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Abstract 

Lesbian understandings of marriage and exclusion from marriage, and the impact 

of exclusion from marriage in lesbians' everyday lives are examined within a modified 

post-modern and feminist framework. Post-modern assumptions about the complexity of 

discourses and their capacity to shape understandings of marriage are used, but a sense of 

agency is reinstated with the assumption that lesbians actively engage with discourses 

about marriage and exclusion. Feminist theory's concern with experiences of everyday 

oppression guides the inquiry into the everyday impact of exclusion. Semi-structured, in-

depth interviews of fifteen lesbians that combine the elements of active and episodic 

interviewing are analysed using a form of discourse analysis. The respondents use both 

popular and lesbian discourses to discuss marriage, and understand their exclusion 

predominantly in terms of the dichotomy posed between heterosexuals and homosexuals. 

The women in this study resist exclusionary or offensive discourses by reversing 

discourses, countering discourses or creating new discourses. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

"Albertans are reasonable people. They are people of goodwill. They are also 

generally agreed that marriage is between a man and a woman. That is something 

that is deep and fundamental to us in this province." - Mrs. McClellan, M L A (PC). 

Alberta Hansard, February 23, 2000. 

"I think sometimes we have to look beyond political correctness and stand up for 

what we believe is right...this b i l l gives us the opportunity to do just that, to stand 

up for the values of the traditional family..." - Mr Friedel, M L A (PC), commenting on 

the Marriage Amendment Act. Alberta Hansard, March 1, 2000. 

"This government on this issue of the equality of those in...same-sex relationships 

likes to talk about doors and fences. Instead of shutting doors and building fences, 

this Assembly should be opening doors and building bridges."—Dr. Pannu, M L A 

(ND). Alberta Hansard, March 1, 2000. 

Background and Research Questions 

Few social issues of late are as controversial and capable of invoking strong 

emotional reactions in Albertans as same-sex marriage. The belief in marriage as 

exclusively heterosexual figures so prominently in the Alberta cultural mindset that 

politicians have rewritten marriage laws in an attempt to protect it against the perceived 

"threat" of same-sex marriage. In the spring of 2000, after some debate, the Alberta 

Legislature passed the Marriage Amendment Act, which precludes the possibility of an 

equal form of same-sex marriage by specifically defining marriage as heterosexual. If 

pressed by the federal government of Canada to recognize same-sex marriages, the 

Alberta government will use the "notwithstanding clause" of the Charter of Rights and 

Freedoms to block same-sex marriage (Harris 2000: Al). This move to block same-sex 

marriage runs counter to some of the advances toward legally recognizing same-sex 
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relationships made in Canada and in other nations. In June of 2000 the Canadian 

Parliament passed legislation (Bill C-23) that recognizes common-law same-sex couples 

as equal to heterosexual common-law couples1, the first legal recognition of same-sex 

couples at the federal level. On April 1, 2001, Holland became the first nation in Europe 

to recognize same-sex marriages as fuljy equal to heterosexual marriages (Richburg 

2001: A12).2 

While the actions of the Alberta Legislative Assembly undoubtedly upset many 

lesbians3 in Alberta, the topic of same-sex marriage from a lesbian perspective is not 

limited to a simple "us versus them" mentality. Rather, the issue is complex, and 

produces just as much debate within the lesbian community as it does outside of it, as 

studies of intra-community debates in the U.S. have shown (e.g. Sullivan 1997). There is 

no reason to suspect that complexity or controversy over same-sex marriage would be 

any less in the Alberta lesbian community. However, little is known of the views of 

lesbians in Alberta about same-sex marriage.4 For this reason, this study seeks to learn 

more about lesbian understandings of marriage. 

In addition, I am personally aware of the ways in which marriage poses dilemmas 

in the lives of lesbians. In spite of a general concern with the decline of the institution of 

1 Information is from "Working Through the Victory," Outlooks Magazine. October 2000:30. 
2 On April 1, 2001, a law was passed in the Netherlands that removed the definition of marriage as 
"between and man and a woman." Dutch law now recognizes married same-sex couples on equal footing 
with heterosexual married couples, including pension benefits and the adoption of children. 
3 While this study focuses on lesbian views, it is important to note that many of the issues and dilemmas 
presented here apply also to gay and bisexual individuals. I chose to focus on lesbians because of limited 
resources and because they are the group with which I am the most knowledgeable. 
4 In contrast to this, the views of Albertans in general about same-sex marriage are better known. The 
results of an Angus Reid Poll appearing in the Globe and Mail. June 10, 1999 indicates that 42% of the 
Alberta public supports legalized same-sex marriage. 
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marriage (Brown 1998: 10), it remains such an integral part of culture that many people 

regardless of sexual orientation are compelled to think about it at some point in their 

lives. For lesbians, contemplating marriage can be particularly difficult, given the 

widespread assumption that marriage is heterosexual, and the assumption that most 

people are heterosexual. These dilemmas may play out in everyday scenarios, such as in 

dealing with questions about their marital or relationship status from curious (but well 

meaning) relatives (such dilemmas are even more difficult if the person is closeted). They 

may also play out in more general ways, such as in contemplating what marriage means 

to them personally, if not a legally binding union with a member of the opposite sex. This 

study aims to examine these dilemmas with the hope of making readers aware of them 

and for the lessons they can teach us about the complex nature of marriage. 

This topic is also interesting from a sociological perspective. It allows for the 

study of the effects of a powerful and exclusionary social environment on individual 

lesbians, and how lesbians as individuals in turn cope with and resist their exclusion from 

a major social institution. Given the events described above, the Alberta context offers a 

good opportunity to study the resistance that occurs when lesbians, seeing advances in 

other jurisdictions, confront a governing party with significant public support that is 

particularly vocal and active in its stance against same-sex marriage. Given all of these 

aims, the main research questions guiding this study are: How do lesbians understand 

marriage? How do they understand their exclusion from marriage? What discursive 

resources do lesbians use to talk about marriage, and how are discourses about marriage 

assimilated, resisted or altered by them? How does exclusion from marriage impact their 
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everyday lives? Using discourse analysis as an analytical tool, this thesis examines how 

lesbians use and/or alter discourses about marriage to express their understandings of 

marriage, and explores their everyday experiences to examine how exclusion from 

marriage impacts their daily lives. 

In Chapter Two I review the relevant sociological literature regarding both 

marriage and same-sex marriage, and I outline the theoretical assumptions that guide this 

project. Studies of marriage are examined first for the insights they provide into how 

studies about marriage have been carried out, and for what problems they highlight with 

regard to marriage. Studies of gay, lesbian and bisexual (GLB) views of marriage are 

subsequently examined in the same way. GLB commentary on the prospects and 

desirability of same-sex marriage is also analyzed for prominent discursive themes. The 

chapter then presents a discussion of the theoretical framework that guides this project, 

identifying the post-modern, modified post-modern and feminist theoretical assumptions 

that are used. Finally, the findings of the studies reviewed at the start of the chapter are 

revisited to establish the base of knowledge they provide in analysing the results of my 

study. 

Chapter Three outlines the methods and the various methodological issues that 

had to be addressed. The chapter starts by outlining my sampling strategy, the process of 

obtaining my sample, and some of the sample's characteristics. I subsequently examine 

my method of gathering data through semi-structured interviews, which combines the 

elements of active interviewing and episodic interviewing, and my reasons for choosing 

this particular method of gathering data. I then examine the actual execution of the 
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interviews and the challenges I faced along the way. Following this, I describe the 

activities engaged in prior to analysis (which include reflexive journaling, listening to 

tapes, and transcription) and how these contributed to my analysis. The processes of data 

coding and analysis are then described, along with the challenges these presented and the 

decisions made throughout the analysis process. Finally, I address the generalizability of 

the findings and some ethical concerns that arose during the research process and also 

discuss some ethical concerns raised by this project. 

Chapters Four, Five and Six comprise the analysis chapters of this project. 

Chapter Four considers how lesbians understand marriage. I show that lesbians use all 

sorts of discourses to talk about their understandings of marriage, including popular 

discourses (which include discourses about commitment, romance and legality in 

marriage) and GLB discourses about the possibility and desirability of same-sex marriage 

(which include both radical views of marriage and mainstreaming views of marriage). 

Each of these are examined in turn, beginning with popular discourses and moving into 

GLB discourses. Where popular discourses about marriage were problematic to them 

because of their lesbian status, my respondents either turned to GLB discourses, or they 

actively resisted or altered popular discourses to better fit their needs. 

Chapter Five examines how lesbians understand their exclusion from a legal, fully 

recognized form of marriage. I show that the respondents usually drew on two general 

sets of discourses to understand their exclusion from marriage: discourses that emphasize 

differences between lesbians and heterosexuals and discourses that emphasize the 

similarities between lesbians and heterosexuals. How exclusionary discourses were 
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resisted in the interviews is examined throughout the chapter, and it is shown that 

lesbians in my sample were active and creative in their resistance. As well, lesbians' 

reactions to and thoughts about alternate forms of marriage are examined. This includes a 

look at their understandings of the Registered Partnership and also of how some viewed 

commitment ceremonies. 

Chapter Six focuses on how exclusion from marriage impacts the everyday lives 

of lesbians. First I address how asking direct questions in this area of inquiry is less 

effective in gathering data for analysis than asking episodic-narrative questions, which 

stimulate more detailed responses and provide more data to analyse. Themes that emerge 

from the data are then examined for how exclusion impacts lesbians' lives. How lesbians 

conceive of their future without marriage, how they cope emotionally and practically 

with this exclusion are examined, as well as how exclusion impacts their interactions with 

family, friends and co-workers, and their participation in the weddings of family and 

friends. 

Chapter Seven acts as a conclusion to the project. It summarizes the key findings 

of each chapter and reviews some of the theoretical insights gained in this project. It also 

examines the implications of this study and contemplates future research. 
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Chapter Two 

Review of the Literature and Theoretical Framework 

The first section of this chapter locates my study of lesbian understandings of 

marriage and exclusion from marriage m the relevant sociological literature. Since 

"marriage" for lesbians can mean either the heterosexual form of the institution or the 

prospect of same-sex marriage, literature dealing with both heterosexual marriage and the 

possibility of same-sex marriage is examined for its contributions to both theoretical and 

empirical understandings of "marriage" at large. The second part of this chapter outlines 

my theoretical assumptions in addition to theoretical concepts I borrow from the 

empirical literature on marriage. Finally, I consider the utility of the empirical literature 

discussed in the first section in light of the theoretical framework presented in the second 

section. 

Review of the Literature 

Methods and Theories Used in Empirical Studies about Marriage 

Both quantitative and qualitative studies of beliefs, perceptions and views of 

marriage at the level of the individual (or couple) among heterosexual respondents are 

plentiful in the literature. Salient beliefs about marriage have been studied using a variety 

of quantitative techniques. Kaslow and Robison (1996) utilized a number of standardized 

measurement scales developed from previous pilot studies to study what factors are 

perceived by respondents to contribute to high levels of satisfaction in long-term 

marriages (Kaslow and Robison 1996: 158). Sillars et al., using a quantitative form of 
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content analysis, extracted meanings attached to marriage by individuals from 

conversations held between married couples and presented these meanings thematically 

(Sillars et al. 1987: 495). Qualitative studies have also been used to outline perceptions 

and attitudes toward marriage. Parker used semi-structured interviews to determine views 

of marriage among long-term partners in Australia (2000: 4). Edin's study focused on 

what low-income mothers in three U.S. cities had to say about marriage, and outlined 

some of the factors that might have led to these beliefs (Edin 2000: 113). 

While these studies convincingly identify what people say and think is important 

regarding marriage, they lack a theoretical framework that can be applied to GLB people 

as well as heterosexual people. Their main focus is either to explain and enhance marital 

satisfaction, thus contributing to lasting marriages (e.g. Kaslow and Robison 1996, Parker 

2000, Sillars et al. 1987) or to explain why marriage among heterosexuals is on the 

decline (e.g. Edin 2000). This is not surprising, given that much of the literature is 

published in therapy journals or "family issues" journals. Both Brown and Lawes note 

that many studies of marriage are currently focused on concerns over the "faltering" 

institution of marriage and concentrate on ways to keep the institution strong (Brown 

1998: 10; Lawes 1999: 16). While the problem presented in these studies is the longevity, 

quality or rate of marriage, the problem facing GLBs is access to a legal form of 

marriage. Since the literature presented here does not problematize access to or desire for 

marriage, it is useful only in terms of offering comparative material on what heterosexual 

people have to say about living in a marriage. 
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Post-modern studies of marriage are useful in providing both the content of 

marriage-talk and a theoretical framework more conducive to studying GLB views of 

marriage as an institution they cannot formally access. The post-modern studies of 

marriage reviewed for this project (Brown 1998, Lawes 1999, Elizabeth 2000) all shift 

the focus of their studies away from marriage as a faltering institution in need of saving 

toward a focus on how people construct "marriage" using socially available discourses. 

As well, the post-modern studies usually include some examination of power relations 

and their impact on the use of certain discourses. Brown's analysis of focus group and 

interview data demonstrates how the desire for marriage among college-aged 

heterosexual women is sustained through discourses about marriage, singleness and 

finding "that extraordinary someone" to marry (Brown 1998: 15). The women in this 

study are depicted as unwittingly using these discourses in a way that sustains the current 

hegemonic gender order (ibid 98). Lawes's study uses discourse analysis of interview 

data to examine how beliefs about marriage are discursively constructed by "Generation 

X" respondents (Lawes 1999: 4). Lawes notes the potential of the data she collected to be 

used to study how such constructions of marriage are used to legitimate or prohibit 

certain behaviours and types of relationships (ibid 16). Elizabeth's study utilizes data 

from in-depth interviews and uses a form of discourse analysis to examine how young 

heterosexual couples actively resist traditional gendered discourses about marriage by 

constructing and practising cohabitation as an alternative (Elizabeth 2000: 88). Both 

Brown and Lawes note that post-modern studies, with their emphasis on how marriage is 

socially constructed, shift the focus of inquiry away from "saving" marriage to critically 



10 

examining marriage in some way (Brown 1998: 10; Lawes 1999: 16). However, no post

modern study appears to have been conducted explicitly into GLB constructions of 

marriage, indicating that a post-modern study critically examining GLB views of 

marriage will provide additional insight into studies of marriage in the literature. 

Post-modern studies are helpful for emphasizing the social construction of 

marriage. Related to this strategy of understanding how beliefs originate in discourse are 

historical analyses of the social meanings of marriage, which ground particular 

constructions and discourses of marriage in space and time. Bevir notes that the use of 

historical analysis is often part of some post-modern studies, as in Foucault's genealogies 

of institutions such as government and prison (1999: 347). Brown's work (1998) is one 

such example, as it contains some historical analysis on the origins of certain marital 

discourses. Other historically based work about marriage, such as that of D'Emilio and 

Freedman in A History of Sexuality in America (1988), is not directly associated with 

post-modern theory. However, its historical analysis of the meaning of marriage over 

time in North America is helpful in understanding changes of marital ideologies over 

time. While my study is not an historical analysis of marriage, I have drawn on the 

findings of some historical studies (such as D'Emilio and Freedman) where I thought it 

appropriate to aid in analysis. 

GLB Studies and Literature about Marriage 

Empirical research on GLB views of marriage is not as plentiful as the research 

on heterosexual views. Some of the empirical work in this area focuses on the aggregate 
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views of various GLB groups in response to the passing of Registered Partnership (RP)1 

legislation in some countries in the past fifteen years, particularly in Norway and 

Denmark. Halvorsen's examination of same-sex registered partnerships in Norway 

utilizes content analysis of newsprint articles, parliamentary proceedings and legal 

documents, as well as some participant observation, to track the opinions and outcomes 

surrounding the Registered Partnership Act. The collective stances of groups involved in 

the debates are analysed, including those of "members of parliament," "the Norwegian 

Lutheran State Church and the pietist movement," and "the lesbian and gay movement" 

(Halvorsen 1998: 209-211). This method of study provides a broad picture of reactions of 

various groups to the prospect of the legal recognition of same-sex relationships. 

However, since the stances of the groups involved are presented as essentially 

homogeneous, more attention is focused on the debate between the groups involved, 

leaving little analysis on the range of views within the GLB population. Similarly, Bech's 

study uses discourse analysis of government documents, press documents and opinion 

polls to study the collective reactions of both the heterosexual and homosexual 

population to the Registered Partnership Act of 1990 in Denmark (Bech 1992: n2, 145). 

Again, these are written up as "collective" reactions of GLBs to public debates of these 

issues. These studies provide GLB views of registered partnerships that can be compared 

to the views of the lesbians in this project. 

' The closest approximation to a legal same-sex marriage aside from fully equal legal marriage for same-
sex couples. Lately, a closer distinction between the registered partnership and marriage has been made, as 
the RP is made out by some authors to be a form of marriage clearly not on par with heterosexual marriage 
(Halvorsen 1998, Lutzen 1998). 
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Some theoretical and methodological insights are provided by studies that focus 

on GLB reactions in the aggregate. Halvorsen draws on Bourdieu's concept of habitus to 

help explain the ambivalent reactions of those in the Norwegian GLB community to the 

Registered Partnership act of 1993. The Act gives legal recognition and some legal 

benefits to same-sex couples but clearly separates and subordinates these partnerships to 

heterosexual marriage. Halvorsen suggests that the habitus (a set of dispositions that 

frames an individual's experiences and thoughts) of a dominated population (like GLBs) 

sets limits on what they ask for (Halvorsen 1998: 219). Halvorsen suggests that the 

habitus of GLBs in Norway could account for the lack of resistance of being limited to 

RPs, in that GLBs intuitively feel that fully equal marriage is not possible anyway 

(Halvorsen 1998: 219). Halvorsen's use of habitus as a form of internalized homophobia 

is useful in my examination of lesbian understandings of marriage, as it provides a model 

of understanding internalised homophobia on the part of GLBs themselves, a theme that 

appears in my data. In terms of historical methods, Lutzen's analysis of various GLB 

movements in Denmark delineates how the goals of these movements have changed from 

assimilation in the 1950s to radical separatists of the 1970s and subsequently to the recent 

movement to obtain marriage rights, thereby shifting back to more conservative, 

assimilationist policies in their pursuit of RPs (Lutzen 1998: 234-5). Thus, the notion of 

habitus and the historical method of analysis have proven useful as theoretical guidelines 

in examining the group reactions of GLBs in Denmark to the prospect of RPs as a form 

of same-sex marriage. 
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There are also empirical studies that examine GLB views of marriage (or 

marriage-like relationships like the RP) at the individual level. Whitacre documented 

through interviews some of the views of gay and lesbian couples who registered their 

partnerships in February of 1991 in San Francisco with the passing of Proposition K, the 

civic legislation that allowed them to register their partnership for basic health benefits as 

city employees (1992: 26). Their reactions to the public opposition to Proposition K were 

also documented in these interviews, giving valuable insight into how GLBs understood 

their exclusion from any legal recognition of their same-sex relationships up to that point. 

Recently Sarantakos noted that there is limited information about how cohabiting GLBs 

view legal recognition of their relationships (1998: 222). To address this lack of 

information, Sarantakos interviewed 316 same-sex couples (632 individuals) in Australia 

and New Zealand between 1995 and 1997 about their views of various forms of legal 

recognition (including the RP, legal marriage, and de facto forms) of their relationship, in 

order to ascertain what legal option respondents most desired and why (1998: 222-223). 

In another recent study, Oswald examines the experiences (and views) of GLBT (gay, 

lesbian, bisexual and transgendered) people (N=45) at family weddings using focus group 

data (Oswald 1998: 19). This study offers valuable insight into feelings of exclusion from 

marriage by GLBT people and into the views of marriage generally held by these 

individuals. The appearance of these studies suggests that the literature exploring GLB 

views of marriage is expanding, and their results are valuable for the comparisons that 

can be made with results from my study. 
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While the above empirical studies of GLB views of marriage are very valuable in 

terms of their findings, less is learned from them in terms of theory. Whitacre's work is 

not framed by any particular theory, as it is a work driven by personal interest that mainly 

focuses on the history and outcomes of Proposition K2. Sarantakos's work also does not 

follow an explicit theoretical framework, and is a practical response to legal changes 

affecting GLB relationships in many countries (1998: 222). In contrast, Oswald grounds 

her study in feminist theory, with the explicit aim to study how her participants 

experienced oppression due to heterosexism at weddings, and to find ways to overcome 

that oppression (Oswald 1998: 5). Oswald's use of feminist theory is helpful in that it 

explicitly examines power differentials between GLBT people and heterosexuals and 

provides insight into how such power differentials affect how GLBT people view 

marriage. 

While social scientific research into the views of GLBs regarding marriage is not 

yet abundant, there is no shortage of movement literature about GLB views of marriage 

and the prospect of same-sex marriage. This type of literature is helpful in delineating 

common discourses of marriage among GLB activists. Much of the writing addresses 

debates that occur within the GLB community about the prospects and desirability of an 

equal form of marriage for GLBs. Exploring the debate within the GLB community adds 

a dimension of variability left relatively unexplored in the academic literature, which 

tends to focus on the debates between GLB and heterosexual groups, and to present GLB 

2 In fact, Whitacre (a professional photographer) noted that her study of Proposition K was sparked by her 
photographing the first couples, both GLB and heterosexual, to register as partners. From those 
photographs came the incentive to interview couples and to study the ten year history of Proposition K 
(Whitacre 1992: 11). 
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views as unified and positive to same-sex marriage (e.g. Halvorsen 1998, Bech 1992). 

Variation within GLB groups in both of these studies is only mentioned in passing, and 

anti-marriage sentiment among GLBs is qualified as being the views of only a few GLBs 

(Halvorsen 1998: 220; Bech 1992: 136). The insights available from debates within GLB 

literature are explored for their utility in this study. 

Andrew Sullivan's book Same Sex Marriage: Pro and Con (1997) presents the 

issue of same-sex marriage in terms of debates between the political left and right in the 

United States. This book is quite thorough in representing a variety of viewpoints about 

same-sex marriage and is valuable in that it includes a significant amount of the debates 

that occur within the GLB community about the prospects and desirability of same-sex 

marriage. While the debate surrounding same-sex marriage between the GLB and 

heterosexual groups can often be effectively divided along an axis of political right and 

left, this is not so easily defined within the GLB community itself. This is due to the fact 

that there is no strong argument presented by GLBs from the right of the political 

spectrum that discourages the pursuit of same-sex marriage. Criticism of same-sex 

marriage from a conservative perspective came only from heterosexual critics rather than 

homosexual ones. 

A more useful way of organizing the arguments presented in the intra-community 

debate by GLB writers is to do so around a dividing axis between radicalizing ideas and 

mainstreaming (also called assimilationist) ideas about marriage. Radicalizing ideas are 

generally those that challenge and encourage examination of ideas beyond their 

traditional understanding to include new possibilities. Radical views may be either 
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positive or negative toward the prospect of same-sex marriage. Radical pro-marriage 

GLB views see same-sex marriage as potentially promoting fundamental, positive social 

change in the institution of marriage and also for society as a whole (e.g. Graff 1996 in 

Sullivan 1997). Radical anti-marriage GLB views see the fight for same-sex marriage as 

less worthy than fighting for the recognition and support of a variety of relationships (not 

just sexual or committed relationships), thus changing the emphasis society places on the 

marital relationship as the only relationship worthy of support (e.g. Ettelbrick 1989 in 

Sullivan 1997; Polikoff 1994; Browning 1996 in Sullivan 1997). Mainstreaming views of 

marriage are by default positive toward marriage, and tend to see the fight for same-sex 

marriage either in terms of GLBs gaining equality as citizens through securing the same 

rights and privileges granted to heterosexual married couples in our society (e.g. Wolfson 

1994; Dean 1994) or as a way of promoting stability in relationships in the gay 

community (e.g. Wolfson 1994; Sullivan 1995 in Sullivan 1997). The radical/mainstream 

continuum offers a better picture of the intra-community debate, as it presents the exact 

issues of concern to GLBs about marriage, and does not assume as does a left/right split 

that an argument for the status quo of heterosexual privilege exists in these debates. 

Hequembourg and Arditi (1999) examined the theoretical tension in the writings of 

various GLB authors between radical and assimilationist ideas regarding the topic of 

same-sex marriage. However, this tension in GLB views about marriage does not appear 

to have ever been examined in a study from the perspective of GLB individuals. The 

radical/mainstreaming organizing principle is used in this study as a way to delineate 

some of the understandings given by lesbian respondents about marriage. 
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The literature reviewed so far has shown that a fair amount of knowledge has 

been produced about views of marriage by both heterosexual and GLB people. My study 

further enhances this body of knowledge in pursuing an empirical study of lesbian views 

of marriage at the individual level utilizing theoretical concepts from post-modern, 

modified post-modern, and feminist perspectives. 

