
Working Paper Series Working Paper Series Working Paper Series 
Working Paper Series 

Tying the Knot: The Context 
of Social Change in 

Massachusetts   

 Michelle Porche, Ed.D., 
Diane M. Purvin, Ph.D., 

Jasmine M. Waddell, Ph.D. 

(2005)  Paper No.  423



Working Paper Series 
 
The goal of the Wellesley Centers for Women Working Paper Series is to 
share information generated by the Centers’ research and action projects, 
programs, and staff and to do so expeditiously, without the usual delay of 
journal publication. All papers in the extensive Working Paper Series have 
been peer-reviewed.   

 
The Wellesley Centers for Women 
 

The Wellesley Centers for Women (WCW) conducts scholarly research and 
develops sound training and evaluation programs that place women’s 
experiences at the center of its work. WCW focuses on three major areas:  
 

 The status of women and girls and the advancement of their 
human rights both in the United States and around the globe;  

 The education, care, and development of children and youth; and 
 The emotional well-being of families and individuals. 

 
Issues of diversity and equity are central across all the work as are the 
experiences and perspectives of women from a variety of backgrounds and 
cultures. Since 1974, WCW has influenced public policy and programs by 
ensuring that its work reaches policy makers, practitioners, educators, and 
other agents of change.   
 
The Wellesley Centers for Women is the single organization formed in 1995 
by combining the Center for Research on Women (founded 1974) and the 
Stone Center for Developmental Studies (founded 1981) at Wellesley 
College. For more information, please visit: www.wcwonline.org. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ordering Information 
 
Working Papers and other publications of the Wellesley Centers for 
Women (WCW) are available for purchase through the WCW Publications 
Office. For a complete list of current publications, visit our online catalog 
at: www.wcwonline.org/publications. 
 

Publications Office - Wellesley Centers for Women 
Wellesley College, 106 Central Street, Wellesley, MA 02481 
Phone:  781-283-2510     Fax:  781-283-2504 

 
Unless otherwise noted, the authors hold the copyright to their WCW publications. Please 
note that reproducing a WCW publication without the explicit permission of the author(s) 
is a violation of copyright law. 



Tying the Knot: 
The Context of  Social Change 

in Massachusetts

Michelle V. Porche, Ed.D.
Diane M. Purvin, Ph.D.
Jasmine M. Waddell, Ph.D.
Wellesley Centers for Women
Wellesley College 
106 Central Street
Wellesley, MA 02481

The authors hold the copyright to their papers. Please note that reprinting or distributing this working paper 
without the express permission of the author(s) and the Wellesley Centers for Women is a violation of copyright law.

© 2005 Porche, Michelle V., Purvin, Diane M., Waddell, Jasmine M., Wellesley Centers for Women

Suggested Citiation: Porche, M., Purvin, D., Waddell, J. (2005).  Tying the Knot: The Context of Social Change in Massachusetts
(Wellesley Centers for Women, Working Paper No. 423). Wellesley, MA: Wellesley Centers for Women

Portions of this paper were presented at the American Psychological Association Annual Meeting in Washington, DC, August 19, 2005.  
Thanks to members of the Same-Sex Marriage Study group who contributed to all aspects of the research project and to Jean Murphy for her 

assistance in editing this paper.  Thanks to all the couples and children who so generously participated in this study.

(C) 2005 Porche, M; Purvin, D; Waddell, J. 



Abstract

In this paper we present the framework, design, and methods of a new study designed 

to explore how lesbian and gay couples in Massachusetts, including families with 

children, have experienced the legalization of same-sex marriage.  According to the 

Massachusetts Department of Public Health: Registry of Vital Records and Statistics, 

5,994 same-sex couples were married in Massachusetts in the year the court ruling 

was enacted (May 17th to December 31st, 2004).  For our research study, we gathered 

data from 50 couples, both married and unmarried, in committed relationships 

within this historic time.  While much has been written about the political maelstrom 

surrounding the court decision, there has been little scientific investigation into its 

potential impact on individual and family relationship processes.  As part of a group 

of papers prepared to present preliminary findings, this one is focused specifically 

on quantitative description of the sample from data gathered in the form of a short 

questionnaire and a qualitative analysis of interviewees’ responses to questions about 

the effect of the legalization of marriage in Massachusetts.  Newly married couples 

reported that the legal ceremony granted their relationship legitimacy, benefits, 

and protection, albeit limited to the state of Massachusetts.  Unmarried couples 

in committed relationships remarked on changes for the LGBT community, as the 

marriage movement brings individuals more into the mainstream while also exposing 

them as vulnerable targets for homophobia.  Whether or not they decided to marry, 

participants agreed that the legalization of same-sex marriage is an important civil right.
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Introduction

In this paper we will present the framework, design, 
and methods of a new study designed to explore 
how lesbian and gay couples in Massachusetts, 
including families with children, have experienced 
the legalization of same-sex marriage.  According 
to the Massachusetts Department of Public Health: 
Registry of Vital Records and Statistics (Belge, 
2005), 5,994 same-sex couples were married in 
Massachusetts in the year the court ruling was 
enacted (May 17th, 2004).  For our research study, 
we gathered data from 50 couples, both married 
and unmarried, in committed relationships during 
this historic time.  While much has been written 
about the political maelstrom surrounding the court 
decision, there has been little scientific investigation 
into its potential impact on individual and family 
relationship processes.  As part of a group of papers 
prepared to present preliminary findings, this one 
is focused specifically on quantitative description 
of the sample from data gathered in the form of a 
short questionnaire and a qualitative analysis of 
interviewees’ responses to questions about the effect 
of the legalization of marriage in Massachusetts.

Historical Background of  Marriage

Historic roots. Marriage is a culture-laden 
institution, with both sacred and secular aspects, 
which has evolved over the millennia.  As it exists 
today in the United States, it is an institution at once 
both religious and secular; in practice it typically 
falls somewhere on a continuum between the 
two.  At one end, conservative and fundamentalist 
religions grounded in the Judeo-Christian tradition 
link marriage to biblical and other symbolic unions, 
such as Adam and Eve, God and the Church, and 
the prophets and their wives. As the cultural and 
political influence of fundamentalist religiosity 
has expanded in recent years (Almond, Appleby, 
& Sivan, 2003), public discourse about marriage 
has become almost inextricably linked with such 
religious aspects. But despite the rise of religious 
influences, marriage without state sanction in the 

United States is neither legitimate nor legal.  The 
advent of civil society brought with it a role for 
the state as a secular authority sanctioning marital 
unions.  Exclusively civil marriage lies at the other 
end of the spectrum and remains a viable choice for 
many couples. Cott (2000) argues that marriage has 
always been a public and private institution serving 
the needs of state and citizen simultaneously. 
According to her analysis there are three realms of 
public authority that influence the private institution 
of marriage: the immediate community of family 
and friends, state legislators, and federal laws and 
policies (Cott, 2000).  As the institution has evolved, 
there have been significant changes to both the 
private and public domains. 

Marriage in the United States has always been 
an exclusive institution. In the early 19th century, 
marriage was defined as a legally sanctioned 
contract of mutual support between two consenting 
non-African-American adults of opposite gender.  
African-Americans were eventually permitted 
to marry; however, this removed one limit and 
replaced it with another—the definition of marriage 
became a contract between two consenting adults of 
opposite gender of the same race.  In 1967, Supreme 
Court case Loving v. Virginia permitted mixed race 
couples to marry and this decision removed another 
racial limitation on marriage.  Although there are 
obvious parallels in the debates about racial and 
same-sex exclusions from marriage, Ross (2002; 
2004) notes a voluble silence from the intellectual 
community on this point.

Modern developments . The most recent changes 
in marriage, both legal and cultural, occurred 
in the 1970s and 1980s when the institution was 
altered to reflect the changing culture and the social 
movements of the time, particularly the feminist 
movement.  The coverture and ‘head and master’ 
laws were repealed, meaning married women were 
allowed to enter into contracts independently and 
the husband was no longer the legal household 
authority.  The de-emphasis on traditional notions 
of informal marriage laws such as the importance of 

(C) 2005 Porche, M; Purvin, D; Waddell, J. 
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non-marital chastity, marital procreation, and two 
(opposite sex) parent child rearing.  As (Coontz, 
2005) argues, it is changes in opposite-sex marriage 
norms that loosened the proverbial jar to include 
other non-traditional notions such as same-sex 
unions and same-sex child-rearing.  Similarly, 
Chauncey (2004) describes four key changes in 
heterosexual marriage that paved the way for 
same-sex weddings: freedom of choice in one’s 
partner, increasing egalitarian roles, the allocation 
of state and private benefits through marriage, and 
the decline in the power of religious authorities to 
govern marriage.

