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Dear Attorney General Eric H. Holder,


Throughout time, there have been various conflicts involving the rights and liberties an individual is entitled to. Fifty years ago, the battle for same-sex marriage began, and the movement for equal marital rights was initiated. Homosexuals desire the same marital rights as heterosexuals; a denial of such rights is a violation of the civil rights each individual is given at the time of their birth. In the 1996 Defense of Marriage Act, or DOMA, section 3 gives a statement that defines the meaning of the word “marriage,” which is summarized as the legal union between one man and one woman. Because of the pressing issues of the gay rights movement, DOMA’s interpretation of “marriage” is challenged as many advocates find such a definition as unconstitutional. Many people are unaware of the details regarding gay marriage, which results in lack of knowledge of important concepts to be understood in the matter. State and national governments have begun to make a stand on their positions on same-sex marriage, along with advocates debating for civil and parental rights.


Many state governments have changed their policies regarding civil unions for gay couples. As of January 2012, there are ten states that recognize civil unions or domestic partnerships: California, Delaware, Hawaii, Illinois, Maine, Nevada, New Jersey, Oregon, Washington, and Wisconsin. By May 2012, gay marriage was legalized in Connecticut, Iowa, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New York, Vermont, and Washington, D.C. Civil unions have allowed couples to receive many of the same benefits as heterosexual couples do, in terms of tax relief, medical decision-making during emergencies, hospital visitation rights, and inheritance rights (Facts on File: Civil Unions). However, many same-sex couples have pointed out that civil unions are unequal to marriage, mainly because they are only recognized in the state that sanctioned them, and the benefits are only effective at a state and local level. Anthony Wilson-Smith, a columnist for the Canadian magazine Macleans’s, comments, “Gays aren’t asking for government money, tax breaks, preferential status in seeking jobs, redress of past grievances or other rights or privileges that would set them apart from others… [they] want to be able to declare their commitment in the same way as any couple who love each other enough to marry” (Facts on File: Update: Gay Rights). The concept of love is what many supporters of gay marriage refer to when arguing the state of inequality and lack of privilege and identity homosexuals have. Such can be compared to Helen Keller’s letter to Mark Twain, in which she explains that a seeing person cannot understand the difficulties of being blind, and that blind individuals deserve the right to live equally among others and have the privilege to satisfy their ambitions. She states that seeing people must understand that the ability to move about freely is limited to those who are blind; because of that, blind people are deprived of many rights and opportunities, particularly in the workforce. In this situation, the shared concept between seeing people and blind people is work; both require it in order to live normally, and both deserve the same rights to it. In the case of heterosexuals and homosexuals, love is the shared concept; there is no difference in what love is involved in either relationship. The reason why states have begun to legalize gay marriage and civil unions is because they recognize that the mutual affection shared within any relationship is what matters the most, rather than the traditional ideas of “one man, one woman” that have persisted since long ago. Such concepts would apply to different levels of the government, the most important being the national governments. 

In regards to the upper levels of the government, President Barack Obama signed a memorandum in 2009 that had extended some health care benefits to domestic partners of civil service employees. The following year, he repealed the U.S. military’s “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy; February 2011, Obama repealed DOMA and declared the law unconstitutional; and on May 5th of 2012, he announced his support for same-sex marriages on ABC News, the first time a president has supported the cause. Other politicians have also voiced their support for gay marriage, including Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, who gave a speech at the United Nations Human Rights Council and called for nations around the world to recognize that “gay rights are human rights,” also criticizing laws that criminalized lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered people. She comments, “It should never be a crime to be gay… being gay is not a Western invention. It is a human reality” (Facts on File: Gay Rights Follow-Up). This speech corresponded with Obama’s memorandum that directed United States government agencies to use U.S. diplomatic tools to promote gay rights abroad. In Obama’s most recent State of the Union address (from the time of February 15, 2013), he states, “We will ensure equal treatment for all service members, and equal benefits for their families—gay and straight” (R. Socarides 2013). In 1948, the United Nations brought up a document known as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, in which articles state the rights and protections all humans are endowed with, the first being that everyone is born free and has equal rights. The other articles address the rights people are endowed with without any discrimination against gender, race, religion, or anything else that may set them apart from others; this includes marital rights, with no discrimination based on religion, race, or anything else that would separate them from others. This heavily relates to the gay rights movement, in which all individuals are entitled to equal rights. Some may argue that the age of the document wouldn’t apply to same-sex marriage, as it was initially only applied to the atrocities experienced in World War II. However, the war did involve extreme discrimination against individuals based on their identity, leading to a mass extermination of Jewish communities. The purpose of this document was to emphasize the importance of people having the freedom to live peacefully, with no threat of their livelihood being disrupted with the interference of others. This concept is significantly relative to the case of gay marriage, in which the individuals involved deserve the same rights as anyone else, especially marital rights. The denial of such rights encourages unjust discrimination and the deprivation of an individual’s right to freedom.

