in confirming identities, trans or non-trans.  It seems that whenever a 

transsexual person is party to a lawsuit brought to decide whether that transsexual person 

has legal standing or entitlement (for instance, the right to inherit property from a spouse, 

or the right to use a public restroom, or parental rights), the opposing attorney cannot 

resist using anti-transsexual bias as leverage to discredit them.  Cases that are heard in 

higher courts in Western countries often revolve around the notion that transsexual 
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people, because of their gender variance, are not entitled to equal treatment under the 

law.  Such cases frequently concern employment discrimination, but transsexual and 

transgendered people also turn up in immigration cases and family law cases.  Many 

disputes turn on the validity of a contracted marriage, and thus lead to the question of 

who is entitled to enter into marriage contracts.  There are many cases on either side of 

the Atlantic, as well as in Australia, where transsexual people have lost, and even some 

where we have prevailed.  

The concerted effort of a handful of attorneys, legal scholars, politicians, 

administrators and social scientists, transsexual and transgender activists, and medical 

professionals to develop and advocate the lines of reasoning and to provide substantiating 

evidence have led to some favorable rulings, and the establishment of favorable 

administrative policies in businesses, schools, and governmental institutions, and these 

victories matter greatly in the long-range effort to establish the validity of transsexual 

lives in the U.S., Canada, Australia, and in the U.K., and are also aiding efforts in many 

other countries.  My own efforts have affected legal and medical policy in these four 

English-speaking countries, and also in Japan, Denmark, Sweden, and Columbia.  And 

through films and books I know that my own words and image are being used in Turkey, 

Israel, Mexico, Argentina, India, and South Africa to help local LGBT activists move 

their issues forward. 

Transsexual people are everywhere: in corporate board rooms, in prisons, in 

academe, on HIV wards in hospitals, on factory floors, preaching from pulpits, litigating 

in courtrooms, working as nurses, as artists, as managers, as research scientists, sex 

workers, software engineers, architects, sitting near you on an airplane or in a movie 



Jamison Green – page 12 

theater, riding the subway.  We are in schools as students and as teachers or 

administrators.  Some of us are very old, some are very young, most are everywhere in 

between.  Some are attractive, beautiful, handsome; some are average, some are 

unattractive; we are all human beings.  

But this is the crux of the matter: even if we have all the outward trappings of 

privilege: gender-normative appearance, a good job, a family that accepts or even loves 

us, a partner, economic stability, an ordinary life, even though we may rarely think about 

our transsexual status, it never goes away.  It is always with us.  As long as the legal 

system debates our status while relying on the medical system to define us, we do not 

have the same autonomy as non-transsexual people.  In the U.S., once our transsexual 

status is known, our health or life insurance or pension may be revoked, our jobs may be 

terminated, our families may be left without the benefit of our support, we may lose 

custody of or contact with our children, we may be subjected to embarrassment, public 

humiliation, or physical harm.  It’s no wonder that many transsexual people want to 

believe that once they’ve gone through their transition and gotten their paperwork 

changed it is all over and done with, that they are now “really” the man or woman they 

feel they are.  And so they are!  But only until someone with greater social authority or 

brute strength takes away their ability to self-define. 

If we think that once our transition is all over we will never have to make 

reference to our past, to the change in our physical status, we are deluding ourselves.  

How do we argue with our own internalized shame and weariness of being different?  As 

with any aspect of life that requires change or adjustment, we weigh the alternatives.  We 

think as logically as we can about what is good for us as individuals and as contributors 
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to our immediate social group, family or extended family, and to our larger social groups 

such as employers or student bodies.  Like athletes visualizing a winning performance, 

we visualize scenarios in which we have one kind of persona, or wardrobe, or image, or 

body, or another, one gender presentation or another, or several as the case may be.  We 

agonize over consequences, and eventually we make a decision that we are willing to live 

with.  Over our lifetime, we may make many of these kinds of decisions, whether they 

are about our career, our relationships, or our gender presentation.  We study ourselves in 

the mirror, and whether we are elated, disappointed, or just introspective we cannot deny 

that at some fundamental level we also stare directly into the face of fear, loneliness, and 

economic or emotional disaster as we debate the potential consequences of our actions. 