Public changes to the institution have brought 
marriage closer to the ideal of citizen equality by 
expanding eligible groups.  The newest permutation 
in the evolving institution of marriage is the 
extension of the rights and responsibilities of 
marriage to same-sex partners. Efforts to include 
same-sex couples in the growing list of groups 
who could be civilly married appeared on the legal 
landscape in 1993 with the Hawaiian Supreme Court 
decision that the restriction of marriage to opposite 
couples was unconstitutional.  This decision led 
to a wave of constitutional revisions at the state 
level, or “marriage protection acts,” and the federal 
Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA; 1996) that defined 
marriage for federal law.  DOMA defined conjugal 
rights and responsibilities as an entitlement for 
opposite-sex couples and empowered all states to 
honor this definition by providing all states the right 
to not recognize a same-sex marriage from another 
state.  In 1997, the General Accounting Office (GAO) 
registered 1,049 federal laws “in which marital status 
is a factor” (GAO/OGC-97-16 (Jan. 31, 1997). This 
number increased to 1,138 in January 2004 (GAO-
04-353R). While some question the significance of 
the federal laws affected by marital status (Baker, 
2004), it is clear that the status of civil marriage is a 
salient characteristic for federally ascribed rights and 
responsibilities. 

In 1999, the Vermont State Supreme Court decided 
that same-sex couples are entitled to the same 
benefits as opposite-sex couples and the status of 

“civil union” was created to accommodate this.  
Subsequently in November 2003, the Massachusetts 
Supreme Judicial Court ruled that excluding same-
sex couples from the benefits of civil marriage 
was unconstitutional. In February 2004, the same 
court ruled that “civil unions” were insufficient 
to fulfill constitutional requirements.  On May 17, 
2004, Massachusetts made history as the first state 
in the Union to have legally recognized same-sex 
(civil) marriages.  However, a ballot petition has 
recently been approved by the Massachusetts 
Attorney General which could lead a constitutional 
amendment prohibiting future same-sex marriages 
as early as 2008.  

International context.  Despite these historic 
advances, the U.S. is not the first to bring same-
sex marriage into civil law.  Internationally, the 
Netherlands became the first country to open 
civil marriage to same-sex partners in December 
2000, and in 2003, Belgium followed suit.  After six 
provinces and several lower national court decisions 
ruled the opposite-sex definition of marriage to be 
inconsistent with the national ruling document, the 
Chart of Rights, the Canadian parliament allowed 
same-sex marriages nationally in June of 2005.  In 
the UK, the Civil Partnership Act was signed into 
law in November 2004.  This new law creates a 
new legal relationship of civil partnership which 
two people of the same-sex can form by signing 
a registration document.  It provides same-sex 
couples who form a civil partnership with parity 
of treatment in a wide range of legal matters with 
those of opposite-sex couples who enter into 
a civil marriage. In November 2004, the South 
African Supreme Court of Appeal ruled in favor 
of recognizing same-sex marriage as legal because 
limiting marriage to opposite sex couples was 
contrary to the common law concept of marriage in 
the 1996 Constitution. The ruling does not permit 
same-sex civil marriage; however, the state is 
mandated to develop marriage equality measures to 
embrace same-sex partners.  

In 2005, Spain joined the growing group of countries 
allowing same-sex civil marriage. Commenting on 
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his country’s historic decision, Prime Minister Jose 
Luis Rodriguez Zapatero observed that, “We are 
not the first, but I am sure we will not be the last.  
After us will come many other countries, driven, 
ladies and gentlemen, by two unstoppable forces: 
freedom and equality.” (BBC News World Edition, 
2005). At the time of this writing, in addition to the 
Netherlands, Belgium and Spain offering same-sex 
civil marriages, Croatia, Denmark, Finland, France, 
Germany, Hungary, Iceland, Norway, Portugal and 
Sweden all offer some form of civil unions which 
are comparable to civil marriage in the scope of 
rights and responsibilities. This wave of progress 
is backed by European and international law.  The 
European Court of Human Rights has handed down 
a series of decisions starting with Dudgeon v United 
Kingdom, 1981 which overturned the ‘sodomy law’ 
and most recently, L. and V. v. Austria, 2003 and S.L. 
v Austria, 2003 which held that the different ages of 
consent for heterosexual and homosexual relations 
violated article 14 of the European Convention. The 
UN Human Rights Committee affirmed partnership 
rights for same-sex couples in Toonen v Australia, 
1994 and held that denying benefits to same-sex 
couples, such as pensions, is discriminatory in Young 
v Australia, 2003. These two cases were found to be 
in violation of articles 2 and 26 of the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). 

Current United States context.  The contrast between 
the expansion of both civil marriage and legal civil 
partnerships in prominent western democracies and 
the limited progress of either option in the United 
States raises important questions.  For example, 
why was marriage chosen as a platform issue for 
the gay rights movement in the U.S.? Does it, as 
some critiques suggest, reflect a desire to assume 
the trappings of heterosexual America and therefore 
represent a loss of the radicalism that initially gave 
birth to the movement?  Or is it an effort to affirm 
the principles recently established in international 
law? Chauncey (2004) cites several factors leading to 
marriage as a platform issue.  While the movement 
for gay and lesbian marriage seems novel, back in 
the 1920s Harlem was known for its gay and lesbian 
weddings recognized by community members 

if not the state.  Beginning in the late 1960s, the 
Metropolitan Community Church began performing 
gay and lesbian weddings in Los Angeles; as 
congregations have grown internationally, the total 
number of religiously officiated unions is estimated 
at 85,000.  In the 1970s, several court cases were 
unsuccessfully filed by same-sex couples who 
were denied marriage licenses.  Backlash from 
these cases led to early legislation across 15 states 
limiting marriage to heterosexuals.  The AIDS 
epidemic brought into sharp relief the need for legal 
protection and recognition of same-sex couples as 
families.  The lesbian baby boom also underscored 
the essential need for protections and a more 
inclusive definition of family.

Why Massachusetts?  Massachusetts has historically 
been at the forefront of many issues pertaining to 
civil rights from its founding through the present 
day (Cicchino, Deming, & Nicholson, 1991; Klarman, 
2004).  In particular, its progressive attitudes toward 
marriage, from anti-miscegenation laws to ‘Boston 
marriages,’ make the state a natural battleground 
for the latest expansion to the institution.  But how 
does the political and legal context factor into this 
strategic decision? The Supreme Judicial Court of 
Massachusetts had shown evidence of fair hearings 
for cases dealing with equality for gay and lesbian 
families and antigay discrimination prior to the 
filing of the Goodridge case (Chauncey, 2004).  The 
state was also known for being politically liberal 
and relatively tolerant of gays and lesbians.  Legal 
scholars note that the U.S. Supreme Court case 
of Lawrence v. Texas set the groundwork for the 
marriage decision by upholding the right to privacy 
for gays and lesbians in striking down existing 
sodomy laws, thus eliminating the definition of 
gay and lesbian sex as a crime (Mello, 2004).  But 
the decision that legalized same-sex marriage was 
based on an interpretation of rights granted under 
the Massachusetts state constitution. Although 
the lawsuit filed to obtain marriage rights was a 
personal effort by particular couples, the fact that the 
Massachusetts constitution offers broader human 
and civil rights protections than does the federal 
or other state constitutions made this state an ideal 

(C) 2005 Porche, M; Purvin, D; Waddell, J. 
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vehicle for the national same-sex marriage rights 
movement to focus its public efforts and resources 
on.

The strategic focus on Massachusetts proved correct. 
As Mello (2004) describes, in the case of Goodridge 
v Department of Public Health, the Supreme Judicial 
Court upheld the right of individuals to marry the 
person of one’s choice and rejected the argument 
that marriage is primarily for procreation, observing 
that heterosexuals are not denied the right to marry 
if they do not/cannot have children. It also rejected 
the notion that the optimal setting for child rearing 
was opposite-sex couples, instead citing positive 
outcomes of children from same-sex couples and 
potential harm to children if their parents are not 
allowed to marry.  And finally, it determined that the 
ability of same-sex couples to marry did not put the 
institution of marriage at risk, but rather reinforced 
it.

