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Love, the strongest and deepest element in all life, the har-
binger of hope, of joy, of ecstasy; love, the defier of all laws,
of all conventions; love, the freest, the most powerful moulder
of human destiny; how can such an all-compelling force be
synonymous with that poor little State and Church-begotten
weed, marriage?

—Emma Goldman, “Marriage and Love” (1911)
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Mainstream gay and lesbian
rights organizations in the
United States have mobilized
confus- ing and at times con-
tradictory rhetoric to solidify
their moral high ground in
the contentious battle over
gay marriage. These orga-
nizations deploy both the
affective rhetoric of an indi-
vidu- als’ right to love who-
mever they choose alongside
more analytic rhetoric that
demands full and equal ac-
cess to a myriad of benefits
and privileges administered
by the state. By pulling on our
heartstrings and appealing
to the simple logic of equa-
lity, many have been duped
into entering the shortsight-
ed gay marriage debate when
energy would be better focu-
sed elsewhere. In 1911 Emma
Goldman ripped marriage to
shreds in her essay Marriage
and Love by fiercely critiquing
marriage’s reinforcement of
prescribed gender roles, pa-

triarchy, and the nuclear fa-
mily. She also wrote critically
and extensively on the mobi-
lization of a notion of love to
justify the coercive state and
church violence we call mar-
riage. Here | will queerly con-
tinue where she left off, one
hundred years later.

In 2009 | was helplessly ki-
cking and screaming while
the national campaigns for
gay marriage descended on
my mostly poor, mostly rural
home state of Maine. Now,
in the aftermath of the nau-
seatingly class-elitist failed
campaign,' gay and lesbian
organizations, and the pro-
fessional activists that prop
them up, remain resiliently
resistant to critically ques-
tioning what we, as queer
and trans subjects, are see-
king to be equal to in the first
place. Do we really want full
inclusion in the institution
of marriage, a social contract
that explicitly limits the ways
in which we can organize our
erotic and emotional lives?
Furthermore, do we really
want to reinforce a social ins-
titution where our immediate



needs and access to collecti-
ve benefits are contingent on
this singular articulation of
partnership? Or have many
of us allowed ourselves to
be convinced by some vague
notion of equality, with all
its empty promises,? that gay
marriage is a battle worth
fighting for?

Mainstream gay and lesbi-
an organizations position
their campaign strategy and
engrossing rhetoric around
two competing discourses
roughly examined here. By
dissecting these competing
discourses, one can see that
marriage has little to do with
love and that the mainstream
gay and lesbian organizati-
ons’ investments in winning
the gay marriage battle fur-
ther erode any possibility for
a radically equitable queer
future—a future that was
once dared to be imagined
by radical queer and trans
folks organizing with ACT UP,
Queer to the Left, and the
George Jackson Brigade, and
is still imagined today by ra-
dical grassroots organizati-
ons like Queers for Economic

Justice, La Gai-Queer Insur-
rection, and Gay Shame, to
name a few.

The first of these discourses
is the highly affective and
emotionally charged rheto-
ric of the individual’s right to
love whomever one chooses.
The messaging that the gay
marriage campaigns invoke
here actively reinscribes the
institution of marriage as
one that is defined by and
organized around a notion
of love. With protest signs
displaying slogans like “Who
else is fighting for love?” or
“It's my right to love whome-
ver | want!” one is to believe
that love is primarily what is
at stake in the gay marriage
debate. But as many histo-
rians have shown,> marriage
has never been centrally or-
ganized around love, but the
buying and selling of women
as property through a pat-
riarchal dowry system that
evolved into the soft coerci-
on of domestic indentured
servitude that Goldman so
aptly dismantled in her wri-
ting. Although many of the
more explicitly violent ma-



chinations of marriage have
abated in the United States,
the structural and individual
violence continues.

Nearly half of all first marria-
ges end in divorce.* If marria-
ge were the loving, providing,
social safety net that those
invoking family values rhe-
toric claim it is, then one is
left wondering why the di-
vorce rate is so remarkably
high. Perhaps it is that nearly
7.8 million women have been
raped by an intimate partner
at some point in their lives®
or that domestic violence is
the leading cause of injury to
women between the ages of
fifteen and forty-four in the
United States.® Or maybe it
is that sixty-eight percent of
sexually abused children are
victims of their own family
members.” Empiricism asi-
de, the so-called healthy and
privatized familial structures
through which the institution
of marriage seeks to minimi-
ze violence cannot be emula-
ted if we, as a radical queer
and trans community, are to
confront the violence within
our own community and fa-

milies (chosen or otherwise).

In addition to the affective
discourse outlined above,
a more analytic approach
is being de- ployed in tan-
dem. This rhetoric relies on
a certain brand of rugged
American individualism that
has spawned gay and lesbi-
an organizations that invoke
a rights-based discourse in
their attempt at achieving
what they contend is full
equality. It is here we find nu-
merous LGB and sometimes T
activists in a rage over their
1,138 rights that federally re-
cognized marriage will bring
them, but are denied. These
state benefits and privileges,
as outlined in the Defense of
Marriage Act, are overwhel-
mingly about the transfer of
money and property (inclu-
ding children, as the only way
marriage allows us to think
about them is like property).
The almost exclusive empha-
sis on property rights high-
lights that marriage has little
to do with love, but with be-
nefits and privileges as doled
out by the state to those who
adhere to a specific set of



moral values determined by
the church.

