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Elizabeth Chandler
“Not my Priority”: Perspectives from
LGBTQ Individuals who do not
Identify Marriage Equality as their
Primary Political Concern
Abstract
This study was undertaken to explore a little researched and relatively little discussed
area — for people who identify as Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender or Queer (LGBTQ) who
do not identify marriage equality as their primary political concern, what is and why? Also
explored was how do they relate to this movement and what issues do they choose to prioritize?
Thirteen participants living in the San Francisco Bay area were interviewed in person,
and then interviews were transcribed and analyzed to expose themes. They were asked to share
certain demographic information such as age, gender or gender identity, racial or ethnic identity,
their sexual orientation or identity, their sense of community, and their political activism. They
were then asked to reflect on same-sex marriage as a political issue and on which issues they feel
are more relevant other than the concerns reflected within the Marriage Equality movement.
Findings revealed a range of reasons for not identifying same-sex marriage as a primary
political concern, from a questioning of the institution of marriage to wanting to prioritize
people’s more basic needs. All participants demonstrated an ability to hold dialectical tensions,
or two seemingly opposing viewpoints simultaneously. Some participants cited personal reasons
for not identifying with the marriage equality movement.

This study offers a unique and often overlooked perspective from within a community

that is already marginalized from mainstream society.
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Chapter I
Introduction
"It is not our differences that divide us. It is our inability to recognize, accept, and
celebrate those differences."
— Audre Lorde

Although same-sex behaviors have existed in most societies throughout history, the
concept of a homosexual identity is particular to the nineteenth century and beyond. The police
raid on the Stonewall Inn in New York City and the subsequent riots that continued into the night
of June 27", 1969 are understood as a catalyzing moment for gays and lesbians in the United
States. Although other public demonstrations had occurred prior to Stonewall and a homophile
movement preceded the riots, Stonewall marked the beginning of a visible gay and lesbian
community. The early Gay Liberation movement, as it was called at the time, focused on
systemic change and the gay and lesbian community demanded deep societal change, asserting
simultaneously that gays and lesbians deserve the same rights and respect as heterosexuals and
maintaining a hope that they could change society enough that everyone could belong. Gay
liberation was for them, “a radical movement that advocates a radical change in society — its
social structures, power structures, its racism and sexual dogmas” (Mecca, 2009, p. xi).

Forty-two years later, the modern Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Queer
(LGBTQ) movement has come a long way from the days of Stonewall and we find ourselves in a
modern era where it is much more socially acceptable to be openly queer, though there is

arguably still a long way to go. Today gay and lesbian concerns, as presented by the media, are

the repeal of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell (an event that occurred just prior to this writing) and



repealing the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA), gaining marriage rights for same-sex couples.
However, some gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender and queer people do not feel that their values
are reflected in these movements and choose to focus their political energy elsewhere. Some feel
that these issues are more invested in assimilating to heteronormative standards as opposed to
subverting the preexisting system.

Lisa Dettmer hosted a radio program entitled "Beyond Gay Marriage; A Radical Queers
Critique of the Gay Marriage Movement and the Mainstreaming of Gay Politics" on KPFA 94.1
on January 24, 2010. One of the interviewees, Deeg Gold, states,

The thing is there has always been two trends in the gay liberation movement, or the gay

movement. And one trend has been a very revolutionary, radical way of looking at our

lives and the other has been a much more mainstream way like six months after

Stonewall when you had the gay liberation fronts burgeoning all across the country, you

also had the gay activist alliance which was totally about getting rights, being equal.

(Dettmer, 2010).

The interviewees in the radio piece go on to discuss how this division has been reinforced by
society, how a mythology was created in order to “flex political muscle” by representing white,
wealthy gays and lesbians in an effort to say “you better pay attention to us, our needs, we vote,
we shop and we have power” (DeFilippis in Dettmer, 2010). DeFilippis goes on to argue that this
view abandons the nuance and diversity in within the queer community. He argues,

When homophobia is your only target then the removal of homophobia will only benefit

the people for whom that was the only issue facing them. If you’re homeless and you’re a

person of color, and a person of color who is an immigrant, and you’re queer, getting rid

of homophobia tomorrow doesn’t change the immigration battles you have, or the racism



you have to contend with, or the struggles to have to pay for your apartment (Dettmer,

2010).

How exactly marriage and the military became central and visible concerns within the modern
mainstream is enigmatic and complicated. Investigating the historical roots of this shift falls
outside the scope of this study, however it is important to note that it has occurred in order to
contextualize the data that will be explored in the current research.

This study is an exploration of this idea and centers around the question: For people who
identify as LBGTQ who do not identify marriage equality as their primary political concern,
what is and why? This study explores and gives a voice to a marginalized group within a
marginalized population. This study offers variation and nuance to a somewhat monolithic and
binary argument, as there seems to be little space to voice any variation and alternative opinions
about this issue within the queer community. This is a qualitative exploratory study of 13
participants living in the San Francisco Bay area.