Family Diversity Research

Concurrent with cultural and legal changes, the 
psychological sciences also made great strides 
in the positive inclusion of non-heterosexuals.  
In 1973, the American Psychiatric Association 
removed homosexuality from the DSMIII manual 
of mental disorders, which was echoed by the 
American Psychological Association soon after.  In 
response to the movement toward and protests 
against legalization of same-sex marriage, the 
American Psychiatric Association (2005) and 
American Psychological Association (2004) have 
made strong position statements supporting the 
rights of same-sex couples to marry as an essential 
protection of the psychological health and well-
being of individuals and families.  Comparative 
normative studies of married heterosexual and 
same-sex couples (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983; 
Patterson, 2000) have shown much in common 
between the two types of dyads.  In addition, unique 
strengths of same-sex couples, such as egalitarian 
sharing of responsibilities particularly among 
lesbians (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983; Kurdek, 
2004), have been documented, as well as the healthy 

development of children raised by same-sex parents 
(Perrin, 2002).  (See Savin-Williams and Esterberg 
(2000) for a review of the literature on lesbian, gay, 
and bisexual families.)  

With the advent of the court ruling signaling the 
legality and equality of marriage for same-sex 
couples in Massachusetts, staff across the Wellesley 
Centers for Women recognized the social and 
historical importance of these changes.  Initially, 
a study group was convened for all interested 
individuals, which included research, clinical, 
and administrative staff.  The first few meetings 
were devoted to discussions of the legislation in 
light of the work done at the Centers in the areas 
of relationships and families, social justice, and 
child development.  Relevant readings were also 
distributed to the group and discussed.  As the 
meetings progressed, discussion turned towards 
the development of an ambitious pilot project to 
document the relational processes for same-sex 
couples in response to the legalization of same-sex 
marriage.  

Methodology

Study design.  Because outcomes for same-sex 
marriage were a new and almost entirely unstudied 
phenomenon, the study group determined that 
a qualitative study employing semi-structured 
interviews would be most appropriate.  In 
discussing the parameters of such a study, including 
potential sampling strategies and interpretation of 
qualitative data, group members wanted to be able 
to understand how the obtained sample compared 
demographically to the larger population of same-
sex couples in Massachusetts.  Therefore, the group 
decided to include a questionnaire component 
that would provide standardized information 
about demographics and key variables related 
to relationships and families, such as length of 
relationship, familyconstellation, and socioeconomic 
status.  

As with earlier meetings focused on conceptual 
implications and relevant literature, all participating 
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staff members contributed to the planning and 
development of the pilot study.  Those with little or 
no research experience were mentored and assisted 
by more experienced researchers in acquiring the 
training needed for entrée into the field of scientific 
research.  Research staff with no or limited training 
in the qualitative methodology to be utilized 
were also provided with the necessary training to 
participate in the pilot study.  Nine members of the 
study group opted to collect individual, couple, and 
child interviews (ranging from 1 to 8 interview sets 
per person).  

As the study development proceeded, some group 
members expressed concern about the impact of 
the gender homogeneity in the all-female study 
group on the research process. A review of the 
literature addressing this issue revealed that most 
studies examining gender difference versus gender 
similarities between interviewer and interviewee 
have found that female interviewers tend to elicit 
greater disclosure from both females and males 
compared to mixed matches or male-to-male 
pairings in a variety of disciplines (Benney, Riesman, 
& Star, 1956; Lueptow, Moser, & Pendleton, 1990; 
Pollner, 1998).  Nonetheless, the group chose to 
recruit a male researcher to interview several of 
the male couples. Ultimately, interviewees were 
not assigned to interviewers on the basis of race/
ethnicity or sexual orientation. In questionnaires 
mailed out after the interviews to solicit participant 
feedback, we received no indication that a mismatch 
(assumed or real) posed any problem for data 
collection with the possible exception of one male 
participant who expressed a post-hoc preference 
for a male interviewer.  Participants.  Recruitment 
involved snowball sampling via a community-
based strategy that included collaboration with 
gay/lesbian newspapers, community organizations, 
health centers, houses of worship, and social/
recreational venues.  In all, over 80 different 
individuals and organizations around the state of 
Massachusetts were contacted and provided with 
flyers describing the pilot project.  This purposive 
sampling strategy (Patton, 1990) yielded 50 couples 
of varied socioeconomic, gender, and racial/

ethnic backgrounds.  Human subjects approval 
was obtained for all aspects of data collection, 
including interviews with minor children ages 8 
and older. Informed consent was obtained from 
adults and assents from minor children at the time 
of the interview.  Each adult participant was given 
$25 and each minor child given $15 as a token of 
appreciation of their time spent being interviewed.

Qualitative Protocol.  Data were collected on 
relationship history, couples’ joint decision-
making, and the impact that the change in legal 
context may have had on their relationship. 
Background information on LGBT identity was 
also included.  Children age 8 and older were 
asked about their participation in any commitment 
or marriage ceremonies, their understanding of 
what marriage means, and what impact, if any, 
legalized marriage has had in their lives.  Data 
collection was conducted in participants’ homes 
and lasted approximately two hours, allowing for 
completion of a short questionnaire, sequential 
individual interviews with each member of the 
couple (and children as applicable), followed by the 
couple interview.  All interviews were audio-taped, 
transcribed, and verified for accuracy (save for one 
interview recording lost because of a malfunctioning 
tape recorder), yielding a total of 49 interview sets 
available for qualitative analysis (one from each 
individual, one from the couple, and one from 
each child as applicable).  In order to maintain 
confidentiality, each individual was asked to choose 
a pseudonym for use as an identifier in transcribed 
interviews.  The study group met regularly during 
the early phase of data collection to evaluate the 
protocol and to make adjustments as necessary 
(e.g., adding questions and prompts to ensure that 
participants more fully described their experiences).

Quantitative Measures.  Demographic 
characteristics and measures of relationship quality 
were gathered to contextualize the sample and aid 
in interpretation of the qualitative data.  Differences 
between married and unmarried couples on selected 
variables were examined by creating a difference 
score by dyad and then testing for group differences 
using t-tests.

(C) 2005 Porche, M; Purvin, D; Waddell, J. 
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Demographics. In addition to couple-level 
information such as marital status and length of 
current relationship, individual-level information 
was collected, including gender, age, race/ethnicity, 
educational level, employment status and self-
reported SES.

Relationship quality was measured using the 
Consensus Subscale of Spanier’s (1979) Dyadic 
Adjustment Scale.  Respondents were asked to 
report degree of conflict on items such as “handling 
family finances,” “sexual relations,” and “household 
tasks,” on a 4-point scale (little or no conflict to 
constant conflict).  Twelve of the original 15 items 
were included with the addition of “being out” and 
“decisions about children” for those couples with 
children (alpha = .64).  

Relationship Satisfaction was measured using the 
single item question, “All things considered, how 
happy are you in your relationship?”  The response 
scale ranged from extremely unhappy (0) to extremely 
happy (10).

Extent of Being Out was measured using a set of six 
items asking how open individuals were about their 
sexual identity to neighbors, co-workers, extended 
and immediate family, and if applicable, children’s 
teachers and children’s friends’ parents. Responses 
on a 4-point scale ranged from 1=not out at all to 
4=totally out.

Religiosity was measured by a series of questions 
asking about current religious or spiritual affiliation, 
personal approach to religion or spirituality, degree 
of institutional support of same-sex marriage 
in one’s faith tradition or community, and the 
importance of one’s particular religious tradition’s 
stance to decisions about marriage.  Detailed results 
from this section are reported elsewhere (Noonan & 
Senghas, 2005) .

Results

A description of the sample is presented not to 
claim representativeness of same-sex couples in 

Massachusetts, but rather to provide a context to 
inform understanding of the processes revealed 
by qualitative analyses. Because we collected both 
individual-level and couple-level data we present 
both types of descriptive information (see Tables 1 
and 2).

