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Inside OutOAHU

LOVEAll You 
Need is

Hawai‘i’s LGBT community says “yes” to equal rights. By Kristen Nemoto



 WHEN THE U.S. SUPREME COURT announced its 
decision to allow same-sex couples to marry nationwide, Dr. 
David McEwan — Hawai‘i LGBT Legacy Foundation’s 
Board of Directors Chair — received a “higher than usual” 
amount of notifications from his iPhone.

“I was sitting down, watching TV and (my iPhone) 
was going ‘swish, swish, swish, swish … swish, swish, swish, 
swish,’” laughs McEwan. “I just thought ‘oh my goodness, I 
don’t believe this.’ I was just so amazed. ”

It was, after all, a lengthy 25-year battle of equal 
rights in Hawai‘i amid constant heartache, despair and 
lost loved ones within the local LGBT community. 
Thirty-five years if you count the AIDS epidemic stigma 
that was placed on the gay community in the early ’80s; 
and perhaps an eternity to many who could never reveal 
their true selves for fear of social isolation, persecution, 
retaliation and even death. This was, says McEwan, a 
“truly monumental decision.”
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“We’re talking years and years of people 
collaborating together,” affirms McEwan 
who’s quick to acknowledge local advocates 
and renowned national book authors who’ve 
all helped steamroll through the gay rights 
movement together. “That platonic shift occurred 
in Hawai‘i in 1990 when three couples went to 
the Department of Health to apply for a marriage 
license and yet were denied. Hawai‘i woke the 
nation up and got people organized. It’s been 
a very slow process, filled with a few wins and 
lots of losses but the bottom line is that local 
and national organization groups have pursued 
unflinchingly the commitment to succeed.”

Former state Rep. Dr. Jackie Young — a vital 
organizer of the “No on 2” ’98 campaign — is 
excited to see the local community finally come 
together and realize that it’s less about the issue 
of marriage than it is about equal rights for all 
human beings.

“It’s all pono,” Young smiles. “We thought 
Hawai‘i was going to do this back in 1998, but we 
were all so disappointed. So it’s about time.” 

Like so many gay rights advocates, Young 
says she never thought this day would come. At 
least not within her lifetime after she’s witnessed 
many steps forward and what seemed like 
thousands of steps backward during the era of 
the Equal Protection Clause of ’93, President 
Clinton’s Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) in 
’96 and ultimately the “hard-hitting” Amendment 
2 passing in ’98, which banned gay marriage 
within the state of Hawai‘i. 

“It seems like a long time for many of us and 
there are many who have died in the meantime,” she 
says, holding back tears. “But this is really great.”

This fall will make two years since former 
Gov. Neil Abercrombie called for a special session 
on same-gender marriage rights, called Senate 
Bill 1 (now called Act 1) — a forefront, says both 
McEwan and Young, in the gay rights movement 
in Hawai‘i — which included tens of thousands 
of pages worth of online and written testimony 
and countless hours of hearing sessions. Shaun 
Campbell, a gay rights activist who’s helped conduct 
numerous LGBT rallies to the state capitol, 
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“Someday 
people will 

have to look 
this stuff up 

because they 
won’t know 
what we’re 

talking about 
... It’s about 

striving to 
make people

equal. ”
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(including one in 2012 prior to Abercrombie’s call to 
a special session) says that the U.S. Supreme Court’s 
decision to allow same-gender marriage throughout 
the country only affirms what many advocates have 
been saying about gay rights for decades.

“(The U.S. Supreme Court) basically reaffirms 
what the Hawai‘i voters have said during the 
special session,” Campbell says. “That gays and 
lesbians deserve equality … it’s a reassurance that 
we were going to be able to maintain our status as 
having marriage available to anyone.”

Like the Civil Rights Movement and the 
years of ignorance and hatred that followed, 
Campbell says it’s only a matter of time before the 
“normalization process” of gay rights takes place.

“I think it’s coming sooner rather than 
later,” Campbell says. “These millennials, and the 
younger generation who already see homosexuality 
and equal marriage as sort of a non issue, will soon 
take over and teach the next generation to come.”

Despite the fact that marriage equality is 
now upheld by law, signifying definite success 
among Hawai‘i’s LGBT community, the next 

step for many is to not become complacent. 
Along with fellow activists within the Hawai‘i 
LGBT Legacy Foundation, McEwan hopes 
to spread awareness against — in general — 
discrimination, which he believes will ultimately 
help solve such lingering problems as the 
staggering number of LGBT homeless youth and 
prejudice against same-gender elder couples who 
want to live in assisted living complexes. 

It’s hope, says McEwan, along with many 
of those unwilling to remain silent, that will 
help bring about a better tomorrow for future 
generations to come.

“Some day people will have to look this 
stuff up because they won’t even know what 
we’re talking about,” McEwan laughs. “It’s about 
creating fundamental change; striving for wellness 
for the next generation; striving to make people 
equal. So I think the new day has begun for the 
coming generation and for that I’m very happy.”

For more information about the Hawai‘i 
LGBT Legacy Foundation, go to www.
hawaiilgbtlegacyfoundation.com  

Friends and family 
of Hawai‘i’s LGBT 
community march 
in the annual 2015 
Honolulu Pride 
Parade, celebrating 
two years since former 
Gov. Neil Abercrombie 
passed the Marriage 
Equality Act.
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