The following chapters will explore that research question and shed some light on this
rarely explored question and marginalized community within the LGBTQ community. Chapter 2
will include an examination of the existing literature, both within and outside the field of social
work, and describe the theoretical lens used. Chapter 3 will outline the methods used in the
execution of the study. Chapter 4 will describe the findings from the interviews conducted.
Chapter 5 will provide a discussion of how this research fits in with the preexisting literature,
offer implications for social work practice and policy, explain the limitations of this study, and

offer areas for future research.



Chapter 11

Literature Review

Introduction

This study explores the perspectives of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Queer
(LGBTQ) identified individuals who are not involved in the struggle for same-sex marriage in
California. The research questions posed are: For LGBTQ individuals who do not identify
marriage equality as their main focus of political action, what are their priorities? Why is
marriage equality not their priority? How do these individuals feel about the movement to
legalize same-sex marriage in California? What issues do they consider more important than
same-sex marriage? The literature considered here will include an exploration of the of history of
the LGBTQ movement and the marriage equality movement; the debate over same-sex marriage,
both within and outside of the field of social work; an explanation of the theoretical lens used
here and finally other issues that face LGBTQ individuals as considered by the field of social
work.
American LGBTQ History

On June 27", 1969, the New York City police raided the Greenwich Village bar the
Stonewall Inn in New York. Police raids of bars known to attract a homosexual clientele were
fairly common at this time; what distinguished this raid was the fact that the bar patrons fought
back and how it has been remembered in popular culture since 1969. Although this event is often
cited as the first time patrons fought back, and as the catalyst for the modern LGBTQ movement,

there were other raids that resulted in backlash and political organizing prior to Stonewall, such



as Cooper’s Donuts in Los Angeles in 1959, Dewey’s Deli in Philadelphia in 1965, and
Compton’s Diner in San Francisco in 1966 (Mecca, 2009). Stonewall is unique in the way it has
been constructed in society’s collective memory and the fact that there is now a yearly
celebration to commemorate gay pride and Stonewall (Armstrong, 2006). Stonewall does mark
an important moment in American history, and although it was not the beginning of radical gay
and lesbian activism — there were about 50 gay organizations before 1969 and more than 800 just
four years later — it is often considered as such. In this way, Stonewall marks the solidification of
“a large grassroots movement for liberation” stemming from the work of previous homophile
organizing (Hall, 2008, p. 657).

Some of the organizations that predated Stonewall were the Mattachine Society, formed
in Los Angeles in 1951, and the Daughters of Bilitis, formed in San Francisco in 1955, the
Society for Individual Rights (1964), and the Council on Religion and the Homosexual (1965).
Most of the early homophile organizations provided a space for socializing as well as political
activity, working with health care professions and publishing literature. The Mattachine Society
and most other early homophile organizations were made up predominantly of men, with the
exception of the Daughters of Bilitis (DOB). The DOB in its earliest years promoted integration
and assimilation for the readers of its publication (The Ladder), trying to project the image that
lesbians are just like everyone else, like “middle-class, heterosexual, white American women”
(Esterberg, 2004, p. 430). The members of their group drew firm boundaries between themselves
and lesbians who were less conformist, advising their members to avoid the butch and femme
presentation that was more common for working class lesbians, and instead to present

themselves in a socially acceptable manner. DOB and its publication, the Ladder, changed over



time, and in 1970 the Ladder split from the organization and shifted its focus entirely to the
women’s liberation movement (Esterberg, 2004).

The Daughters of Bilitis undoubtedly paved the way for later more radical organizations,
such as the Radicalesbians and the Gay Liberation Front and contributed to the Women’s
Liberation movement and the Civil Rights movement, but like any organization was fraught with
complexities and problems (D’Emilio, 1983). As already discussed, the early days of the
movement pushed for assimilation and convincing society that lesbians are just like everyone
else or “normal”, at the expense of women who were not conventionally gender conforming,
mostly working class women. Additionally, lesbians of color expressed that they felt
marginalized by groups such as DOB, which were comprised primarily of white women. Some
lesbians of color expressed that they felt marginalized from some civil rights groups because of
their sexuality and struggled with white women in lesbian and feminist organizations around
issues of race and class. As Ramos (in Esterberg, 1994) argued

After many years of searching for “a” movement where all parts of me would be

accepted, I finally realized that each of these movements could not by themselves bring

out the kind of society which would insure the eventual elimination of all forms of
oppression ... [E]ach of them tries to force us to ... highlight some parts of our identity at

the expense of others (Esterberg, 1994, p. 440).

The radical spirit of organizations that eventually emerged from many of the earlier homophile
movements seemed to demand a more widespread transformation of society and an end for
oppression of all people.

Fueled by the civil rights movement, the women’s movement, anger about the Vietnam

War, and with the groundwork laid by those movements that had come before, the gay and



lesbian movement in the 1970s, especially with the founding of the Gay Liberation Front (GLF)
after Stonewall, captured a radical spirit of transformation and liberation (Hall, 2008). Mecca
(2009) cites Richmond and Noguera’s 1973 publication The Gay Liberation Book who wrote,
“we have a commitment not just to homosexual liberation but to total human liberation” (p. xi).
Mecca, a member of the early GLF, writes that the movement was about “tearing down all
boundaries,” and flaunting differences as opposed to trying to blend in as did many of those who
came before (p. xi). He acknowledges many of the same problems that plagued the DOB and so
many other movements from this time period (and arguably movements today), that “sexism,
transphobia, and racism within the nascent movement led to split-offs by women, transgenders
and people of color” (xii).