Our sample comprised 100 individuals/50 couples 
of whom 72% were legally married soon after the 
law took affect in Massachusetts (Table 1).  More 
women than men participated in our study (64% 
compared to 36%), and of those couples who got 
married, 61% were lesbian and 39% were gay male, 
which closely reflects actual same-sex marriage 
rates.  Between May and December of 2004 3,871 
lesbian couples (65%) were married compared 
to 2,123 gay male couples (35%) married (Belge, 
2005).  Eighteen percent (18%) of all the marriages 
performed in the state during that time were for 
same-sex couples.  

The majority of individuals self-identified as White 
(78%), with equal numbers who identified as 
African-American, Asian, and Bi- or Multi-Racial 
(5% each), and 7% identifying as Latina/o.  Thirty-
four percent (34%) of the couples were interracial.  
Overall the sample was highly educated, with most 
having advanced degrees.  The mean educational 
level for married couples was significantly higher 
than for unmarried couples, t(97) = -2.42, p<.02, 
but both were in the range of a Masters level 
degree.  While we did see a range of socioeconomic 
status of family of origin, more than three-fourths 
described themselves as coming from a middle-
class background.  The mean and median age of our 
participants was 44 years old, though the sample 
ranged from 22 years of age to 76 years of age.

The primary inclusion criterion for the study was 
that couples have been together at least one year, 
and overall our participants reported involvement 
in much longer relationships.  Over half had 
been together almost 10 years, with no significant 
difference in the length of relationship reported by 
married versus unmarried couples.  None of the 
unmarried couples had children, while 40% of the 
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married couples reported a family constellation that 
included children (one married man fathered a child 
for a lesbian friend but the child was not part of his 
household).

Both sets of couples reported high satisfaction in 
their relationships.  On average, married couples 
tended to rate their relationship slightly higher than 
did unmarried couples, t(98) = -2.58, p<.02.  On a 
scale of 0 to 10 the lowest reported rating was a 
6, from both married and unmarried individuals.  
However, the responses from married participants 
reflected slightly more intra-couple disagreement 
in satisfaction ratings t(48) = -2.09, p<.05.  In 
response to items from the Dyadic Adjustment Scale 
describing potential conflict, married and unmarried 
couples showed no difference in reported levels of 
consensus, which was consistently high.

Both married and unmarried participants reported 
high levels of being out, with an average of 3.62 
or higher for each individual item (4=totally out).  
Almost all participants (94%) reported being totally 

out to their immediate family, while three-fourths 
or more reported being totally out to neighbors, co-
workers, and extended family.  Married participants 
were more likely to be out to extended family (3.8 
compared to 3.3 for unmarried, on average, t(96) 
= -3.34, p<.01.  Most of the parents (83%) reported 
being totally out to their children’s teachers and to 
parents of their children’s friends.

Overall, there were more demographic similarities 
between married and unmarried couples in the 
sample than differences.  Sample couples expressed 
long lasting commitment, high satisfaction, and 
relatively little conflict in their relationships.  Thus, 
in our efforts to understand the processes of same-
sex couples responding to the opportunity of 
legal marriage, we need to delve further into the 
meanings they made of the ruling.  Although the 
demographic parallels between our sample and the 
larger community of same-sex marrying couples in 
Massachusetts are notable, the convenience nature 
of this sample must be considered when interpreting 
the quantitative as well as the qualitative findings.

(C) 2005 Porche, M; Purvin, D; Waddell, J. 
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±Includes one man who fathered a child for a lesbian friend.  Although he sees her regularly, 
he is not a primary caregiver nor is he financially responsible for the child.
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Qualitative Analysis

The legalization of same-sex marriage in 
Massachusetts is an undeniably significant moment 
of social change. Although official marriage statistics 
indicate that significant numbers of male and 
female couples are taking advantage of this new 
opportunity, our quantitative findings do not reveal 
notable differences between couples who legally 
marry and couples who choose not to. So what does 
legalizing such unions – in one state, during an era 
of rising conservative momentum, and given the 
consequent backlash – actually mean on a personal 
level?  To understand this, we turn to our qualitative 
data.  

Analytic Procedures

The 49 transcribed interview sets were entered in an 
Atlas.ti qualitative database for analysis.  Members 
of the study group divided up and read through 
the interviews and came to agreement on a set of 
level 1 topic codes which were then applied to the 
entire set of interviews.  At this level, there was no 
coding for meaning, only coding for general topic 
in order to parse the data into more manageable 
chunks, or descriptive codes as referred to by Miles 
and Huberman (1994).  To examine the impact of 
the court decision, we used the level 1 topic code 
legalization period.  We looked to narratives from 
the couple and individual interviews specifically 
responding to the questions related to the court 
decision.  All discussion about the legalization 
period was included in the topic code used for this 
analysis. The following prompts were answered 
jointly in the couple interview protocol:

• Please describe your couple relationship before 
there was a possibility of getting legally married.

• Describe your couple relationship when getting 
legally married became a possibility.

• What action did you take, if any, when the ruling 
became law on May 17, 2004.

• Describe your relationship in the post-
legalization period.

• What changed in your life, if anything, as a 
result of the ruling that made same-sex marriage 
legal?

From the individual interview we included answers 
from these prompts: Has the legalization of same-
sex marriage and/or your decision to marry changed 
how your parents and your relatives think about you 
or relate to you, your partner, and/or the child(ren)?  
Did the ruling that legalized same-sex marriage have 
any effect on the extent to which you are out?  And 
finally, we included discussions of the impact of 
the legalization of marriage if it was discussed 
spontaneously in either interview setting in the 
context of other questions. 

We read through all the transcript sections given the 
level 1 legalization code to begin an inductive process 
of creating interpretive codes (Miles & Huberman, 
1994) from a number of emerging themes. These 
included aspects of relationships that changed 
or remained the same in light of legalization; the 
legitimacy that legal marriage confers; benefits 
and their limits; LGBT marginalization contrasting 
with mainstreaming that potentially accompanies 
married life; and the shining of a public spotlight 
on previously private relationships.  Considered 
together, they illustrate the variation in perceptions 
and responses to the issues that emerged in 
respondents’ worlds and lives in the wake of 
legalization.  Thus in our preliminary analysis we 
also looked at responses by marital status.

The World Changed . . . or did it?

The overwhelmingly positive nature of changes 
reported by respondents in this study in the wake 
of legalization may be to some degree a product 
of our sampling strategy.  However, respondents 
were not uniform in the degree to which they 
felt that legalization had affected their lives and 
relationships. Respondents who chose to legally 
marry, as well as those who had not chosen legal 
marriage, expressed a range of viewpoints on the 
significance and ultimate impact of this social and 
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cultural moment.  Here we present several stories 
about the nature of the social and personal change 
wrought by the legalization of same-sex marriage in 
Massachusetts at the dawn of the 21st century.

Story #1:  Just a piece of paper?

Prior to the availability of legal marriage in 
Massachusetts, same-sex couples in this state who 
wished to publicly acknowledge their commitment 
to each other and be recognized as a family by 
their communities were restricted to extra-legal 
commitment ceremonies.  Such ceremonies may or 
may not have included formal religious elements, 
but commonly involved some form of symbolic 
public commitment witnessed by the couple’s 
community, however defined (Ayers & Brown, 
1999; Liddle & Liddle, 2004).  Although some 
communities and families undoubtedly granted 
such couples full status on par with heterosexual 
couples, they were excluded from the legal 
protections, privileges, rights, responsibilities, or 
obligations granted to or imposed by the state on 
married couples.  Because we restricted our study 
to committed same-sex couples, and undertook this 
research at the advent of legal same-sex marriage, 
our sample included many couples who had 
participated in such ceremonies prior to legalization.  
Therefore, unlike the vast majority of heterosexual 
marriages that are simultaneously legal and publicly 
symbolic, legal marriages for this cohort were for 
the most part separate from and subsequent to more 
public commitment ceremonies. The circumstantial 
dislocation of commitment ceremony and legal 
marriage for this cohort provides some opportunity 
to consider what makes a marriage commitment 
meaningful – is public symbolic commitment 
enough?  Or does the “piece of paper” signifying 
legality confer anything extra?  

Typically, this came up when respondents were 
asked to describe what had changed in their 
relationship as a result of legalization.  Some 
respondents felt that the commitment ceremony 
was what made them “married,” rather than state 
recognition.

Lisa1 (White, lesbian, married, 9 year 
relationship): We got married spiritually seven 
years ago… We were recognized within our 
church community as a married couple . . .  from 
the spiritual union. . . . Everyone was excited 
that we could legally get married, for us, but . . . 
we were married, and ever since then we’ve been 
accepted . . .  as a married couple.