We are allowed, even encouraged, to improve ourselves in so many ways, I 

wonder why should a quest to be ourselves in our own bodies be any less serious or 

meaningful than an educational or even a spiritual quest?  Is it because being transsexual 

has to do with genitals and sexuality and therefore it is assumed to be base or superficial?  

Is that why it looks so self-indulgent, like a kind of masturbation?  Changing sexes is, in 

fact, a kind of spiritual quest.  It is our willful destiny to find our balance, that strength, 

that peace and logic of the soul that underlies the agony, the frustration, the desperation 

and anxiety of living on this earthly plane.  Naming ourselves is a manifestation of that 

quest.  When, at age 15, I changed my name to Jamison, and started going by Jamie 

(because it was cute, safe, and androgynous), it was a way of beginning to define and 

claim myself.  Likewise, 25 years later, when I claimed my body and asserted myself as 

physically male, it was another step along the path toward my own maturity and spiritual 

peace.  It was another few years before I dropped Jamie in favor of the more solid 
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nickname, James.  Each step along the way brought me closer to my own center; each 

candle I lit in the dark cave of my own fear brought me clarity and stability. 

We are living in an era of rapid, astounding change.  It is no wonder that some 

people should cling to belief structures and concepts that comfort them: that there are 

only two sexes; that marriage should only be between a man and a woman; that sexual 

activity should only occur in a reproductive context, i.e., between a male and a female; 

that gender identity and expression should align with genital configuration; that we 

should be able to tell what sex someone is; that transsexualism is never a medical 

condition but always a psychotic delusion; that transgender or transsexual identity is 

nothing more than a sense of cosmetic discomfort equivalent to unhappiness with an ugly 

nose or cellulite, or a twisted form of sexual attraction that requires the self to become the 

other, or some such convoluted theory that may indeed fit some unfortunate individuals 

but does severe injustice to the majority of transpeople.  These presumptions are as 

offensive and ridiculous as beliefs that women are less intelligent or capable than men, 

that people of color are less intelligent or capable than whites.  Asking the simple 

question, “Why?” is often enough to expose these presumptions in the face of statements 

to these effects, and what we get in response is often something on the order of, “Because 

I said so,” or citations of Biblical scripture that conflate gender variance with historically-

based prohibitions of crossdressing or homosexuality, legal precedents from uninformed 

decisions based on badly argued cases, or medical opinion abstracted from decades-old 

texts and pop-science clichés.  Unfortunately, legislative and judicial bodies are often so 

stymied by such arguments that they throw up their hands in frustration and let the status 

quo prevail. 
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Change is inevitable.  All people have visible and invisible aspects: we will never 

see all of a person or know everything he or she has to offer.  We project, we imagine, we 

suspect, we judge constantly.  In spite of this, and precisely because of my history of 

physical change, I hold a vision of community that moves toward a world without shame 

or fear of difference, a world in which people are not afraid of other people’s identities or 

beliefs.  That vision of community calls us to be conscious about the way we value 

human beings.  If we walk away from the reality of our transsexual pasts, our transsexual 

bodies will suffer.  We still must reveal our physical past and present to our physicians, 

and in some circumstances to our employers, and certainly to our family members and 

partners, and if we do not continue to inform these people and others—in fact, the rest of 

the world—of our existence, then we will continue to endure the shock, ridicule, and 

abuse of the ignorant and the vicious who masquerade as the righteous.  Our transsexual 

youth will suffer if all we do is get our papers changed and close our doors to the world.  