Forty-one years later, we find ourselves in a time where “marriage and military service
and adoption and ordination into the priesthood are suddenly ‘gay issues,’”” as conveyed by the
popular media (Sycamore in Ruiz, 2008, p. 237-8). Lisa Dettmer of KPFA radio in Berkeley,
California wonders, “How has the gay rights movement gone from radical days of Stonewall to a
mainstream gay marriage movement?” (Dettmer, 2010). This study will attempt to elicit some of
the stories of individuals who hope to maintain a more radical spirit of the Stonewall days,
specifically in regards to the marriage equality movement as it has become such a prominent and
polarizing national conversation.

Debate over Same-Sex Marriage

In much of the popular discourse, the debate over same-sex marriage seems to consider
two opposing viewpoints — that of individuals and groups who believe same-sex marriage is
wrong, immoral and should not be permitted, and that of individuals who support same-sex

marriage, and call for a repeal of the federal Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA). In California, in



2008 Proposition 8 was put on the ballot to define marriage as between a man and woman.
During the campaign leading up to the election, the argument was presented as those supporting
“Yes on 8,” or those who wanted California to deny marriage to same-sex couples, or those
supporting “No on 8,” those who wanted California to continue to allow marriage rights to same-
sex couples. This dichotomous view of the debate did not allow any room for any variation or
dissent within the LGBTQ community. Although there are arguably an endless amount of
stances on the struggle for same-sex marriage in California and the United States, this study
considers three existing camps of thought: 1) those individuals who believe that marriage should
be defined as being between a man and woman exclusively; 2) those who believe that same-sex
couples should be allowed to legally marry; and 3) LGBTQ individuals who are frustrated by the
dominant role of the movement for same-sex marriage in the community as a whole. This study
will focus primarily on the debate between the latter two.

Within the third group, the arguments include many different perspectives. Some call for
the need for social services to get more involved in the debate over same-sex marriage (LaSala,
2007; Woodford, 2010). Some literature explores whether “marriage” as it stands should be
called into question and re-envisioned (Lannutti, 2005; LaSala, 2007; Lindenberger, 2009;
Sommers, 2010; Woodford, 2010). Several studies explore how people in same-sex relationships
define their relationships without marriage (Riggle & Rostosky, 2010; Reczek, Elliott &
Umberson, 2009; Sommers, 2010). A few of the arguments focus on the need for social service
professionals to spend their time on issues that most benefits people’s lives, and what the cost of
focusing on marriage may be for the community as a whole (Dettmer, 2010; Ettelbrick, 1989;
LaSala, 2007). One major limitation of the current body of empirical literature is that it is narrow

in scope, focuses on homogenous populations, specifically along lines of race and socioeconomic



status (Lannutti, 2005; Reczek, Elliott & Umberson, 2009; Riggle & Rostosky, 2010; Sommers,
2010).

Need for social service engagement. Several writers encourage social services, to get
more involved in the same-sex marriage debate. LaSala (2007) argues, “lesbian and gay activists
and social workers are notably silent on whether it is fair that “marriage bestows the privileges
that it does onto relationships” (p. 181). Similarly, Woodford (2010) emphasizes the need for
social services to more fully enter the dialogue and debate around same-sex marriage. Social
science has been contributing to the literature, but “it is important that the social service field
establish its own body of empirical and theoretical work on same-sex marriage and other
relationship recognition alternatives for LGBT individuals” (p. 3).

Problematize marriage. Much of the current literature focuses on whether, instead of
working towards marriage equality, if the very notion of marriage should be problematized.
LaSala (2007) posits that

rather than assimilating to society’s narrow sexual and relationship norms by

seeking to uncritically adopt the institution of marriage, gay men and lesbians must

illuminate the relevance and unfairness of the privileges attached to it. Social

workers ethically bound to support social justice and self-determination must join them.

(p. 182)

Similarly, Woodford (2010) wonders perhaps instead of focusing on same-sex marriage,
we should instead work towards validating same-sex relationships in other ways, or validating
other forms of relationships. Woodford goes on to explain, that the debate among proponents of

same-sex marriage is whether it would bring about true equality for same-sex couples or whether
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marriage is inherently problematic and if same-sex marriage is an attempt to make LGBT
relationships heteronormative.

Another relatively common argument that emerges in the popular discourse is whether
everyone, gay or straight, should have civil unions afforded by the government and leave
religious institutions to perform marriages. Lindenberger (2009) described how two Pepperdine
law professors arguing on opposite sides of the marriage equality debate came to consensus that
the best way to put an end to all the lawsuits over the issue is to separate marriage and the
government altogether. In addition to bringing an end to the ongoing lawsuits, this would
equalize relationships for heterosexual and same-sex couples alike.