Same-sex marriage activists are bombarded repetitively with harassment and discrimination from those who oppose the issue. They’ve faced criticisms that have labeled the legalization of gay marriage as a promotion of sodomy, polygamy, polyamory, and corruption of monogamy. Laws that ban such behavior have primarily targeted homosexuals; Law professor Laurence Tribe of Harvard University in Cambridge, Massachusetts comments, “The existence of these laws was an excuse for harassment and discrimination, and labeling of a whole group of people for whom this is the primary form of physical sexual intimacy as deviant and criminal” (Facts on File: Update: Gay Rights). Political commentator Andrew Sullivan has stated that marriage has “been long used to stigmatize, marginalize and disenfranchise gays” (Facts on File: Update: Same-Sex Marriage). This reasoning stems from the fact that a good portion of opponents of same-sex marriage fear homosexuality and deem it immoral. Justice Anthony Kennedy had defended gay rights in the Lawrence ruling, stating that gays have the right to their private lives, and that the Constitution protects that liberty, which allows homosexual individuals the right to make their own decisions (Facts on File: Update: Gay Rights). Because gay marriage is not recognized in many states, certain legal protections can be denied to them—legal protections rightfully entitled to them. Along with that, the federal government withholds a number of legal rights from same-sex couples. Many advocates state that homosexuals have been given the status of a second-class citizen, and the legalization of gay marriage would get rid of such a title. These differing ideas more than likely stem from an individual’s societal standards, in which various circumstances can influence their opinions and reasoning towards gay marriage. What would need to be considered is the analysis of why a person thinks a certain way, or how one opinion can influence another. Such is similar to the methods of Socrates, the well-known Greek philosopher. His philosophical technique of questioning why things are the way they are in the world, along with how people process ideas, allow a person to understand how a particular individual reacts towards their surroundings, as well as how certain ideas have a neutral effect on them. When applied to gay marriage, a person may consider why an individual has positive or negative reactions toward the issue; they more than likely will begin at how that individual was raised or what society they were brought up in. By using this method, a person may be able to determine why opponents of same-sex marriage deem it immoral (in most cases religious values) or why advocates of the matter desire its legalization (possibly influenced with importance of human relationships to live normally). This technique seems to be utilized in many debates, as both advocates and opponents use process of elimination to discover why their arguments are justified and how. Opponents of the issue tend to apply such concepts toward familial relationships of homosexuals.