Who will hold up the beacon in the darkness for those who follow us?  Will we have 

struggled all these years to make this progress only to leave a vacuum in our wake?  How 

are we leaving the world a better place if we think all we are doing is looking for our 

separate, ordinary lives?  When I reflect on the events of my transition, on the long and 

mostly isolated journey toward my ever-changing self, I am deeply grateful for the 

particles of history that were available to me that enabled me to chart my course.  What 

our activists and scholars and martyrs have done over the past decade in particular is 

illuminate that history and reveal the present, very real, unique lives that are transsexual 

lives.  National Coming Out Day is yet another opportunity to open millions of eyes to 

the real world, our unique and vibrant world.  The difference between privacy and 
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secrecy is one of self-awareness, dignity, and self-esteem.  Confidentiality should be 

possible without imposing a heavy burden of secrecy that weighs us all down in shame 

and self-denial.   

 Yes, we are living in unprecedented times, times of great upheaval and change, 

when a multiplicity of issues tug at our sleeves.  There is a tendency in times of stress to 

withdraw, to circle the wagons and make sure one is among one’s own kind.  And how 

we judge now who is “our kind” will have a profound effect on the future – on our own 

individual futures, to be sure, but very possibly on the future of civilization. 

 Here in Michigan, concerned citizens are fighting to preserve or institute civil 

rights for all the state’s people.  Your Proposal 2, in its zeal to protect the fragile 

institution of marriage, appears designed to punish anyone who does not conform to a 

narrow notion of valid relationships.  It attempts to prevent employers from finding the 

best candidates for positions because it attempts to prohibit public and even private 

employers from offering competitive benefits packages that meet the actual, real-life 

needs of the best and brightest potential employees.  Domestic partnership benefits have 

proliferated in business across this country at a much more rapid rate than in public 

institutions because the business community recognizes the value inherent in them.  

Some of the most traditionally conservative corporations in this country are champions of 

LGBT civil rights, and they know that it is bad for business to systematically exclude 

intelligent, creative people who can contribute to business’s bottom line.  Just imagine 

what would happen if this University declined to admit or employ anyone who was 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgendered!  Think about the brain drain that would ensue!  
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What are these people behind Proposal 2 afraid of?  How can an institution such as 

marriage be threatened by having more people participate in it? 

 If you do nothing else on November 2nd, please vote your conscience, and vote for 

fairness, equality, justice, and hope.  Please vote to let people be themselves, and do not 

encourage paranoia.  Do not let fear and small-mindedness take away some citizens’ 

rights, benefits, or dreams. 

 Some people would tell you that sexual expression and gender identity are trivial 

matters and not worthy of consideration equal to that which we give race, class, or 

religious beliefs.  Some people would tell you that being different from their established 

norms of heterosexuality, gender role conformance, and gender identity stability as 

interpreted by them are not worthy of equal consideration in society or under the law.  

But I say all human beings are entitled to the dignity of their person and to the 

opportunity to know and define themselves.  Any basic human characteristic for which a 

person can be persecuted is worthy of protection under civil law, and we should stand up 

for the right of each person to live their full self so long as they harm no other person. 

 I urge you now to cultivate a new level of awareness of difference that is not 

fearful, but is instead clear and fearless in its acceptance.  I urge you now, in this age of 

more global communication, more instant communication, to avoid leaping to 

conclusions about people or things you do not understand.  Reserve your anger for those 

who would cause deliberate harm, for those who judge harshly the difference of others.   

 Bring your energy and drive toward activism to the cause of strengthening the 

connective tissue between the peoples of the world who seek peace and prosperity, who 

are the undeserving victims of terror and hatred and fear.  Tell the people you know about 
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your own experience and join the fight against fear; join the fight against racism and 

sexism, fight against poverty and ignorance.  Come out—no matter who you are—and 

fight against beliefs that say it is acceptable to deny civil rights to some people because 

they are different in a way that causes no harm.  Think clearly and speak out firmly about 

who benefits from the oppression of others, who benefits when civil rights are denied, 

when a deaf ear and a blind eye are turned toward marginalized people, when our backs 

are turned on the equal application of principles we claim to hold dear: justice, fairness, 

equal opportunity, our inalienable rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.  

This year’s theme for National Coming Out Day is “Come Out, Speak Out, Vote!” and I 

hope each and every one of you will do just that. 

 Thank you very much. 