Phoebe (White, married, 3 year relationship):  
When we had our commitment ceremony, we 
addressed that in our ceremony, . . . why are 
we bothering having a commitment ceremony 
when we can’t legally marry, what does it mean.  
And so, of course it meant the same things 
that it would mean in the regular marriage, 
you know, minus all the legal stuff.  . . . The 
purpose of marriage or making a commitment 
to another person is that you’re going to care for 
them through all of the rest of your life, through 
whatever should befall on you. And if that’s 
what marriage is, then we had that prior to any 
legalization.

Others believed that the nature of the personal 
commitments they made to each other as couples 
were the essential bond, rather than any public 
ceremony.

Eine (White lesbian, unmarried, 40 year 
relationship): I don’t think our relationship has 
changed either way because of the possibility 
of getting married. We talked about getting 
married. We decided that for us right now, there 
was no reason to do so. We had no compelling 
reason to do so - so we just decided to stay as it 
is. 

Tiger (White, gay man, married, 6 year 
relationship): It did not change our relationship - 
my relationship with Juncos. It seems like it’s the 
same. We already lived together, we already . . .  
had a house together. And we were life partners 
and . . .  I don’t think that changed in anyone’s 
mind. The relationship is the same…

(C) 2005 Porche, M; Purvin, D; Waddell, J. 
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For these couples, the social change that came with 
legalization was external to their own relationship.  
As Lucy and Maisey, a White lesbian unmarried 
couple together for seven years, put it:

Lucy: I don’t think our relationship changed at 
all. 

Maisey: Um, we had – we had and continue 
to have really great conversations about what 
the Supreme Court’s decision means for us 
and for our friends. But I don’t think that our 
relationship changed. 

Lucy: It was the world that changed.

Maisey: The world changed. Yeah, or the 
Massachusetts world changed.

However, others told us that there was something 
uniquely meaningful about having the relationship 
legalized by the state. As Fred describes, the degree 
to which they felt the impact of legalization was 
surprising to many couples who chose to marry after 
having prior commitment ceremonies.

Fred (White, gay male, married, 16 year 
relationship): This is what people have been 
wanting for so long and it did legitimize our 
relationship both in the eyes of people and even 
in ourselves, I think it brought us to a much 
deeper level without even consciously stating 
it. You know, I joke to people, I say, ‘Oh we 
got married, went to dinner, and then I came 
home and paid bills,’ . . .  which I did actually. 
It was true. After our ceremony I was paying 
the car insurance  - it’s just - it just feels like a 
wholeness. 

Several respondents described initially feeling that 
the legalization was secondary to the commitment 
ceremony, but later changed their mind.  For some, 
this realization came through the reactions of family 
or friends.

Judy (White, lesbian, married, 12 year 
relationship): When we got [legally] married, 
we were like just thinking this was just a piece 
of paper. . . .  And my mom who is usually very, 
very low-key was like - basically said, ‘You can’t 
do this without me.’ And has never said that 
about like anything and um -and so we realized 
that it wasn’t just a piece of paper. 

 
For others, it was the lived experience of being in a 
legally married relationship. Jaidyn, who initially 
told the interviewer that she had considered herself 
married prior to the legal ceremony, described how 
she came to feel differently.

Jaidyn (White, bisexual woman, married, 10 year 
relationship): And so I was aware that… society 
perceives you differently when you’re married…. 
Your friends who are married, you kind of related 
to a little differently because they know the 
significance of that….It’s like you’re entering 
this secret society or something, you know? I did 
feel a difference in a very positive way.

And for others, a realization of the binding nature 
and extent of the commitment that is established 
through legal marriage conferred a new sense of 
gravitas.

Rachel (White, bisexual woman, married, 12 
year relationship): Well, in a way the legal part 
was a little scarier because well we can’t just get 
out of it anymore. Can’t have just one foot out 
the door. I mean, this is it. It’s on paper now. It’s 
harder to end it.

A number of married respondents pointed to the 
changes in recognition of their relationships from 
the heterosexual community that accompanied 
legalization.

Stephen Sondheim (White, gay man, married, 
14 year relationship): Well I think our every 
day lives nothing, day to day, nothing really 
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[changed]. Practically speaking, getting married 
makes us feel protected, and noticed and counted. 

Rod (White, gay man, married, 27 year 
relationship): Yeah, I actually think there was 
more of a change of how people saw us than it felt 
to us to get married. I think it was significant… 
It has been an amazing experience. I do feel in 
some fundamental way that it has changed me in 
the sense of legitimizing me in a way  that I - 
you know I always used to say that I’m married, 
before, but it wasn’t real. And now it’s real, you 
know? It’s real, real. You know? I mean it’s like 
legal real. In that way I think it fundamentally 
changes the way I approach the world. You 
know? It’s like, “Are you married?” “Yeah!”  

Eros (Bi-racial, lesbian, married, 3 year 
relationship): Well, I was really surprised that 
all my father’s sisters sent us gifts, and they did 
it at different times, and it was interesting how 
each one eventually accepted it, that they all 
accepted it and saw that this is a real thing. And 
so that was really neat, connecting with them in 
that way and getting the approval, I guess, you 
know, acceptance, support.

Caroline (White, lesbian, married, 3 year 
relationship): I’d say one of the biggest changes 
for me . . .  was our honesty out in public, to not 
be afraid. To say, “Hey I’m married” you know, 
that’s a big change. Before it would have been like 
well, well this is my partner, I would have been 
take it or leave it, and they would have thought, 
my business partner, my partner in crime?

As these respondents indicate, regardless of how 
married they may or may not have felt on the basis 
of personal or public extra-legal commitment, the 
piece of paper conferring legalization did change the 
public meaning of their relationships for them and 
for their communities. Next, we turn to one of the 
most notable elements of this public change.

Story #2: What definitely changed was the benefits

In the United States, one of the most important 
aspects of publicly legitimized relationships, 
i.e. marriages, is the preferential access to legal 
and economic benefits, many of which are vital 
components of family well-being. Most of our 
respondents, whether or not they chose to legally 
marry, recognized and valued the potential for 
legal marriage to provide important legal benefits 
and protections that were previously restricted to 
heterosexuals.  Linda and Sally, a White lesbian 
couple together for 24 years, describe the primacy of 
a marriage license for their family’s legal protection.  

Linda: Well, I honestly feel like, not to be 
unromantic but, the marriage part was really 
just the medical benefits and that sort of the 
financial and… 

Sally: Get the piece of paper. 

Linda: Right and, just the things that help the 
family in a time of crisis.

Similarly, Cindi, a White lesbian, married after 
nearly five years in a relationship talks about the 
financial benefits of marriage.

Cindi: I think prior to the possibility of us being 
legally married ... there was the sense that 
there was less legitimacy to our relationship. 
And there was a sense that there were all sorts 
of benefits, I guess, and responsibilities, but 
certainly a whole host of benefits that we weren’t 
getting, as a result of being married.  And so I 
think a lot of it was purely financial  the ability 
to file our taxes jointly, the ability to ensure that 
if one of us is in the hospital that the other one is 
going to be able to see them, you know, the ability 
to have a child that’s . . .  the parents are equally 
recognized as legal parents and not having to pay 
a shitload of money to adopt the damn child. Like 
it just seems ridiculous to have to do.

(C) 2005 Porche, M; Purvin, D; Waddell, J. 
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Of the specific legal marital privileges discussed by 
respondents, one of the most frequently raised was 
the recognition as next of kin in the medical setting.  
This was one of the factors cited by the plaintiffs 
in the Goodridge case, and while some respondents 
were granted this status and access by medical 
providers prior to legalization, it was completely 
discretionary.  As Leo, a White gay married man in a 
27 year relationship describes:

Again it’s qualitative in the sense that it just 
feels different. I had a medical emergency. I 
was at [a major local hospital]. I was in the ER 
room and I told the nurse to please go page my 
husband . . .  he’s in the waiting room. So it 
changes it in that sense.

Beyond the actual protections and improved 
finances, there is a certain entitlement to such 
benefits that is conferred by legal marriage.  As Ada, 
a White married lesbian in a five year relationship 
describes:

If we didn’t have a legal marriage, I would feel 
like I was constantly on the defensive about 
what should I do, how I should do it and… And 
instead I’m able to take a much more assertive 
stance and be able to advocate for the family in a 
way I didn’t feel like I could have before, because 
I didn’t have anything behind me to do it.

