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A Reasoned Discussion

Until this last issue of Dialogue, I feel
justified in saying that the gay marriage
“debate” has not been a debate at all.
Those in favor of legalizing same-sex
marriage have offered reasoned and im-
passioned arguments in support of
same-sex marriage, while opponents of
same-sex marriage have offered only the
vehemently expressed assertion that gay
marriage would undermine or even de-
stroy traditional marriage. When
pressed on exactly how same-sex mar-
riage would do that, opponents have al-
ways simply repeated the asser-
tion—without explaining the mechan-
ics of how same-sex marriage destroys
anything, much less the marital rela-
tionships of nongays.

When I saw that Dialogue was actu-
ally planning to publish an article mak-
ing the case against same-sex marriage, I
became hopeful. Knowing Dialogue‘s
reputation, I expected to finally get
what I have been longing for all these
years: actual reasoned discussion of
substantive issues, with the possibility
of actually understanding the concerns

of gay marriage opponents. And Dia-
logue delivered. For the first time ever,
I read an actual argument against
same-sex marriage that explains the as-
sertions in terms that I can under-
stand, even if I do not agree. Thank
you!

I am grateful that Randolph G.
Muhlestein (“The Case Against
Same-Sex Marriage,” 40, no. 3 [Fall
2007]: 1–39) was willing to go out on a
limb, especially knowing what type of
criticism he might open himself up to
from those who disagree with his posi-
tion. Discussions of this emotional
topic have often not been civil, so it
takes courage to come forward and
state the case. He did so both clearly
and compassionately. Before reading
his essay, I understood the scriptural
arguments but could make neither
heads nor tails of the social “death-
of-marriage” argument. Thanks to his
willingness to go out on a limb, I think
I understand it much better now, and
I thank him for it.

If I understand his core argument
it boils down to the notion that legaliz-
ing same-sex marriage will cause peo-
ple to become gay. Muhlestein did not
overstate the case. Even while ac-
knowledging that the data are difficult
to analyze and that this thesis could be
wrong, I read the emotional heart of
his argument as caution: Gay marriage
might not cause any more damage to
the already beleaguered institution of
heterosexual marriage, but don’t go
tinkering with a system that is already
in distress when you don’t know what
effect the tinkering will have. To me
this position suggests openness on his
part to the possibility of same-sex mar-
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riage if at some time in the future it can
be proven that it causes no demonstra-
ble harm.

If I understood him correctly, he
sympathizes with the distress, pain, and
social, economic, and legal difficulties
faced by gay people in our society, and
he would be willing to do anything to
alleviate that difficulty as long as it
doesn’t undermine an institution as
important as heterosexual marriage.
This is not an unreasonable position.

As a gay man, I feel ethically bound
to consider whether something good
for me might cause harm to another. I
hope my heterosexual brothers and sis-
ters would feel similarly ethically
bound to consider the harm that deny-
ing certain rights and privileges might
have on me, and weigh whether the
good served by denying those rights is
greater than the harm inflicted on me
and others like me.

For my part, I don’t find his argu-
ments persuasive, for a number of rea-
sons very eloquently stated by H.
Wayne Schow (“A Case for Same Sex
Marriage: Reply to Randolph Muhle-
stein,” 40, no. 3 [Fall 2007]: 40–67).
Schow identifies the central problem
that Muhlestein has chosen to ignore
or discount—namely, modern scientific
data about the biological basis for ho-
mosexuality and the witness of gay men
and lesbians themselves.

As a published scholar of sexuality
studies, I might add that I am familiar
with the historical literature Muhle-
stein cited and feel that his rephrasing
of scholarly findings was somewhat dis-
torted. The vast majority of sexuality
studies scholars would reject the ex-
treme Foucaultian “social construc-

tionist” position that underpins his
entire argument, just as they would re-
ject an extreme “essentialist” position.
Sexuality is interpreted and expressed
in certain cultural embodiments, but
there are certain basic biological
givens that are not amenable to cul-
tural manipulation. This is the posi-
tion of most scholars working in this
field.

A more reasonable interpretation
of the data, more likely to be accepted
by the majority of history of sexuality
scholars, would be to point out that
the number one cause of the erosion
of traditional marriage in modern
times is the modern, urban, industrial
economy. Prior to roughly 1850, the
basic unit of economic production
throughout most of the world was the
family. Increasingly after circa 1850,
the basic unit of economic production
became the corporation, which re-
lated to individual workers. Large tra-
ditional families have become increas-
ingly problematic under the present
economic and political regime.

Once you have an economy where
family no longer matters—indeed, our
economic system prefers singles be-
cause they are cheaper and easier to
manipulate—individual choice and
preference in relation to life mates
moves to the fore. All of the “homo-
sexualities” that have existed prior to
the modern industrial age have not
been true homosexualities, because
they unfolded in societies and econo-
mies where the production of children
(for the poor) and heirs (for the rich)
were of utmost importance, and the
free choice of partners was economi-
cally unfeasible.

Letters to the Editor xi


	A Reasoned Discussion

