
Dear Emmeline, just writing to say, we've come a long way but... 
 
Women who don't fancy men are still second class citizens. In many ways women have come so far. I'm sure 
you'd be overjoyed to see where women are now, in the voting booths, the boardrooms, universities and 
homes. I'm overjoyed too. I've spent my university degree researching our history, the history of women 
fighting for change, for equality and for recognition of our value as members of society, and I can see how 
far we've come in the years since you were around to see that change yourself.  
 
The reason I'm here today though, for International Women's Day, is not simply to recognise a fight that is 
complete, and pat ourselves on the back for a job well done (although, I'm totally happy to do that part 
too). It's because the fight isn't finished. The fight isn't finished because all of our sisters are not equal.  
 
Some of us sisters are queer. And I know that to you that word just means strange, or funny – well a lot of us 
are that too, but that's not what I was going for. For my mum, and her generation, it was a slur, an insult 
thrown at people who like the same gender, people who don't identify with the sex their were labelled with 
at birth, or people who just don't quite know yet. It was a word everyone, many feminists included, used to 
tell us that we are second-class citizens, just like women have been told for centuries. Now, we use the word 
queer because we reclaim that identity – I am queer, and I'm proud of that, and what people once used to 
say to hurt us, I will say with pride.  
 
I'm taking a bit of a risk here you see Emmeline, because I'm going to guess that like most people alive in 
the 19th century, you're not the most comfortable, or perhaps even supportive of rights for gay people. A lot 
of people aren't comfortable about the idea of love or sex not necessarily being between a man and a 
woman to the exclusion of all others. While homosexuality has been a thing for thousands of years, our 
society didn't really catch up until now, and even then, lots of people are still struggling, mostly because it 
goes against the 'norm.' 
 
What gets me though, is that as feminists, even from different eras, we're fighting the same battles, against 
the same monsters, with the same desired outcomes. You see, you and I are fighting for an end to the sex 
and gender based discrimination that has held all women back for centuries. An end to stereotyped gender 
roles, ideas of what a man does, and what a woman does, and what we do together. We're both fighting for 
a higher number of female CEOs, politicians, and equal earnings over a lifetime. But beyond that, beyond 
the now common feminist vernacular of these few points, we're also fighting for women who haven't got 
that far yet – for women who aren't white, middle class and straight. That's our next step. The voices of 
queer women, and women of colour, disabled and poor women for that matter, need to be heard just as 
loudly, and respected just as much, as those women privileged enough to have earned the voice we often 
see as the face of feminism today. 
 
One of the more obvious examples of this that affects me quite consistently, is that my sexuality is so often 
shrugged off, or treated as a challenge. Apparently, I just haven't been with a 'real man' who can 'show me 
how its done'. That is a literal quote from a guy in a bar last year.  
 
It's like there's still this understanding that a woman is not complete without desiring a penis in her life. I 
don't know if it comes down to some weird Freudian-esque theory where we're all supposed to be as 
obsessed with them as men are, but apparently I missed that memo. 
 
This isn't just a queer issue, obviously. I mean, I don't have a female friend who doesn't feel she needs to 
say that she has a boyfriend, just to get a gropey man in a bar to leave her alone. The theory seems to be 
that the only reason a woman could not want to sleep with a guy, is if she's already the property of a 
different guy. Even if I tell people politely that I have a girlfriend, so I'm not interested, and its met more 
often than not with “Oh, well I like a challenge” or “You just haven't been with a real man then, I'll show you 
how its done.” Like my sexuality is a joke, or a phase, or ignorance. Homophobia is rooted in the same 
patriarchal ideas that all women need and want a man, and exist for a man's pleasure. At least my friends 
who are in heterosexual relationships can escape it – apparently this is the rest of my life. 



 
Homophobia is rooted in the idea that men and women have roles, and they are interdependent. That two 
women, or two men, and trans*, or intersex people, or anyone who's not cisgendered and straight, can't 
have a 'proper' relationship because it defies nature, and society's expectation. It's the same patriarchal 
ideas that had women chained to an ironing board, earning a smaller wage for the same work, having no 
power over her own body in a relationship.  
 
I so often get asked “Who wears the pants in your relationship?”  
 
No-one. There isn't one. I date women. And neither of us are particularly fond of pants, unless in the form 
of trackies on a Sunday afternoon. Yet it is still incomprehensible to people, even now, that women can 
exist, prosper, love, have families and careers, without a masculine figure to guide or control them. We still 
feel the need to put people in boxes, to understand relationships through a lens of gender, of socialised and 
expected characteristics.  
 
As women, we are still valued so often by what we can give to men. I have a great many women friends who 
love women, and there is not a single one of us who hasn't heard the phrase “A hot lesbian is such a waste.” 
 
We are not a waste of a human being just because we don't want to sleep with men. And frankly, I'm 
surprised they get any, with that opinion on women. 
 
Queer people still face similar restrictions women are facing in your time now, Emmeline. We are 
discriminated against in the workplace, we do not have equal rights in marriage, divorce, rights to 
determine medical care for our partners, in some cases even inheritence rights. So we need to fight for all of 
our sisters, no matter who they love. 
 
We're all here today because we have something in common – the belief that regardless of gender, we are 
all equal and all valuable members of society. I know that you spent your life protesting, chaining yourself to 
railings, serving jail time and experiencing what seems an enormous amount of pain for your cause. And in 
that sense, we have come a long way, because every year I walk down the streets of Melbourne, proud of 
who I am, fighting, and I see improvements. I don't fear the law for my sexuality like you did for your beliefs, 
and so many women in other countries do today. I am able to stand here and have a voice, and for that I am 
lucky, and I am proud.  
 
Now, we just have to take the next step. Lets fight together for all of our sisters, regardless of sexuality, 
gender, race, finances, location or ability. That's where the future lies. 
 
 
Leah Tylee 
 