The transformation from a defensive to a secure 
position with respect to her family and their public 
entitlements described by Ada reflects what other 
respondents identified as the sense of “safety” or 
protection that comes as both a formal and informal 
benefit of legalized marriage.

Jaidyn: To be legally validated and whether or 
not someone likes it, we’re married. They can’t 
say ‘Well, that’s not real’. So there was that and, 
I think there was a feeling of safety that would 
come along with the legal marriage. . . . We were 
very safe in our relationship with one another, in 

our lives, but safety from people who might want 
to deny us our civil rights.

But how much safety and security are gained when 
a marriage is legal in just one state? This question 
is critical, particularly given the hostile national 
climate and federal legal restrictions to the tangible 
and intangible benefits of legal marriage described 
here.  We turn to the next story.

Story #3: But the benefits are conditional…

In addition to greatly restricting the scope of legal 
recognition for same-sex marriages, the federal 
DOMA places legal burdens on legally married 
same-sex couples that mitigate the actual benefits 
that the couple might receive through state 
recognition.  Leo described the dilemma confronting 
many couples in the study as they contemplated 
taking advantage of the new opportunity to put a 
same-sex partner on a family health insurance plan.

Leo: I could bring him under [my] health 
insurance now, but there is still the federal 
DOMA, which basically says marriage is 
between a man and a woman and the state law 
that says we’re legally married... So, even though 
I could bring him under my health insurance, I 
would have to pay a tax on the contribution to 
the state of Massachusetts because the state pays 
seventy-five percent of the insurance. So, on that 
seventy-five percent, I would get taxed.   So, at 
some point we will probably still do that because 
[he] won’t have any health insurance
. . . And then it won’t really matter whether 
it’s taxed or not taxed. It will still be a better 
alternative to not having anything. But there are 
still some penalties that same-sex couples face 
that opposite sex couples don’t. 

In cases where there is a federally recognized 
spouse, the money that an employer contributes to 
cover the cost of health insurance for a spouse under 
a family health plan is not considered income to the 
insured spouse and so is not taxed.
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Others noted that this limited legal recognition 
requires that couples maintain and in some cases 
undertake new specific legal agreements to ensure 
that their kin relationship will be recognized in 
a variety of situations.  As Joy, a Filipina lesbian 
explained, along with her wife Jaidyn:

Joy: And we still did a will, because before our 
trip, even though, technically now everything. . .  
will go to Jaidyn. But we were advised by friends 
and attorneys to still have a very specific will. So 
there’s a lot of things that still need to happen.
Jaidyn: I think until it’s federally recognized, we 
will have only minimal rights. 

As several of our married respondents noted, even 
though they do feel safer and protected, they still 
carry their marriage licenses with them as “proof,” 
particularly when they travel out of state.

Bella (White, lesbian, married, 8 year 
relationship): We still have to have all this legal 
paperwork drawn up even though we’re married 
here because it doesn’t matter anywhere else. 
So that it makes it great here in Massachusetts 
but it makes more work still because if you go 
anywhere else, you have to walk around with this 
wad of paperwork in our back pocket. You know, 
or carry it around in a firebox. You know? 

Story # 4: From margin to mainstream? 

Despite the fragility of these new rights, protections, 
and benefits, the choice to legally marry de facto 
moved same-sex couples more into the mainstream 
of United States society. As a people with a history 
of enforced marginalization by the mainstream, the 
LGBT community has placed a tremendous effort 
and importance on establishing positive identities 
outside of the mainstream (Blumenfeld & Raymond, 
1988).  The mainstreaming of the community 
wrought by the legalization of same-sex marriage, 
however limited, thus presents new dilemmas of 
identity.  Not surprisingly, the degree to which our 

study respondents felt, embraced, or resisted this 
change in relative status varied.

Some couples described themselves as having 
lived fairly mainstream lives prior to legalization.  
Linda and Sally described their pre-legal marital 
relationship as “very traditional,” and felt that the 
legal marriage nudged them only slightly further to 
the center.

Linda: We were pretty mainstream…

Sally: We already, I have to tell you.  I think 
everybody just considered us just another couple, 
all our friend were just basically the couples 
that we meet through our kids. So, I think we’re 
pretty mainstream….

Linda: To the extent that we can now say we’re 
married, adds that element to it. But, it really 
didn’t change anything about what we do or how 
we behave.

Molly, a White lesbian in her 40s who has been with 
her wife for 13 years, similarly believes that she is 
definitely in the mainstream and is no different from 
heterosexuals, with no influence of legalization on 
her conception of herself and her relationship with 
her wife.

I always feel…mainstream. . . I mean, our lives 
are no different than a heterosexual couple.  Ever 
since the time you wake up in the morning to the 
time you sleep at night, every aspect of our lives 
is identical to any heterosexual couple so…just 
because we now have a piece of paper that 
formally legitimized our life, I don’t really feel 
that it’s changed at all other than maybe there 
are some out there now who will see us as quote 
unquote real as opposed to you know, playing 
house kind of a thing.

This feeling of being part of the mainstream was 
particularly true for couples who had children 
and had already been participating in mainstream 

(C) 2005 Porche, M; Purvin, D; Waddell, J. 
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communities as a family.  In addition, this quote 
above as well as the one below, echo the themes of 
Story #1, suggesting that legalization of marriage 
changed the frame of reference, or attitudes, of 
others outside of the LGBT community.

Other couples had felt somewhat a part of the 
mainstream prior to marriage, but reported that 
the legality made them much more a part of it, and 
welcomed this change. After their marriage, Aaron 
and Stephen Sondheim, a White gay male couple 
together for 14 years, describe feeling a greater 
commonality with married heterosexuals than 
unmarried gay and lesbian friends:

Aaron:  We were always in the mainstream.
Stephen Sondheim: It’s true! [laughter]
Aaron: Don’t say that. We’re more mainstream 
than we’d like to admit I think. But, I don’t 
know. Well, a friend of ours makes fun of us. 
But…  honestly that’s often mostly just a 
function of like,  when people just change over 
the years and stuff.  But sometimes I feel bad, 
you know being more part of the mainstream 
except that I don’t -- I don’t know if I like that 
term, but it’s just the idea that you’re, um, when 
I talk to other married couples, straight married 
couples they understand our relationship. It feels 
that way to me, that they understand it in a way 
that they didn’t before. Because it was like, yes I 
know you’re committed but you’re kind of just 
living together and . . .  if you ever decide that 
your relationship is over you can just walk away 
from it. I mean obviously it’s really not that 
simple but that is the way that people look at it. 
I mean cuz the other part of marriage is divorce, 
right? I mean with the marriage laws come all 
the kinds of protections that divorce laws have.

Other families who had taken steps to create 
their own “alternative” mainstreams by living in 
enclaves of same-sex parented families felt that 
their membership in these communities was as 
mainstream as they needed to be.  Ruth, a White 
lesbian, and Dee, her African American lesbian wife, 
respond to the question about whether they see 

themselves as part of the mainstream as a result of 
their legal marriage:

Ruth: In society, I don’t [think of myself as 
mainstream].  In our neighborhoods, yeah, I 
mean in [towns with a large lesbian population] 
that sort of…

Dee: Now that we’re married? 

Ruth: Not necessarily now that we’re married 
I guess.  Well I feel like there are a lot of same-
sex couples with kids who are married in this 
area.  Mainstream? I don’t know.  We go to 
pick him up at daycare and we’re clearly in the 
mainstream there. . . , there’s so many families 
like us there…

Dee: I think for me having a kid makes me 
somewhere in the mainstream and she wants to 
get a minivan and that’s like really mainstream 
and I don’t want to go there at all.  It definitely, 
you know, like I drive around with my - 

Ruth: Get in the car, in my Subaru, which is 
there. [laughs] That’s the most mainstream 
parent thing.

Dee: No, gay and lesbian mainstream, I don’t 
mind being in the gay and lesbian mainstream.  
Yeah, but the Subaru is actually a New England 
mainstream so....  New England is sort of people 
marching to a different…  Anyway. . .  I’d say 
even now and then, like, “Oh my God I’m so 
middle class, you know, mainstream.”  But being 
married I don’t -  but I don’t…really think of us 
- I don’t think of myself as a married couple like 
different from how we kinda were.  