Lannutti‘s (2005) study asked 288 LGBT participants in an anonymous web-based study,
“In your opinion, how may legalizing same-sex marriage change the LGBT community for the
better?” and “In your opinion, how may legalizing same-sex marriage change the LGBT
community for the worse?” (p. 8). The responses were analyzed based on four themes. The first
was legal equity, in which many respondents addressed this theme and argued that marriage
equality would benefit the community for the better along the lines of first-class citizenship,
financial benefits, and family security. The next three themes were described as “deeper
dialectical tensions” in which “people experience simultaneously contradictory forces” (p. 10).
The first of these themes is that same-sex marriages would either encourage LGBT couples to
take their relationships more seriously, or they would marry for the wrong reasons. The next
theme was that same-sex marriage would make the community as a whole stronger through
validation or unification or weaker through stigmatization, in that marriage will become the norm
which would marginalize those who choose not to marry for whatever reason, and assimilation,

in the gay community assuming heterosexual norms. The last theme was that relating to the
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relationship between the LGBT community and heterosexual others, that it could encourage
healing or that it would force visibility, in that people in their community will know they are gay
due to them marrying and potentially increase the risk for LGBT individuals. This study helped
to elicit some of the, sometimes contradictory, opinions of LGBT individuals; the biggest
limitation is that the participant pool was 93% white. The current study hopes to gather a more
representative sample of the population and expand upon these findings.

In an online survey of 102 asexual, or people who do not experience sexual attraction,
Sherrer (2010) found that the same-sex marriage debate re-inscribes the privileging of certain
types of relationships and does little to support anyone who falls outside of that sort of
relationship. She argues that the focus on dyadic, monogamous relationships re-marginalizes
individuals who are asexual, polyamorous, or aromantic, meaning those who experience little to
no romantic attraction to others, and reinforces the societal privileging of sex based intimacy
over all others. This study represents a fairly limited population — the participants were 82%
white and 73% female.

New definitions. Several studies explore how LGBT individuals define their
relationships without using the notion of “marriage.” Sommers (2010) conducted an exploratory
study of 13 LGB participants in the San Francisco Bay area who chose not to get married in 2008
when it was temporarily legal in California. This study posed four questions: 1) What influenced
their decision not to marry; 2) how do they define their commitment and 3) the ways they feel
they have marked their commitment to one another; and 4) how they relate to the marriage
equality movement. Her findings indicated that their resistance to marriage is threefold: There
were conceptual, resisting the concept of marriage, familial, that marriages may not have worked

in their families of origin, and social, or normative expectations, deterrents. She also found that
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the marriage equality movement impacted upon them positively — that it could lead to more
recognition and normalization, as well as negatively — that the movement feels more fragmented
politically and that there are possible new lines for discrimination. Participants recognized both
positive and negative effects of the marriage equality movement. The participants in this study
were all over the age of 40, almost entirely white, and fairly well educated. It helps to illuminate
some of the beliefs and arguments of LGB individuals who chose not to marry. This study will
attempt to gather a more representative sample and build upon these findings.

Reczek, Elliott and Umberson’s (2009) qualitative study used a life course perspective to
examine how “individuals construct their commitment-making stories and how those
constructions reflect societal changes and life stage positioning” (p. 740). The researchers
conducted one and a half hour interviews with 20 same-sex couples that have been together
between 8 and 27 years. They found that legality was most important to couples; they were
unlikely to have commitment ceremonies as they felt this would not make a difference in their
relationships. They also found that couples thought of commitment ceremonies as secondary to
the commitment itself for those couples that did hold the ceremonies. Couples in the study saw
commitment ceremonies as a celebration of their relationship, but did not see it as a defining
moment, in that it did not alter their relationship in a major way, as is more commonly the
experience with heterosexual relationships when they get married. This study contributes useful
data to the body of literature about LGB individuals and why they choose or don’t choose to
have commitment ceremonies, as opposed to or as the only alternative to marriage. The
researchers encourage future research to creatively interrogate what marriage and commitment

means to different social groups and people in all relationship formations. The sample was
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overwhelmingly white and privileged, although the findings offer an interesting perspective on
why couples may choose not to mark their relationship with a ceremony.

Riggle and Rostosky (2010) conducted an online correlational survey and drew 2,677
LGB participants. They used relationship status — either single, dating without commitment,
commitment without legal recognition and legally recognized relationships — as their
independent variable. They had four dependent variables - perceived stress, depressive
symptoms, internalized homophobia, and meaning of life. They found that “being in an intimate
same-sex relationship that has a legally recognized status is associated with reports of
significantly less psychological distress and more well being than being single or dating” (p. 84).
This study supports same-sex marriage for individuals who feel that this is an important value of
theirs, as the legalization of the relationship offers a protective effect against depression, stress
and internalized homophobia. However, this study does not interrogate how same-sex marriage
effects those who do not desire this sort of legalization of their relationship or who choose a
different sort of relationship structure.