Among all of the arguments made to support same-sex marriage, one of the most important ones involves the care of children of gay couples. Activists defend same-sex parenting rights, arguing that they are just as capable as heterosexual couples in providing a safe and nurturing home for children. The real concern should be whether or not the “ability of the adults involved [are] good parents, not their sexual orientation.” Executive director of the Family Pride Coalition C. Ray Drew comments, “Love makes a family. It’s that simple” (Facts on File: Homosexual Parenting). Conducted research studies concluded that children of same-sex parents are not better or worse than those of heterosexual parents. Professional organizations such as Child Welfare League of America, the American Psychological Association (APA), and the National Association of Social Workers have approved gay parenting; the APA has also found that children of gay couples are no more likely to be homosexual than those of heterosexual parents. The APA states, “The belief that a child raised with a lesbian or gay parent is more likely to become lesbian or gay is without any basis in fact” (Facts on File: Homosexual Parenting). The Lambda Legal Defense Fund (LLDF) has pointed out that homosexual parents are denied custody of their children simply because of their sexual orientation; there are other cases in which many Black or Jewish children face harassment from factors of race and religion, but aren’t involved with custody decisions from that basis. The LLDF has stated that prejudice should not determine the right of a child to be raised in a loving and emotionally healthy home. There are about 500,000 children currently in foster care, with only about 20,000 adopted annually. Gay couples have contended that they would be willing to provide nurturing homes for them; leaving so many children in such conditions would be unfair to both them and couples who want a family. Some opponents state that marriage was never meant to include gay couples mainly stemming from the fact that they cannot naturally conceive children. They also argue that same-sex couples don’t fit into the traditional parental roles of mother and father, and that same-sex marriage threatens families of today. The majority of these reasons stem from traditional religious values, mainly Christianity, in which parents consist of one man and one woman. Christian beliefs and values come from the New Testament, which contains teachings on how an individual is supposed to live relative to those around them. The sacredness and morality of these teachings influence the lives of those who practice the religion; they seek to apply those teachings to all aspects of their lives, even if it happens to overlap with another person’s way of life. Because the majority of the country identifies themselves as Christian, it would be expected that opposition to same-sex marriage would arise in certain areas of the nation. For Christians, since the beginning of human existence, generation after generation has brought the world to its current stage with traditional conceptions of families. Based on that fact, many believe that such standards must continue in order to maintain the function of their current lives. With the issue of gay couples and their families, the maintenance of society appears to be threatened with the absence of traditional familial roles. Children are seen as the victims, as they normally don’t have control over what families they are raised in. As such, many opponents use this justification to disband families of gay couples, giving the children to so-called traditional families for a “normal life,” thus preserving the sacredness of marriage and families.

The controversy over same-sex marriage is likely to continue for many years to come, with disputes over political and social provisions over equal rights. The denial of equal marital rights for homosexuals is a travesty; this is an unconstitutional reaction made to those who are born with their given rights of equality. Throughout time, social reform has been inevitable—things are meant to change as the structure of society alters in form. The case with same-sex marriage is just the same as civil rights were for African-Americans: the denial of equal rights. Marriage between a man and woman are not set in stone; many of the arguments made against same-sex marriage come from the influence of religious values. The enforcement of such values on the issue is in violation of separation of church and state. History professor Stephanie Coontz at Evergreen State College in Olympia, Washington comments,


Once marriage came to be seen as an institution bringing together two individuals based 
on mutual affection and equality, without regard to rigidly defined gender roles or the ability to procreate, it’s not surprising that gays and lesbians said, ‘That now describes our relationships too, so why can’t we marry?’
(Facts on File: Update: Same-Sex Marriage).
Please consider this when discussing the matters of DOMA and same-sex marriage.

Sincerely,
Candace M. Wilson
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Reflection:

Within the Humanities course, what I found as a proper base for understanding my interests and future desires to gain knowledge was the integration of psychological thought and analysis of certain topics that allow a variety of understandings and interpretations of different subjects. The most interesting part of the course was the subject matter, and how the discussions on them related to people’s lives, ideology, and cultures. What helped me the most in the course to move me forward in the direction of knowledge was the application of extended philosophy and sociology in literary and documented works; these concepts coincide with the curriculum of my European history and English literature classes in my high school, which made the analysis of certain documents much more interesting to discover and evaluate on. This course has helped me make progress towards my goals as a human being by allowing me to discover how my opinions and my role in the society I live in affects those around me, as well as how I should apply my ideas towards the events that take place in the world. It has also helped me find a more solid justification for my opinions and reasons, allowing me to compare them to others and find where the differences lie. Personally, the only challenge of this assignment was the application of one of the themes of the readings to the subject matter, specifically the theme, “death.” I was unable to find a proper way to apply the philosophy of death to DOMA; so instead, I simply evaluated the techniques of one of the subjects (Socrates) and applied that to the ideology involved with same-sex marriage. This paper reflects my mastery of this humanities course with the evaluations and analysis of the research I found, and the assessment of how my opinions reflect how I think. If I became personally invested in an issue similar to the one addressed in this paper, I would further my cause by sharing my opinions and reasons with solid justifications and proper rhetorical analysis that encourages change toward the matter.