As this back-and-forth between Ruth and Dee 
demonstrates, individuals in couples expressed 
both convergence and divergence on these 
issues.  In living life as an interracial couple with 
a 3-year-old son, Ruth and Dee must negotiate 
membership in several different communities that 
have been traditionally marginalized. Although 
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they feel comfortable in their alternative gay family 
mainstream, they are conflicted about the extent to 
which their lifestyle choices (legal marriage, owning 
a Subaru) place them into the true mainstream.

Others were more adamant about wanting to 
maintain a separate gay identity and would rather 
redefine mainstream than be a part of it.  Rod and 
Leo, a White gay male couple together for over 27 
years illustrate this position.

Rod:  We’re – I’m always aware of the fact that 
we’re aliens, and because we live in [this  town], 
usually, we’re the only gay people wherever 
we are. You know? In restaurants, or at the 
supermarket, or –

Leo:  To be honest, that’s part of some our 
baggage that we carry with us, too. I mean, I 
think people might be kind of more friendly and 
more accepting than we give them credit for, 
you know? So, part of it is kind of on our part, a 
choice to somewhat remain separate. –

Rod:  I want to be part of the mainstream 
according to my rules. –

Interviewer: UH HUH, YOUR DEFINITION 
OF MAINSTREAM. –

Rod:  Yeah. I don’t necessarily want to be going 
to the PTA, doing the soccer-mom thing – you 
know- that part of the mold sort of mainstream 
kind of stuff. And – you know – we’re not 
mainstream in our political views, we’re not 
mainstream in our religious views, and we’re not 
mainstream in our sexual orientation. So – you 
know- marriage is one part of that – and, you 
know, there are people – lots and lots and lots 
and lots of people in Massachusetts who truly 
hate this idea. It can get taken away from us. 

Similarly, Caroline and Eros, a White/Biracial 
lesbian couple together for 3 years, describe how 
given the complex social inequities of day-to-day 
life as a same-sex couple with limited protections of 

a state-only recognized marriage leads them to resist 
mainstreaming.

Interviewer: UM, DO YOU NOW 
SEE YOURSELF AS MORE IN THE 
MAINSTREAM? 

Caroline: No.

Eros: Not at all.
 
Interviewer: SAY MORE PLEASE.

Eros: Well we’re still lesbians and we’re still 
women, and we’re still, you know, lower on the 
ladder then men and we’re still struggling for 
the same [things] we were before as women, but 
also um, the marriage one, the federal one is what 
we want and that will really make a difference. 

Caroline: I mean if we decided to move to 
Arizona our marriage isn’t recognized there. So 
it’s like you, you’re kind of contained in the state 
of Massachusetts and, you know, hopefully the 
other states will follow suit and I think they will. 

Jim, an African American gay man who has 
been with his husband for 11 years, also echoes 
sentiments about inequities, as he describes the 
invisibility of race and ethnicity.

Jim: I feel like we’re like in a same-sex marriage 
- and that’s not quite mainstream yet. And I don’t 
think that - that even among same-sex marriages 
I don’t think we’re mainstream.

Interviewer: WHY?

Jim: ‘Cause we’re not white, and I feel like 
that’s… if mainstream is what’s popular, what 
- you know, the images that you see, you know, 
who gets talked about…

Some, particularly unmarried respondents, 
complained about the marriage movement 

(C) 2005 Porche, M; Purvin, D; Waddell, J. 
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and mainstreaming as compliance with 
heteronormativity and a threat to radical gay and 
lesbian politics. Camilla, a White unmarried lesbian 
in her 30s in a three year relationship with her 
partner, described her feelings.

Camilla: That people, that all these queers were 
trying to be straight and everybody is giving up 
on like radicalism, but like really angry about it. 
And I have similar feelings.  Not so much about 
people trying to be straight or whatever, I don’t 
really care about that, but that this really is or 
symbolizes an end to radicalism or whatever. 

As these and other respondents indicated, the 
acknowledgment or desire to be part of the 
mainstream almost inevitably brought up questions 
of what that meant as far as the degree of acceptance 
they felt, how important that acceptance was to 
them, and the degree to which acceptance meant 
letting go of one’s unique gay and lesbian identity 
and culture. Sentiments expressed by Dee and 
Jim indicate that for those who are additionally 
marginalized by race or ethnicity, the idea of 
moving into the mainstream may be particularly 
problematic. 

Story #5: The shifting landscape of public and 
private

A number of respondents noted that the change in 
the legal possibilities for same-sex couples has real 
implications for those who might be undecided 
about binding legal commitments, or who might 
have important reasons for declining to marry, but 
have come to expect and rely on the less formal 
benefits and recognitions given to same-sex couples 
in Massachusetts prior to legalization.

Mikey (Asian American, gay man, unmarried, 
7 year relationship): There was instantly the 
concern that we would have to be married in 
order for Ben to receive benefits from [the town]. 
And so I contacted human resources and asked 
them and they said they were in the middle of 
deliberations about that, and that you know . . . 

any kind of wedding that we would have to have, 
or marriage that we would have to have in order 
to get financial and health benefits would not be 
for another calendar year. So we sort of pushed 
that under the rug.

This dilemma, of previously established domestic 
partner benefits being taken off the books now that 
same-sex couples had recourse to the same level of 
commitment as opposite sex couples, may, as Fred 
explains, create a new kind of forced marriage:

Fred: Everything was pretty much as it was 
- the hospital has filed an equivalency and it 
was interesting, after they passed the marriage 
on May 17th, the hospital said that if you are 
domestic partners you have to get married, 
because now you have that opportunity, you 
have the ability to marry…So I felt like, ‘Oh my 
God, we’re doing a shotgun wedding.’ [laughter]

Aside from potential new financial pressures to 
legalize the relationship, the possibility of legal 
marriage for same-sex couples establishes a new 
criterion for relationship commitment, a benchmark 
that had previously been unavailable.

Ariana (White, lesbian, married, 15 year 
relationship): So I, I think I already told you her 
main case was I felt like if we didn’t get married 
then that really kind of would be the beginning 
of the end of our relationship. And, then I also 
felt all the social pressure that we needed to do 
this. That it would kind of make a lie of what we 
had done before, especially in terms of her family. 
Because they changed, they did change their 
attitude towards us when we had our ceremony. 
Cause most of them came to the ceremony and 
they thought it was quite an unusual ceremony, 
they saw it as, as a real wedding ceremony, and 
they treated us as married, since then. And if 
we didn’t get legally married when we had the 
chance, then it would kind of - make it seem 
like we weren’t really married before. We sort of 
needed to do it in order to confirm what we had 
done earlier, so.
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This sense of internal pressure that Ariana describes 
was imposed from without on other respondents 
too who now had to confront the expectations of 
friends and loved ones that they formalize their 
relationship.

Bonnie (White, queer woman, unmarried, 4 year 
relationship): I mean even our  [relatives] - I’ve 
seen them since we decided that we definitely 
aren’t going to do any kind of formal thing. So I 
got the grilling about,’So why aren’t you doing 
this?’And I was explaining to them about the 
whole tax situation and they’re like, ‘But no! 
You would file federal taxes as if you’re married.’ 
And I was like, ‘It’s not that simple people! Just 
because we’re married on a state level, I mean 
it doesn’t necessarily mean much of anything 
anywhere else.’ Like, they’re happily naïve about 
it but also  contributing to the problem in their 
own way …

Whether intended or not, these inquiries put a 
public face on what heretofore had been a more 
private relationship.  While they may have felt 
intrusive so some, for others they were seen as a 
strong loving show of support.