Schecter (2008), in a mixed methods exploratory study of 50 married and unmarried
same-sex couples in Massachusetts, examined and compared relationships between the married
and unmarried couples, looking at their “Relationship Story” or how they think of their
relationship over time. They found that the 27% of the sample that did not have a ceremony did
not do so for three main reasons, either they were not ready for a public ceremony, they did not
feel the need for a ceremony, or they did not want to participate in an inherently patriarchal
institution. Some of the participants who had married felt that their marrying deepened their
relationship in profound ways, while some worried about the lack of uniqueness for the gay and

lesbian community by participating in the heteronormative tradition. This study offers an
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interesting and informative perspective during a unique historical moment, and illuminates the
impact marriage has on individuals and communities, as well as potential widespread acceptance
and decreased homophobia. The main limitations were a somewhat homogenous sample and the
fact that it, out of necessity, was only conducted in one geographic location. This study will
potentially expand on these findings and offer perspectives from a different geographic location.

What are the issues? Very little of the existing social work literature centered on same-
sex marriage focuses on what issues other than marriage which might be important, but a few
take this on. Although marriage is important for those that want it, LaSala (2007) feels it is
possible that energy being funneled into the marriage equality movement could be better served
elsewhere, like “the quest for affordable health care for everyone, no matter what a person’s
sexual orientation or marital status” (p. 182). Although this article consists of one person’s
opinion, it is possible that the current study will support this argument or will elicit some
variation of this belief.

Ettelbrick (1989) argues “marriage runs contradictory to two of the primary goals of the
lesbian and gay movement: The affirmation of gay identity and culture and the validation of
many forms of relationships” (p. 124). Furthermore, she believes that “more marginal members
of the lesbian and gay community (women, people of color, working class and poor) are less
likely to see marriage as having relevance” to struggles for survival. She questions how
affirmation of relationships through marriage would be of any use to marginalized groups of a
marginalized community (p. 126-7). Future studies could explore this issue of whether more
pressing issues take precedence for marginalized members of the LGBTQ community.

Limitations and gaps. All of the empirical studies considered here have the same

limitation: Homogeneity. Riggle and Rostosky’s (2010) participants are mostly females,
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educated, and white. Reczek, Elliott and Umberson’s (2009) participants were 80% white and
with incomes ranging from $40,000 to more than $80,000 annually with over half in the latter
category. Lannutti‘s (2005) participants were 93% white. Lastly, Sommers (2010) had a small
sample size and a lack of diversity — 12 of her 13 participants were white, they ranged in age
from 44-71, and all were well-educated and middle to upper middle class. This study attempts to
gather a more representative sample of the population to address this gap.
Arguments from Individuals and organizations outside Social Work

Although the field of social work has not yet considered the content and research
question of this study, many individual, activists, political organizers, academics, historians, and
theorists have written and spoken about this issue. Included are some of these arguments as their
writings offer possible hypotheses for the current study, as well as informing the interview
questions. Breen and Blumenfeld (2001) argue that this is a moment in history where issues
around same-sex marriage and military service “garner media attention, but do so at the expense
of issues and groups whose sexual practices, gender expressions, and political assumptions do
not readily accord with those of a cultural mainstream” (p. 7). Judith Butler, one of the current
leading queer theorists, expresses her dismay that “so many national gay organizations have
taken the right to marriage as the most important item for the gay political agenda” (in Breen &
Blumenfeld, p. 20). Although she disagrees with the homophobic opposition to gay marriage, she
also opposes the same-sex marriage struggle on four counts. The first is that it privileges long
term monogamous relationships when the LGB community has been struggling to establish other
forms of allegiance and intimacies. Secondly, she argues that privileging same-sex marriage
breaks allegiance with all other forms of families, such as single mothers and unmarried straight

people. Thirdly, she feels that it shifts the attention away from the AIDS epidemic, which still
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very much needs resources and research. Lastly, she believes that the struggle for same-sex
marriage upholds that only married couples are worthy of health benefits. She concludes, “we
leave the most vulnerable people behind in this current effort to make ourselves over as married
couples” (p. 20).

Nair (2010) argues that the liberal/progressive left position on marriage is an uncritical
acceptance of gay marriage, devoid of interrogation. She notes that in 2008, the US saw a spate
of teen suicides (which also occurred this past year), which led to the argument that marriage
would cure bullying and suicide by removing the stigma, but she believes that the “wish to
bestow dignity upon queers is in fact deeply rooted in fear and loathing of the unmarried and a
neoliberal belief that the addition of private rights tied to the state’s munificence will end all
social problems” (p. 2). She argues that the core of the problem is society’s fear and intolerance
of any deviation from the norm. She asserts that health care should be a much more important
concern than marriage, and that other countries, like Canada or Norway, legalized same-sex
marriage only after they had guaranteed health care access for all citizens. Nair also believes that
the conceptualization of marriage as a solution “perpetuates the very inequalities that gay
marriage advocates claim to resolve” (p. 6). Stanley (2010) also argues that same-sex marriage
will do nothing to subvert the systems of domination in this country.

