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relax don’t do it / when you want to go to it / relax don’t do it / when you want to come

unless you missed the enormous rain-
bow mushroom cloud blooming over 
the State house dome last week, you 
know that on thursday, to the surprise of 
pretty much everyone, massachusetts’s 
state legislators convened a constitu-
tional convention, killed the Protection 
of marriage amendment and enshrined 
gay marriage until at least 2012.

Just six months ago, the legislature 
voted the opposite way by a comfortable 
margin, giving the amendment a decent 
shot of landing on the 2008 ballot. Some-
how, leadership on Beacon hill engi-
neered a semi-miraculous turnaround in 
six months, cobbling together a pro-gay 
marriage coalition out of thin air. and 
while the bloviators in the house and 
Senate say last week’s vote is all about 
courage and rights, those aren’t the main 
reasons the gays prevailed. 

“unlike a generation ago, and unlike 
most other states, most of the members 
of the legislature, gay or straight, male 
or female, liberal or conservative, are not 
opposed to gay marriage,” says larry di-
cara, a longtime observer of local politics.

that’s been the case ever since 2004, 
when carl Sciortino, an openly gay 
representative from Somerville, beat 
out Vincent ciampa, an entrenched and 
virulently anti-gay incumbent. Sciortino’s 
long-shot victory, engineered by gay 
rights advocates, sent tremors through-
out the State house. Since then, incum-
bents who’ve been faced with upstart 
progressive candidates (or the threat 
thereof) have shifted gayward in election 
years in order to protect their seats from 
opposition. and the ones who haven’t 
shifted have consistently lost elections.

the change reflects massachusetts’s 
population overall. “the changing demo-
graphics of the state are significant,” says 
dicara. “we think of [state rep.] Brian 
wallace of South Boston, for example, of 
having a district full of a bunch of irish 
guys who wear scally caps and drink beer. 
guess what? i bet there are 3,000 or 4,000 
gay people in Brian wallace’s district.”

By showing up at the State house in 
person to lobby their legislators in the 
weeks before the concon, many of those 
gay citizens tipped the balance even 
more in their favor.

“i’m willing to suspend my cynicism 
and acknowledge that that did work,” 
says Jon Keller, wBZ-tV’s chief political 
analyst. “come on—with the presence 
of your absolutely most respectable, 
solid-citizen constituents sitting there in 
front of you, you’d have to be a real hater 
to not get it.”

marriage-protection activists have 
been pushing constitutional amend-
ments since 2001, and legislators have 
ducked and dodged them as much as 
possible, avoiding conclusive votes for 
years. then Senate President robert 
travaglini—with more than a gentle 
nudge from mitt romney and the Su-
preme Judicial court—forced the issue in 
early January, and the legislature had no 
place left to hide.

“i think there was just a major-league 
concon fatigue,” Keller says. 

at decision time, legislators couldn’t 
always stand on principle. if you believe 
the rumor mill, some had angry wives 
at home to worry about first. “there 
was a significant number of reps who 
were sort of fence sitters who had fam-
ily issues here,” Keller says. “who had 
hardcore, right-wing, anti-gay-marriage 
spouses.” this time around, some of 
those concerns were put aside. other 
converts probably engaged in some good 
old-fashioned horse trading.

“a clean win?” Keller asks. “there’s 
no such thing on Beacon hill. Some of 
the people who switched are reasonably 
intelligent, and did so based on thought-
fulness and encounters with constitu-
ents, but the rest of were just flat-out 
greedy idiots who had to be bullied and 
cajoled into doing the right thing.”

whatever the causes, the battle on 
Beacon hill left clear winners and losers, 
and will shape politics in massachusetts 
for years. 

DEVAL PAtrick
at the end of the day, the biggest winner 
of all might be our new governor, who 
can use the victory to gloss over the Pr 
gaffes he has made early on in his term. 
he’s finally found a way to channel his 
retail leadership style into effective 
leadership: by selling other legislators, 
one-on-one, on his priorities.

“he would’ve gotten all the blame, 
but he’s going to get all the credit,” says 
warren tolman, himself a former guber-
natorial candidate.

“it’s a welcome sign of competence,” 
adds Keller.

what’s more, there’s optimism inside 
the State house that this win—one that 
Patrick and the leaders of both legisla-
tive houses cooperated to deliver—will 
lead to a more harmonious relationship 
between the governor and the legisla-
ture. “my hope is that people have seen 
it’s not all going to be roses, but this is a 
much better way to deal with the issues,” 
says representative liz malia.

SALVAtorE DiMASi
with this victory, house Speaker Sal 
dimasi delivered a difficult vote without 
twisting any arms. his finesse could 
signal a new style of leadership in the 
house. Key members of his leadership 
team voted against him, and everybody 
walked out unscathed.

“dimasi, when he was [former speak-
er tom] Finneran’s deputy, he was known 
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GAY MARRIAGE SCORECARD
The ConCon changes everything

BY JULIA REISCHEL + PAUL MCMORROW

news to us