Camilla (White, dyke, unmarried, 3 year 
relationship): We’re lucky enough to have, 
ummm, nagging [said sarcastically] family 
members [laughter]. You know, “So are you guys 
going to get married?” you know, “So are you 
guys going to make this [claps her hands twice] 
formal?” Her mom was doing that before and her 
aunts were doing that - is it okay to talk about 
in-laws? They were doing that before same-sex 
marriage was legal. You know, they wanted a 
commitment ceremony, they wanted, you know, 
“When are the kids coming?” And my family 
has more been sort of like “So, are you going 
to do that?” or “What are you thinking about 
that?” My brother, who I am pretty close to, 
is a very traditional guy, and he is, you know, 
pushing for us to get married. [laughter]

As feminists have long noted, legal marriage 
provides a certain degree of protected privacy 
for couples (MacKinnon, 1987).  Ironically, as our 
respondents describe, the extension of this legal 
protection to same-sex couples has brought their 
relationships into the public domain in a very 
different way.  Whereas having these relationships 
largely outside the bounds of public regulation and/
or recognition may have previously conferred some 
degree of protection from public or community 
scrutiny, the availability of legal marriage has 
brought with it a sense of entitlement from others in 
the community to inquire about relationship status 
and choices, as can be seen in the questions raised by 
participants’ friends and relatives, “When are you 
getting married?”.

Both married and unmarried couples described 
greater openness in being out and more active 
involvement in educating others.

Maisey (White, lesbian, unmarried, 7 year 
relationship): The ruling certainly made me more 
active. Or activist, I’m more activist… I felt like 
this was a moment that I needed to - to be part 
of the voice, the collective voice. I needed to be 
there, I needed to witness, I needed to participate. 

The availability of legal same-sex marriage is thus 
both a product of and catalyst for a larger activist 
movement in the United States. But within the LGBT 
community, there are conflicting viewpoints on the 
strategies and goals of this movement. The next 
story that emerged in our analysis suggests some 
ambivalence about legal marriage as an institution 
to which LGBT people should aspire. 

Story # 6:  Is pushing for legal marriage the best 
or most effective means of assuring civil rights for 
same-sex couples?

Although the majority of respondents, both married 
and unmarried, felt that the legalization of same-
sex marriage was a very positive development, 
several expressed some reservations.  Some felt that 
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by pushing for inclusion in marriage, as opposed 
to civil unions, the movement was unnecessarily 
generating resistance and potentially delaying or 
slowing the process of greater civil rights for same-
sex partnerships.

Morgan (White, gay woman, unmarried, 40 
year relationship): We were saying that the all 
or nothing approach may not have been the way 
to go in our view, because of our age, because 
of how long we’ve been together, because of our 
needs of estate planning that aren’t as prominent 
for younger people. That . . .  we think that 
probably a civil union, civil rights could have 
gotten through constitutionally as well as 
through the fundamentalist religious groups 
because you cannot deny rights to people. It’s 
not Animal Farm. Some are not more equal than 
others, we’re supposed to be equal, whatever 
that means. So we would prefer to see the civil 
rights issue brought up first, and then have 
commitment ceremonies and, thirdly, as part 
of all the talk, that marriage becomes part and 
parcel . . .  of the religions that want to adopt it.

Echoing Morgan’s concerns, Ben points out that 
choosing to pursue marriage in many ways supports 
the growing linkage of church and state.  Pursuing 
civil unions with full domestic partnership rights 
instead, he suggests, may have been a means of 
challenging the state’s role in authorizing marriage 
as a religious institution.

Ben (White, queer man, unmarried, 7 year 
relationship): In my more cranky moods, I say 
things like, ‘Well, you know if people want to 
protect marriage as a category for themselves, 
then the state - and this isn’t a bad idea - . . .  if 
the federal government said, ‘Marriage is a social 
and religious institution. We do not recognize 
marriage, we recognize forms of domestic 
partnership.  And you know, you can register 
those with the Justice of the Peace  in the future, 
a preacher agreeing to this, or a rabbi or a swami 

or whatever, we don’t care.  And you know, find 
the swami that will marry you if you want to be 
married, and we’re staying out of this.’  I mean 
actually, in a lot of ways the needs of both the left 
and the right would be served better if there were 
like a more thorough-going secularization of this 
institution.  But, you know of course the right 
isn’t going to give on that because they - they 
don’t want to share the world with other people.  
You know? Sadly.

Other respondents were more directly critical of the 
movement itself, and did not seem to believe that 
the gains have been worth the costs, in terms of 
backlash.

Transcendent (Bi-racial, bisexual man, 
unmarried, 27 year relationship): No, I thought 
it was - I thought it was a disaster, the ruling 
because I thought it would give the Bush people 
exactly the ammunition it did. I thought it 
was a very stupid ruling. I felt that the - the 
Massachusetts Court did more damage, and then 
I thought the mayor of San Francisco threw oil 
on the flame by - and I think the ruling a couple 
days ago in New York did the same thing. These 
rulings are way ahead of the public curve in this 
country and they’re doing more damage than 
good. It’s like all of the so-called gay liberation 
shows on T.V. do more damage than they do 
good. I think. It gives people more ammunition. 

Concerns such as these may derive from experience 
with backlash, may reflect generational differences 
in LGBT identities and values, may reflect 
internalized homophobia, or may have other 
interpretations.  Regardless of their origin, these 
concerns, as well as those represented by Morgan 
and Ben, are very much out there in the community 
and need to be included in the conversation. In 
considering the impact of the legalization of same-
sex marriage in Massachusetts and assessing its 
ultimate benefits or costs, these concerns must be 
weighed.
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Discussion

In our exploration into the impact of legalization 
for same-sex couples we found a number of 
important themes across the interviews.  Our 
convenience sample of same-sex couples, both 
married and unmarried, were engaged in long-
term committed relationships and expressed high 
levels of satisfaction in those relationships and were 
comfortable being out to family and community.  
Couples in the study reflected a wide range of views 
as to the importance of marriage in making choices 
about their own relationships.  However, they were 
unified in stressing the importance and value of the 
legalization of same-sex marriage.   

Many of the married couples already felt married 
and described their legal wedding as the next logical 
step, especially in cases where they had already 
shared a commitment ceremony proclaiming their 
union.  Even so, the legal ceremony granted their 
relationship legitimacy, benefits, and protection, 
albeit limited to the state of Massachusetts.

Several of the interviews touched on the fact 
that this change in the law gave pause to couples 
in committed relationships, in that many gay 
and lesbian couples had been used to using the 
terms “married,” “husband,” and “wife” as loose 
colloquial phrases.  The newly-married marveled 
over the power in using these words in a different 
and more meaningful way.

With the change in the law that allows the very real 
possibility of marriage, this raises the question of 
which couples choose to actually go ahead and tie 
the knot?  We are limited in this study to couples 
who continued to affirm their commitment to each 
other in one way or another in light of this new 
opportunity.  We do not have data on couples for 
whom legalization was a catalyst for ending a 
“marriage.”  For those couples in our sample who 
remained committed but unmarried, there was 
thoughtful discussion about not moving forward 
just to be a part of history or to make a political 

statement, as well as consideration of the tenuous 
nature of this ruling.  In addition, we cannot make 
claims about the representativeness of this sample 
for all same-sex couples in Massachusetts during 
this time of legal change.  However, we do provide a 
systematic investigation of the range of experiences 
and attitudes of committed same-sex couples in their 
response to legalization.

Both married and unmarried participants 
described the legalization as a catalyst for increased 
involvement in the LGBT community and the 
political struggle for equality.  Whether educating 
family, friends, or co-workers about the limits of 
the law or responding to homophobia of loved 
ones who are unsupportive of same-sex marriage, 
the women and men in this study present a 
snapshot of an historic period in the struggle for 
LGBT civil rights.  As of this writing, opponents 
of same-sex marriage are actively working to 
put a referendum on the Massachusetts ballot in 
2008 and the President supports a constitutional 
amendment limiting marriage to heterosexuals.  
Although state polls suggest majority support of 
extending marriage rights to same-sex couples in 
Massachusetts, the future is uncertain.  

Chauncey (2004) explains opposition to same-sex 
marriage as linked to the belief that homosexuality 
is simply a choice and thus a sin with a potential 
to spread to non-sinners.  This despite decades 
of scientific research on sexuality (Blumenfeld & 
Raymond, 1988; Mustanski, Chivers, & Bailey, 2002), 
documenting what the American Psychological 
Association (2005) terms “a complex interaction of 
environmental, cognitive, and biological factors” 
related to sexual orientation. Whether or not science 
will trump ideology and dogma remains to be seen.  
In the meantime, the continued work of carefully 
conducted studies of the lives of LGBT individuals 
and their families is essential for understanding the 
intersection of healthy development, psychological 
well-being, discrimination, and the boundaries of 
civil rights.
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Endnote

1 Pseudonyms and descriptors of sexual identification were provided by participants.  
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