Theoretical Framework 

Elements ofpost-modernism and modified post-modernism3 

As mentioned earlier, post-modern studies are valuable for the innovations they 

provide in thinking about social life and the way social research is conducted. Numerous 

authors have noted these contributions and how they have changed the nature of inquiry 

in the social sciences (e.g. Bevir 1999, Smith 1999, Gavey 1989). The most basic 

contribution of post-modern theory noted by these authors is a shift away from assuming 

the individual as the sole producer of knowledge, and instead assuming that knowledge is 

socially produced (Gavey 1989: 462; Brown 1998: 5; Bevir 1999: 347). This change in 

thinking is sometimes referred to as the decentering of the subject (Gavey 1989: 465; 

Smith 1999: 108). Post-modern theory also assumes that there is no objective truth 

(Gavey 1989: 462; Brown 1998: 5), and that knowledge about a topic is historically and 

culturally specific (Gavey 1989: 463; Bevir 1999: 356; Brown 1998: 13). Post-modern 

studies also usually assume that power is operating in the creation of knowledge, making 

some forms of knowledge more privileged than others (Gavey 1989: 464; Bevir 1999: 

349). These innovations allow for a study that assumes that marriage is socially 
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constructed rather than an objective truth or a purely subjective construction. As well, 

conceiving of marriage as a social construction opens up the possibility that there are 

multiple meanings of marriage. Furthermore, viewing marriage as a social construction 

allows for it to be conceived as a practice rooted in history and context rather than 

"timeless" or unchanging, and to be conceived as contested ground rather than 

universally accessible or unproblematic for all people4. 

Using a post-modern approach in my study requires an examination of 

discourse, power and agency. This study will adopt some assumptions about discourse 

from post-modern studies. Discourses will be understood as systems that produce 

meaning and knowledge about a given topic (marriage, in this case), recognizable as 

systems of statements that cohere around common meanings and values (Elizabeth 2000: 

89; Gavey 1989: 464). Following Gavey, it will be assumed that discourses about 

marriage are mainly social products, rather than products of individuals (Gavey 1989: 

464). It will also be recognised that discourses about marriage are many and varied, 

allowing for the possibility that there will be contradictory discourses about this topic 

(following Gavey 1989: 464; Lawes 1999: 3; Brown 1998: 12). It is also assumed that 

discourses about marriage are historically and culturally specific, and delineate what it is 

possible to know at any given time and place about marriage (Brown 1998: 12; Gavey 

3 Modified post-modernism is the term I use to describe theories that maintain many of the important tenets 
of post-modernism (especially the influence of discourse) but have adjusted it to include a sense of agency 
in the individual. 

4 Similarly, Brown outlined the benefits of using a post-modern theory framework in her work on marriage. 
The benefits she mentioned included the ability to look at the operation of power in social constructions of 
marriage and a breaking away from humanistic assumptions about marriage (Brown 1998: 21, 11). 
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1989: 464; Laird 2000: 455). This latter point about discourses is assumed to be 

influenced in good part by power, examined next. 

With regard to conceptualizing power, it will be assumed here as in Gavey's study 

that certain discourses about marriage will be granted privilege over others (1989: 464), 

and it will be assumed as in Elizabeth's study that discourses contain classificatory 

systems that allow for objects to be classified hierarchically (Elizabeth 2000: 91). Brown 

notes that there has been a tendency for powerful discourses in Western society to pose 

dichotomies of concepts that allow for easy recognition of categories as opposites and the 

recognition of the goodness of one over the other (1998: 40). Powerful discourses also 

often appear as "common sense" notions about a given topic that people generally do not 

question (Gavey 1989: 464; Brown 1998: 4). As noted by Elizabeth, powerful discourses 

influence "the range and meanings of the subject positions made available in any social 

context" (2000: 90). All of these outline the ways in which power influences "what it is 

possible to know" through discourse. 

Agency is a complicated matter in post-modern studies. In fact, post-modern 

studies tend to use the concept of subjectivity rather than agency. Subjectivity has a very 

specific meaning in post-modern theory. Subjectivity is defined by Gavey as the 

conscious and unconscious thoughts and emotions of individuals, including a sense of 

self and ways of understanding oneself in relation to the world (Gavey 1989: 465). It is 

further assumed by many post-modern writers that discourse constitutes an individual's 

subjectivity as defined above (e.g. Gavey 1989, Brown 1998, Elizabeth 2000). As 

subjects (individuals subjected by discourse), we make sense of ourselves as social 



beings through subject positions made available by discourse, which as already 

mentioned, delineate categories by which we come to know ourselves and others 

(Elizabeth 2000: 90). A sense of the individual outside of discourse (and thus 

subjectivity) in post-modern theory is vague. Brown notes that individuals and subjects 

are not the same thing—individuals "exist outside of discourse," but it is only as subjects 

that we can make sense of ourselves and others (Brown 1998: 14). However, no 

explanation or indication of what an individual is outside of their subjectivity is given. 

Post-modern writers typically focus on the individual's subjectivity (their thoughts and 

feelings as constituted by discourse) rather than on other aspects of the individual, such 

as a consciousness independent of discourse. This makes sense, as it was mentioned 

earlier that post-modern theories are known for removing the primacy placed on the 

rationality of the individual. 

The notion of individual agency thus poses a problem for post-modern theory. 

Some writers (e.g. Smith 1999 and Bevir 1999) have noted that post-modern theory does 

not allow for local reasoning by individuals, as it is assumed that all consciousness, 

emotion and thought itself are discursively produced. Each of these authors notes in their 

own way that where liberal humanists place too much primacy on rational thought by 

individuals, post-modernists place too much emphasis on discourse and institutions. For 

both Smith and Bevir, post-modern theory's overemphasis on discourse and power leaves 

gaps in logic about social change and individual resistance. Smith asserts that in post

modern theory 

a new solipsism is created. It is no longer one which confounds reality 

with the perception of reality, a problem created by the Cartesian 
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individuation of the subject. Now it is a solipsism of discourse.. .trapping 

us in the paradox that nothing can be known which is not already 

known.. .there is no social process in which subjects thinking differently 

might seek to evaluate discourses relative to one another.. .[it] boxes us 

into a theorizing of knowledge that precludes the significance of inquiry 

and denies even the possibility of discovery (Smith 1999: 109). 

For Smith, post-modern theory eliminates the usefulness of inquiry because we will never 

learn anything new anyway (because consciousness is assumed to be constituted by 

discourse—we cannot discover what is already known), and the possibility of change 

because we cannot assert one viewpoint over another (there is no notion of objectivity in 

post-modern theory) (Smith 1999: 109). Bevir makes similar observations with regard to 

post-modern theory and the problem of accounting for individual agency and social 

change: 

[I]f the subject is a product of a regime of power, how can he act 

innovatively, and i f he cannot act innovatively, how can we explain 

changes within a regime of power?.. .if we reject all notions of objectivity, 

then on what grounds can we assert the superiority of our preferred 

theories and values (Bevir 1999: 357-8)? 

Thus, for Bevir, the post-modern assumption that rejects local reasoning on the part of 

individuals leaves gaps in explaining how social change is produced. In addition, he is 

concerned, like Smith, as to how individuals can evaluate values produced by discourses 

against each other if there is no allowance for rational thinking. 

Both Smith and Bevir suggest ways in which post-modern theory might be 

modified to allow for individual agency and a better explanation of social change while 

still accounting for the considerable influence of discourses in shaping social life. For 

Smith, it is (in the broadest sense) to view discourses as organizing principles of social 
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reality rather than as strictly constituting social reality (Smith 1999: 75). While 

discourses often shape and organize thoughts, beliefs, actions and feelings, there is for 

Smith still a sense-making process that individuals engage with discourse; people have 

dialogue with discourse and are constantly referring between what they sense and what 

the discourse in question is telling them to sense (Smith 1999: 125). This recasting of 

discourse as an organizer allows for individuals to actively locate their experiences as 

individuals within discourse rather than to assume that experience is strictly a product of 

discourse. Smith's concern is mainly with allowing for individual experience and 

evaluation of experience within discourse (Smith 1999: 74-75). Smith's view thus 

suggests that discourses are influential as organizers of social life, but that individuals 

still have some sense of consciousness and being outside of discourse, two principles that 

are borne in mind in this project. 

Bevir also proposes a modified post-modern theory that allows for a sense of local 

reasoning of subjects and a better explanation of social change. He suggests that several 

post-modern assumptions should remain intact, especially those that show that discourse, 

power and knowledge are very influential. He encourages keeping the post-modern 

assumption that historical contingencies and concepts (discourse) construct our world 

rather than pure reason, and a continued concern with and analysis of the ways in which 

"social influences operate on individuals, their actions, and the institutions they form 

even on occasions when the individuals seem to be making themselves" (Bevir 1999: 

359). For Bevir, history, culture and discourse continue to be influential in providing the 

backdrop against which beliefs are formed (ibid 358). However, Bevir recasts socially 
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constructed institutions (like marriage) from epistemes or regimes of power that are 

resistant to change by individual agency to "traditions," which might be influenced by 

human agency (ibid 358). Bevir assigns agency to individuals in that it is possible for 

individuals to have the ability to "act creatively for reasons that make sense to them" 

(Bevir 1999: 358). Bevir assumes indiyiduals can actively and rationally decide what 

beliefs to hold onto or to reject in light of the appearance of new beliefs, while he 

simultaneously recognizes that social forces such as discourse and power are influential 

in forming beliefs (1999: 358). These modifications are also considered in the theoretical 

framework for this study. 

Allowing for some local reasoning against a backdrop of tradition puts a new 

spin on the notion of resistance in post-modern studies. To do this, however, requires a 

brief look at resistance as it is portrayed by post-modern theory. Post-modern theory 

assumes that resistance (including the use of alternate discourses) occurs in systems of 

power. Both Foucault (1978: 101) and Elizabeth (2000: 90) outline how dominant 

discourses can be countered by other discourses or how the language of a dominant 

discourse can be reversed on itself to the advantage of the oppressed user5. However, 

post-modern theory does not really state why the use of alternate discourses occurs in the 

first place. Bevir notes that Foucault's genealogies describe the process by which new 

subject positions come to be authoritative when used in powerful contexts (such as by 

professionals and experts), but Foucault's genealogies do not account for the motive of 

those professionals to adopt that particular new subject position in the first place (Bevir 

5 Detailed explanations of these forms of resistance are discussed in Chapter Three. 
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1999: 357). In keeping the post-modern tradition of rejection of individual consciousness, 

Gavey suggests that while individuals have "choice" in selecting different subject 

positions, they do not choose alternate positions rationally (1989:464). Rather, it is 

discourses battling for the subjectivity of the individual (ibid), clearly putting emphasis 

on discourses as the active agent. Thusi "agency" and resistance for Gavey is individuals 

choosing alternate discourses that already exist. This gives the appearance that alternate 

discourses (and thus resistance) are always preformulated and are simply waiting for the 

right situation so they can jump in and be used. Individuals are not assumed to be active 

in creating new discourses or new subject positions for Gavey. 

Studying resistance could end at studying the situations where resistance occurs 

and outlining how power appears to be operating to invoke the use of a particular form of 

resistance, as Foucault suggests (Foucault 1978: 101). However, Elizabeth, a post-

structuralist, suggests an alternative that makes agency possible in resistance. Elizabeth 

grants the possibility that individuals, acting alone or in groups, can manipulate 

particularly useful pieces of disparate discourses (called signifiers) and bring them 

together to form new discourses and new subjectivities (ironically, she mentions this a 

paragraph after she says that discourses compete for a subject's attention, apparently 

denying the consciousness of the individual) (Elizabeth 2000: 91). Elizabeth does not 

provide a motive for this form of resistance on the part of individuals—it just seems to be 

something they "can do." In this study, I am going to assume that individuals can form 

new discourses by using signifiers and recombining them, but I am also going to go out 

on a limb and suggest, following Bevir, that individuals might have a reason for picking 



25 

and choosing certain elements of disparate discourses to create new discourses to "make 

sense" of marriage in ways that better suit them. Rather than assuming that discourses of 

resistance are automatically and necessarily pre-formulated by the terms of the offending 

discourse that forces a particular kind of resistance by virtue of the language used (though 

it is possible that many forms of resistance are), I will assume the possibility of creativity 

on the part of the respondent as someone capable of actively choosing the elements of 

particular discourses that she wants to keep, the ones she wants to reject, or even the 

manner in which she rejects (she may actively choose to resist through a counterdiscourse 

or a reversal). This is more helpful than viewing resistance as random or unmotivated, 

and will give an idea of how lesbians can potentially change marriage by examining what 

elements of marriage they choose to keep and what they choose to reject. 

Elements of Feminist Theory 

Elements of post-modern theory have been successfully blended with elements of 

feminist inquiry to produce post-modern feminist studies (e.g. Brown 1998; Gavey 1989). 

Feminist theory, when combined with post-modern theory, concerns itself mainly with 

how gender is constituted and experienced (Flax 1990:40). In studying gender in this 

way, feminists attempt to gain "a critical distance on existing gender arrangements... 

[that] can help clear a space in which reevaluating and altering our existing gender 

arrangements may become more possible (ibid)." In other words, the concern is not only 

in examining the constitution and experience of gender (and sexualities), but also, like the 

more materialist schools of feminist thought, with how the current order might be 

actively changed with awareness and political action. In this study, a feminist post-
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modern concern with women's everyday experiences of oppression and how those 

experiences are shaped by exclusionary discourses will be adopted (following Brown 

1998:15). However, I will also be watching for instances of agency in the everyday lives 

of these women. In outlining instances of active resistance by lesbians in their everyday 

lives, and in highlighting instances of everyday oppression and how discourse shapes 

these instances, I hope to promote change in the current order that oppresses these 

women. 

Literature Revisited 

Given that this project examines the use of discourse by lesbian respondents to 

provide their understandings of marriage, it is necessary to first develop a good 

understanding of both dominant and alternate discourses and ideas about marriage that 

are already in the literature, as these themes often appear in my data. Some of the more 

common themes that appear in the literature reviewed for this project include: couple 

"togetherness'Vcompanionship (Parker 2000:3; Kaslow and Robison 1996: 155; Sillars et 

al 1987: 506), commitment in terms of legality, emotion and/or sexual fidelity, (Parker 

2000: 3, 5; Kaslow and Robison 1996: 155) love (Kaslow and Robison 1996: 156), 

romance (Kaslow and Robison 1996: 156; Sillars et al. 1987: 506), tradition (Parker 

2000: 3), children/family as part of marriage (Parker 2000:3; Kaslow and Robison 1996: 

155), the public nature of the wedding ceremony (Parker 2000:3), preference of marriage 

over cohabitation (Parker 2000: 4), religion as part of marriage (Kaslow and Robison 

1996: 155) and marriage as a way of achieving individual fulfilment (Parker 2000: 4; 

Kaslow and Robison 1996: 154). Many of these themes are prominent in my research. 
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More coherent sets of discourses surrounding marriage are discussed by several 

authors. Using discourse analysis, Lawes's study (1999) produced two repertoires that 

people use to talk about marriage: the "romantic" and the "realistic" repertoires, where 

distinctions are drawn between what marriage is "in theory" (i.e. about love, romance, 

permanence and fidelity) and marriage^ as it "actually happens" (i.e. lack of permanence, 

"staying together for the children," a source of stress, and infidelity (Lawes 1999:6, 10). 

Sillars et al. (1987) identify three general sets of themes in their study of marital 

conversations: 1) communal themes, where marriage is seen as the product of joint 

qualities of the couple, including togetherness, cooperation, communication, 

romanticism, and interdependence, 2) individual themes, where marriage is seen as the 

product of two separate identities, including individuality, separateness and fulfilling 

given (or traditional) roles and 3) impersonal themes, where marriage is seen as the 

product of factors seen as being beyond the control of the couple, including the impact of 

normative views on marriage, gender, God/religion, conflict as an inherent part of 

marriage, and the effects of work and stress (Sillars et al. 1987: 507). D'Emilio and 

Freedman (1988) demonstrate the value of historical studies of marriage when they 

present an historical analysis of the gradually changing perception of marriage in the 

1920s from concern with "[d]uty, moral character, personal sacrifice and spiritual union" 

in marriage to a form of "companionate marriage," concerned with egalitarianism and the 

emotional compatibility of husband and wife (D'emilio and Freedman 1988: 265-66). 

Themes from both the older and newer views of marriage are evident in the literature 

reviewed for this project, and also appear in my research. 
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An examination of "alternate" discourses regarding marriage is also helpful. 

Edin's study (2000) of views of marriage by poor, single mothers introduces a previously 

unmentioned notion of marriage as a way to "gain respectability" and to increase class 

standing (Edin 2000: 120). The notion of respectability also appears in my study, but for 

different reasons (lesbians thought marriage would help to have their relationships 

recognised as being as respectable as any heterosexual marriage). Elizabeth's study of 

cohabitation shows how respondents assign moral superiority to cohabitation over 

marriage, stating that marriage produces inequality between partners by reinforcing 

stereotypical gender roles, stagnates personal growth and is a site of government 

regulation of relationships (Elizabeth 2000: 94-96). Discourses about the superiority of 

cohabitation over marriage provide an accessible alternative that lesbians can draw on to 

talk about their relationships, and is a theme that appears in this study. 

Feminist discourses that critique marriage also provide an alternative set of 

discursive resources that lesbians draw on to discuss their understandings of marriage. 

Feminist discourses about marriage are not uniform, and a variety of feminist critiques 

exist, ranging from liberal feminist critiques of marriage (e.g. Bergoffen 1999) to radical 

feminist critiques (e.g. Ettelbrick 1989, Polikoff 1993). Both approaches place emphasis 

on the patriarchal structure of marriage as problematic for women. Bergoffen poses the 

patriarchal nature of marriage in moral and ethical terms, stating that feminists have 

".. .declared that it is immoral to treat married women as property and unjust to position 

the wife as subject to the husband (1999: 1)" and for these reasons have abandoned 

marriage as an institution. However, Bergoffen sees hope in reclaiming the institution of 
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marriage by feminists, in that they may claim that the "real" meaning of marriage as an 

ethical and erotic relationship between interdependent equals that has been "perverted" 

by patriarchy (1999: 1). In claiming to know its "true nature," some feminists see hope in 

returning marriage to a form women can participate in as equals with men. Though not 

used in a specifically liberal feminist framework, some of the lesbians in this study draw 

on knowing the "true" nature of marriage in order to claim it for themselves. 

The women in this study often use radical feminist critiques of marriage. Radical 

feminists also focus on the patriarchal elements of marriage as problematic, especially in 

terms of women being seen as property within patriarchal systems. Ettelbrick states that 

marriage, as an institution "steeped in a patriarchal system that looks to ownership, 

property, and dominance of men over women as its basis," has "long been the focus the 

radical-feminist revulsion (1989 in Sullivan 1996: 119)." Radical feminist literature is 

less likely to see marriage as an institution capable of change. Some radical feminists see 

the pursuit of any form of marriage, including same-sex marriage, as an endorsement of 

patriarchal marriage. Polikoffasserts that unless GLBs enter the institution of marriage 

with the intent of radically changing it, they are simply endorsing the current institution 

of marriage, complete with gender roles that subvert women (1993: 1541). Similar 

arguments appear in this study. Feminist critiques, whether liberal or radical, are a 

powerful alternative discourse that lesbians use to critique or reclaim marriage in the 

interviews. 

Then, of course, there are GLB discourses regarding marriage. Some common 

themes that appear in the GLB literature that are positive toward marriage are: the desire 
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to gain equal recognition and acceptance (legally, socially or morally) of long-term 

sexual relationships as that granted to heterosexuals (Wolfson 1996 in Sullivan 1997), to 

transform the institution of marriage (Graff 1996 in Sullivan 1997), and the right to 

various forms of legal protection via marriage (Wolfson 1996 in Sullivan 1997). 

Common themes against marriage from the GLB community include the perceived threat 

by marriage to a distinct GLB identity (Lutzen 1998; Ettelbrick 1989 in Sullivan 1997; 

Halvorsen 1998), a desire to protect alternate sexual lifestyles within GLB culture 

(Browning 1996; Lutzen 1998; Ettelbrick 1989 in Sullivan 1997), and the desire to foster 

the economic support of other forms of domestic (non-sexual) relationships (Ettelbrick 

1989 in Sullivan 1997). As mentioned earlier, it is helpful to view these discourses along 

an axis of "mainstreaming" or "radicalizing" discourses, bearing in mind that marriage 

may be viewed favourably or unfavourably in each. Many of these themes also appear in 

my study. 

Having located this study of lesbian understandings in the literature, delineated 

the theoretical framework that is followed, and outlined some of the discourses and ideas 

about marriage addressed in the marriage literature, attention can now be turned to the 

methods of research. 
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Chapter Three 

Methods 

Sampling and Participant Characteristics 

Types of understandings and discourses about marriage, rather than particular 

types of lesbians, were the main ontological units of interest in this study.1 Given that my 

original research questions focus on understandings of marriage and exclusion from 

marriage, the discursive resources about marriage available to lesbians and how those 

discourses are used and manipulated, my sampling strategy concentrated mainly on 

securing a range of understandings and discourses about marriage, and less on sampling 

for particular types of lesbians. However, in order to ensure that certain GLB discourses 

were included in this study, particularly those that dealt with mainstreaming and 

radicalizing views within GLB discourses about marriage, I purposely sought individuals 

known to be "radical" or "feminist" or "pro-marriage" by networking through friends and 

acquaintances2. However, in most interviews, respondents drew on a wide variety of 

discourses anyway, including popular and GLB (and within GLB discourse, mainstream 

and radical discourse), though some used some forms of discourse more than others. 

Thus, my sampling strategy focused more on types of discourse than types of lesbians, 

1 The personal experiences of lesbians of their exclusion from marriage was also an ontological unit of 
interest that was examined, but not specifically sampled for. 

2 A number of alternative sampling strategies might have been employed to ensure that a variety of 
discourses would be used. For example, I could have sampled for discourses about marriage and children 
by purposely speaking to lesbians who had children in addition to those without children. Or my theoretical 
sampling of discourses about marriage could have involved purposely speaking to lesbians who already 
considered themselves married in addition to lesbians who did not share this view. 
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was a form of purposive sampling in that I was looking to secure a broad range of 

responses with regard to marriage (including mainstreaming and radicalizing views), and 

a form of theoretical sampling in that I am sampling in a way that allows me to build on 

theory about lesbian views of marriage, rather than attempting to actually or literally 

represent the views of lesbians in Calgary (Mason 1996: 92). 

I conceptually defined my population as women who have chosen to adopt a 

lesbian identity and live in Calgary, and operationalized my sample by relying on their 

self-identifying at the beginning of the interview as lesbian and a resident of Calgary3. 

In order to obtain a broad variety of discourses about marriage, both popular and 

"political," I placed recruitment posters in a variety of settings. Posters were placed in 

nine locations frequented by lesbians: Grabbajabba on 17th Avenue SW, Rooks' Beanery 

and Bar, Moneypennies (restaurant), the Gay and Lesbian Community Services 

Association (GLCSA), Gay, Lesbian and Bisexual Academic Students and Staff 

(GLASS) at U of C, the Alberta College of Art and Design (ACAD), the PrideStore, A 

Woman's Place Bookstore, and the Lesbian Mothers' Support Society. As well, a friend 

volunteered to pass on a recruitment poster to a women's hockey team known to have 

lesbian women playing on it. I had made several attempts to contact the Metropolitan 

Community Church (MCC) a gay-positive church in Calgary, but my attempts to 

communicate were unfortunately not productive4.1 also "spread the word" about my 

study among my friends and colleagues, and many were more than happy to put me in 

3 Based on these criteria, one respondent's interview (Oil) was not used in this study, as she declined to 
self-identify as lesbian, and I did not want to impose this identity on her. 
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touch with people interested in participating or simply just wanting to obtain more 

information. 

A total of two people responded to my poster (013 and 015), and one had heard 

about the study from a friend, but also claimed to have seen my poster (014). The 

remainder of respondents came from my network of contacts that I started to establish 

after weeks went by with no response to my posters. Ironically, I would often check the 

status of the posters, and in several instances, most of the numbers were taken. This 

suggests that many women were interested in the study, but for whatever reason chose 

not to contact me. In the end, the vast majority of my respondents were snowballed from 

my network of contacts, for mainly practical reasons. Given that my sampling strategy 

was for obtaining types of discourses and not types of people per se, and given the 

practical difficulties in sampling from the lesbian population (whose exact parameters in 

Calgary are not known), snowballing was an appropriate and practical method of 

sampling for this particular study (Mason 1996: 103). 

A total of sixteen women agreed to conduct interviews with me. However, I did 

not use one respondent's interview (Oil) because she specifically declined to self-

identify as lesbian, and I did not feel it was my place to impose a lesbian identity on her. 

The remaining fifteen respondents self-identified as lesbian and as residents of Calgary, 

and their interviews form the basis of this study. The ages of the respondents ranged from 

nineteen to mid-forties, providing a broad range of experiences dealing with both 

4 My phone messages were not answered, and emails were bounced back to me saying the address had 
expired. I tried to attend regularly scheduled services, but both times there was no service. However, in the 
end, several respondents used religious discourse to express their understanding of both marriage and 
exclusion from marriage. 
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lesbianism and marriage and/or weddings. Respondents were white (with the exception of 

one who self-identified as Latina). Other demographic details became apparent during the 

interviews. Education levels ranged from technical diplomas to the Ph.D. level, and 

occupations that were revealed included white collar positions, service industry positions, 

and student statuses. A number of respondents revealed that they had come from religious 

backgrounds, which included Catholic, Baptist, and Mormon. Finally, some had indicated 

that they were not lifelong residents of Alberta, but had moved here at some point in their 

lives from other provinces or nations. 

I decided to stop integrating cases after fifteen usable interviews. I saw that 

discourses, understandings and experiences began to repeat across cases and I was not 

learning anything new. Flick suggests that it is safe to stop sampling when nothing new 

emerges or when the researcher can no longer expand on theoretical categories (1998: 

66). After fifteen interviews, use of discourses and even individual experiences began to 

repeat, and I felt that I had enough data to make meaningful and fairly comprehensive 

analyses. I have managed to expand on radical and mainstreaming views, and some 

common views of marriage as well (for example, some ideas around commitment, what it 

means to be a couple, the role of romance in marriage, etc). With the material I gathered, 

I have fleshed out existing findings and have proposed some new findings. 