Gay marriage organizations
are mobilizing this rights-
based discourse focused
on “equal” ac- cess to state
benefits and privileges in
tandem with highly effecti-
ve love rhetoric to win over
public opinion by appealing
to socialized emotional res-
ponses while simultaneous-
ly making a more strategic/
analytic argument for gay
marriage. This two-pronged
approach has successfully
dragged many LGBT activists
into its blinding double dis-
course by effectively moti-
vating the en- gagement of
many queer and trans folks
who would be better off put-
ting their energy elsewhere.
What if we, as a queer and
trans social justice move-
ment, focused on achieving
access to many of marriage’s
forbidden fruits (i.e., health-
care, freedom of movement
across nation-state borders,
etc.) for all people, not just
citizen couples, gay, straight,
or otherwise?

Fortunately this double dis-
course will fail miserably in
the long term because it is
impossible to claim marria-
ge is an institution based on
love when the only way to do
so isto mimic the hyper- con-
servative family values rhe-
toric of the Christian right.
The normalizing function of
this claim, that loving fami-
lies can only exist within the
narrow confines of an imme-
diate nuclear family structu-
re (gay or straight), will con-
tinue to mark some families
as worthy of survival and ot-
hers as a deadly threat.8 As
noted by gay historian John
D'Emilio in his piece “The
Marriage Fight Is Setting Us
Back,” greater acceptance of
gay and lesbian people has
largely come from straight
people abandoning fantasy
familial conservatism opting
for queerer more nontraditi-
onal ways of organizing both
their erotic lives and their fa-
milies.’

The smiling white families
posed in picturesque sub-
urban backyards that ap-
peared on pro- gay marriage



campaign materials in Maine
looked no different than the
anti-gay marriage pro- pa-
ganda of smiling white fami-
lies in picturesque suburban
backyards. Not only did the
visual narratives mimic one
another, save the difference
in gendered couples among
neo-nuclear gay families,
but the accompanying fami-
ly values rhetoric was nearly
identical. The fervent rein-
vest- ment in the nuclear fa-
mily (gay or straight) as a site
of financial security, moral
aptitude, and physical safety
for the child should be hor-
rifying to us all. This kind of
logic around familial safety
has been challenged by three
decades of feminist critique
that problematizes the nuc-
lear family as the primary site
of sexual violence against
children and cannot be er-
ased or obscured through
this rhetorical appeal.®

This neoliberal fantasy of the
nuclear family as the only
provider of emotional and
economic safety is being re-
covered and deployed by the
contemporary gay rights mo-

vement. In a bizarre twist in
history, gays and lesbians are
turning their backs on the
kinds of radical new configu-
ra- tions of “family” that have
liberated straight people.

Neoliberalism, which | bro-
adly define here as the con-
centrated privatization of
every facet of our daily lives,
depends upon this affective
discourse, which asserts that
the immediate family cons-
titutes an unproblematized
site of safety and security
while the rest of the world is
rendered a dangerous out-
side. By insisting that the gay
and lesbian nuclear family
(a retrograde hetero-mimi-
cry throwback to the 1950s)
needs protection, gay mar-
riage activists are further
enabling the privatization of
social safety nets.

For example, the heightened
emphasis on the idea that
gay marriage is necessary for
same- sex partners to gain
health insurance allows the
state to further justify not
creating a system of universal
health care where all people,



regardless of marital status
receive necessary medical
care. In the 1980s, queers
agitated for universal health
care in the face of a devasta-
ting AIDS epidemic that left
them caring for those whom
the state refused to consi-
der worthy of the most basic
care. Today they are calling
for the opposite by insisting
that only those in state-man-
dated relationships are wort-
hy of health care.

The campaigns for gay mar-
riage and theiraccompanying
confused rhetoric have been
neatly folded into a hand-
ful of other issues under the
banner of equality across the
United States." Equality rhe-
toric is short-sighted at best
and positions our most fan-
tastic queer futures as not
only unattainable but also
unreasonable. It demands
that we put our time and
energy into the des- perate
fight to be equal participants
in oppressive and archaic in-
stitutions instead of attemp-
ting to actualize our dreams
of queer utopia.’? Furthermo-
re, equality rhetoric has crea-

ted a vacuum of gay prag-
matism™ in which our queer
political imagination has
withered away, allowing no
time or space to even imagi-
ne more just, more equitable
ways of meeting our mate-
rial and affective needs as a
larger community.

The question remains then:
How do we, as radical queer
and trans folks, push back
against the emerging hege-
mony of rainbow-flavored
neoliberalism and the funne-
ling of our energy into narrow
campaigns that only reinfor-
ce the hierarchical systems
and institutions we funda-
mentally oppose? How do we
reconcile the contradiction
of our anger and fervent cri-
ticism of so called equality
when presently many of our
material lives depend on ac-
cessing resources through
the very subject of our criti-
que? Although | do not have
concrete solutions to offer, |
believe we must create more
space and time to have these
vital conversations, be more
open and public about our
critique of marriage, build



coalitions with others who
stand little to gain from mar-
riage, imagine other worlds
together, and dream up new
ways of meeting our material
and affective needs.
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