Bornstein (2010) asserts that the movement is wasting resources that could be used to
save people’s lives instead. She believes that “the fight for ‘marriage equality’ is simply not the
highest priority for a movement based in sexuality and gender” and that it is time to “do some
triage and base our priorities on a) who needs the most help and b) what battlefield will bring us

the most allies” (p. 13). Spade and Willse (2010) think that we should,
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take the energy and money being put into gay marriage and put it toward real change:

Opposing the War on Terror and all forms of endless war; supporting queer prisoners and

building a movement to end imprisonment; organizing against police profiling and

brutality in our communities; fighting attacks on welfare, public housing and Medicaid;
fighting for universal health care that is trans and reproductive healthcare inclusive;

fighting to tax wealth not workers; fighting for a world in which no one is illegal. (p. 20)
Stanley (2010) argues that the marriage equality movement is framing the argument as
completely binary — either you’re with us or you’re against us — which silences any chance of a
debate and public discourse.

Farrow (2010) expresses his anger that the movement to legalize same-sex marriage uses
the civil rights movement to gain traction in their struggle, although he believes the “history of
terror” inflicted on generations of black people in this country does not “in any way compare to
what appears to be the very last barrier between white gays and lesbians’ access to what bell
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hooks describes as ‘christian capitalist patriarchy’” (p. 29). He goes on to note that even 40 years
later, little has actually changed for black people in this country.

John D’Emilio (2010), a prolific historian of LGBQ issues in the United States, believes
that not only has the movement towards same-sex marriage inadvertently created new anti-gay
laws in many individual States — by bringing defeats in the courts, and some important victories
— it also runs against history. He believes that since the 1960s, with a de-emphasis on the nuclear
family, an increase of divorce rates, the ability of young people to cohabitate and procreate

outside of a marital arrangement, as examples, heterosexual realities have come to more closely

resemble the imagined lives of homosexuals. In other words, as a nation, we have been moving
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further away from such an intense focus on marriage and more towards a decentralization of
marriage, which seems contradictory to the marriage equality movement.
Theoretical Lens

Object Relations theory is a building block of psychodynamic theory, one of the four
psychologies that inform modern clinical psychotherapeutic social work practice. Melanie Klein,
one of the pioneers of Object Relations theory took up an investigation of an infant’s early life
and how these early experiences contribute to the adult life and relationships. She formulated a
developmental model, based on the idea of basic positions we can occupy in our lives, the
“paranoid-schizoid” and the “depressive” positions. The use of the idea of positions, alludes to
the fact that while it is a developmental milestone to be able to move from one position to
another, all people move back and forth between positions over the life course.

When the child is born, and is occupying the paranoid-schizoid position, most of his or
her experience is characterized by the relationship with the mother, specifically through breast-
feeding. Thus the child sees the mother as either a good breast, which is characterized by
“wondrous nourishment and transforming love” infusing “him with life-sustaining milk” and
enveloping “him in loving protection” or a bad breast, which is “hateful and malevolent, has fed
him bad milk” which poisons him from within, then abandons him (p. 92). This position is in
some ways easier for the baby to occupy, and for adults over the life course; it is easier to
understand the world in divisions of good and bad, to think of people or issues in total or
complete states.

When the infant moves to the depressive position, he is able to incorporate good and bad
images into the same relationship. Depressive love is characterized by a cycles of hatred and

reparation. In order to maintain this position, the child (or adult) must believe that his love is
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stronger than his hate, although they can exist simultaneously. In this position, one must
encounter the conflict of wholeness. “To be whole, one must give up the purity of ideal goodness
and total badness” (Flanigan in Berzoff, 2008, p.137). This is a challenging position to maintain,
and Klein believed that everyone vacillates between the two positions over the life course.

In regards to popular political ideologies or social movements, it is much easier to look at
a complicated issue from the paranoid-schizoid position, to divide the world into good and bad.
Arguably this way of thinking and perceiving the world is deeply ingrained in our society, it
tends to be the way that elections get won and laws get passed. In regards to this study, the
popular discourse around the same-sex marriage debate seems to be framed as a black and white
issue, on one side are individuals who do not think that same-sex couples should be allowed to
marry, for a wide variety of reasons ranging from religious beliefs to a destabilizing of the notion
of marriage, and on the other those who feel that same-sex couples should be allowed this right
and all the same rights of their heterosexual counterparts. On the side of the individuals
committing their time and energy towards fighting for marriage equality, it is in their favor to
frame the debate as either “you’re with us, or you’re against us,” framing the argument so that
those who aren’t on their side seem homophobic, or discriminatory in some way; potentially
making the argument more palatable for mass consumption.

This study seems to occupy the depressive position and is debatably full of
contradictions, or “dialectical tensions.” Tsang (2001) explains, “the theory of dialectics is that
the recognition or the generation of contradictions is necessary for producing new knowledge or
change.” It is possible that the participants in this study will occupy a complicated position, as
people who identify as LGBTQ who do not necessarily commit their political energy towards

this gay flagship issue. Hypothetically most of the respondents, while not believing marriage
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equality is the most important concern, will not condemn those who do identify this as a primary
concern, simultaneously seeing both the good and the bad in the issue.
Other issues facing LGBTQ individuals

It seems that the field of social work has been engaged in the same-sex marriage debate
mostly to demonstrate how marriage equality is beneficial. The National Association of Social
Work (NASW), in its code of ethics, sets out its commitment to service, social justice and
valuing the importance of human relationships. The issue of marriage equality is certainly a
social justice issue, especially in the face of rampant homophobia and a legacy of discrimination.
In this way, it is logical that the field would value the importance of gaining rights for an
oppressed population and support empirical studies to do just that. This study is meant in no way
to detract from the importance of gaining rights for individuals who are fighting for this right, for
couples who feel that they would want the label “marriage” for their own relationship or believe
that it should be legalized regardless of their own personal desires.