Gathering Data through Interviews 

Active Interviewing and Episodic Interviewing 

Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were used to gather data. The format of the 

interview combined the assumptions and the characteristics of both active interviewing 
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and episodic interviewing so that my questions about both the role of discourses in 

lesbians' understandings of marriage and the impact of exclusion from marriage in the 

everyday lives of lesbians could be answered. 

Active interviewing assumes that both the respondent and the researcher are 

active in the interview process, and that the interview is a forum where meaning is 

created in situ by both the respondent and the researcher (Holstein and Gubrium 1997: 

114). This assumption not only allows for the examination of the process of how 

discourses are used throughout the interview by lesbians, it also incites me as the 

researcher to be reflexive about my role in the interview and how I have also used 

discourse about marriage or lesbianism to participate in the interview. Examining how I 

am a part of the interview adds validity to the study, as I am not simply excusing my role 

away under the guise of objectivity and passivity, but am assuming that I am accountable 

for my role in this study. Not only is active interviewing focused on the process of the 

interview (the interaction between respondent and researcher), it is also concerned with 

the substance of the interview, that is, with what is said and what resources are used, in 

order to help answer research questions (Holstein and Gubrium 1997: 115), in this case 

about the consequences of lesbians' exclusion from marriage and how these manifest in 

talk about marriage and retelling of experiences related to marriage. In summary, active 

interviewing is useful for studying the substance of what is said (what discursive 

resources are used) and the process of using those discourses in the interviews, as well as 

inciting the reflexivity of the researcher in the process. 
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Episodic interviewing assumes that a subject's knowledge about a given topic is 

remembered in both narrative-episodic and semantic forms (Flick 1998: 106). Narrative-

episodic forms of knowledge are derived from specific personal experiences related to the 

topic in question, while semantic knowledge is a more abstract, generalized form of 

knowledge about a given topic (ibid). Episodic interviewing as a method assumes that 

both types of knowledge are accessible. Everyday knowledge is accessible through 

asking questions that solicit the re-telling of specific life incidents that relate to the topic 

at hand (narrative-episodic questions), and semantic knowledge is accessible through 

asking pointed questions that require the use of more generalized, abstract knowledge, as 

in producing subjective definitions or relating various abstract concepts about a topic to 

each other (ibid). In this study I use narrative-episodic questions to obtain lesbians' 

everyday knowledge about marriage and marriage-related events (like weddings) as they 

have experienced these and pointed questions to examine how they use various forms of 

generalized knowledge about marriage (discourse) to talk with me about marriage in the 

interviews. Both types of questioning are helpful in providing useful material for 

answering my research questions, which include asking about the everyday impact of 

exclusion and more generally what discursive resources are used to talk about marriage. 

The format of the interview schedule and the execution of the interviews reflect 

recommendations by Holstein and Gubrium (1997) for active interviewing and Flick 

(1998) for episodic interviewing. Often their recommendations overlapped. Respondents 

were asked for their subjective definitions of various concepts relating to marriage (Flick 

1998: 108), the most obvious in this case being a definition of marriage, asked at the start 
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of the interview. Throughout the interviews, respondents were invited to explore 

alternative viewpoints, to speculate on particular issues relevant to marriage and 

exclusion from marriage, and to relate together several concepts or issues raised during 

the course of the interview, as suggested by both sets of authors (Holstein and Gubrium 

1997: 123; Flick 1998: 108). Respondents were probed on answers that struck me as 

interesting or in need of further development (following both Holstein and Gubrium 

1998: 123 and Flick 1998: 111). As well, respondents were asked narrative-type 

questions regarding specific incidences ("episodes") of their lives that related to marriage 

and their lesbianism, such as attending weddings or the coming out process as it related to 

marriage (following Flick 1998:107 and Holstein and Gubrium 1997: 123). 

Following Mason's suggestion, the interviews began with general questions (the 

first question always being "what is marriage?" or "what does marriage mean to you?") 

and moved toward the more specific, pointed questions, such as questions about why they 

thought lesbians were excluded from marriage, or the episodic questions. The order of the 

questions about exclusion and the episodic questions were alternated to see where the 

questions best fit. About midway through the cases, I found that leaving the episodic 

questions nearer to the end worked best, as it gave respondents a chance to get a feel for 

the flow of the interview and to develop a certain level of comfort and trust in talking to 

me. The final interview schedule is displayed in Appendix A. However, this is not to say 

that this particular order was always followed; when opportunities to pursue a particular 

line of questioning conveniently arose, they were taken so as not to break the flow of the 

interview. As well, respondents often answered my questions without my having to ask 
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them. Overall, this interview schedule provided both for structure and flexibility in the 

interview process. 

The interview process 

Arrangements to meet were made via email and/or phone calls. Interviews were 

conducted in respondents' homes, my home, in an office or room at the University 

arranged by the sociology department, or in a mutually chosen public location in the city. 

Interview times ranged from 45 minutes to two hours. 

Interviews typically began with me going over the informed consent form with 

the respondent (see Appendix B). I provided respondents with contact information, took 

down any of their requests to see their transcript or to have a summary of the results 

provided to them, and provided information on lesbian-friendly counselling in case they 

desired counselling because of a sensitive or troubling issue raised in the interview. They 

were reminded that the interviews would be tape-recorded with their permission (all 

agreed) and were offered the option of having the tape given to them after transcription 

so they could destroy it themselves (no one felt this necessary). Then, if I had not done 

so already, I disclosed my identity to them as lesbian and told them about my interests in 

the project, anticipating that this self-disclosure would increase their comfort in talking to 

me openly about their views of marriage. After addressing these concerns, the interviews 

began, and were tape-recorded in full. 

While conducting the interviews I was careful to mirror some of the participants' 

responses back to them to ensure I was not completely misinterpreting their meaning. 

Where it was needed, I repeated their answers back to them and either asked them to 
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elaborate, or I gave an interpretation of their answer, which they could then agree with or 

dispute. This is reflective of Holstein and Gubrium's assertion that interviews are a 

collaborative experience of meaning making between interviewer and respondent (1997: 

114). Respondents took the effort to correct me when I was "not quite getting it right." 

Following is an example of clarification from my interview with Peggy: 

SUE: Okay. Uh, so, you saw—you saw—the first thing that struck you 

about marriage was the legal part of it. So, for you the legality of a 

marriage would be 

P E G G Y : No, those were not in...weighted order. 

SUE: [overlapping]Okay uh, but one of the things 

P E G G Y : [overlapping] it's j u s t — i t — i t was one of the most easily 

dispensed with 

SUE: Right, okay 

P E G G Y : Uh, most easily described. 

Peggy thus made sure I was aware that the legality of marriage was important to her, but 

not to assume that for her it was the most important aspect of marriage. For the most part, 

respondents seemed willing to clarify their meaning when they felt I was not 

understanding them. 

Preliminary Data Analysis 

During the interviewing phase of my project I took the opportunity to be reflexive 

about my data and the research process as it was happening. I kept a running record of 

my research in a series of coiled notebooks that acted as a sort of research diary (a total of 

four). They contained notes from meetings with my supervisor, calendars used to 

schedule interviews, fieldnotes that I had made to myself after each interview about each 

respondent, some rudimentary analysis of themes that I had made while listening to my 

interview tapes, and my thoughts and fears about the project as they came to me. I now 
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reflexive. 

Writing some fieldnotes after each interview proved useful in a number of ways. I 

usually noted any demographic information that came up during the interviews or that I 

felt worthy of mentioning while it was still fresh in my mind (respondents were not 

usually asked for demographic information about themselves directly), resulting in a brief 

case history of each respondent. More importantly, I noted things that stood out to me 

about the interview or the respondent, where I needed to improve in my interviewing 

technique, things I felt I did right, noted how the question order I used worked, and what 

questions were especially productive or unproductive. 

I listened to the interview tapes at least once and took notes as a prelude to 

transcription. Again, I noted anything that struck me as important or unusual, and noted 

themes that repeated across cases. Some of these early themes became the basis of 

analysis. I also watched for the ways I was active in the interview and tried to consider 

how our interaction might have produced certain answers. 

The process of transcription was also helpful as a form of preliminary analysis. 

By now material was more familiar, since I had listened to the tapes once already. 

Transcription allowed for a very detailed examination of the words and phrases being 

used by both myself and the respondent, and from this careful examination more themes 

became apparent to me, and these were noted right in the transcripts in text boxes or 

electronic comments. I transcribed tapes fully, including long pauses, botched wording 

and laughter to keep as much of the nuance as possible in case it would prove important. I 
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transcribed ten out of the fifteen interviews I used myself, and hired out for the 

transcription of the remainder, in order to save time. Though full transcription was a 

lengthy process, it did help me to become thoroughly knowledgeable of my data and the 

flow of the interviews. 

Coding of Data and Data Analysis 

The next stage of processing the data consisted of me first repeatedly reading and 

coding my transcripts, both for themes that appeared in my preliminary analysis and for 

themes about marriage that appeared in the literature. I coded with themes from the 

research literature about marriage in mind anticipating that it would help me to organize 

pieces of text around common assumptions people make about marriage, making future 

analysis easier. If something struck me as important later in my readings (a new theme 

emerged), I went back and re-read and coded the other transcripts for that new theme. 

These cross-sectionally coded themes were flagged with colored Post-it® notes at first, 

according to how I thought they provided material that would help me answer each of my 

research questions5. To make these cross-sectional themes more accessible for 

subsequent analysis, I cut-and-pasted them from my electronic transcripts into separate, 

appropriately titled Microsoft Word® files, noting the respondent number and page. 

In addition to coding themes across cases, I paid attention to how these themes 

played out within interviews as a form of coding data for subsequent holistic analysis. 

51 had a total of six broad categories. Different colors were assigned to 1) an understanding of marriage 
according to popular theme (blue), 2) an understanding of marriage not seen in the literature (yellow), 3) an 
understanding of exclusion from marriage (pink), 4) use of GLB or feminist discourse (orange) 5) instances 
of everyday oppression (purple), 6) instances of individual agency or resistance (green). As specific themes 
under these broad categories began to accumulate and become too cumbersome to simply remember, it 
became apparent a new organization system was needed, which is where computer files came in. 
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This was an important type of coding for my analysis, considering that post-modern 

theory assumes that discourses about a given topic are many and often contradictory, and 

that subjects are never perfectly unified in their views (Elizabeth 2000: 90-91). I watched 

for how respondents treated a particular theme in relation to other themes that appeared in 

their interview, for any contradictory answers, for any justifications of changes they 

made to their answers and for instances where they appeared to be defying, manipulating 

or creating a particular point, all the while being careful to note my role in these as an 

active interviewer. These longer and more complex sequences were also cut-and-pasted 

into Microsoft Word® document files for future analysis. 

After coding themes and comparing them roughly across and within cases, a form 

of discourse analysis (DA) was used to examine the interplay between understandings 

and discourses in these chunks of text in particular ways. In the literature, forms of DA 

have been used by some researchers to identify particular discourses at work in the text 

being studied (and more broadly, in society) and to examine how discourses are actively 

used or resisted by subjects, keeping in mind how power relations might relate to the use 

of particular discourses (Elizabeth 2000: 94; Gavey 1989: 467, Brown 1998: 5)6. These 

uses of DA as a form of analysis fit my research questions, which include identifying 

what discursive resources lesbians use to talk about marriage, and how discourses about 

marriage are assimilated and modified by lesbians, a population in Canada that is denied 

access to a legal form of marriage. In my study, I used DA to identify particular types of 
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discourses at work in the text in order to examine how discourse provided "socially 

available" ideas about marriage in the responses given by the respondents, and also to 

examine how discourses about marriage were used or reformulated by the respondents to 

express their understandings of marriage. 

While the literature is clear about what DA does in theory, it is not specific in 

terms of how to actually carry out the analysis. Several authors of DA work suggest that 

there is no concrete protocol to performing the analysis (Potter and Wetherell 1994: 55; 

Wood and Kroger 1995: 88; Gavey 1989: 467). However, they do have some rough 

guidelines to follow in terms of identifying discourses, to identify how discourses are 

manipulated and general helpful hints, all of which I followed. As a prelude to identifying 

discourses, Wood and Kroger suggest coding data using codes derived from theory, other 

DA projects, or the research literature about a given topic (Wood and Kroger 1995: 87), 

which I had already done as described above. As a means of identifying discourses, 

authors of DA work suggest careful reading of the texts in question for consistent patterns 

of meaning (recognizable through repetitive idioms or metaphors), as well as for 

inconsistent or contradictory patterns of meaning (Lawes 1999: 5; Gavey 1989: 467; 

Wood and Kroger 1995: 88). Inconsistencies and contradiction are especially useful for 

distinguishing between two (or more) types of discourse that present very different 

subject positions or ways of constructing a topic.7 As well, various authors suggest 

6 Like these researchers, other DA researchers, such as Lawes (1999) and Wood and Kroger (1995) also 
seek to identify discourses (sometimes also referred to as interpretative repertoires). However, they differ 
from the first set of researchers mentioned in that they tend to focus on what "function" a particular 
repertoire serves against another repertoire (Lawes 1999: 5; Wood and Kroger 1995:88) without explicit 
reference to examining power and discourse within social institutions. 
7 Potter and Wetherell note the importance of inconsistency and contradiction (variability in discourse) as a 
lever for analysis, as it helps to identify features of construction (1994: 55). 
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reading the details of a given text closely to watch for what categories are being 

constructed and used by the speakers (Potter and Wetherell 1994: 58; Elizabeth 2000: 

93). This aids in fleshing out the possible categories included (or excluded) in a particular 

discourse, and for determining what categories are given privilege over others via that 

discourse. 

Suggestions for watching the ways in which individuals assimilate, manipulate or 

resist discourses are made explicit by Elizabeth. Subjects in her study resisted dominant 

discourses in one of three ways, which include reversing the language of dominant 

discourses, countering them with other discourses, or forming new discourses from two 

or more disparate discourses (2000: 91). A reversal of a discourse is noticeable in the 

ways speakers use the categories by which they are excluded by a particular discourse to 

their advantage (Elizabeth 2000: 91). A countering of discourse is recognizable in the 

way one discourse is pitted against another to contest the exclusion of a given category 

produced by a particular discourse (ibid 91). The creation of a new discourse (and thus a 

new subject position) from two or more disparate discourses is noticeable in the way 

important or useful strands of each discourse (called signifiers) are recombined into a 

new discourse (ibid) that presumably aids in resisting a powerful discourse. Finally, as 

generic suggestions for doing DA, authors suggest that it is a good idea to focus analysis 

by always keeping your research questions in mind when reading texts, and recommend 

reading other DA research projects to see how those authors approach their analysis of 

texts (Potter and Wetherell 1994: 62; Wood and Kroger 1995: 89). 
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I kept all of these suggestions in mind while analyzing coded sections of my 

transcripts for how my respondents used discourses about marriage. Having already 

coded the transcripts for themes found in generic and DA research literature about 

marriage and new themes I had not seen in the literature, and in following the advice 

about watching for repetitive languageand inconsistencies, I was readily able to identify 

and distinguish particular types of discourses being used by my respondents to express 

their understandings of marriage. As well, I watched for whether my respondents were 

using popular discourses identical to heterosexuals in past studies, or whether they 

changed or resisted them in some way, as in Elizabeth's study. When examining a piece 

of text that appeared to go against the grain of popular discourse, I asked what 

assumptions or categories were being challenged, even if those assumptions or categories 

were not directly spoken of, and asked myself in what way were they being challenged— 

i.e., whether discourses were being countered by other discourses, or reversed using the 

terms of the offending discourse to their advantage, or a new discourse was being created 

out of two (or more) clashing discourses. 

Finally, I also analysed my transcripts for the concrete ways in which exclusion 

from marriage appeared to impact the everyday lives of the respondents. Where it seemed 

appropriate, I tried to identify broader discourses at work in helping to create instances of 

exclusion, and for any forms of resistance to these exclusionary discourses by the 

respondents. 



Generalizability of Results 

Given that this study relies on theoretical and purposive sampling and that there 

are some issues around sampling of GLBs that have been noted in the literature, the 

generalizability of the results of data analysis will be addressed here. As already 

mentioned, my sampling strategy involves securing a range of discourses about marriage, 

both popular and GLB, and within GLB discourse both radical and mainstreaming views. 

These are theoretical tensions found in the literature and the results of this study should 

not be construed as an actual or literal representation of the views of all lesbians in 

Calgary, nor as the only way that views of marriage could have been studied; it was 

simply the best way for me to study them, given my knowledge of the literature and my 

theoretical interests. 

As well, Sell and Petrulio note that whatever the method of sampling in any study 

about GLBs, be it random or non-random, it is difficult to generalize results because of 

the special challenges of sampling this population. Such challenges include conceptually 

defining the population of interest and operationally defining GLB participants (1996: 

45). These are difficult given that many GLBs are "in the closet," making estimation of 

the parameters of this population difficult and that people who engage in same-sex 

relationships do not always identify as GLB, making operationalization difficult. As well, 

they warn that so little research has been done on GLB issues that results from studies 

that have been done are often generalized to larger GLB populations, "despite the intent 

or the ability of the article to do so (ibid 46)." To address these warnings, I 

conceptualized my population and operationalized it in a very specific manner, as 
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mentioned at the start of the chapter. Finally, I stress again that the findings of this study 

cannot be assumed to be representative of all lesbians in Calgary nor of lesbians in 

general. 

Special Ethical Considerations 

Given the sensitive nature of the respondents' identities as lesbians, special 

consideration has been paid to ethical concerns usually associated with qualitative 

projects. Confidentiality of the participants' identities has been facilitated by the use of 

pseudonyms or case numbers in the transcripts and the write-up of this project. 

Respondents were given the option before starting the interviews of choosing a 

pseudonym. Only two (Trish and Peggy) chose to do so. The remainder declined this 

offer and were subsequently kept as case numbers with the intention of reiterating the 

importance of confidentiality and avoiding potential misidentification of other lesbians in 

Calgary as being involved in this project when they were not.8 As another precautionary 

measure with regard to confidentiality, I have altered or omitted information within direct 

quotations that would facilitate identification of respondents. Respondents were given an 

informed consent form to sign and a copy to keep as a record of their participation and to 

have their rights as participants available to them in writing. Finally, participants were 

asked both before and after the interview for any concerns that they might have about any 

aspect of the project. 

The data and interpretations produced in this study have the potential to both 

empower or harm the GLB community. Empowerment may come from showing the 

8 The use of case numbers in lieu of pseudonyms should not be construed in any way as an effort to 
dehumanize the respondents. 
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impact exclusion has on the everyday lives of lesbians or through giving voice to their 

desire for the option to marry. Empowerment may also come from demonstrating that 

some lesbians do not feel they need a form of marriage that parallels the heterosexual 

institution. Conversely, certain data, particularly those which indicate that some lesbians 

do not want marriage, may be used against the fight for same-sex marriage as "proof of 

the unworthiness of lesbians to marry. I would first remind readers of the caveats I have 

already made about the generalizability of this study. As well, readers should note that 

the quotations presented in this study were produced in a particular context using specific 

interviewing techniques that encouraged respondents to examine alternate viewpoints. 

Finally, the analysis done in this study is a product of my own interpretations, produced 

by my own standpoint as a white, middle-class lesbian, and as a student of sociology. 

Overall, I feel satisfaction in knowing that this project aims to present a wide range of 

views within the lesbian community about a topical issue. It is my hope that the range of 

ideas presented in this study gives everyone who reads it an idea of the options they have 

in thinking about marriage. 
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Chapter Four 

Understanding Marriage1 

Introduction 

This chapter examines how lesbians use various types of discourse to discuss 

marriage, an institution they are currently barred from participating in fully. How lesbians 

use popular discourses is examined first, to determine the extent they are able to use such 

discourses, and if they are not (or do not want to use such discourses), to determine how 

they alter them to suit their needs. How lesbians use GLB discourse is examined in the 

second part of the chapter, with the intent of seeing how they use such discourses to talk 

about the implications of legalized same-sex marriage. 

Popular Discourses about Marriage 

This section shows the structure and range of responses dealing with popular 

discourses about marriage. At times, discourses appeared spontaneously in the interviews 

without my having to prompt the issue, while at other times, the use of such discourses 

was sparked by my probing them. It should be noted that the following sections and their 

organisation are based on my interpretations and sensitivity to the literature, and are not 

the only way this material could have been interpreted and organised. 

Many of the popular discourses found in the literature showed up in the 

interviews. As well, a number of new themes emerged. Often the new themes were 

responses to, or expansions of, the popular discourses about marriage from the literature, 



in that they dealt with the same topics but "reversed" the language used (reverse 

discourse)2, added new depth to popular discourses (expansion), or outright opposed the 

popular view (counterdiscourse)3. At other times, the respondents used the popular 

discourses just as heterosexual respondents did in other studies (identical use of 

discourse). The discourses, whether expected or emergent, often clustered themselves 

around broad categories found in the literature, which are investigated here. 

Commitment Discourses 

Many of the respondents used discourses about commitment in the interviews. A 

good portion of the respondents constructed commitment in an identical manner to 

heterosexual respondents in a number of empirical studies about marriage. That is, 

commitment was constructed by some of my respondents as an essential component of 

marriage, usually suggested monogamy, and was believed to last "a lifetime" (see also 

Parker 2000, Sillars et al. 1987, Lawes 1999, and Brown 1998). Sometimes commitment 

between partners was viewed as the key component of marriage, as demonstrated by 

Peggy's statement: "I think there's no point in having a marriage if there's no sense 

of commitment." The high level of commitment associated with marriage was viewed 

by at least six of my respondents as what makes marriage more "serious" than living 

1 "Marriage" in this work can mean either heterosexual marriage or a fully equal form of same-sex 
marriage. 
2 As a form of resistance, a reversal of discourse, according to Elizabeth, "entails a taking up, and a 
reversing, of the rules of contrast that are contained within a discourse in order to contest the meanings 
previously attributed to these distinctions" (2000: 91). 
3 Elizabeth defines a counterdiscourse as one that "constructs] new and distinctive subject positions and 
practices.(2000: 107) " I have chosen to use the word counterdiscourse in a more specific way, where it is 
not just new, but oppositional (counter) to popular discourse. For new subject positions that show new 
dimensions of an already well developed discourse and do not seem oppositional (just new) I have assigned 
the term "expanded" discourse. The formation of new discourses also appears in this chapter, where agents 
actively create new discourse by taking elements of disparate discourses (signifiers) and combining them to 
form a new subject position. Elizabeth simply calls this act "the formation of new discourses" (2000:91). 
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common-law, either in a heterosexual or a homosexual relationship. That marriage is 

considered more serious than common-law because of the greater amount of commitment 

assumed to be involved is also found in empirical studies of heterosexual respondents 

about marriage (e.g. Parker 2000: 4; Lawes 1999:7). 

At least four respondents (003, 008, 009, 015) asserted that commitment and 

marriage are not taken seriously enough by both heterosexuals and homosexuals. Several 

of the respondents were genuinely concerned that many people, whether homosexual or 

heterosexual, enter into marriage or a committed relationship "lightly" or "without really 

thinking about" what commitment "really" entails. 

[015]: So, umm, I'm not one to say let's just get married for the sake 

of getting married. 

SUE: Right. Do you think people maybe don't take marriage as 

seriously, like in general? 

[015]: Well obviously, I mean the divorce rate is high as far as that 

is. I mean there's no real law for gays and lesbians to get married, 

but I think, umm — I don't think people think long enough about the -

- the meaning of marriage. 

The very last phrase given by 015 is an interesting parallel to how older respondents in 

Parker's study viewed younger heterosexuals as not taking the commitment involved in 

marriage "seriously enough" (Parker 2000: 4). 015's latter phrase is also similar to views 

given by Lawes's respondents, who warned that one should not marry until they had 

given the matter "proper consideration" (Lawes 1999:8). Thus, the use of such discourse 

appears to be identical to heterosexual respondents. 

Of greater interest were the variations and responses to the familiar commitment 

discourse mentioned above. Four of the respondents (Trish, 003, Peggy, 015) reversed the 

language of the familiar commitment discourses by asserting that female-female couples 
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are even more committed than heterosexual or male-male couples, and used this 

argument to justify their positive positions toward desiring same-sex marriage. The 

reversal occurs such that speakers are still held accountable for commitment, but the 

categories of judgement are altered, from a heterosexual/homosexual dichotomy4 to a 

female/male dichotomy, which acts to place lesbians on top of a hierarchy of 

commitment. Typically, the argument that lesbians are naturally more marriage oriented 

was attributed to women being "naturally" more nurturing and interested in commitment 

in their relationships than men. 003's response is typical in outlining this argument: 

SUE: Why do you think lesbians as a population, as a group, would want 

to get married? 

[003]: [...] I think in general and maybe I'm just generalising people 

that I've known in my time, um, are...women tend to stay together 

longer 

SUE: 'kay. 

[003]: we tend t o — t o bond and want that more committed 

relationship, and so I — I think for many many women it would be a 

huge benefit, t o — t o have [marriage] 

Peggy's response also outlines this argument, specifically comparing lesbians to gay 

men: 

SUE: Okay, how compatible do you think are marriage and a lesbian 

identity? 

P E G G Y : [...] What kind of marriage, like...? 

SUE: Uh, marriage, as in a same-sex marriage? 

P E G G Y : Oh, okay—[marriage] and lesbian identity? Very 

compatible. 

SUE: Okay 

P E G G Y : I think, more compatible than a gay identity. 

