My partner and I have been together for 14 years. For us,  the main disadvantage of the current federal laws is the unavailability of death benefits from our superannuation funds, namely the DFRDB scheme and the ComSuper scheme, neither of which recognise us as spouses. 

This Inquiry has identified a whole range of disadvantage, and a few advantages, but for me at age 59 the issue of coping with a partner's death is very significant. Costs for a single person are greater than for a couple, and so the availability of a partner's superannuation death benefits is a major factor in financial survival after retirement.

As I said in my written submission, I could accept the lack of death benefits if this applied across the board to everyone, but it does not.  Former Senator Jocelyn Newman, for example, receives a parliamentary pension, as she is entitled to do. She also receives 5/6 of her late husband's parliamentary pension and 5/8 of his military superannuation. I have no objection to this, but see no good and proper reason why I should be denied access to my partner's  military superannuation should he die before me. 

There are many other areas that suggest a need for reform, which do not directly impact on me. For example, it is too late for me to pursue the option of fatherhood. I have several sets of gay friends, a little younger than I am,  who have raised a family. I was godfather to one of the children, now himself a grown man, and to suggest that those children are less well prepared for life because their parents are gay is demonstrably silly.

Up until 1992, the Defence forces dismissed anyone found to be lesbian or gay. My partner therefore learned to keep his personal life very guarded. This had an effect on me also, since I had to watch what I said in public, since a careless comment could end his career. I wrote many letters to members of parliament about this discriminatory policy, and when the Keating government abolished that policy I wrote my very first “thank you” letter to a politician. The removal of that threat to gay service personnel made their lives much easier, as well as the lives of their families and partners.

With your permission I would like to move from the specifics of these issues and comment on equal rights initiatives in a historical context.

There are those in the community who lament the supposed decline of morality, and who claim that giving equal rights to same-sex couples will damage the family unit, corrupt our youth and bring about the decline of civilisation. Typically they eulogise the past and would have us believe that all was well with the world till very recent times, and that we should return to the old values that made life so virtuous in the past. I believe we have a duty to remind those people that their view of the past is not merely rose-coloured but is in fact utterly wrong. I want to mention a few key examples that give a more realistic view of life in western society in the past 150 years.

Dr Benjamin Rush was a signer of the American Declaration of Independence, and has been described as the "Father of American Psychiatry". Dr Rush claimed that coloured people all suffered from a disease he called Negritude. There was no cure; but to prevent the spread of the “disease”, black people needed to be kept separate from normal healthy ( white) people. Hence the medical profession provided legitimacy for racial segregation and apartheid. Although slavery was abolished in the 1860s, Dr Rush's policy of segregation continued for another 100 years till the civil rights movement of the 1960s.

One of my earliest memories of television in the late 1950s is a news clip from the United States where a white women waving a bible screamed a message of racial hatred at the camera. Segregation may have been invented by a doctor, but it was reinforced by organised religion.

The 1950s and 1960s was a time when Australia was rife with religious sectarianism, and young Catholic children like me were taught to avoid non-Catholics. We knew then that the world was populated by two sorts of people – the good (us Catholics) and the damned (everyone else).  We were taught that our parents would burn in hell if they failed to go to Sunday Mass, taught that sex was something shameful and dirty. 

We recited the Latin Mass, including the now-deleted anti-semitic passage in the Easter service which denounced the Jews for the death of Christ. And we knew that our career progression in the public service would depend heavily on whether our bosses were Catholics or Masons.

I went to university in my mid twenties in Townsville, North Queensland. My history lecturer' Henry Reynolds recounts in his book “Why weren't we told?” of an incident in about 1970 involving his wife Margaret, later to become a Senator for Queensland. As Margaret walked through the main street one day she found a man semi-conscious on the pavement and bleeding. When she got to a phone booth and rang an ambulance, the officer taking her call asked “what colour is he?”. When Margaret answered that the man was black, the ambulance office hung up the phone.

For half of the last century, gay men in western countries  were indoctrinated with self-loathing propaganda by psychiatrists who used electric shock and nausea-inducing drugs to “treat” them. Many were persuaded to enter into doomed marriages, because doctors assured them that having children would “fix the problem”. The medical profession finally removed homosexuality from their list of 'diseases' in 1973, after having damaged the lives of countless people. So much for the Hippocratic Oath. 

We were all “nice” people when I was a child, and that meant no-one ever spoke about things that weren't nice; such as homosexuality, drugs, police corruption or unmarried mothers. Any family historian can tell you that children have been born out of wedlock for an eternity, but until a few decades ago we all lied about it.

Everyone knew but everyone pretended it was otherwise, because to speak too much about such things in public meant a visit from the vice squad, who shut down not a few stage plays in Melbourne because they mentioned things that were immoral or obscene. Looking back, it seems to me that the mass hypocrisy fostered by church and state was the true obscenity.

Although most young people nowadays would be appalled by the things I have just mentioned, let 's remember that such views and practices were still entirely prevalent here until very recently, and that those practices continue in many parts of the globe.

I say then those who claim society is  going downhill morally are at odds with the facts. Society in the relatively recent  past was not gentler or more moral. It was for many people cruel, unjust and staggeringly hypocritical.

During the past few decades, I have been involved in a range of activities to reform oppressive laws.  And I recall that each and every attempt to remove the punitive and discriminatory laws that made gay men second-class citizens was opposed by people claiming that such reform would endanger their children's safety. Just as they said that abolishing slavery would be the end of the civilised world; just as they said that equal rights for women would destroy the family unit. Of course none of those Armageddon scenarios was ever credible. Yet the same slogans are still bandied about by those who are opposed to genuine equality. 

We might expect our elected political representatives to show more vision in these matters.  I wrote to almost every federal member of parliament in March of this year, asking to meet with them to explain my views. A few members replied with supportive statements, but absolutely no-one from the government side of politics offered to meet me. I found that deeply disappointing. I cannot escape the conclusion that some members preferred not to meet someone who might disturb their nice, tidy view of reality. It is after all easier to demonise or ignore someone if you keep them at a safe distance.

I am glad to be an Australian, and thankful that over the past 50 years our country has gradually become a tolerant and welcoming place for most people. There are after all many places on earth that are far less tolerant, one of them, ironically, being the United States.

I am confident that because of initiatives such as this present inquiry, Australian society will continue to develop a more positive attitude towards differences in lifestyle, rather than retreating back to the hypocritical myopia of the 1950s as some would have us do. 

Tony Whelan
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