Additionally, as social workers, we are trained to attend to the most basic and pressing
needs of clients, communities and populations. A cursory review of the literature reveals this
commitment, for although the specific issue considered in this study has not been investigated
deeply; all the issues that are arguably being overlooked by the focus on marriage are certainly
included within the larger body of social work research. In this section, I will discuss some of the
more immediate and basic needs of LGBTQ individuals, and of all people, that are included
within the literature, both as potential hypotheses of issues that may be more important to the
participants included in this study as well as to illuminate other important concerns. More

important concerns, as considered by social work are issues pertaining to LGBTQ homeless
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youth, basic safety and bullying in schools, the long history of HIV and AIDS, access culturally
competent health care, other health concerns facing LGBTQ individuals.

LGBTQ youth are overrepresented in the adolescent homeless population. The Gay and
Lesbian Medical Association (GLMA) states, “estimates of lesbian and gay homeless youth vary,
but youth service providers agree that rates are very high, ranging from 20 to 40 percent in
various studies” (GLMA.org, 2010, p. 311). This is an extremely vulnerable population, at
higher risk of contracting HIV and other sexually transmitted infections (Rew et al., 2005),
depression, suicidal ideation and intravenous drug use (Rhode, 2001). Due to their vulnerability
and risk, there has been much attention focused on this issue within the field of social work, as
well as psychology, nursing, any service providers who have a commitment to serving the
underserved.

Even for LGBTQ youth who are not at risk for homelessness, as a population they are
more vulnerable to bullying, depression and suicidal ideation and attempts. GLMA states “six
studies found that rates of various measures of suicide ideation and attempts were three to seven
times higher among gay and lesbian youth than heterosexual youth. The suicidal ideation rate in
one needs assessment of young transgender people was 28 percent, with 17 percent reporting
actual suicide attempts (GLMA.org, 2010). Birkett et al. (2008) report that according to a 2006
school climate survey, 91.4% of their sample of LGB middle and high school youth sometimes
or frequently heard homophobic slurs in school. In unsupportive school environments, LGBTQ
youth are much more likely to consider or attempt suicide (Proctor and Groze, 1994).

One of the issues that has been taken up by the field of social work has been the AIDS
epidemic. Since the 1980s, HIV/AIDS has ravaged the LBGTQ community. Although it was

once thought of as a gay man’s disease, its impact is far reaching. According to the Centers for
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Disease control, Men who have sex with Men (MSM) account for more than half (53%) of all
new HIV infections in the U.S. each year, as well as nearly half (48%) of people living with
HIV. However, a result of it being thought of as exclusively a gay man’s disease, other
communities it affects have been negatively impacted. For example, low-income women of color
who have sex with women are rendered almost invisible to government researchers, health care
providers and the HIV service community (Arend, 2005). Another issue that is particularly
relevant today facing the LGBTQ community related to the AIDS epidemic is the risk of
transmission for men who have sex with men and use crystal methamphetamine, as the latter can
lead to high risk sexual behavior and increase the transmission of HIV (Halkitis, Parsons, &
Stirratt, 2001).

These are just a few of the issues that continue to face the LGBTQ community that social
work researchers have focused their attention and energy on. It seems imperative to devise
appropriate interventions and treatment considerations for the most vulnerable and oppressed
populations. This study is an attempt to gather stories from members of a marginalized
population and possibly display their commitment to focusing their political energy and attention
on individuals most basic needs.

Conclusion

Although the need for same-sex marriage is extremely important to those individuals who
are dedicating their lives to it, the literature considered here proposes a need for more points of
view being discussed within the public debate. There seems to be a particular need within the
field of social work to get involved in the discussion, as the perspectives considered here are
seemingly absent in the social work literature. Social work as a field places particular emphasis

on defining issues based on people’s self-defined most acute needs. This study proposes an
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exploration of a group of people who may be marginalized members of an already marginal
population; those LGBTQ individuals who do not believe same-sex marriage should be the main

priority in the LGBTQ community.
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Chapter 111
Methodology

The purpose of this study is to gather stories from LGBTQ individuals, living in the San
Francisco Bay area, who do not identify marriage equality as their main form of political
activism. This study focuses on eliciting the stories of these individuals, specifically around why
marriage equality is not their primary concern, how they feel about marriage equality as a
political issue and what other concerns seem more relevant or important to them.

The research design of this study is qualitative and exploratory, using semi-structured,
open-ended, interview questions for data collection. Since these questions do not seem to have
been posed within the field of social work, I used exploratory methods to draw out rich and
nuanced data. Exploratory means seemed most appropriate for this rarely researched area (Rubin
& Babbie, 2010).