SUE: Yeah 

P E G G Y : Yeah 

SUE: Any particular reason? 

4 In this dichotomy heterosexuals are portrayed as capable of long-term commitment through marriage and 
homosexuals incapable of such a commitment (Sullivan in Sullivan 1997:148). 
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PEGGY: Well, um [...] and I think—as I go back into the sort of 

essentialist closet that women are more prone to invest themselves in 

relationships as opposed to investing themselves in sexuality—er...uh, 

promiscuous sexuality 

It is interesting to note that Peggy realizes this argument is essentialist and depends on 

making certain assumptions about the sexual "nature" of men and women, but uses it in 

spite of her discomfort with this stereotype. 015 also compared lesbians to gay men in 

this manner, and felt a certain amount of guilt in using this argument: "...I try not to 

discriminate against gay men, but I do think that, umm, they have issues as far as 

monogamy." This justification for promoting lesbians as naturally more suited to 

marriage than either heterosexual or gay couples is a difficult one. Lesbians can choose to 

take the subject position that "females are better suited to marriage anyway," but when 

they do so they risk perpetuating a stereotype about gay males that serves to further 

exclude them from marriage, even though they face the same oppression and could be 

considered allies (not to mention that the stereotype is highly questionable). This theme 

also appeared in the GLB literature, where in an interview for a popular GLB magazine 

(10 Percent) in 1995, lesbian writer Camille Paglia noted that due to their naturally more 

emotional nature, lesbians (as women) "nested" much more than men in either 

homosexual or heterosexual relationships (Paglia in Sullivan 1997: 138). Paglia also 

openly questioned whether gay men would remain monogamous in their marriages (ibid). 

Several respondents expanded on the scope of some of the more familiar aspects 

of commitment discourses in ways I had not seen in the literature about marriage. All 

respondents who had expanded the familiar discourses stated in some way that 

commitment could be redefined and negotiated by a couple, as demonstrated here by 012: 
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"I'm the kind of person that when I make a commitment I make it to the individual; 

we'll negotiate the parameters of that relationship." Very similarly, in Oswald's 

study, one respondent asserted that he makes "commitments to people, not social 

institutions" (1998: 53). 004 asserted that commitment for her did not necessarily have to 

involve monogamy, and would consider, if her partner agreed, to negotiate an agreement 

with a third party. 

A small number of respondents drew on a form of reversed discourse that asserts 

that commitment is stronger in a relationship that was not bounded by the expectations of 

marriage. In this discourse, commitment is constructed as stronger outside the marital 

relationship because it is not legal restraints that keep you in a cohabiting relationship, 

but rather a genuine desire to stay together. 016, in comparing marriage to other forms of 

relationships, spontaneously draws on this idea: 

[016]: Marriage is a contract, unlike other relationships where you 

actually work [problems] out with a sense of — because you want to be 

there. Marriage, you — you've made agreement in the beginning that 

— that you — not that you've just chosen to be there, but you've 

chosen to be there indefinitely and you've chosen to — it's — it's — you 

think of it as a business contract. So you've chosen to agree with these 

certain terms. 

When asked directly, 009 expressed a similar view: 

SUE: Okay. So as it is, do you think maybe lesbians work a little harder in 

their relationships? 

[009]: Oh, definitely 

SUE: Okay 

[009]: because you don't have that same stability, you know, i f you 

fight with somebody, she could leave tomorrow...so you know? 

SUE: So what's keeping her there? 

[009] : Yeah, totally, like there's no legal obligation to stay with 

somebody, and no vows, so it's just kind of like, ...so you try to keep 
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what you—if you like what you have, you try to keep it, and you 

know, you try to treat her right 

Thus, commitment is based on treating the other person well, rather than the legality or 

the symbol of promise in exchanged vows. This reversal also appears in Elizabeth's study 

of cohabiting heterosexual couples, who reconstructed their relationships as more 

committed ".. .because their relationships are held together by choice alone and not 

through the constraining impact of societal sanctions, religious dogma, or state 

regulations" (Elizabeth 2000: 98). It is interesting to note that both my respondents and 

those in Elizabeth's study are not contesting commitment as a central part of an intimate 

relationship, but are rather contesting the context of where commitment happens, (i.e., it 

can and does happen outside of the marital relationship), making this manoeuvre a 

reversal of the categories by which judgement on commitment is passed. For my 

respondents, an advantage is gained in using such an argument in that it allows for the 

construction of commitment outside of marriage, an institution not accessible to lesbians. 

Conversely, other respondents (Peggy, 007, 013, 015) felt that commitment to 

their partners was made stronger in their decision to have a commitment ceremony, as 

close an approximation to a formal marriage ceremony as is possible for lesbians. 007 

expressed this view exactly: 

[007] : Yeah, we—we still live separately, um, it kind of feels like 

there's a different degree of commitment um, you know you can talk 

about a future together and all that kind of stuff but I know that my 

commitment w i l l change... I think we'll be more ...[xxx]—we'll be 
stronger when we actually do have a commitment ceremony 
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Peggy was surprised that her feelings of commitment increased when planning a 

ceremony with her partner of thirteen years, and anticipates it will increase even more 

after the ceremony: 

PEGGY: I think, when we talked about this before, to me the purpose 

of marriage is to cement a commitment, so that would be one 

important com—component of a marriage, once that "magical" thing 

happens, then um, there w i l l be a profound sense of commitment, an 

exclusive sense of commitment, um an enduring sense of commitment 

SUE: Okay 

P E G G Y : ummm 

SUE: Do you think that's already there, and you're just sort of saying that, 

or do you think it w i l l change, morph into something sort of new? 

P E G G Y : Well, since we've decided to do this, I must say that my 

feelings of commitment have started to..um coalesce o r — o r galvanize 

SUE: Uh-huh 

P E G G Y : in a — i n a very unexpected way 

This theme is touched upon lightly in Lawes's study, where she suggests that 

commitment was formulated by her respondents as an actual event, with its ultimate 

manifestation conceived of as a wedding ceremony or as an ongoing process in a 

marriage (Lawes 1999:8). The responses outlined here suggest that commitment for these 

women is also manifested in an event (the ceremony or the act of proposing), thus 

constituting an identical use of such discourse as heterosexual respondents in other 

studies. 

Romantic Discourses 

In much the same manner as heterosexual respondents in empirical studies about 

marriage (Lawes 1999; Sillars et al. 1987; Kaslow and Robison 1996), the respondents in 

this study drew on discourse about the importance of love and romance to talk about 

marriage. Some spoke of marriage being broadly associated with love and romance. For 



57 

instance, when I asked Peggy if romance was part of marriage, she replied: "romance 

is...the genesis or the reason for marriage, I find, ...these days." Peggy was careful in 

her interview to differentiate what she saw as the role of romance in marriage now 

("these days") as compared to thirty years ago, subsequently explaining to me that the 

reason for marriage then was to have children, whereas now, romance is perceived as 

"the cause" of marriage. 

Several respondents (Trish, 005, 013, 015) talked about their desire to find the 

"right person" to marry, a theme that also appeared in both Lawes's study (1999) and 

Brown's study (1998). In Lawes's study, "the right person" was constructed as someone 

who provided enough happiness to preclude sexual infidelity, who would grow with you 

and would remain interesting for the duration of the relationship (1999:8). Lawes called 

"the right person" a "powerful explanatory device" within the "romantic repertoire" that 

accounted for both success and failure in marriage, but still allowed for a romantic view5 

of marriage in her respondents' interviews (ibid 7). In Brown's study, respondents often 

constructed what she labelled an "extraordinary other," which was typically someone 

whom they felt was (or would be) "the most incredible person" they knew, and someone 

they would "just know" instinctively is the right one (1998: 48). 

Overall, my respondents were less specific in their references to "the right 

person" than in the above studies, but used such discourses nonetheless. Trish simply 

mentioned that lesbians, like heterosexual people, go through a trial and error process of 

dating until they find the right person. Trish has thus taken a common discourse about 
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dating and specifically applied it to lesbians. 005 used the concept of the right person to 

determine when she would marry (when she had met the right person), but struggled with 

the idea of how one would know the right person to marry: 

SUE: So how would you know the right person? [...] I'm just curious. 

[005]: Y ou wouldn't—I don't think you ever really k n o w— I think 
you...feel with the person—whoever you're with, but it depends on 

the degree of strength you feel for that person. 

Thus, while 005 draws on the romantic idea of saving marriage for the right person (part 

of Lawes's "romantic repertoire" that encourages waiting for "the right one"), there is 

also a conflicting, more realistic discourse she uses that suggests there is no designated 

person waiting, but that you take a risk in entering into marriage with someone. This is 

similar to Lawes's "realistic repertoire", where respondents were apt to see marriage as a 

risk (Lawes 1999: 10). This follows Lawes's contention that people draw on conflicting 

sets of discourse (different repertoires) to talk about any given subject in one interview 

(Lawes 1999: 10). Two respondents (013, 015) drew on parts of discourse delineated by 

Brown about the intuition involved in finding "the right one." 013 thought that knowing 

the right person would be "a spiritual thing" for her. For 015, the experience was also 

quite intuitive, but her explanation is also a mixture of romantic and realistic discourse: 

SUE: Umm, but after you'd come out you had an easier time picturing 

yourself married to a woman? 

[015]: Umm, well when I met the right woman I - I did. 

SUE: Okay. The right woman. The right woman. 

[015]: Yeah, my — my partner, actually. 

SUE: Your current partner. And how did -- how do -- how does a person 

know, do you think, that they're with the right person? 

5 According to those who used the romantic repertoire, if a marriage failed, it was obviously because you 
were not with the right person (Lawes 1999: 7). People who used the romantic repertoire were less likely to 
blame outside factors for marriage failure than those who used the realistic repertoire (ibid). 
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[015]: I just — I don't know. I just felt it in my heart. I - I felt, ahh, 

you know obviously we had differences and there was a period where 

we had to get to know each other, you know. We've — we live 

together, and there's those routines that we — each of us have that we 

have to get used to and — but, umm, and you know, we've had 

arguments and stuff. But I mean it's just this feeling of — of this is the 

right one. This is, I mean, I just — I can't explain it . It's — it's really 

great feeling, but I,... yeah. 

Again, the push/pull dynamic of different sets of discourse makes itself apparent in the 

above passage, where 015 appears to be grounding her fanciful/romantic notion of 

finding the right person in everyday life/practicality, complete with arguments and the 

routines involved in living together, perhaps in an effort not to appear too romantic. 

Overall, a number of popular discourses about the romantic aspects of marriage were 

utilised by some respondents in this sample. 

Conversely, other respondents understood marriage as being not necessarily 

romantic, and presented some counterdiscourse about romance and marriage being 

necessarily linked. 004 points out that the romantic aspect of marriage is overemphasised 

and the reality of tensions in the marital relationship are silenced (or precluded) in the 

popular romantic discourse of marriage: 

[004]: And I think that in a het—well, I'm going to say heterosexual 

marriage, I think in marriage in general [...] it's constructed as...a 

relationship where there is no tension, you know, 

SUE: [overlapping] [xxx]...it's idealized? 

[004]: It's always—yeah, it's always, you know, romantic, and the 

honeymoon phase, and it's not, you know? 

SUE: Yeah. 

[004]: I mean we're fed that lie, from the time we're like, two years 

old, you know? 

015, in spite of using romantic discourse in her interview to describe how she knew the 

"right person," also pointed out that she thought that people "romance the idea of 
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marriage" more than they need to. Similar to these views, Brown asserts that the marital 

relationship was overemphasised by her respondents and that the high expectations 

placed on the romance of marriage created an image of marriage that would "collapse 

under its own weight" because the high expectations placed on it could not possibly be 

fulfilled (1998: 95). 

Other respondents countered the popular romance discourses by constructing 

marriage in political or economical terms that were devoid of romance altogether. 010 

used historical discourse to explain why she thought romance is not part of marriage, 

constructing marriage instead as an historical form of "business arrangement" between 

families: 

[010] : I mean, my understanding of marriage was that it was 

developed in t h e — w e l l , I don't know[...]I don't know which century, 

but it was more of a contract between families, right, and it was like a 

business arrangement, based nothing out of...love or romance, right? 

012 explained that she sees the institutional aspect of marriage first, rather than the 

romantic one: 

SUE: [skipped material]Umm, so for you, when you think of marriage, 

do you immediately think of romance or... 

[012]: No, never. 

SUE: Never? 

[012]: No. 

SUE: Never? 

[012]: It's interesting but no, I - I don't — I see it very much as an 

institution and not as the — sort of the ultimate step of two people in 

love. 

Similarly, 016 asserted that if people "really examined marriage" they would find that it 

"isn't really about romance, it's. ..about a distribution of goods." 
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Several advantages are gained in removing the element of romance from 

discourse about marriage. First, it allows respondents to examine the institution of 

marriage critically as an institution that oppresses women. This is especially clear in 010 

and 016's statements above, where marriage is reconstructed by 010 as "a business 

arrangement" between what can be assumed as patriarchal heads of household, and 

women in marriage are reconstructed by 016 as "goods" exchanged between men, as she 

mentioned earlier in her interview. The removal of romance from discourse about 

marriage is a potentially powerful strategy for critique of marriage by women, because 

the romance discourse about marriage is itself very powerful. As Brown points out, 

marriage is constructed through romantic discourse as "the ultimate relationship" that 

women must seek in order to fulfil themselves as people (Brown 1998: 91). The message 

of fulfilment in romantic discourse, along with discourses that situate married females as 

exemplars of "normal" femininity (abnormal femininity as defined by Brown's 

respondents included lesbians) serve to keep heterosexual women interested in pursuing 

marriage (ibid). Removal of romantic discourse thus leaves other aspects of marriage 

(such as its workings, its structure or history) open to closer scrutiny. 

Second, removing romantic constructs from marriage allows for consideration of 

romantic relationships as possible outside of marriage (as in lesbian relationships or 

cohabiting heterosexual relationships), and to examine ways to legally and socially 

recognize romantic relationships outside of the marriage context. It may also ultimately 

allow for critical analysis of the overemphasis on the romantic relationship both inside 

and outside of marriage, and why there is a tendency for many people to place all of their 
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hopes for personal fulfilment in romantic as opposed to other relationships, as noted by 

Brown (1998: 96). The reconstructions of marriage by my respondents as an institution 

devoid of romance might be the "political" answers Lawes was hoping to get in her 

sample, but did not, because her respondents tended to focus on "the psychological" 

aspects of marriage, including romance (Lawes 1999: 17). While it is difficult to say with 

any certainty that asking lesbians about marriage might increase the chances of these 

types of critical answers, it is possible that the strong association between feminist 

discourse and the lesbian community influenced their responses, or more simply, that it is 

easier to scrutinize and assess an institution one is not a part of. 

"Couple " Discourses 

Many of the respondents used common discourses related to "being a couple" to 

discuss marriage in general or their own relationships, and often did so in exactly the 

same manner that heterosexual people used to talk about marriage at large or their own 

marriages in other empirical studies (e.g. Sillars et al. 1987; Parker 2000; Kaslow and 

Robison 1996; Lawes 1999). My respondents talked about several or all of the following: 

the importance of communication, cooperation between partners, the importance of joint 

decision making, feelings of "togetherness," the mutual influence experienced with their 

partners, and the importance of maintaining a sense of separateness or individuality in 

order to have a successful partnership. Here, 005 talks about communication being the 

most important part of a marriage: "communication is very important...if you—that's 

it, communication, that's the base of all marriages, and if you don't have that, you 

don't have anything." This is very similar to how one of Lawes's respondents 
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constructed communication as "immunization against divorce" (Lawes 1999:8) which 

implies that the risk of divorce is much higher without communication, making the effort 

implied in communication a very important part of marriage. Here, Peggy describes how 

her relationship with her partner resembles a marriage, especially in terms of everything 

being "joint:" 

SUE: Um, what sort of things do you do every day as a couple that make 

you think that it certainly does—does resemble a marriage? 

P E G G Y : Well, again, getting back to what marriage is, there's things 

that we do, we have our house and we pay our bills and everything is 

joint, right? 

SUE: mmm-hmm. 

PE G G Y : Then there's the personal things, we make joint decisions, 

we interact in each other's lives, we support each other in decision 

making, um...all the things that married people do 

Though not elaborated on, themes about the importance of joint decision making and 

marriage being a joint venture also appeared in Sillars et. al's study (1987: 506). Thus, 

the lesbians in this study were just as apt as heterosexual respondents in other empirical 

studies about marriage to use discourse to construct what it means to "be a couple" and 

"what makes a relationship work." 

The discourse about "being a couple" and the aspects entailed therein has two 

possible origins according to the literature. First, they may reflect what D'Emilio and 

Freedman call "the companionate" model of marriage, which is concerned with equality 

between partners, the emotional compatibility of the couple, and mutual sexual fulfilment 

of the partners (D'Emilio and Freedman 1988: 265-266). Historically, the companionate 

view of marriage started to become popular in the 1920s in American society, and ran 

counter to an older view of marriage that was concerned with "[d]uty, moral character, 
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personal sacrifice and spiritual union" along with concern over fulfilling gender-

prescribed roles (ibid). However, beginning in the 1940s and into the 1950s the 

companionate model became combined with traditional gender roles due to a resurgence 

in family and domestic ideology that "exalted the roles of housewife and especially 

mother" (ibid 308). For D'Emilio and Freedman, the overall effect was a model of 

marriage based on conflicting ideals, since "the companionate ideal posited equality 

between spouses, yet wives remained economically dependent [and in the home]" 

because of their limited opportunities in the labour market (D'Emilio and Freedman 

1988: 309). 

There was some evidence of this tension between companionate and traditional 

marriage models in the responses of some of the participants in this study. There was 

some speculation (007) and concern (004, 005) over whether lesbian couples who get 

married would try to take on traditional gender roles or to enact the "butch/femme" 

model of lesbian relationships within marriage. For example, 004 thought that even 

lesbians could fall into "gender traps" due to the pervasive "breadwinner/homemaker" 

construction of marriage and economic reality (that not all jobs pay equally): 

SUE: So, perhaps—perhaps marriage will get more egalitarian, do you 

think, because it would challenge t h e — 

[004]: [overlapping] Yeah, it would, but I think there's still that 

ideology that...that uhhh...there is a breadwinner and there is the 

homemaker, right? 

SUE: Okay. So t h a t — i t would change it in that way as well? 

[004]: Well, i t — I — I ' m hoping that it would, but I think [skipped 

material] the breadwinner and the homemaker[skipped material] — I 

think that'll take longer to change 

SUE: mmm-hmm. 

[004]: I — I still see it i n — i n some same-sex relationships and you 

know [laughs] I ' l l say it's kind of in mine right now, but I'm not really 
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a homemaker, though, you know, because I am still going to school 

and I do s t i l l , uh, uh, monetarily contribute to what we have[...] 

004 further noted that because her income is lower than that of her same-sex partner, she 

feels compelled to take on extra household work. 007 noted that her previous same-sex 

relationship failed because she tried too much to emulate her parents and their traditional 

gender roles. 

On the other hand, Lutzen argues that "the intimate relationship" as it is known 

today among heterosexuals and homosexuals, complete with ideals of egalitarianism and 

sexual fulfilment and an overall emphasis on "the couple", is a product of the 

liberalization of the GLB movement of the 1970s (Lutzen 1998: 237-8). Lutzen, drawing 

on an argument originally made by Giddens in Transformation of Intimacy, asserts that 

gay and lesbian relationships have always been "pure relationships;" that is, they have 

always been focused on the goal of maintaining the couple relationship, precisely because 

they were free from concerns about reproduction and rigid gender roles, and that this 

model of relationship has been adopted by heterosexual culture since the 1970s (Giddens 

called this the "homosexualization of society") (Lutzen 1998: 238). There was some 

evidence of this view among my respondents as well. Similar to Lutzen's ideas, one 

respondent (003) asserted that lesbian relationships were more egalitarian because of both 

the nature of women "to be more in tune with each other" and the fact that gender roles 

are not adhered to ("no borders"): 

SUE: Okay. Can you think of anything you guys do as a couple that makes 

it seem different than a marriage? 

[003]: Um...I don't know [laughs] i f this is a good thing to say, but I 

think that as women, we're more, and I don't mean to stereo—be 
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stereotypical to anybody else or be disrespectful to anybody else but 

we're more in tune with our feelings 

SUE: mmm-hmm. 

[003] : more respectful of each other? 

SUE: Okay 

[003]: A n d I'm sure there are many men out there that are, but 

um...I—I like that about us because we have that, we're just so much 

more in tune and um, 

SUE: two women... 

[003]: Yeah 

SUE: Okay, so that's how it would seem different from your typical 

man/wife couple. 

[003] : To me. Um, you know, when I listen to t h e — t h e typical office 

talk, you know " I had to sit through three hours of the ball game" and 

you know, a n d — a n d he [the husband] says "you can go out shopping" 

and s t u f f — [ m y partner and I] joke about things like that but it's like 

[phhbtt] "very f u n n y " — I like to watch hockey, you know, [my 

partner] does the cooking, you know so w e — I really like the fact that 

there's no borders 

Through her speech here, 003 has painted a picture of her and her partner being more "in 

tune" as a couple while the heterosexual couples she hears about at work appear bound 

by gender stereotypical interaction (women complaining of having to watch sports). 

Overall, discourse about both the tension between the companionate and traditional 

models of couples within marriage and the view of lesbian and gay relationships as a 

model of the "pure couple relationship" appeared in this sample, demonstrating the 

multiplicity of available discourses about marriage and what it means to "be a couple." 

Legal Discourses 

Discourses about the legal aspects of marriage were often used in the interviews. 

At least four respondents' (003, 004, 005, 014) first answer to "what is marriage?" or 

"what makes marriage distinct from other relationships?" was that it was a legal 

arrangement between two people. 005's response reflects a typical use of legality as a 
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very basic component of marriage (for her it is the "definition" of marriage, after some 

initial struggle to define it): 

SUE: Um, I'd like to start by just asking you what you think marriage is. 

[005]: Um 

SUE: What marriage means to you 

[005]: Marriage to me [...] uhhh I don't know 

SUE: We could narrow it down a little bit i f you like, I can start asking 

[005] : Well, no I mean, marriage is a legal contract between two 

people. That's—that's the definition of marriage 

Legality was also a defining feature of marriage for 014, who asserted that marriage is a 

"a contract of consensual agreement between two parties." However, 014 also stated 

that marriage is hard to define in the lesbian community because commitment ceremonies 

between same-sex partners, while a form of contract, have no legal implications. Trish 

also recognised the legality of a marriage as extremely important, but did so grudgingly: 

TRISH: Some people don't think that a piece of paper is 

necessary[...]I happen to think it is just because that's the way 

unfortunately society has raised everybody to think that that piece of 

paper means you're married, that piece of paper... means everything, 

and [...Jit's pretty much your whole life centered around [...Jonce 

you're with somebody is that piece of paper [...] 

Thus, for some respondents in this study the legality of marriage was its key defining 

characteristic, whether they agreed that it should be or not. 

Conversely, the legality of a marriage was not talked about extensively in most of 

the studies of heterosexual views of marriage reviewed for this project. In Lawes's study, 

some heterosexual respondents talked about marriage as a legal arrangement that 

afforded benefits and protection, but this was only mentioned briefly and in passing 

(Lawes 1999: 12-13). In Parker's study, the legal status and benefits of marriage were 
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seen as by-products of, and secondary to, the aspect of marriage as a public declaration 

and celebration of a romantic, committed relationship (2000: 5). The lesbians in this 

study might have been more apt to focus on legality because it is the only aspect of 

marriage from which they are excluded from participating in full in Alberta6. 

The legal benefits and protection provided by marriage and the status of "spouse" 

were often discussed by my respondents, both spontaneously and when prompted. Often 

respondents lamented that they were excluded from these legal benefits, and were 

particularly upset that they were not seen as a legitimate spouse. 003 related a personal 

story that emphasized the protective aspect of being known as a spouse, especially in 

matters of life and death: 

SUE: [skipped material] Okay. And I was going to ask how important are 

the legal benefits offered by marriage to you? 

[003]: W e l l — n o , when you say benefits, uh, I mean there's taxes and 

that t y p e — I don't mean in that respect 

SUE: Okay, 

[003]: I'm more talking about um, [...] uh I have a friend who, uh, 

whose partner was in a very bad accident and her parents managed to 

keep her...away from her constantly, she was brain damaged, she was 

never able to see her again...and that's uh, that wouldn't have been 

her wish... 

SUE: Right 

[003]: but, they have that power, and that's really scary to me[...] 

Trish had a similar view: 

Uh, if [my partner] was in the hospital, I have no rights as to whether 

she stays on life support or not, I have no rights to carry on the wishes 

that she wants, that I know that she wants...Same thing with, uh, i f 

she did pass away, I know how she wants to be buried,...and her 

family could come in and do something different...and I want to carry 

on her wishes. Same thing i f it happened to me. 

6 Many lesbians participate in commitment ceremonies where the romantic aspect of the partnership is 
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These concerns are echoed in the literature. The legal benefits of marriage and the 

legal responsibilities and privileges of the spouse in American society are discussed by 

Dean, who points out that married couples as legal spouses are able to claim protection 

under each other's health, disability and life insurance plans, receive special tax breaks, 

automatically inherit property, and are legally considered the next of kin in case of death 

or incapacitation (1994: 112). These are just a few of the estimated one hundred 

marriage-based rights automatically granted to spouses in the District of Columbia in the 

U.S. (ibid). While no Canadian literature was found that specifically reflects these exact 

concerns from a GLB perspective, recent events have shown that the status of spouse has 

been just as powerful here as in the U.S. With the passing of the Modernization of 

Benefits and Obligations Act (Bill C-23) in June of 2000 (which acts to equalize 

common-law relationships and married relationships, as well as granting common-law 

status to cohabiting same-sex couples) a total of 68 marriage-based federal laws were 

changed to include common-law and same-sex couples (EGALE Canada Factum 2001 : 

3). This gives some indication of the privileges and obligations formerly afforded 

exclusively to the marriage relationship in Canada7. The term "spouse" is constructed in 

our society as a very powerful status, and it is of little surprise that GLBs seek to claim 

this title, since the titles often assigned to their relationships by heterosexuals (such as 

celebrated in front of friends and family, or a congregation in a religious setting. 
7 Some provinces, including British Columbia, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Quebec, Ontario and Nova Scotia 
have further amended some of their provincial laws to extend the same benefits and obligations to 
common-law and same-sex couples as married couples. For example, Saskatchewan passed legislation in 
July of 2001 that grants common-law (including same-sex) couples the same rights and obligations in the 
areas of adoption, spousal support, inheritance rights, pensions, survivor benefits and division of 
matrimonial property (EGALE Canada Factum 2001:4) Alberta has not yet amended its laws, but reforms 
to family law to include basic protections for same-sex relationships is in progress (Alberta Government 
news release found at http://www2.gov.ab.ca/home/news/dsp_feature.cfm?lkFid=78). 

http://www2.gov
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"friend,8" "companion," "lover" and so forth) have far less status and far fewer rights and 

benefits accrued to them. Overall, the link between legal discourse and marriage is an 

important one because of the power of the law to shape the way lives are lived materially. 

Beaman notes the power of legal discourse, in collusion with other powerful discourses, 

to define concepts like "spouse" and "marriage" as exclusively heterosexual (1999:180). 

In contrast to those respondents who lamented the exclusion from the legal 

aspects of marriage, some countered with a view of the legal bonding of marriage as 

undesirable or detrimental (004, 016). 016 did not want her relationship regulated through 

the law because she felt it detracted from the "real" reason two people would be together: 

"I don't want people to be tied to me, or me to be tied to them. I want people to be 

with me because they want to be with me." 004's concerns over being legally bound to 

a romantic partner focused on the tendency of the government to see married couples as 

one unit: "[T]echnically, when you're married isn't it that the government sees you 

as one identity?" She also characterized marriage as a financial "penalty" in that the 

state can require income to be split between partners who do not necessarily want to do 

so: 

[004]: well, and you know, uh, something that's come to light, and I 

never thought about, is you can be penalized for being married, in 

terms of uh, one partner working and one going to school, your 

partner makes too much, you have to, you know, you have to share 

that income and stuff, they [the government] look at that... [skipped 

material] So there's drawbacks to being married, I — a n d now that I 

8 In Whitacre's book one opponent to a form of Domestic Partnership passed in 1991 in San Francisco 
called same-sex couples who registered "friends" and then tried to nullify the need for Domestic 
partnership for same-sex couples by saying "[y]ou don't have to go down to City Hall and get a certificate 
to be somebody's close friend" (Whitacre 1992: 90). 
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see that that's just one more strike up against why I don't want to get 

married, why I don't want my name attached to this other person... 

In total, "being tied to another person" for these two respondents entailed being together 

for the wrong reasons, losing your identity as an individual, and one or both partners 

suffering financially because of the automatic equation by the state of a married couple as 

an economic unit. 

The counterdiscourse of not wanting to be "tied to" someone else and the 

subsequent state regulation that goes along with having a relationship legally recognised 

appeared briefly in the literature, but was presented in more general terms. Ettelbrick 

asserted that she did not want to give the state the "power to regulate my primary 

relationship" (Ettelbrick 1999: 121). As well, gay and lesbian respondents in 

Sarantakos's study expressed concern that legalised same-sex marriage would only 

impose an oppressive bureaucratic structure on same-sex relationships, causing them 

further stress and harm, while at the same time offering no flexibility in allowing gays 

and lesbians to dictate the boundaries or the possible outcomes of their relationships 

(Sarantakos 1998: 224). However, no specific statements were provided, so no direct 

comparison can be done with my sample. It is sufficient at this point to note that this 

particular counterdiscourse is common among GLBs. 

The Public Aspect of Marriage and the Wedding Ceremony 

Parker's older respondents discussed the symbolic meaning of marriage and the 

benefits of a public marriage ceremony, where the couple can openly celebrate their 

marriage with family and friends and receive their support (2000: 5). The majority of my 

respondents mentioned the public aspect of the wedding ceremony in some way. Some 
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respondents expressed the exact same sentiments about a marriage ceremony as Parker's 

heterosexual respondents and speculated on its importance in their own lives. 007, who is 

currently planning a ceremony for herself and her partner, stressed the importance of their 

ceremony being celebrated publicly: 

[007]: Yeah, yeah, it's definitely moved away from a legal...type of 

ah...—it's the ritual of i t , has become more important, but not the 

r i t — r i t u a l within a legal context, in a — a religious context or anything 

like that, but the importance of announcing...um, t h a t — t h a t that type 

of r i t u a l , 

SUE: the pub—the public acknowledgement of your 

[007]: Yeah! An d definitely public, and that's something that's 

changed too, before I was never, I thought, well, you know, it doesn't 

really matter, as long as it's me and my partner, now it's changed 

significantly because now I would want family and friends to be there 

and I would want it to be a type of a ritual and a celebration, because 

there is lots to be celebrated. 

Identical to Parker's respondents, 007's response downplayed the importance of the legal 

aspect of marriage early in the quote ("it's moved away from the legal") and put greater 

emphasis on the public and celebratory aspects of the ceremony. Similarly, Peggy also 

stressed that the ceremonial aspect of marriage was more important to her than the legal 

benefits of marriage: 

PEGGY: I think it's more—more or less symbolic or ceremonial, the 

recognition from the public that yes, this is a valid lifestyle and...— 

yes! our commitments are just as...as profound and just as...sacred 

[skipped material]I'm sure there are some outstanding legal benefits 

that can be had, [butjthat's not the main t h i n g — t h e main thing is to 

have a lifestyle validated by the state and community. 

However, it should also be noted that Peggy recognised that this aspect is important to 

her because she and her partner are choosing not to have children, and admitted that the 

legality of a marriage would be more important if they desired to have children. Thus, the 
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public nature of the wedding ceremony and the greater discourse about the symbolism of 

marriage was as important to some of my respondents as it was to Parker's respondents. 

Two respondents, 004 and 016, reversed the language of the public aspect 

discourses by stating that they felt they celebrated their relationship in an everyday sense 

and did not need a witnessed ceremony to be feel validated as a couple. 

[004] : Um, to me—friends are important, my relationship with my 

partner is important, and I think I [skipped material] I portray that 

everyday, already so I don't—yeah 

SUE: [overlapping] Yeah, so what's a ceremony for? Right? [laughs] 

[004] : I can have a barbecue in my backyard, I don't have to call it a 

commitment ceremony. 

Very similarly, 016 stated "I think that celebrating a relationship should happen 

daily." Again, these respondents have reversed the discourse in choosing to keep the 

importance of celebration central to their argument, while simultaneously maintaining 

that a marriage ceremony is not necessary to celebrate their relationship. Arguably, this 

reversal places these respondents on "higher moral ground" because they consciously 

make an effort to celebrate every day. By reconstructing celebration and validation of 

their relationships as an everyday event, these respondents have removed the need for a 

public wedding ceremony in their lives and have provided a simple alternative of 

celebrating a relationship that anyone could engage in regardless of sexual orientation. 

A form of counterdiscourse to the public aspect of the ceremony that appeared 

across a good portion of the interviews was discourse that portrays weddings as 

"performances to impress" rather than "celebrations." 004 used the phrases "superficial" 

and "it's just a show" to describe the weddings she had witnessed growing up. 002, 

having attended many weddings in her lifetime, commented that "I think so much of it 
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is...kind of pomp and circumstance, it's like we want to impress our friends by 

putting on this big...performance, basically." The following passage from Trish's 

interview summarizes a number of complaints she had about weddings related to the 

theme of performance: 

SUE: Okay. Do you have any impressions that those [weddings you saw] 

left you with, about what marriage, is all about? 

T RISH: [...][...] [sigh] Besides spending a whole lot of money for a few 

minutes? Um, [...]those weren't my ideas of marriage, of a wedding. 

SUE: No? 

T RISH: No. They're not. 

SUE:[overlapping]How come? 

TRISH: Because you've got[...]five hundred people in the room, 

[...]half of them you don't know, you just invited them 'cause you 

want a gift. 

SUE: [laughs] 

T RISH: I'm serious... and, [...]as far as the ceremonies, I've seen just 

about every religious ceremony out there. And, [...]not one of them 

[...]did anybody say how they really felt?, they always just answered 

" I do." 

SUE: mmm-hmm. 

TRISH : You know? And so...that was not my ideal... ideas of 

marriage, is what I saw. 

Trish summarises nicely in one passage a number of specific concerns about heterosexual 

wedding ceremonies shared by several other respondents: excessive expense (002, 008, 

016), lack of emotion or creativity in the exchange of vows (008, 014), the questionable 

need for a gift drive (004) and feeling compelled to invite people you really would rather 

not have present at your ceremony to appease family or friends (003, Peggy). It is 

interesting to note that even those respondents who were quite positive to having a 

ceremony of their own still drew on this form of discourse to talk about their experiences 

with heterosexual weddings (Trish, 002, Peggy, 008, 013, 014). 
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The findings about weddings presented to this point closely resemble those 

outlined by Oswald (1998) in her study of gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered 

(GLBT) people's experiences at heterosexual weddings. Like my respondents, Oswald's 

respondents were appalled at the level of materialism in weddings, especially with the 

overemphasis on gifts and the extravagance of the celebrations, and complained that 

heterosexual vows seemed empty because they appeared to be "following a script" rather 

than expressing genuine feelings (Oswald 1998: 50-51). 

Some of my respondents noted that traditional wedding ceremonies they saw 

appeared to celebrate patriarchy and male dominance rather than the relationship of the 

couple being married. 012 saw the traditional wedding vows as reflecting the sexist and 

patriarchal nature of marriage, especially the vow that women traditionally made in 

Catholic ceremonies to "obey" their husbands: 

[012]: I've just always been really struck with the — the, umm, the 

tremendous sort of, ahh, well, patriarchal or sexist nature of the 

wedding ceremony, especially having been raised Catholic. So I spent 

most of my time in Catholic weddings where it really was about, you 

know, umm, obeying your husband. A n d the vows shocked me as a 

k i d , [skipped material] I mean long before I knew that I was gay I was 

like, " I am so not going to get married." I'm not about to love and 

obey anyone—I'll love them, I'm not going to obey them. 

Other respondents also thought the traditional vows were sexist or patriarchal, but their 

comments were more apt to focus on ways to change them, as will be examined below. 

Similarly, Oswald's respondents were uncomfortable with wedding vows that 

emphasised male dominance, especially with regard to the "honor and obey" vow for 

women (1998: 42). 
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016 asserted that a number of traditional elements of the ceremony reflected not 

just patriarchal but racist and Eurocentric values as well. Earlier in her interview 016 

pointed out that the whiteness of the wedding dress symbolised both the patriarchal ideal 

of female purity at marriage and a racist ideal of whiteness. Later, she reiterated these 

points and further suggested that marriage has a colonial aspect as well, that of 

"conquering": 

[016]: Yeah, I think that — I think what I forgot to say is that — is 

bad. I think gay — gays and lesbians really need to examine how the 

institution of marriage is — is about colonialism and — and a lot of 

these traditions are inherently racist as well. 

[skipped material] 

SUE: So, umm, can you just relate to me some of the ways that you think 

that marriage traditions are — are racist? 

[016]: Okay, the white dress— symbolises purity. 

SUE: The white dress. 

[016]: The white dress would be a great example. Colonialism, [comes 

from] ahh, the sense of property, of conquering. 

Thus, for 012 and 016, weddings were events that only served to perpetuate patriarchy 

and racism, rather than being seen as celebrations. 

I asked my respondents how they would conduct their ceremonies (if they were to 

have one) differently from the heterosexual weddings they saw, in order to see what 

elements of a traditional wedding would be important to them and why. There were 

various ways that they would change the aspects that "bothered them" about traditional 

heterosexual ceremonies. At least a third of the sample suggested ways they would 

remove what they perceived as patriarchal elements in the ceremony. Both Trish and 015 

reformulated the tradition of the father giving the bride away, with Trish suggesting that 

if "you want a little tradition in there, walk each other down the aisle," while 015 
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planned to request each mother to walk their respective daughters down the aisle, because 

"I picture mother figures being so nurturing and ...caring...and giving out of love, 

rather than property." Several respondents made suggestions about how to change the 

patriarchal tone of the vows; 007 suggested using aboriginal commitment vows which 

were devoid of gender (though she planned personally on writing her own vows with her 

partner), and 004 would "definitely...cut the 'honor and obey' crap" out of her vows, 

if she were to have a ceremony. Overall, it is clear from the material presented here that 

the women in this sample readily drew on radical feminist discourse that depicts the 

patriarchal elements of traditional marriage as problematic and undesirable to express 

their distaste for these elements. 

Other suggestions centered around making the ceremony more "genuine," for 

example, in inviting family members or friends to also participate in the vows (Trish) or 

to invite family or friends to share stories about the couple being united (Peggy). Some 

were more general about making the ceremony more genuine. 002 said her ceremony 

"wouldn't be as much as a performance for me, as a...like an interaction—an 

intimate thing," though she did not say exactly how she would accomplish this. 004 

would consciously work to make it "less of a show" by dressing more casually. 

Similarly, Oswald's respondents also suggested writing one's own vows and de-

emphasising the material aspects of the wedding in order to make weddings more 

meaningful (Oswald 1998:51-52). Overall, the lesbians in this study (like the 

respondents in Oswald's study) reformulated the traditional wedding into a ceremony that 

would be meaningful to them by removing patriarchal elements and de-emphasizing the 
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material "hype" of gifts and posh surroundings. These reformulations of the wedding 

ceremony nicely reflect Bevir's suggestion that people are active agents in picking and 

choosing what elements of traditions (such as marriage) to keep and which ones to 

discard (Bevir 1999: 358). 

Religious Discourses 

Several of my respondents were able to provide understandings of marriage from 

the perspective of the religion they grew up with. 002, who grew up Baptist, reiterated the 

belief that "marriage is for God's blessing on a relationship, is what it's for." 004 

provided me with insight into Mormon beliefs about marriage and the seriousness with 

which marriage was taken in this religious context: "In the Mormon religion, marriage 

is so important, like it's the key to heaven, basically, what I follow of it, so—you 

don't get married, you don't have that privilege." These two examples suggest that 

marriage is the only relationship sanctioned by God and, more extreme, is the only way 

to achieve an afterlife. 

Respondents also related incidents in their lives where discourse produced in 

religious settings had constructed marriage in particular ways. 004 described her 

experiences at Mormon "singles' seminars," in which marriage and childbearing (as a 

"package deal") were encouraged: 

[004] : [skipped material] oh yeah, I remember very specifically, 

especially at 18, and being in ah, what they call ah, young single adult 

[xxx] [parties?]—that's singles, right? from about 18 to 30. Every 

week, you know, "gotta get married, marriage is important, you can 

have those babies" and so, yeah, marriage is definitely important. 
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Clearly, marriage is presented here as heterosexual and for the purpose of having 

children. Similarly, 016 attended a Baptist seminar about "relationships between men and 

women" where she and the other women attending were encouraged to be submissive to 

their (future) husbands in all matters: "women were basically taught to, you know, 

even if your husband's wrong, you know, you say he's right, just because." Thus, 

marriage was constructed in these two religious based settings as heterosexual and 

procreative, and promoted male dominance. 

Respondents had several creative ways of countering religious discourse to make 

marriage work for them. When I presented a fundamentalist Christian view of marriage9 

to 003 for discussion, she countered it by presenting ethical criteria as the basis for 

judging the "goodness" of relationships, rather than religious criteria: 

[003]: To me, it doesn't make any sense, because whether or not you 

believe in you know, in a God, or...worship those curtains [points to 

her curtains] whatever it is, whatever your belief is, I know that 

whoever—whatever that is loves you just exactly the way you are, and 

i f you're in a relationship, a marriage, and you were doing the things 

that you're supposed to do, um, you're not hitting this person or 

whatever, you're being a good person, you're—you're building a life 

together, you're building y o u r — y o u r future together, that's what it's 

about. 

In much the same manner, 015 also posed her relationship with God and marriage in 

"ethical" terms: 

[015]: But I believe God loves everybody, you know. Godlovesmeas 

long as I'm a good person—I'm loving my partner and that can't be 

wrong. 

9 Usually I presented a Fundamentalist Christian view of marriage as exclusively heterosexual and 
procreative, and centered around the traditional nuclear family, and religiously sanctioned (i.e., based in the 
Bible). 
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Thus, for these two respondents (and 004, who also used a similar argument), marriage is 

reconstructed as a matter of acting ethically toward one's partner ("not hitting this 

person" and "being a good person"), rather than following greater religious-based 

discourse about marriage being heterosexual, an endorsement of patriarchy, or 

procreative. These responses present an example of a counterdiscourse, where the 

discourse of ethics was juxtaposed to religious discourse in order to contest the way 

religious discourse excludes lesbians from marriage, even though lesbians might be 

"good people" who treat their spouses well. Similar to Bergoffen (1999), these women 

have presented arguments that pose marriage in "ethical" terms in an effort to claim it for 

themselves as lesbians10. 

002 reversed religious discourse in two interesting ways, both of which focused 

on Christianity. The first way was to make a clear distinction between "Christian culture" 

and "Christianity," where she points out that "Christian culture" uses only certain aspects 

of the Bible to promote its agenda ("family values"), whereas "Christianity" is studying 

the Bible in its entirety, warts and all: 

[002]: [skipped material]Christian culture says "family values." 

Christianity says, you know, someone killed their dad, hated their 

brother[...]uh, slept with t h e — t h e sheepherder g i r l , like it's just, it's 

just all over the place, it's not family values, like i f you look a t — I 

mean we like to focus on t h e — t h e clean little Bible characters that did 

things right [skipped material] So, anyway, it's j u s t — I think that 

quite often it's an appearance thing [in Christian culture] 

The second way 002 reversed religious discourse about marriage as heterosexual or 

procreative was to present evidence from a book she had read that the "original form" of 

10 However, it should be noted that Bergoffen uses this discourse as a feminist reclamation. It does not 
appear that these women are using this type of discourse in a specifically feminist manner. 
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Christian marriage was between same-sex partners and was mainly a celebration of 

love/friendship between two people: 

[002] : [skipped material] I know I read that the first marriage 

ceremonies of any k i n d — w h a t book was that?—happened between... 

SUE: Those men? 

[002]: [overlapping] Two women. No, two women, and it was a sign of 

commitment, it wasn't necessarily a sexual bond, it was like a " I w i l l 

be your friend forever" and that was the first um, sort of religious 

ceremony that had anything to do with an organized church 

b l e s s i n g — a union. 

This argument is not uncommon.11 Two authors (Eskridge 1993: 1497; Boswell 

paraphrased in Sullivan 1997: 8) have suggested that early Christian "marriages" were 

indeed between members of the same-sex and were a celebration of intimacy in 

friendship. Overall, 002's strategy of drawing on historical examination of early marriage 

ceremonies in Christian settings serves to challenge the notion that marriage "always 

was" heterosexual in the Christian religion, as was presented in the Alberta Legislature 

12 
during the debates of the Marriage Amendment Act in the spring of 2000. 

In terms of conducting their own ceremonies, only two respondents, 014 and 015, 

expressed an interest in having a commitment or marriage ceremony with their same-sex 

partners in a religious setting "in front of the eyes of God" (015) and a supportive 

congregation, thus suggesting that certain elements of religious recognition and beliefs 

were important to them. Conversely, 002, Peggy, and 007 explicitly stated their desire to 

1 It is a common enough argument that both 002 and I know of it, and where she had read it was between 
women (I do not know what source she had read) I had read it was between men (Eskridge 1993: 1497). 

12 One MLA, Victor Doerksen (PC), presented a long Biblical passage that outlined how God decreed that 
marriage is between a man and a woman. Another MLA, Pat Nelson (PC), presented a list of religious 
faiths that decree marriage as exclusively between a man and a woman to show that such a view was not 
limited to the Christian religion (Alberta Hansard, February 23, 2000). 
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avoid having ceremonies with "religious overtones" (007) because either they felt it did 

not "fit them" (Peggy, 007) or because they felt frustrated with religion (002). Again, 

Bevir's suggestion that agents actively pick and choose beliefs that make sense to them 

fits well with these responses. 

Overall, the respondents in my study used religious discourse in ways that 

differed from heterosexual respondents in studies reviewed for this project. Respondents 

in Kaslow and Robison's study credited their long marriages to a shared belief in God or 

in the religious sanctity of marriage (1996: 163), and respondents in Sillars sometimes 

viewed their marriages in terms of religious beliefs (Sillars 1987: 507), though the 

authors do not specifically state how. My respondents were more apt to see religious 

discourse for how it excluded them from marriage and for how traditional religious 

discourse disadvantaged women in marriage by endorsing patriarchal values, though to 

be married in a religious/spiritual setting was important to a couple of respondents. 

Marriage as a Natural Part of Life 

Occasionally respondents used this type of discourse in an identical manner to 

heterosexual respondents in Parker's study, who viewed marriage as "part of the natural 

progression through life" (Parker 2000:3). Irish's explanation of why lesbians would 

want to get married begins very much the same way: 

TRISH: Uh...I think that [...] [...] they would want to because that's 

normal for a life, that's normal for relationships... 

005 also suggested that marriage is as "natural" a desire in lesbians as it is in 

heterosexuals. When asked why lesbians would want to marry, part of her answer was 
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that "women have the same wants and needs that way, that men and women do, 

heterosexual couples." This suggests that marriage is something that most men and 

women, regardless of orientation, desire and feel a natural "need" for. By constructing 

marriage as a normal part of life and a natural need in all people, Trish and 005 are 

attempting to remove lesbians from the discourses that usually portray them as 

"abnormal" or "unnatural" and place them into discourses of what is "normal" and 

"natural." The use of such discourse is potentially very effective, given that discourses 

about what is "natural" are highly influential and are rarely questioned (Brown 1998: 4). 

Policy makers seeking to define marriage as for heterosexuals only might be hard pressed 

to justify opposing a "natural need" for marriage present in all people, including 

homosexuals. 

Conversely, some respondents used a form of counterdiscourse that suggests that 

heterosexuals "fall back" on marriage, or that marriage is more of an "unthinking habit" 

than a natural part of life. 008 expressed this idea most clearly (012 and Peggy also noted 

it): 

SUE: So if there's no kids—do you think there's..do you think having kids 

is the main reason people get married? Orjust one of many? 

[008]: I think it's just a whole bunch of things, you know? Again, it's 

like that habit thing—you're supposed t o — a guy and a g i r l say you 

k n ow—again, I feel like I'm being rude, but they get together, a lot of 

them, and it's l i k e — I believe a lot of them love each other, and I 

believe they want to be together—but...you know, then they get 

married like they're supposed to and then they go out and get in debt 

and buy a house, you know, and then they get their little kids, and it's 

just a whole plan, and I know so many people that do i t — i t ' s just 

what you're supposed to do. 
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For 008, even though couples might feel genuine romantic feelings, the act of marriage 

seems mechanical, as is suggested by the phrase "it's just a whole plan.. .it's just what 

you're supposed to do." 008's language counters language that assumes marriage is a 

natural desire by making it seem like a mechanical action that heterosexuals perform 

because they have to rather than out of genuine desire to do so. Constructing marriage as 

a habit rather than a natural desire challenges the notion of having to be married at all. 

Also in contrast to Trish and 005, who stated that marriage is a normal part of any 

life, or a natural need in all people, two respondents (012, 016) countered the assumption 

that marriage is a normal part of "anyone's" life by constructing marriage as a 

"heterosexual rite of passage." 012 noted the change of status that occurs in the life of an 

individual that gets married: 

SUE: [skipped materialjUmm, ahh, is there any particular time you can 

remember learning like a lesson about marriage that really stuck with you? 

[skipped material] 

[012]: I don't know i f — i f anything would really jump out at me on 

that, more just around, umm, the — the, umm, the rate at which — or 

the importance of — of which it's placed in a person's, umm, 

developmental life. 

SUE: Hmm-hmm. 

[012]: That no matter how much of a screw-up you might have been, 

or what a wild woman you might have been, the moment you got 

engaged everyone went "ahhhhh." L i k e there's this — this real sort of 

symbolic coming of age; she's found her place in the world kind of 

thing. A n d I've — I always thought that was one of the drudging things 

about that always was, okay so you never actually get there i f you 

don't get married. 

This passage holds some common ideas about marriage as part of the life development of 

the individual: marriage is the ultimate accomplishment in one's life ("no matter how 

much of a screw-up you might have been"), the ultimate act of settling down into an 
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appropriate lifestyle ("[no matter] what a wild woman you might have been"), a signifier 

of one's maturity ("a symbolic coming of age"), and of doing what is expected or 

considered the right thing to do ("she's found her place in the world"). 