Some definitions of the major concepts I use are important to outline. I use the term
LGBTQ to indicate members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer community. I
include transgender, for even though it describes gender identity, not sexual orientation, I want to
be as inclusive as possible considering all the possible definitions people might use to describe
themselves. Additionally the term “queer” is one that is problematic for some individuals and
deeply meaningful for others, and I use it in the hope of being as inclusive as possible. I alternate
between same-sex marriage, which is a more neutral term, and marriage equality, which is value
laden, in order to mirror the language that people use. Additionally, I am aware of the fact that

the use of the term “same-sex” could potentially re-inscribe a binary view of sex and gender,
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when in reality both are incredibly multifaceted and fluid, as well as overlooking intersex
individuals.
Sample

Snowball sampling was used to recruit 13 participants. I had originally planned to utilize
many methods in recruiting participants, hanging flyers in Queer organizations and
neighborhoods (see Appendix A), and emailing organizations and colleagues. However, with one
email to professional colleagues and personal contacts (see Appendix B) and posting the flyer in
a queer health clinic, [ was able to recruit more people than I had space for within my study. In
the email, I asked colleagues to pass on the information to individuals who they believed would
fit the criteria, as well as to post on any potential list-serves or any organizations of which they
may be members. Participants then emailed me to express their interest. I responded with the
letter of informed consent and we set up a time to talk and a location, and completed a brief
screening to ensure that they fit the criteria of the study (see Appendix E). The sampling
technique may be biased because of the fact that people passed the information along to people
they knew, but I feel confident that recruitment spread far beyond my more immediate
community.

In order to participate in the study individuals had to identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender or queer, they had to be over the age of 18, speak English fluently, live in the San
Francisco Bay area and not identify same-sex marriage or marriage equality as their primary
political concern. All of my participants fit the requirements of the study and volunteered to

contribute and signed the letter of Informed Consent.
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Data Collection

Before the interviews I asked participants to sign the Informed Consent (see Appendix C)
reminding them that participation in the study was voluntary. I also reminded them that I would
be recording the entirety of the interview and asked if they had selected a pseudonym or if they
would rather I choose one for them. I informed them that the questions I had selected were
largely open ended, intentionally so, and asked them to share only what they felt comfortable
with sharing, being clear that some of the questions might feel redundant but that I wanted to be
careful to cover all topic areas. During the interviews, I asked demographic questions to provide
a context for the participants varied experiences. I asked participants about their age, their gender
or gender identity, their racial and/or ethnic identity, their highest level of education, their
current employment status, their religion or spiritual practice and their current relationship status.
I then moved to the open-ended questions, which included questions about their sexual
orientation, political activism, thoughts on same-sex marriage and issue they prioritize (see
Appendix F).
Data Analysis

The data was analyzed using content analysis by looking for common themes in the
interview transcriptions of participants. I used an inductive method of data analysis based on my
observations from the data I collected. This allowed me to locate themes, commonalities and
differences within the data without having to seek out a definitive conclusion, which would be
inappropriate for an exploratory qualitative study (Rubin & Babbie, 2010).
Description of Sample

There were a total of 13 people who participated in the study. All participants lived in the

San Francisco Bay Area, in both Oakland and San Francisco. All participants were over the age
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of 18, ages ranged from 24 to 59 years old, with a median age of 29 an average age of 33 and a
mode of 27. Eight participants identified as female, one as “femmish — genderqueer,” one as
genderqueer, two as male, one as “male bodied faggot.” Six participants identified as white, two
identified as white and Jewish, one as white and Italian American, one as Italian American, one
as African American and Native American, one as Arab/Anglo or as “other,” and one as Latina.
In terms of education, six people identified bachelors as their highest level of education, two had
masters, one had a Juris Doctorate, one had a PhD and two masters, two are currently in graduate
school and one is in graduate school and has another masters degree already. Six participants
were employed full time, two part time, one reported being “underemployed,” three were in
school and employed part time and one was unemployed. Four participants identified no
religious or spiritual affiliation or practice, one reported occasional Unitarian Universalism, three
identified as culturally Jewish, three identified as spiritual but nonreligious, one identified as a
Sister of Perpetual Indulgence, and one as ambivalent. In terms of relationship status, one
reported being legally married, one identified as polyamorously seeing someone, two as being in
open relationships, two as single, one as “unsure,” four as being in partnerships for 2.5, 3, 6 and
12 years, one as “slutty romatic,” and one as “single, or fuck buddies.” All participants identified
as something other than straight, as this was a requirement of participation, and their sexual
orientations and identities will be discussed in the next chapter, as this question was included in

the open-ended question portion of the interviews.
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Completion: You are required to notify the Chair of the Human Subjects Review
Committee when your study is completed (data collection finished). This requirement is met
by completion of the thesis project during the Third Summer.

Good luck with your study.

Sincerely,
. ,f/ g

Ann Hartman, D.S.W.
Chair, Human Subjects Review Committee

CC: Pearl Soloff, Research Advisor
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