012 also astutely noted that people who do not marry are often perceived as less 

mature and are not granted the same status as those who do: ("so you don't actually get 

there if you don't get married"). 012 noted shortly after this passage that, rather, "if you 

don't [get married], you kinda get stuck in, ahh —[skipped material]— sort of a 

closely, not pubescent, but very closely post-pubescent stage. You're never really a 

grown up." It was sometimes the case that the lesbians interviewed for this study were 

perceived as "never grown up," either by themselves or their families. This concept is 

explored in detail in the chapter about the everyday impact of exclusion from marriage. 

Overall, in stating just prior to the latter quote that "[marriage] is a rite of passage," 012 

emphasised the idea that marriage is a tradition (a product of culture) that incurs a certain 

amount of status, and an expected and much encouraged event in the lives of "normal" 

people, rather than a natural, inevitable event. In summary, using discourse about 

marriage being part of the life cycle is advantageous if used either in an identical manner 

to heterosexuals so as to portray lesbians as having a "natural" need to marry (as by 005 

and Trish), or in a manner that counters the "naturalness" and inevitability of marriage by 

constructing it as either an unthinking habit (suggests lack of creativity among 

heterosexuals) or a rite of passage loaded with status for doing what is expected/normal, 

since then marriage can be openly challenged as a practice. 
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Gay and Lesbian Discourses about Same-Sex Marriage and its Impact 

In addition to using popular discourses about marriage, my respondents also drew 

on discourses similar to those found in the literature about the benefits and drawbacks of 

same-sex marriage written by GLB authors. As well, some new ground was broken 

empirically by asking this sample of lesbians what they thought the impact of same-sex 

marriage would be, both on the lesbian community and on the institution of marriage. 

Tensions along two axes appeared in the data, which were those between radical 

discourses and mainstreaming discourses regarding the nature and potential impact of 

same-sex marriage, and between positive views and negative views toward same-sex 

marriage. Mainstreaming (also known as "assimilationist") discourses are those that 

appear concerned with GLBs gaining equality through existing institutions and are 

usually premised on GLBs being "the same" as heterosexuals (Hequembourg and Arditi 

1999: 668). Radical discourses are those that appear concerned with promoting 

fundamental, positive, inclusive changes in society that everyone can benefit from, and 

usually work on the premise of promoting and respecting "difference." Radical 

discourses can be either positive or negative to same-sex marriage, whereas 

mainstreaming discourses by default are positive toward marriage. 

Perceived Impact on Lesbians 

The mainstreaming view that marriage would help lesbians gain recognition, 

acceptance or respectability was often drawn on in the interviews, in much the same way 

as it appeared in the literature. This excerpt from Trish outlines a desire for recognition as 

her partner's spouse, rather than people assuming she is anything except that: 
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TRISH: You know, just to be recognised as her spouse, not just as a 

roommate, or a girlfriend, or as her f r i e n d — I am her spouse[...]and I 

have a right to be recognised as that... 

The desire to be recognised as a spouse is possibly related to the strong emphasis placed 

on marital relationships in our culture and to the idea that marriage relationships are 

"more serious" than other forms of relationships, such as common-law relationships or 

friendships, that are perceived as worthy of less emphasis. In addition to this, it was 

shown in the previous section of this chapter that practical benefits and privileges stem 

from the status of spouse. Recognition of lesbian partners as a particular kind of 

relationship, namely one equal to that of heterosexual spouse, was thus important for 

some lesbians in this study. A legal form of same-sex marriage might help to raise the 

status of same-sex spouse and to have it recognized in broader society. 

In a similar manner, some respondents (007, 008, 02, 013, 015) claimed that 

same-sex marriage would help lesbians gain acceptance by "normalising" homosexuality: 

Sue: Okay, so first of all, to the -- yes, [marriage]would be extremely 

good, how would it be good? 

012: In the same way that I — as I was speaking of earlier. Because 

I think as soon as you start normalizing, umm, lesbian relationships 

by allowing them to marry and allowing them to do everything else 

that heterosexual couples do, you take away the fuel for the bigots. 

Similarly, 008 speculated that after the initial shock of seeing same-sex couples getting 

married, the heterosexual majority would come to see same-sex marriage (and same-sex 

relations at large) as commonplace and even "natural." These arguments for 

normalisation as a potential benefit of same-sex marriage attempt to include 

homosexuality in the greater discourse of "normality," a territory guarded jealously by 

hegemonic heterosexual discourse. "Normality" is used to differentiate and exclude 
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homosexuals, and is also used by heterosexuals to police their own behaviour and status. 

This was evident in Brown's study, where heterosexual females equated getting married 

with evidence of their "normality"—women who were not married were perceived by her 

respondents as either too unattractive to "get a man", or were suspected as lesbians 

(Brown 1998: 55). Overall, same-sex marriage was seen by my respondents as potentially 

helpful in redefining lesbianism as "normal" or "natural." As mentioned earlier, 

reinstating lesbians into the discourse of what is "normal" is a good strategy, given the 

tendency in our society not to question such discourses. 

Two respondents (003, 007) expressed the mainstreaming view that legalised 

same-sex marriage would help to eliminate discrimination against GLBs. In fact, both 

viewed the blocking of same-sex marriage as the fundamental condition of their 

oppression in society, and felt that removing this barrier would eliminate discrimination 

against GLBs. Here 003 suggests that same-sex marriage would be the basis from which 

tolerance of GLBs would follow: 

[003]: [skipped material] I think [sigh] um...everything would fall 

into place, because how am I different in any other way? [skipped 

material] I think that this would be a basis for all of the other things 

to fit in to place... 

007 uses a similar argument, constructing same-sex marriage as the key barrier to equal 

treatment of GLBs ("the thing that presupposes everything else"): 

[007]: [skipped material] I would think it would have a ripple effect in 

terms of reducing discrimination, like I t h i n k — y o u know maybe—I 

never thought of it this way but maybe it's the thing that presupposes 

everything else—that i f that's the change that can happen, maybe that 

w i l l be a huge uh, force, or influence i n — i n reducing discrimination 

and racism and excluding...um 

SUE: mmm-hmm. 
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[007]:uh...people who are gay from ...you know, all of the facets of 

life that heterosexual people just have...every day, right? 

The remainder of the respondents were less likely to consider same-sex marriage as the 

best or only solution to reducing discrimination against GLBs, though a good portion of 

them did think that same-sex marriage would at least help in reducing discrimination. 

010, 013, and 016 thought that same-sex marriage would not really help to reduce 

discrimination against GLBs. 010 went so far as to say that expecting same-sex marriage 

to solve the problem of discrimination was "Utopie," and that respect toward lesbians 

would probably not happen in her lifetime. 

Another mainstreaming view of the impact of same-sex marriage on lesbians that 

appeared in some respondents' answers was the argument that same-sex marriage would 

promote stability in lesbian relationships. 005 thought that same-sex marriage might 

make lesbians less apt to jump into or dissolve their relationships: 

SUE: Okay, how much would a legal form of same-sex marriage change 

marriage? 

[005]: It wouldn't change it [xxx], really 

SUE: It would still be about—marriage would still be about? 

[005]: [overlapping] marriage would still be marriage, I think that it 

would change maybe...looking at the ease of getting out of a 

relationship, you know, you have to put more thought into whether 

you're going to go through with it or not, how committed you are to 

that person, how much you want to be with them 

Similarly, 015 stated that having the option of marriage would make lesbians "try harder" 

when their relationships begin to show signs of stress: 

SUE: [skipped material]. Can you speculate what the divorce rate or the 

separation rate would be among, okay, first of all, lesbians? You said 40 

percent of lesbians would get married; of those 40 percent what 

percentage of them do you think would get divorced or separated as 

couples? 
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[015]: Well, to me, I think that having the option of being married — 

I think having that — having that option I think would keep a lot of 

lesbians together longer. I think that they would — they would be 

more prone to try and fix what's going on. 

SUE: Oh, okay, right. 

[015]: Rather than just dropping i t , going your separate ways. I 

mean there's... 

SUE: Okay. 

[015]: Well — that's in my opinion because I mean I view marriage 

as — as serious. 

Marriage in this instance is seen as keeping a couple together because it is "more serious" 

than a cohabiting relationship and a relationship that is worthy of more effort. Though 

015 asserts that this is "just her opinion," discourse about the relative "seriousness" of 

marriage and the greater commitment to "making it work" are not uncommon. 002 and 

007 also drew on similar discourse about the potential stabilising effects of marriage for 

lesbian relationships as a potentially positive outcome of same-sex marriage. This view 

of marriage as a stabilizing force in intimate relationships also appeared in Sullivan's 

work, where he argues that same-sex marriage as an option would help to stabilize 

relationships in the gay community (Sullivan 1995 in Sullivan 1997: 149). It also appears 

in Wolfson's work, where he suggests that the lack of access to same-sex marriage 

encourages unfaithfulness and insecurity in romantic relationships within the GLB 

community (Wolfson 1994: 599). 

In addition to the expected mainstreaming discourses mentioned above, some new 

themes about the impact of marriage on lesbians also appeared. Some respondents 

thought that same-sex marriage would impact lesbians by leading them to over-

romanticize their relationships in the same way that they perceived many heterosexual 
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women do. Peggy, 009, 012, 015, and 016 all asserted that some heterosexual women 

"romance the idea of marriage" to such an extent that it clouds their judgement in 

selecting the "right person" to marry or raises their expectations about marriage too high. 

012 described how not having the option to marry as a lesbian made her more pragmatic 

in taking steps to protect herself legally in a relationship, whereas heterosexual women, 

in taking the legalities and permanence of a marriage for granted, focus too much instead 

on the romantic aspect of marriage: 

SUE: Right. So taking those [legal] steps didn't, ahh, didn't bother you 

at all? 

[012]: No. Again, see I'm a real pragmatist. I mean the romance 

stuff and the, you know, skipping off into the sunset only to trip over 

the cliff is what happens with most — I mean, the—probably young 

straight couples as they grow up on the romance stuff and the 

Harlequin romances and then — 

SUE: And the marriage, the ultimate act. 

[012]: Yeah. You know, and they get, you know, they [...] 

SUE: B i g starry eyes. 

[012]: — holding down their white dress and their train and, you 

know, and all hell breaks loose years later. A n d they think, you know, 

I've got dealt a, you know — sort of a raw deal. Whereas I think with 

lesbians, what happens is you kinda grow up fighting to make your 

place in the world. 

SUE: Hmm-hmm. 

[012]: I think you're as romantic as they are, but I think you're way 

more realistic about human nature, and I don't think that's bad. 

When I asked i f she thought same-sex marriage would lead lesbians into the same trap of 

overemphasising the taken-for-granted notion of marriage as romance and permanence, 

012 said it would, stating that "eventually you will [see the same pitfalls] because they 

[will] all grow up reading lesbian Harlequin romances."13 Overall, there was concern 

that same-sex marriage would lead lesbians to overemphasize the romantic aspect of 
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marriage, since the practical consequences of being excluded (e.g. the fight for legal 

benefits or dealing with recognition of their relationships) would be forgotten. 

Two respondents (002, 008) noted that same-sex marriage has the potential to 

make lesbian relationships much more visible than they are now. 002 speculated that 

initially some lesbians might not want to get married because they are still in the closet: 

[002]: Um, [...] I think that they would not want to get married[...] so 

many of them are still in the closet, and they do this in their spare 

time and are straight girls in their... you know public time. That's a — 

I think that's -that's part of i t , because i f it was legal, any secret 

relationship they would have would have the risk of the other person 

being like "well, I wanna marry you, come on, let's do i t " whereas 

now it's like "well, we can't anyway, so why—why be public about 

i t ? " 

The tendency to live a "secret life" as a lesbian clashes with the assumption of marriage 

as a very public status. This concern assumes that this would be the reaction of closeted 

GLBs if same-sex marriage were suddenly passed, and that levels of homophobia remain 

as high as they are now. Given these assumptions, same-sex marriage would not be a 

guarantee of instant acceptance of GLBs, nor an incentive for some lesbians to come 

crashing out of the closet. This discomfort was also apparent in Sarantakos's study, 

where respondents expressed concern that same-sex marriage as the only form of legal 

recognition of a same-sex relationship would "out" lesbians or gay men living in 

clandestine relationships (Sarantakos 1998: 224). 

Perceived Impact on the Institution of Marriage 

The radical view that same-sex marriage would change the institution of marriage 

for the better came through in some of the interviews. In the literature, some radical 

13 According to Valverde, the plots of such novels inevitably end in marriage (Valverde 1985: 139). 
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authors suggest that same-sex marriage would force marriage to become a more 

egalitarian institution by challenging traditional gender roles between spouses and 

making it more difficult to pass judgement in courts based on traditional gender roles 

(Polikoff 1993: 1541; Graffin Sullivan 1997: 137). Only two respondents, 004 and 009, 

speculated that same-sex marriage might promote equality between partners in a marriage 

because of the more equitable gender balance. However, they did so rather indirectly, 

with 004 stating that the connotation that people are property might be challenged and 

009 in saying that the equality between same-sexed partners threatens the patriarchal 

assumption of men's control over women. 

Peggy expanded on the radical theme of positive, fundamental change by 

suggesting that marriage as an institution would become more inclusive. Same-sex 

marriage would go beyond the changes already produced by the legal recognition of 

common-law unions by introducing the possibility that two women or two men might 

marry: 

PEGGY: As an institution, um, well it would be more inclusive, it 

would have a different image 

SUE: A different image. Do you think 

P E G G Y : that isn't touched by the inclusion of common-law 

marriage, because it is still "Bob and Sarah" 

SUE: Right 

P E G G Y : you know. 

SUE: So, in a new way, it would b e — i t would be "Amy and Sarah"— 

P E G G Y : [overlapping] Yeah[...] Yeah [...] 

Similarly, 007 stated that the assumption of heterosexuality in marriage would no longer 

be automatic: 

SUE: [skipped material]—um, how much do you think a legal form of 

same-sex marriage would change the face of marriage as you know it? 
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[007]: [...][...]Um, [...] well, hugely—I think the biggest thing is that 

you realise t h a t — y o u know, I think you would take away t h e — t h e 

automatic association of marriage being a man and a woman 

004's statement was the most direct: " I think it would challenge the ideology of first— 

it's not heterosexual anymore." These assertions are a direct challenge to the common 

assumption that marriage is (and always has been) a heterosexual union, and that any 

other form is not a real marriage, or should not be given the same status of a heterosexual 

marriage. Overall, these respondents embraced the potential of same-sex marriage to 

transform the heterosexual image of marriage to a more inclusive form that includes 

GLBs. 

While the changes above are viewed as positive, some respondents were very 

careful to state that they would not want to see two lesbians getting married just to make 

a point or to change marriage on purpose. Peggy, who had earlier stated that the image of 

marriage would change to become more inclusive, qualified her view slightly when later 

presented with an extreme view about using marriage to promote change: 

SUE: [skipped material]do you think maybe people should use marriage, 

uh that lesbians could use marriage—that Amy and Sarah could use 

marriage to change the face of marriage on purpose, or...? 

P E G G Y : Uh...they could, but I don't think that's a good idea 

SUE: Okay 

P E G G Y : I don't think that's a good reason for two people to do 

something that serious. 

Peggy then immediately drew on her own experience of organizing a "Chapel of Love" 

during Pride celebrations in Calgary some time ago, where same-sex couples could come 

and be "married" at a booth, to illustrate the delicate tension between the desire to subvert 
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the "heterosexual only" assumption of marriage and the seriousness with which people 

who attended her chapel treated their mock marriages: 

SUE: Okay, so marriage to you is still about two people loving each other 

and getting married? 

P E G G Y : [overlapping] Yeah, like our little "Chapel of Love" 

SUE: Okay 

P E G G Y : that was a fun thing, it was never meant to be serious, and a 

lot of people did take it quite seriously, [skipped material]you know, 

couples come up to us and say "you married us" and "that was so fun 

and we had a good time" and you know? 

SUE: Yeah 

P E G G Y : and it really meant a lot to them, so I know that marriage 

means a lot to people and that it's not something that you can 

take... flippantly 

SUE: Right. Okay. Um, 

P E G G Y : O r — o r it's not just something that's p o l i t i c a l l y — y o u can't 

have a political marriage [skipped material] l i k e — l i k e my [suggestion 

of having] massive lesbians on the lawn at Legislature, you know 

SUE: Yeah 

P E G G Y : it wouldn't be me and somebody I'd just met in the bar the 

night before 

SUE: No, it would be something you would take f a i r l y — f a i r l y seriously 

P E G G Y : Yeah 

SUE: Yeah 

P E G G Y : Well, very seriously 

SUE: Okay. Um, [xxx] 

P E G G Y : [overlapping] Even though it's a spectacle. Sorry. 

SUE: No, no, keep going 

P E G G Y : Yeah, no—even though it would be a political spectacle and 

the point would be political, I would still consider that...very seriously 

There is tension in Peggy's response between discourses about promoting fundamental 

changes in marriage and the perceived "seriousness" of marriage, but in the end these two 

discourses are successfully blended by Peggy, who seems comfortable with mixing the 

terms "something you would take seriously" with "political spectacle" to create a viable 

form of political action that simultaneously shows respect for the seriousness of marriage 

and subverts the assumption that marriage is heterosexual. This is a reconstitution of 



elements of two seemingly incompatible discourses (respect for marriage and subversion 

of marriage) into a new subject position, a practice recognised by Elizabeth as a form of 

resistance (2000: 91). Bevir's assertion that subjects may be active and creative in 

selecting beliefs (1999: 358) also applies here, in that Peggy was able to choose and 

recombine elements from either discourse that were important to her, with a very creative 

and useful discourse as the outcome. 

At least five respondents (002, Peggy, 007, 008, 015) expressed this kind of 

reluctance toward seeing lesbian couples getting married only to help change marriage 

(these respondents were not presented with the extreme view I asked of Peggy) or to 

prove that lesbians are just as committed in their relationships, even if in other parts of 

their interviews they had speculated that positive changes toward marriage could result 

from legalised same-sex marriages. Thus, radical/positive discourses in this sample of 

lesbians were used, but were usually tempered by discourses about the "seriousness" of 

marriage. 

Radical discourses negative toward same-sex marriage were also utilised by 

respondents in the interviews. Radical discourses negative to same-sex marriage often 

construct same-sex marriage as a patriarchal institution that is highly resistant to change. 

A theme common to both the literature and this data set was the discomfort with pursuing 

same-sex marriage because of the strong patriarchal flavour the institution of marriage 

carries with it now (004, 010, 016, and 012 all expressed this view). 010 could not see 

marriage happening between lesbians because marriage is patriarchal: 
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[010]: I see it just as a binding...sort of ...I dunno...I see it as a 

restraint, I don't see i t , like, as a lesbian, I'm not the least bit 

interested in marrying another lesbian, do you know what I mean? 

SUE: Yeah 

[010]: To me, that ...that's part of...um...to me it's patriarchal and 

why would I want to be a part of that? 

Some expanded the theme to include an aspect of viewing marriage as an exchange of 

property that they really did not appreciate (012, Trish, 016, 004, 015). 016's response is 

the strongest example of understanding marriage as a tradition of "property exchange" 

between men: 

SUE: [irrelevant material]Usually I start off pretty general, so what I do 

is I just ask the person what marriage means to them. So what does 

marriage mean to you? 

[016]: [irrelevant material]Marriage means to me an agreement of 

property in exchange of — of a woman being from one household in 

the property of her father, from being in the — in — and agreeing to 

being in the property of her soon to be husband or spouse. 

SUE: Okay. Umm, so property agreement, ahh. A l l right, umm. 

[016]: Marriage, in itself, is — the history of marriage is about 

property. 

These references to women as property and the exchange of property between men reflect 

a radical feminist critique of marriage as presented by Ettelbrick (1989 in Sullivan 1997) 

and Polikoff (1993). 

The view that marriage is essentially patriarchal was sometimes followed by the 

assertion that the patriarchal nature of marriage was so deeply ingrained that even a 

dramatic change like same-sex marriage would not remove the patriarchal meaning from 

marriage as a whole (012 and 016). 012 expressed this view: 

SUE: Okay, umm, the question Fm just gonna randomly stick in here, 

do you think, ahh, underneath the part about changing the face of 
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marriage, do you think that same sex marriage would make marriage 

more egalitarian? 

[012]: No, I don't have that much hope for same sex marriages, I 

mean, that kind of influence. 

SUE: No, okay. 

[012]: It's a pretty old institution. It's — it would - it's, you know, it 

would take a long time before it would impact I think. 

SUE: Oh really? So do you think that lesbians would fall into roles? 

[012]: No. 

SUE: Or — 

[012]: No, I - I think there would — marriage is simply the 

manifestation of how men and women operate in relationships. 

SUE: Okay. 

[012]: Umm, it would take a lot more than just having lesbians get 

married to make men and women's roles change. 

While 012 earlier stated that marriage would impact lesbians in a positive manner by 

reducing discrimination, she holds little hope for the radical positive view of marriage 

that suggests same-sex marriage would revolutionize marriage as a whole by making it 

gender-blind and egalitarian (as proposed by Graffin Sullivan 1997: 137). Instead, her 

last comment ("it would take a lot more than just having lesbians get married to make 

men and women's roles change") strongly suggests that men's and women's roles are 

deeply rooted and unchanged by same-sex marriage. These views are similar to the 

Polikoffs radical feminist views of marriage as rooted firmly in gender roles and highly 

resistant to change, even by same-sex marriage (Polikoff 1993: 1541). 

At least seven respondents drew on the idea that it is undesirable to pursue same-

sex marriage because it only parallels heterosexual marriage. Some drew on this 

discourse to express their own feelings (004, 009), while other respondents used this 

discourse to construct an alternate viewpoint when I asked them about why they thought 

some lesbians might not want to pursue marriage (003, Peggy, 007, 010, 015). 
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The next step in this argument in the literature is that same-sex marriage does little to 

improve or change the institution of marriage as a whole (Ettelbrick in Sullivan 1997: 

120). However, only one respondent, 016, clearly echoed this sentiment (the rest did not 

expand the discourse to this level): 

SUE: So do you think that even lesbians getting married will actually — 

don't you think that might change? Is it possible that -- that lesbians 

marrying would change the face of marriage? 

[016]: No. By lesbians marrying, they're agreeing that that contract 

is okay. 

SUE: Okay. 

[016] That that — 

SUE: So even i f two equal women get married... 

[016]: Two equal women get married, they're still making the 

agreement that that institution is okay. 

SUE: Okay. 

[016]: A n d then that's what — that's what's valued in society. 

In 016's view, lesbians who participate in same-sex marriages are only perpetuating the 

message that marriage should be the preferred form of couple relationship, rather than 

promoting other ways of living out couple relationships. The discourse that constructs 

any participation in the current institution of marriage as approval of the status quo also 

appears in the literature, where Polikoff asserts that "any effort to legitimize lesbian and 

gay marriage would work to persuade the heterosexual mainstream that lesbians and gay 

men seek to emulate heterosexual marriage as currently constituted" (Polikoff 1993: 

1541). There is no progress in simply mimicking heterosexual relationships, because then 

there is no widespread exposure to difference in relationship forms. 

A closely related discourse that also appeared in both the literature and my sample 

(a minimum of three times) was a rejection of marriage based on the argument that it is a 

failed institution not worth repeating. Trish admitted that she used to think that "if it 
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didn't work for heterosexuals, why is it gonna work for homosexuals?" Both Peggy 

and 008 cited the commonly circulated "50% failure rate" of heterosexual marriages 

when they speculated why some lesbians would not want to pursue marriage. 008 

suggested that lesbians might look at the 50% failure rate and think "what's the point?", 

while Peggy suggested that lesbians might not want to "duplicate something that is 

obviously an absolute absurd failure." These arguments imply that the failure rate and 

the inherently unstable nature of marriage would not change with the introduction of 

same-sex marriage. In terms of the GLB literature, the argument that marriage is a 

seriously flawed institution usually has to do with the association of marriage with 

patriarchy and the subordination of women (e.g. Polikoff 1993: 1536), an idea already 

examined in this analysis. However, the comments my respondents are making appear 

closer to Brown's observation that there is generally great concern in our culture (and in 

the mainstream social science literature) about the "faltering" institution of marriage 

(Brown 1998: 95). 

In the literature, radical GLB opponents of same-sex marriage fear that the fight 

for same-sex marriage takes away incentive to fight for social and economic changes that 

everyone (not just married couples) would benefit from (Ettelbrick in Sullivan 1997:123; 

Browning in Sullivan 1997: 133). This theme is part of a greater GLB anti-assimilationist 

discourse that constructs the GLB community and GLB identity as unique and as a 

special forum for critiquing mainstream society. For Ettelbrick, an essential part of 

lesbian identity is to challenge mainstream society: "[bjeing queer means pushing the 

parameters of sex, sexuality and family, and in the process transforming the very fabric of 
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society (1999: 120)." The theme of promoting social and economic change was touched 

upon by the respondents in my sample and expanded in terms of where they would like to 

see political energy spent, though it was never explicitly tied to their lesbian identity as 

outlined by Ettelbrick. Many of the respondents in this sample, regardless of their 

feelings for same-sex marriage, wanted to see lesbian (or more broadly, GLB) political 

energy also go toward other causes that would improve the lives of many, and not 

necessarily just the GLB population. Respondents' answers varied in at least three ways: 

in what area they thought lesbian (or GLB) political energy could be spent (aside from 

pursuing same-sex marriage), in how widespread the changes should be, and to what 

degree they thought same-sex marriage should be a part of lesbian political activity. 

Respondents identified many areas where they felt GLB political energy could be 

expended to make positive changes: securing and keeping basic human rights for GLBs 

(004, 007, 008, 012), reducing and providing counselling for spousal abuse or violence 

against women (009, 004), reducing widespread poverty (010, 004, Peggy), helping 

lesbians (and others) with identity and self esteem issues (002, 013), changing family law 

and government policies to recognise lesbian families (010, 014), adoption and custody 

rights for lesbians (004, 005, 015), building a strong and distinct lesbian community 

(016), and, in the most general sense, "examining and breaking down patriarchal 

institutions (016)" 

Respondents also differed in how widespread they thought the changes would be 

in their impact. Some suggested that the changes would be fundamental and would apply 

to either all women or to the population as a whole. For example, 010 stated that energy 



should go to "maybe not just lesbian causes" but to "women's causes" such as poverty 

and improving family law for women. 004 noted that violence against women occurs in 

both the heterosexual and homosexual population and thought energy could be expended 

there. 016's suggestion of breaking down patriarchal institutions suggests widespread, 

fundamental changes. Other respondents saw the changes they proposed as affecting just 

the GLB population, such as the fight to obtain and keep basic rights for GLBs. 

Respondents varied in their views on how much effort should be devoted to the 

pursuit of same-sex marriage next to the other efforts they suggested. 016 presented the 

clearest indication that she thought that the fight for same-sex marriage was not worth the 

effort, and that effort should solely go elsewhere.14 The remainder of the respondents 

either answered that yes, marriage is worth the effort (003, Trish), or more often, saw 

same-sex marriage as part of the effort to promote change. For example, Peggy proposed 

that same-sex marriage is better viewed as being "one of the prongs" in the fight for 

social change (she described achieving "social equality and economic equality" as the 

other prongs) rather than the only fight. This view of pursuing both marriage and more 

fundamental social change is also espoused by Wolfson, who argues that there is no 

reason why the GLB movement cannot fight for marriage and for the end of economic 

and social inequalities of all varieties (Wolfson 1996 in Sullivan 1997: 131; Wolfson 

1994: 597). 

At times, a respondent's overall feeling toward marriage did not reflect in their 

answer about how much effort should go toward same-sex marriage. For example, 005, 

14 016 was the only respondent to answer a flat "no" to the question that asked "is the fight for same-sex 
marriage worth the effort by lesbians?" 
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who adamantly supported the fight for same-sex marriage throughout the interview 

placed higher priority on lesbians achieving custody rights and adoption rights. 010, who 

personally opposed same-sex marriage, deemed marriage a worthy fight for those 

lesbians who wanted it. Thus it is important to note that personal support or lack of 

support for marriage is not necessarily linked to whether respondents thought that same-

sex marriage is "worth the effort." Overall, respondents drew on this theme (that 

concentrating on obtaining same-sex marriage takes away from other fights for social 

equality) either identically to the way it was used in the literature (especially 016), or they 

expanded on the theme by noting different fights worthy of pursuit by the lesbian 

community, or they created an alternate strategy that combined more fundamental 

changes to the social system with the fight for same-sex marriage. 

I tried in some of the early interviews to stimulate conversation about alternate 

sexual lifestyles (such as non-monogamy or SM), since one radical concern found in the 

literature with same-sex marriages was that it would further marginalize these groups as 

"sexual outlaws" (Ettelbrick in Sullivan 1997: 121; Sears 2001:1). However, these for the 

most part were not productive and often misunderstood, so I did not pursue these after the 

third interview. 

The data presented in this chapter shows the wide variety of discourses that 

lesbians drew on to discuss marriage. When they were able and willing to do so, lesbian 

respondents drew on popular discourses to talk about particular aspects of marriage. In 

instances where popular discourses were inaccessible or did not sit well with respondents, 
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alterations were made in terms of reversals or expansions to make discourses work for 

them, while challenges to popular discourses took the form of counterdiscourses. 

The use of GLB discourses was not problematic for these respondents, and some of these 

discourses were even expanded on. The findings of this chapter are revisited in Chapter 

Seven for their significance in terms of the theoretical framework. I now turn attention to 

how lesbians understand their exclusion from an equal form of marriage. 
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Chapter Five 

Understanding Exclusion from Marriage 

Introduction 

This chapter examines how the_ lesbian women in this study understand their 

exclusion from marriage, paying particular attention to how they use and respond to 

broader discourses that create and reinforce exclusion. Discourses that focus on various 

aspects of exclusion are first examined, followed by an examination of alternative forms 

of marriage (the registered partnership and commitment ceremonies) to see whether or 

not these women consider them feasible alternatives to marriage. 

Exclusion Discourses 

This section examines the range of responses given by participants to understand 

exclusion from marriage. Discourses that outline why same-sex couples are excluded 

from marriage from a hegemonic heteronormative standpoint are plentiful in the literature 

reviewed for this thesis, and there are some easily recognisable GLB discourses in the 

literature that "respond" to the hegemonic discourse (e.g. Sullivan 1995 in Sullivan 1997, 

Wolfson 1994, Graffin Sullivan 1997). Discourses about exclusion in this study appeared 

identical to those found in the literature written by GLBs to understand exclusion, or 

were reversals or counterdiscourses to heteronormative discourses about why GLBs are 

excluded from marriage. New themes were also seen to emerge and were not clearly 

linked to the known discourses that appeared in the literature, thus requiring more 

guesswork as to what influential discourse(s), if any, might have been at work in 



constructing that response. Given that little empirical work that solely focuses on 

analysing individual lesbians' (or gays or bisexuals') views of exclusion from a legal 

form of marriage has been done1, much of the material presented here can be considered 

new ground. 

Baffled Responses: Exclusion as "Senseless " 

A third of the respondents expressed frustration when trying to explain why they 

thought lesbians are excluded from marriage. Some could not readily come up with 

reasons for the exclusion, and wrote exclusion off as "senseless" or as something that 

they were baffled by. These baffled responses were usually (but not always) followed by 

a reversal of the discourse that enabled the exclusion to occur in the first place, either 

spontaneously or through some prompting. 005's response is a typical one that expresses 

the frustration of trying to make sense of exclusion: 

[005] : I would like to see it [same-sex marriage] go through, I don't 

know why it hasn't, I honest to God don't know why not, I just...I'm 

at a loss. It boggles the mind to t h i n k — I mean i t ' s — i t ' s people, right? 

It's just people, I don't see what the big deal is. 

005's response not only demonstrates raw frustration but the wording "it's just people2" 

suggests that the original exclusion discourse being "responded to" poses lesbians as 

unusual people, an idea examined in more detail shortly in the section about discourses of 

difference. 008's response also provides insight to some of the discourses at work in the 

frustrated response: 

1 Whitacre's work (1992) is one exception. It is referred to periodically. 
2 This comment also appeared in Whitacre's interviews, not as a baffled response, but in a manner that 
attempts to reduce the gap between gay and straight people by posing us all as human beings (in Whitacre 
1992: 174). 



SUE: [skipped material] Given the political climate in Alberta and the 

resistance given to same sex marriage, um, how would you personally feel 

about never being able to legally marry in the future? 

[008]: That would make me angry. 

SUE: Yeah? 

[008]: Very a n g r y — I — I j u s t — i t h o n e s t l y — i t makes no sense to m e — I 

mean, being a lesbian is completely natural to me 

SUE: mmm-hmm. 

[008]: I happen to, you know I happen to be in love with a woman, I 

don't—I just—you're going to hear this a l l the t i m e — i t just doesn't 
make any sense that we shouldn't have those rights 

In addition to reconstructing exclusion as "senseless" ("it makes no sense to me"), 008's 

response shows that she is responding to an unspoken but assumed exclusion discourse 

that poses homosexuality as "unnatural" and thus not worthy of marriage ("being a 

lesbian is completely natural to me"). So, in order to talk about exclusion in some detail 

beyond the construction of exclusion as "senseless," the respondents had to draw on the 

discourses that excluded them and then somehow "reply"—otherwise they were limited 

in their ability to explain exclusion from marriage. The remaining two-thirds of the 

respondents drew on such discourses from the start to explain lesbians' exclusion from 

marriage. 

The responses that construct exclusion from marriage based on sexual orientation 

as "senseless" reflect a number of properties about discourse identified by various post

modern writers (some of these were discussed in Chapter Two). First, it is demonstrative 

of how discourses constitute what it is possible to know (Laird 2000: 455; Gavey 1989: 

464), since outside of the usual exclusion discourses these respondents have a harder time 

defining why they are excluded. It is also demonstrative of Elizabeth's contention that 

discourses are classification systems that may be used to sort objects into exclusionary 
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categories, based on the presence or absence of a characteristic deemed important, that 

can subsequently be grouped hierarchically (Elizabeth 2000: 90). Furthermore, Brown 

notes that the categories of discourse often operate as binaries that clearly delineate the 

privileged/desirable from the unprivileged/undesirable (Brown 1998: 40). In this case, the 

categories at work in these lesbians' responses are distinctions between the 

naturalness/unnaturalness of heterosexuality and homosexuality, and also the 

assumptions of commonality/uncommonality of heterosexuality and homosexuality, 

respectively. The participants are actively challenging these binaries by attempting to 

reinstate themselves in the privileged discourse by using the very categories they are 

excluded by; "it's completely natural to me" invokes the use of the privileged discourse 

of being natural or normal, and "it's just people" invokes the use of the privileged 

discourse of commonality as opposed to distinction. Thus, even in the baffled response, 

the bases on which exclusion occurs quickly follow the expression of frustration. 

Discourses that Emphasize Difference 

Discourses that focus on differences between homosexuals and heterosexuals 

wove in and out of the data about exclusion from marriage. This focus on differences also 

appeared in the literature. Homosexuality and marriage are often portrayed as being so 

different as to be incompatible, and this argument has been used by both homophobes 

and by "radical" gays and lesbians opposed to marriage to discount the fight for same-sex 

marriage. Sullivan points out that anti-gay rhetoric uses the idea that there is a "gay 

lifestyle" that is the antithesis of marriage. According to Sullivan the gay lifestyle is 
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believed by conservatives to consist of promiscuity, a lack of emotional commitment and 

the subversion of traditional gender roles that make family life possible (Sullivan 1995 in 

Sullivan 1997:148). Richardson notes that the focus on sexual activity in the supposed 

gay lifestyle has also been applied to lesbians, in spite of the common assumption that 

women's sexuality is passive rather than active (1992: 191). The overemphasis on sex for 

pleasure and lack of commitment involved in the gay (and lesbian) lifestyle are thus 

juxtaposed to the construction of marriage as monogamous and procreative. This is 

reflective of a Western tendency to think in binary oppositions, especially in order to 

produce an obvious "good/bad" dichotomy (Brown 1998: 40). In this case it appears that 

the binary serves to pose gays and lesbians as "unmarriageable" because of non-virtue 

and heterosexuals as marriageable and more virtuous. 

My respondents drew on a wide variety of commonly circulated arguments 

rooted in this dichotomization to account for lesbians' (and gays') exclusion from 

marriage. These discourses usually emphasize the differences between homosexuals and 

heterosexuals. Several respondents (003, 014, 002) noted that homosexuals in general 

(male and female) are perceived to lead exotic "lifestyles" that are somehow radically 

different from how heterosexuals live their lives, especially with regard to sexual activity. 

As mentioned earlier, popular heterosexist discourse presents the "gay lifestyle" as a 

universal one which entails (among other features) promiscuity, fleeting commitment 

between partners, and a life of loneliness and isolation (Sullivan 1995 in Sullivan 

1997:148). Some respondents (002, 003, 014, 015) were frustrated at the tendency of 

people in general to reduce lesbian relationships to sexual ones, with little regard for the 
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romance or commitment in them. 015 articulates how this discourse of the "gay lifestyle" 

impacted her mother's reaction to her coming out: 

[015]: [skipped material] I don't think my mother ever wanted me to 

be alone and I think that was her fear that gay people are alone. 

SUE: Yeah, that those things — 

[015]: That - that it's just the sex. 

SUE: Right. 

[015] : Y o u know, a lot of people when they think of gay and lesbian 

the first thing in their head is sex. 

SUE: Right. 

[015]: A n d it's not the commitment, it's not the long-term goal of, you 

know, having somebody that you — you want to spend the rest of your 

life with. 

Richardson asserts that lesbians are either portrayed in popular discourse as essentially 

sexual beings or are de-sexualized to the point of "harmlessness" (1992:194). It would 

seem that the main discourse at work in my participants' responses is the "oversexed" 

lesbian discourse that fits in with the purpose of distancing lesbians from marriage better 

than one that would render them sexually harmless. It should be noted that the discourse 

that constructs gay and lesbian relationships as only sexual also appeared in some of 

Whitacre's interviews, where several interviewees commented that heterosexuals tend to 

only look at the sexual aspect of homosexual relationships and not at the commitment or 

love involved (Whitacre 1992: 178). 

Some respondents drew on discourses that portray same-sex marriage as "the final 

line" that society dares not to cross for fear of some unspeakable change it would produce 

in the societal order as another reason for exclusion. Peggy commented that the Alberta 

PC government likes to use same-sex marriage as the "touchstone" that the voting 
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population w i l l agree on, even though the reasons for denying same-sex marriage are not 

all that clear: 

PEGGY: [skipped material] I don't understand why—what the 

objection i s — I just don't get i t , I think it's just sort of a visceral, 

shoot from the hip, cowboy thing, that [mock voice] "this is our line in 

the sand" 

SUE: [laughs] 

P E G G Y : "and this is where we stand" [normal] you know? A n d 

that's—and they—they don't have to have a rationale because that's 

all the rationale they need 

SUE: Right. 

P E G G Y : and people see that they are defending, a l i n e — a principle, a 

stance, and that's all they need to 

SUE: Uh-huh...Right 

P E G G Y : No matter what the line is or where it i s — i t is just 

[both at same time] a line. 

P E G G Y : and you know, that's what they're there for, is to stand for 

lines 

008 also presented the "final line" argument used by her parents to view same-sex 

marriage and was able to bring out the element of fear used in many arguments against 

same-sex marriage: 

[008]: They've—I know what they've said already—they're like 

" Well, i f you cross that line, what's next?" you know? "it's just going 

to lead to all this..." 

SUE: mayhem and destruction? 

[008]: Yeah, e x a c t l y — t h a t ' s — a n d that is their view, and I know it 

Both Peggy and 008 identified one of the "unspeakable fears" as one that 

speculates that (somehow) pedophilia would run rampant if same-sex marriage were 

allowed. This fear in turn is due to a dubious association between homosexual males and 

pedophilia. 008 repeated a commonly circulated argument that society would no longer 

know where to draw the line in terms of legitimising certain types of sexual behaviour: 
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[008]: Um, I've heard things l i k e — " i f this [same sex marriage] 

happens then the next step i s " — a n d this is h o r r i b l e — u m , things like 

"yeah, next thing you know, pedophiles w i l l b e — " l i k e — I ' v e heard 

that before, "this w i l l be allowed," and you know "where do you draw 

the line?" Y ou know, like these men's clubs where they're allowed to 

have sex with 

[both] boys 

SUE: [overlapping] Yeah 

[008]: they think this i s — t h a t ' s where it's going to progress to, where 

this is going to be allowed 

Peggy speculated that the fear among heterosexual opponents of same-sex marriage is 

that same-sex marriage will lead to same-sex couples being able to adopt children, whom 

they will sexually abuse. She used a form of reverse discourse on the spot by drawing on 

a widely circulated "statistic" about who pedophiles "actually are" (heterosexual men): 

PEGGY: That's irritating [sigh]. I know that...you know...the 

association of gay men with pedophilia 

SUE: Oh, okay 

P E G G Y : it bothers me, and so if, you know, you allow gay men to 

have marriages, then they'll have adoptions and then they'll sexually 

abuse these children 

SUE: Yeah 

P E G G Y : and that bugs me. Yes. Because—what is it? 9 8 % of child 

molesters are heterosexual men 

SUE: Yes. 

P E G G Y : and it's [frustrated grunt] mmuuwahh!! 

SUE: [laughs] 

P E G G Y : you know? 

SUE: Nobody's actually doing their homework 

P E G G Y : Nobody's thinking about that 

SUE: Yeah 

P E G G Y : t h a t — t h a t whole fact is obscured. So that barrier to gay 

marriage is totally absurd to me 

So, in holding heterosexual pedophiles accountable through the "98% statistic," Peggy 

has reversed the language of the common discourse that homosexual males are 



113 

pedophiles. Though discourse about lesbians as potential pedophiles did not surface in 

this particular study (such discourses focused on gay males, a more common association), 

such a discourse does exist, and serves to pose lesbians as different from "normal 

women." Richardson points out that popular discourse that constructs lesbians as 

essentially sexual beings has been used to raise concerns that lesbians pose a sexual threat 

to children, overshadowing another popular discourse that constructs all women as 

"maternal" and sexually passive (Richardson 1992: 191). The discourse that constructs 

same-sex marriage and pedophilia as linked also appeared in Whitacre's study, where gay 

and lesbian respondents speculated that heterosexuals fear same-sex marriage because 

two men who live together as a couple are seen as perverts or child molesters who pose a 

threat to the entire neighbourhood (Whitacre 1992: 185). Two women living together 

were not seen to pose the same type of threat by Whitacre's gay and lesbian respondents, 

because they thought heterosexual people would view two women living together not in 

sexual terms but rather as "sister-like" or as "best friends" (ibid). 

Respondents in my study also outlined other forms of fear that they thought 

contribute to the barring of same-sex marriages (again, these are based on seeing 

homosexuals as "fundamentally different"). 003 articulated the conservative fear that 

same-sex marriage would legitimise homosexuality and that more young women would 

be "converted" into lesbianism because the lifestyle is perceived as more exciting. 014 

articulated a similar conservative fear that legitimising same-sex relationships through 

allowing same-sex marriage would make homosexuality so common that lesbians and 

gays might form "some big conglomerate" and "take over the world." These fears 
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about the numbers of lesbians increasing were countered in this study with arguments 

that the numbers needed to "overthrow" the heterosexual population would simply never 

accumulate (014, Peggy) or that the ultimate meaning of marriage as "commitment" 

would not change even if more women came out as lesbians (003). 

The above arguments for exclusion of gays and lesbians from marriage based on 

fears of "takeover by homosexuals" are in accordance with Sullivan's assertion that 

political and social conservatives are concerned with the sheer number of homosexuals 

increasing if the lifestyle is legitimised (Sullivan 1995 in Sullivan 1997: 147). This 

argument has been around for some time. Anna Marie Smith notes that lesbianism was 

not included in the gross indecency laws in 1921 in British law for fear that it would 

make lesbianism visible (and thus possible) to women '"who [had] never heard of it, 

never thought of it, never dreamed of it'" (Smith 1992: 207). In that particular case, by 

refusing to include lesbian sexual acts in legal discourse, legislators precluded the 

possibility of a number of women learning about, and thus potentially adopting, lesbian 

practices. 

Some respondents speculated that heterosexuals' fears of loss of control was 

another reason for exclusion of GLBs from marriage. 007 saw fundamentalist Christians' 

biggest fear as a general loss of control over the institution of marriage if same-sex 

marriage becomes legal. 009 added more depth to this view, and speculated that 

fundamentalist Christians' greatest fear would be a loss of the legitimacy of patriarchy if 

two women could get married, since (presumably) there are fewer power imbalances 

between women. This fear was also articulated in the literature. One gay respondent in 
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Whitacre's book noted that the right wing was afraid of same-sex marriage because of the 

threat it posed to the nuclear family: "'[t]hey want the nuclear family to be the center of 

everything and male dominated. They get a lot of it from the Bible and from centuries of 

patriarchy'" ("Larry," quoted in Whitacre 1992: 183). More generally, Anna Marie Smith 

notes that the threat to patriarchy posed by lesbian motherhood is that lesbian-headed 

households threaten to displace the male head of the family (Smith 1992:209). 

The dichotomization of marriage and lesbianism through discourse frames not 

only how lesbians think others see them, but also how lesbians see themselves. The 

consequences of being portrayed as the "drastically different other" in discourse appeared 

in some respondents' answers. Some of my respondents (002, Peggy, 014) noted that 

perhaps lesbians were not entirely "ready" for marriage because the marriage mindset 

was not very pronounced in the lesbian community. Peggy simply stated that "I think 

that a lot of [lesbian] relationships aren't there yet." 014's response suggests that 

marriage is not a big part of the lesbian mindset: 

SUE: So first of all, what percentage of the lesbian community would go 

out and put on a wedding dress and go? 

[014]: Less than five percent. 

SUE: Less than five percent? Can you speculate on why that rate would 

be so low? 

[014]: 'Cause I just don't think there's a large percentage of us seeing 

marriage in their lives, that it's just not something that they [...]— 

SUE: Desire? 

[014]: No desire, don't want it . It's just not part of the things that 

they need to be fulfilled. 

At the end of the passage, 014 suggested that marriage is not needed for most lesbians to 

feel fulfilled. This is in stark contrast to the heterosexual women in Brown's study, whose 
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findings suggest that marriage for heterosexual women was seen as fulfilling not only 

their own dreams, but their family's dreams for them as well (Brown 1998: 41-42). This 

is yet another example of how marriage and lesbianism appear dichotomised. However, 

in locating lesbians as a group outside of marriage ("it's just not part of the things they 

need to be fulfilled"), 014 is stressing a positive aspect of exclusion, in that lesbians have 

found ways of constructing what it means to be fulfilled other than through marriage, an 

institution that was often critcized by the women in this study. Thus, where Peggy's 

answer suggests lesbians have not yet "reached" marriage, 014's answer reflects a more 

defiant view of marriage by lesbians, a product of dichotomization. 

Another consequence of the dichotomization of lesbianism and marriage that was 

frequently raised was the observation that lesbians tend to internalise homophobia 

themselves. The majority of my respondents did not see themselves as having 

internalised homophobia, but claimed to have noticed it in other lesbians they knew. 

However, 013 admitted that her own internalised homophobia impacts how "out" she can 

be at work and how it limits her expectations of heterosexuals to understand her 

lesbianism: 

013:1 don't like to be too wide open because it took me five years to 

get used to me, myself being gay, that I don't expect others at work to 

get used to it right away. 

002, who was raised in a religious background, also finds herself easing off on peoples' 

rejection of same-sex marriage because she remembers how homophobic she used to be 

herself: 

[002]: [skipped material] it just pisses me off that people think it's 

wrong, which is really funny to hear me say, because there's still that 



117 

person inside of me that gets the judgement, that says: "you have to 

remember how totally freaked out you used to be about all of this" 

Thus, a personal understanding of homophobia played a role in tempering some 

respondents' expectations for acceptance of same-sex marriage in the general population. 

Halvorsen suggests that internalised homophobia in GLBs helps to perpetuate 

their exclusion from marriage because their habitus (a persistent set of dispositions that 

frames an individual's experiences and consequently frames thoughts of what is or is not 

possible) helps them to determine the limits they set on their expectations; lesbians and 

gays simply do not pursue fully legalized marriage because they intuitively feel it is not 

possible anyway, given the environment they live in (Halvorsen 1998: 219). Similar to 

this logic, 005 suggested that lesbians' fear of "not being accepted socially" keeps them 

from actively pursuing marriage. Understandings of homophobia and understanding of 

the depth of revulsion of some homophobes to same-sex marriage (as demonstrated by 

013 and 002's responses) might act to limit how fervently some GLBs pursue marriage. 

Halvorsen's use of habitus thus provides a model for explaining why some GLBs 

evaluate and "accept" their inferior position in the order based on individual intuition and 

experience in a given environment. This process of individuals evaluating their situations 

in a given environment is similar to Bevir and Smith's logic that individuals evaluate 

their situation in a given place and time, only where Bevir and Smith explain how 

individuals actively resist and push for change based on some form of rational evaluation, 

Halvorsen's explanation focuses on how some GLBs would actively choose not to fight 

for change. 
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Discourses that emphasize the difference between homosexuals and heterosexuals 

were also influential in responses that blamed the conservative climate in Alberta for 

their exclusion from marriage. Some respondents said that the ultraconservative social 

and political environment of Alberta made same-sex marriage seem like a particularly 

drastic and unusual spectacle, compared to other provinces. 005 had difficulty even 

picturing same-sex marriage in Alberta, given the conservative context, and because it 

seems that even the lesbians are homophobic: 

SUE: Do you think an equal form of marriage would be good for the 

lesbian community here in Alberta? 

[005]: In Albertal 

[both laugh] 

SUE: Yes. 

[005] : Uh.. .yes, yeah. 

SUE: Okay. Uh, you hesitated for a minute. What about in anywhere but 

Alberta? 

[005] : Well, in B C it would be more accepted 

SUE: Okay 

[005]: The lesbian community might be more open to i t , whereas I 

find C algary—Edmonton, it's sort of [...] it's still a redneck mentality, 

even in the lesbian community, it's very much uhm, "it's wrong to be 

gay" mentality 

Along the same lines others said that it was disappointing but not really surprising that 

same-sex marriage was blocked in Alberta; they simply saw the denial of same-sex 

marriage as "a reality of Alberta (012)." At least eight respondents saw the 

ultraconservative context of Alberta as a significant factor in exclusion. 

Beyond the Alberta context making same-sex marriage even hard to conceive of 

was an assertion by several respondents that the Alberta government will block same-sex 

marriage in order to garner votes from their conservative constituents (010, 009, Peggy). 
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This was mentioned earlier by Peggy, who referred to same-sex marriage as the 

"touchstone" that everyone will agree on. 010 also suggested that the government will 

"take the perspective of the people that are going to vote for them." 

A closely related and very interesting form of discourse emerged that dealt further 

with the idea that the Alberta government was simply pandering to its conservative 

voters. Several respondents used the argument that the Alberta government would block 

same-sex marriage to pander to a small but vocal minority of fundamentalist Christians or 

pro-family advocates. This is a clear reversal of the language used by fundamentalist 

Christians and the anti-gay faction of the pro-family movement, who claim that the gay 

and lesbian movement is a vocal minority who have disproportionate sway over the 

government. This discourse is quite common in the Canadian context. Anderson (1998) 

quotes the national vice-president of R.E.A.L. Women as saying "Canadian homosexuals 

have political influence completely disproportionate to their numbers.. .This isn't an 

oppressed minority; this is a decadent elite (Anderson 1998: 108)." 3 This view was 

reiterated when the Marriage Amendment Act was being passed in the Alberta 

Legislature, when one MLA made an implicit but unmistakable reference to "vocal" gay 

activists and the push for same-sex marriage: 

I think all too often we misinterpret the pressures of special interest groups 

as general public sentiment, simply because they're vocal. In reality, I 

believe that decisions made this way often just water down meaningful 

community values. I think sometimes we [as legislators] have to look 

beyond political correctness and stand up for what we believe is right 

(Mr. Freidel, Hansard Report, March 1, 2000). 

3 While this quote comes from the leader of a very specific political group, it nonetheless captures the 
essence of the view as it is commonly presented. 
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Using some of the very same elements of speech, my respondents reversed the direction 

of the usual accusation and talked about the vocal minority of right wing groups that hold 

sway over the provincial government: 

SUE: [overlapping] So, so who would really care? [if same sex marriage 

became legal] 

[005]: Christian fundamentalists [laughs]. 

SUE: Anybody else? 

[005]: Maybe people's—you know, people who are really opposed to 

homosexuality would care, and I think that's a small percentage of the 

population. 

SUE: Okay. [...] Alright, small enough that it still stays out 

[005]: That's right, because they're more vocal than the people who 

are supporting it 

SUE: So whoever has the loudest voice wins. 

[005]: Exactly 

012 also used this discourse, which constructs the right-wing groups as a vocal and very 

active minority: 

SUE: [skipped material] Ahh, can you speculate what some of the reasons 

for barring same sex marriage are in Alberta by certain groups? Let's say 

the Conservative government first of all. 

[012]: Because they, umm, answer to a constituency that is very vocal 

and very politically active and very, very, umm, Christian 

fundamentalists, and they know where their support lies. A n d there 

may be more Albertans that support same sex marriages, but the ones 

that don't are vocal, verbal, give money to the political parties and 

they get out and they vote. 

SUE: Right. 

[012]: They're active. 

012 contrasts the active nature of the right wing groups to the passivity of GLB voters, 

who either do not vote, or for whatever reason continue to vote for the progressive 

conservative party, thus redistributing some of the blame back on the GLB population for 

not exercising their democratic right to choose their government. 
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In contrast to the above discourses about the provincial government pandering to 

a "vocal" minority, 015 suggested that the government panders to a particularly wealthy 

elite of the business community, who talk with money rather than civil protest: 

[015]: [skipped material] Umm, umm, I don't — I wouldn't say 

necessarily that the power's really in the church as far as that is 

concerned. I'd say more economical, like I'd say more, umm, the oil 

companies, the big cheese of an oil company, is homophobic. 

SUE: Right. 

[015]: A n d he won't donate money to the Conservative party for their 

campaign. 

SUE: If they're pro-gay. 

[015]: If they're pro-gay, absolutely. 

Overall, the reverse discourse that proposes that the provincial government panders to "a 

minority" was used by four respondents, and always appeared spontaneously. This is a 

potentially very powerful discursive strategy; labelling the right wing groups as a 

minority suggests that most Albertans in fact would support same-sex marriage.4 Such 

language also makes such groups visible and holds them accountable for their vocal anti-

gay/anti-lesbian lobbying. 

Discourses that emphasized the differences between lesbians and the greater 

population with the point that differences should be recognised and respected also 

appeared in the sample, but less often than discourse that attempted to reduce differences 

between heterosexuals and homosexuals. In this passage, 016 emphasizes the need for 

lesbians to see themselves as distinct and separate from the heterosexual world, rather 

4 A 1999 Gallup Poll of Albertans suggests that only 42% would support same-sex marriage (Globe and 
Mail. June 10). However, work by Yang (1997) suggests that support for same-sex marriage has increased 
significantly over time in public opinion polls in North America. 
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than trying to emphasize their similarities to heterosexuals (a strategy examined in more 

detail in the next section): 

[016]: Yeah. I think there's a need [for lesbians] to say hey, we're 

just like everybody else. 

SUE: And is that your stance on things? 

[016]: No. 

SUE: Okay, so where's your stance on things? 

[016]: I - I just think that — that for me — that as lesbians we're — we 

are amazing women, and we are women who — there was this great, 

umm, article I read yesterday that talks about, umm, we are going 

against the grain, you know. And why do we need to be accepted, 

because we're going against the grain, why should — why should it 

matter so much? For us to say that we are just like them, we are just 

like heterosexual couples — it — we are in some sense agreeing to the 

patriarchal values that happen within heterosexual society. 

The phrase "why should it matter so much (that we are accepted)?" suggests that lesbians 

should refuse to seek acceptance and instead present their being as a challenge to current 

standards of acceptability. 016's response suggests overall that lesbians have the potential 

to expand possibilities of how people live and think beyond a narrow patriarchal 

definition of how life "ought to be" lived by refusing to participate in a patriarchal 

institution like marriage. Furthermore, 016 views this difference as a source of pride to be 

celebrated rather than lamented ("as lesbians we're amazing women"). 012 also saw 

lesbian identity as a platform from which difference could be examined and promoted, in 

that "lesbian identity sort of says "I reject that [patriarchy]"...it deconstructs that 

whole image of society." 

The emphasis on the distinctiveness of the lesbian and gay community and the 

potential it holds for creating change in society at large is a topic also addressed in the 

GLB literature about same-sex marriage. Often, radical authors portray homosexuality as 
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a fundamental break from the mainstream, and use this difference as a political platform 

from which critique of mainstream society can occur. As noted in the previous chapter, 

Ettelbrick asserted that homosexuality has the potential to "push borders" in terms of 

forcing recognition of alternate forms of sexuality, family forms and living arrangements 

(Ettelbrick in Sullivan 1997: 120). It is argued by both Ettelbrick and Polikoffthat 

pursuing same-sex marriage by emphasizing the similarities between GLBs and 

heterosexuals only serves to privilege one form of relationship (marriage) above all 

others, further marginalizing the poor and those who refuse to marry both inside and 

outside the GLB community from benefits that should be available to everyone 

(Ettelbrick in Sullivan 1997: 121; Polikoff 1993: 1546). Thus, discourse that positions 

GLBs as potential agents in the fight for recognition and respect of "difference," be it in 

terms of sexuality or otherwise is well established in the literature and was used by at 

least one respondent in my sample as a reason to deny marriage. 

Discourses that Emphasize Similarity 

In addition to simply writing off homophobic arguments as "senseless," 

reconstructing exclusionary arguments as based in "fear," or in seeing the positive side of 

promoting differences between lesbians and heterosexuals, respondents also drew on 

discourses that minimized differences and accentuated similarities between homosexuals 

and heterosexuals to understand and respond to exclusion. A form of mainstreaming 

discourse that counters anti-gay rhetoric about the vast differences between homosexuals 

and heterosexuals reverses the language of the discourse by asserting that gays and 

lesbians are no different from heterosexuals in their desire to get married. Several 
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respondents (005, 008, 004) pointed out that lesbians grow up in heterosexual families, 

where the desire for marriage may be learned and witnessed throughout life: 

SUE: [irrelevant material] Um, why do you think lesbians in 

general.. .lesbians.. .at large or whatever, would want to get married? 

[008]: ... I think for the same reason that straight couples do. We are 

raised by generally straight parents 

SUE: mmm-hmm. 

[008]: you know, so we learn the same things that...straight people do 

005 also noted this: 

[skipped material] most of us grow up as—with a religion and with a 

heterosexual family, you know to be accepted in those areas is 

important. 

Similar arguments that attempt to diminish the gap constructed between homosexuals and 

heterosexuals were presented in the previous chapter (Understanding Marriage), where 

some respondents constructed marriage as a natural part of the life cycle, or as a natural 

need in all people, including GLBs. This argument also appears in the literature, where 

Wolfson quotes one historian as saying: "'[g]ays and lesbians are raised in the same 

culture as everyone else. When they settle down they want gold bands, they want legal 

documents, they want kids'" (Wolfson 1994: 583). This sort of discourse attempts to 

place GLBs back into the larger discourse of what is "natural," which is against the usual 

portrayal of homosexuality as a "deviant" form of sexuality, and heterosexuality as the 

"natural" form. 

Related to these arguments that accentuate similarities are discourses that 

construct marriage as a "human right" that should be available to every person. Several of 

the respondents understood their exclusion from a legal form of marriage as a violation of 

their basic civil rights as people. A good portion of my respondents (at least eight) drew 
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on this type of discourse to express their general view of exclusion from marriage as 

unfair and unjustified. 003 viewed marriage as "a constitutional right." 

Even some respondents (012, 016, 004, 009) who did not desire marriage 

themselves (for whatever reason) understood the exclusion of GLB people from marriage 

as unfair in terms of basic rights. 012, who earlier stated that she did not want to pursue 

marriage because of its patriarchal nature, still drew on human rights discourse to express 

her displeasure that lesbians in general are excluded from marriage: 

[012]: [skipped material] [same-sex marriage] leads to maintaining 

sort of not only the sort of patriarchal society that we live i n , but the 

gender-based division of labour and everything else that falls under 

that, [skipped material] So I've always kind of laughed about 

people's desire - lesbians' desire — two things, to join the army and to 

get married because the combination almost was like, man, how do 

you, you know, how do you sort of make sense of your world? On the 

other hand, the ci v i l libertarian in me says i f they want, they should 

be able to. 

SUE: Hmm-hmm 

[012]: Just like everybody else.5 

Thus, 012 chooses to divide her attention between two very powerful sets of discourse— 

one that rejects marriage because it perpetuates patriarchal values, and another that 

appeals to fighting for a universal civil right in order that GLBs be treated equally to 

heterosexuals. This passage illustrates Gavey's and Elizabeth's point that because there 

are a number of discourses about any given topic (such as marriage), and because 

discourses are likely to be contradictory, discourses will appear to "compete" for a 

subject's attention, though ultimately the subject is an active agent in choosing what 

3 Similarly, Oswald observed in her study of GLBT respondents, "whether they wanted the right to marry 
or not, participants continually explained their [bad] experiences at family weddings as resulting from the 
fact that marriage was denied to them (1998: 57)." 
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discourse to take up at a given moment (Gavey 1998: 464; Elizabeth 2000: 91). The 

result for Elizabeth is a contradictory subject, "a subject whose multiple locations cannot 

be simply knitted together to create a seamless whole" (2000:91).This certainly seems to 

be the case with 012, who appears to be allowing what she herself called the "civil 

libertarian in her" to speak momentarily to make a point about the importance of equality 

of rights for everyone. Similarly, other respondents not entirely pro-marriage, such as 009 

and 004, both said they would stand behind those who wanted to get married and would 

participate in civil protest because it was important for those who wanted it to have the 

right to marry. Thus the idea of marriage being a basic civil right was a very powerful 

discourse in that even those who did not want marriage for themselves thought that 

everyone should have a right to pursue it. 

Discourses about rights also appeared in the GLB literature about exclusion. 

Wolfson argues that exclusion of same-sex partners from marriage is a violation of a 

"basic human right, the constitutional freedom, to marry" (Wolfson 1996 in Sullivan 

1997:129). One respondent (015) even compared the exclusion of gays and lesbians from 

marriage to the civil rights movement of the 1960s, another discourse that appeared in 

Wolfson's work (1996 in Sullivan 1997: 130). Hequembourg and Arditi (1999) suggest 

that the overall strategy of attempting to present homosexuals and heterosexuals as equal 

citizens worthy of the same access to marriage as an institution is a form of trying to 

establish equality through the "public ordering" of life. The public ordering of life is 

concerned with the legal recognition of same-sex relationships and all the rights and 

responsibilities that come from that civic status, and as Hequembourg and Arditi point 
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out, is based on the basic argument that homosexuals are not so different that they should 

be barred from basic citizen's rights (1999: 668). 

Related to discourse about marriage as a basic right was a discourse that stressed 

that GLBs were only seeking the same basic rights as heterosexuals, not "extra rights." 

Only one respondent, 008, drew on this discourse: 

[008]: [skipped material]the right to be married, obviously, and that 

would be important just to have the same—no extra rights, no special 

little " I want more" o r — I heard that one time, I was like, these 

SUE: From who? 

[008] : it was in the paper, and I don't know i f it was t r u e — o f course, 

who knows, right? O r it was on the news—they were saying 

something about these gay men or this group o f — I don't know i f it 

was gay men or you know, lesbians as well, and they were supposedly 

fighting for some extra rights, that nobody else even h a d — I can't even 

remember—it was so long ago—but I mean, I'm not obviously going 

to go out and say "well, because we're gay I want special this and 

special that" 

This response posits 008's desire for marriage as a basic right, not an "extra" right. This 

serves to address a powerful discourse of exclusion that suggests that GLBs are asking 

for more rights than heterosexuals. Though the details of 008's story are sketchy, the 

discourse that serves to exclude GLBs is still clear: in the eyes of homophobes, GLBs are 

seeking to gain more rights than heterosexuals have. This tension between "same rights" 

and "extra rights" is also found in the literature. Gallagher notes that "[a]fter a decade of 

remarkable advances.. .gay and lesbian activists continue to be dogged by the idea that 

they are somehow asking for more than anyone else" (1998). Gallagher also notes that in 

the U.S., the discourse of GLBs as seeking "extra rights" has been used extensively by 

vocal anti-gay Christian groups (1998). Samar also notes that 
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[t]he problem is that gay-rights issues have been construed in such a way 

as to give the appearance that either gays currently have these rights and 

have chosen not to exercise them, as in marrying someone of the opposite 

sex, or that no one has these rights.. .Once one penetrates these facades, it 

becomes evident that many of the claims gays and lesbians are making are 

to equal rights that have not been afforded them. These claimed rights are 

not, in this sense, special rights (Samar 2001). 

Thus, 008's statements serve to place homosexuals back into the discourse of seeking 

marriage as a civil right, rather than as people seeking extra rights. 

Very closely related to the previously discussed discourses about exclusion as a 

violation of basic civil rights were those that presented marriage as a choice to be made 

by an individual or a couple. The majority of my respondents drew on the discourse of 

marriage as choice. Some that were generally positive to same-sex marriage (Trish, 003, 

008) expressed their frustration at being denied the choice to marry: 

SUE: [overlapping] What about—what about those lesbians who would 

kinda nay-say marriage and kind of...? 

T R I S H : Well, that's okay, that's their choice 

SUE: That's t h e — A s long as they have the choice, right? 

T R I S H : As long as they have the choice. I uh, I think that um, [...] it's 

sad that we don't have a choice...I think that um, ...I have feelings 

like everybody else...and I feel like I'm totally put [...]um, how do I 

say t h i s — i n a limbo, because I don't have the choices, because I'm not 

what...somebody years ago or somebody now says is a typical 

couple—[skipped material]you know, they [heterosexuals]have a 

choice, and they can make [marriage] work for them, but I don't have 

that choice and I can't make it work for me. 

SUE: Not even to start. 

T R I S H : Not even to start. 

In Trish's response there is a sense of being limited in her options to make a decision 

about her relationship (she is being put "in limbo") and frustration at the fact that she 

does not have the same choices available to heterosexuals. 



129 

Interestingly, even those who opposed marriage or would not seek to get married 

to their same-sex partners themselves thought at the very least lesbians should have the 

choice or the option to marry (004, 009, 010, 012, 016). Here, 012 makes a clear 

distinction between her feelings about marriage and what having the option to marry 

means in terms of choice: 

SUE: Right, okay. Umm, why do you think lesbians as a population 

would want to get married? 

[012]: Well, I think there's — there's two things there, there's "want" 

and "have a right to," and for me they're very different. Ahh, I don't 

wanna get married. The fact that I haven't got the right to, that — 

that bugs me. 

SUE: That bugs you. Still hits a nerve? 

[012]: Yeah, sure, because I mean it's about choice, you know. 

Everybody else has the choice, I should have the choice as well. So I 

think there's — part of it is — is — I think lesbians realize that by not 

even having the option, you know, their choice is being taken away. 

004, also mainly against marriage, thought marriage should at least be an option: 

SUE: how would you personally feel about never being able to get 

married? 

[004]: [...] It doesn't bother me, but it bothers me that people who do 

want to get married, hetero, homo, whatever, I think that everybody 

deserves that option, you know? 

Even 016, who was vehemently against pursuing same-sex marriage, thought that in the 

end, lesbians should be able to choose marriage if they wanted to. Once again, the 

appearance of contradictory positions in these respondents' interviews suggests that 

subjects are never unified in their views on a complicated matter like marriage. Rather, 

they actively choose their weapons for discursive battle against other discourses about 

marriage that are not spoken, but are nonetheless being addressed. What is being 

suggested by these respondents is that everyone deserves to be able to choose for 
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themselves, including the choice to marry, addressing the silent assumption that 

somehow lesbians (and gays and bisexuals) do not deserve the choice to enter marriage. 

The power of constructing marriage as a choice is two-fold. First, it places 

lesbians on equal footing with heterosexuals. Second, and less obvious, it ensures that 

women in general do not have marriage as an institution imposed on them. This works 

especially well for these respondents, who would rather not enter marriage because of its 

patriarchal structure, but would still like lesbians to have the option because that suggests 

they are equal to heterosexuals in terms of the right to make choices and have options 

available. 

The discourse about choice also appears in the literature, where Wolfson asks 

only for the right to choose marriage for himself (1994: 583). Graff, a radical supporter of 

pursuing same-sex marriage for the positive changes it will bring to the institution, also 

poses marriage as a choice, saying that "no one will force same-sex couples to darken the 

institution's doors: we'll merely gain the choices available to heterosexual pairs" (in 

Sullivan 1997:138). Overall, the discourse of choice is very powerful in its ability to open 

up options, and was very popular among the lesbians in this sample and the GLB writers 

in the literature. 

Overall, discourses of similarity served to shorten the distance created by other 

discourses between heterosexuals and homosexuals. Respondents recreated marriage as a 

universal desire, a basic civil right, an equal right (as opposed to an extra right), and as a 

choice to be made by everyone in order to nullify discourses that posit marriage as a 

desire of heterosexuals only, same-sex marriage as an extra right, and homosexuals as 
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people undeserving of the right to choose marriage to someone of the same gender. 

Discourses that emphasize similarities proved to be a powerful strategy in that even those 

lesbians in this sample who opposed marriage still chose to use them, especially to 

emphasize marriage as a choice. 

Other Discourses that Reduce the Impact of Exclusion 

In addition to the strategies discussed already that serve to lessen the impact of 

exclusion from marriage, a number of other discourses that serve to lessen the impact of 

exclusion from marriage at a more general level also emerged during the interviews. One 

such strategy was to contextualize exclusion of marriage in relation to other gains in the 

area of GLB rights. 

SUE: Okay, um, what words or thoughts or advice would you give to 

those lesbians who would be disappointed that same-sex marriage 

probably isn't going to happen in Alberta? 

P E G G Y : [...][•••] I think...you have to look at the bigger picture. 

SUE: Okay 

P E G G Y : In that marriage is one of the many things that is 

...available to another segment of the population that isn't available 

to us...but that many of the things that didn't used to be available to 

us, are now 

Earlier in her interview Peggy had noted that for the first time she and her partner of 

thirteen years were able to get a tax break without "hav[ing] to go chasing after it and 

bang down somebody's door or kick it"; it was offered freely. In a similar fashion, 003 

said that "I understand the people saying that, you know, 'all or nothing'" but...boy, 

people have been fighting a long time for small gains". 015 noted that simply even 

being lesbian or gay is much easier today than it was thirty years ago: "[Back] then, 

people used to be institutionalised for being gay or lesbian." A total of four 



respondents used this sort of "it's bad, but it has been worse" response to minimize the 

effects of exclusionary discourse. 

Another closely related discourse that acts to minimize the legal consequences of 

the impact of exclusion from marriage is one that states that common-law status and the 

recent inclusion of same-sex couples under that status (from Bill C-23)6 is slowly 

changing lesbians' and gays' situation to one of "inclusion" (003, 005, Peggy, 012). 

[012]: [skipped material]it's my understanding that as of last year 

anyways, I mean, same sex couples now after a year of cohabitating, 

basically 'cause of the Omni b i l l [Bill C-23], we now are considered... 

SUE: Equal to. 

[012]: Yeah, shocking as that is. 

SUE: You can be common-law. 

[012]: Exactly. So, I mean that would be — that's the same thing that 

straight people get — in my mind, that's — that's a good alternative [to 

marriage]. 

However, a couple of respondents were careful to note that while the inclusion under 

common-law may bolster the legal recognition of lesbian relationships, it does not do as 

much for social recognition and acceptance of those relationships (012, Peggy). 

Some respondents (003, 004, Peggy, 015) tried to talk the language of money in 

order to counter discourses of difference and exclusion. That is, they reconstructed 

exclusion as the provincial government's economic loss, since there might be economic 

benefits to be had from allowing same-sex couples to marry. 004 suggests that the 

provincial government could benefit from legally recognising same-sex couples (and 

would probably take full advantage of it if they knew the benefits): 

[004]: [skipped material] let's go back to the economics of marriage, okay? 

6 Bill C-23, passed 23 June 2000 in the Canadian Parliament, grants the same rights and obligations to 
same-sex common-law couples as granted to heterosexual common-law couples ("Working Through the 
Victory," Outlooks Magazine. October 2000: 30). 
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SUE: Okay. 

[004]: Ifthey did register these partnerships, they would probably, 

like, t h e — t h e government—the provincial government would 

probably milk it for all it's worth, they'd penalize, just like they do 

heterosexual couples 

[skipped material] Oh yeah, i f somebody—if somebody went i n , like an 

economics guy went in and talked to M r . Kl e i n for a couple hours on 

the benefits—the economic benefits 

SUE: [overlapping] Yeah 

[004]: of having gays register 

SUE: Oh, yeah 

[004]: Oh my God! 

SUE: It'd be lickety-split, people getting married [laughs]. 

[004]: [overlapping] Oh! Oh yeah! 

015 put it much more succinctly: "The government makes money off of marriages. 

Like, come on—what's the big deal?" 015 also constructed the Alberta government's 

refusal to grant same-sex marriage as a loss of diversity and an embarrassment for the 

province: " I think it would be an embarrassment, you know, almost to the sense, 

you know, who would want to move here?" All of these arguments construct the 

government as the party that suffers the "real loss" in terms of not only lost revenue, but 

in terms of human capital and respect from other provinces. 

Concrete Solutions to Counter Exclusion 

In addition to the above discourses that respondents used to reduce the impact of 

exclusion, respondents were also able to construct a number of concrete suggestions to 

"fight back" against exclusion and ways to promote positive change. Many respondents 

(Trish, 002, 005, Peggy, 007, 009, 012, 014, 015) drew on discourse about visibility 

and/or living one's life "honestly,"—that is, being "out" as a strategy against exclusion 

and being silenced about marriage. For some (Trish, 002, Peggy, 007, 014, 015), it is as 

simple as being open and honest about one's lesbianism on an everyday basis. Others 
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(003,009) suggest that lesbians just living their lives openly with their partners might set 

an example for others to see that they lead "normal" lives. Trish, 005, 015, 008, and 002 

all suggested that people need to be "educated" about homosexuality in order to diminish 

homophobia. Trish stated that education and being out went hand-in-hand: 

TRISH: you have to be out, you have to say how you feel and you 

have to let people know, because you have to educate them, i f you 

don't educate people, then, they don't know, they still have the old 

fears of what their ideas of being lesbian or gay is, so I think you have 

t o — t o get out there and say something... 

All of these suggestions were in a delicate tension with "in-your-face" tactics. That is, 

there was usually some comment that followed that stressed the need for visibility but not 

in-your-face tactics (these were referred to but never defined). Alternatively, guilt was 

expressed over resorting to in-your-face tactics (Trish, 013). Such tactics were perceived 

by my respondents to turn off lesbians from fighting the cause and heterosexuals from 

supporting the cause for same-sex marriage. The paradox here is that being out and 

honest is often mistaken for being "in-your-face" simply because North American society 

is so heterosexually biased that anything outside of it is perceived as "exotic" or 

somehow "loud" (Burns 1990: 43). It is possible that the guilt over "in-your-face" tactics 

expressed by respondents here is internalised homophobic discourse that places GLBs 

into the category of being "too loud" or "flaunting" their sexuality, whereas heterosexuals 

do not see themselves as flaunting their sexuality, though their actions might be exactly 

the same (e.g. holding hands in public). 

The tension between "in your face" tactics and simply being out and honest was 

made productive by 012, who stated that a person should fight in the manner that best 
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suited them, and pointed out that both approaches are effective ways of acting out against 

exclusion from marriage. 012's "broken front" view of more overt tactics versus quieter 

but-still-visible tactics parallels Hequembourg and Arditi's "broken front" argument, 

which suggests that both assimilationist and radical tactics in gay and lesbian politics are 

effective in bringing about changes that reduce discrimination of gays and lesbians 

(1999:672-3). In other words, there is no "correct" way to fight for recognition and fair 

treatment of same-sex relationships, only different but equally valuable strategies that 

produce different kinds of change. 

Other suggestions encouraged more vocal, overt tactics than simply being out. 

005 suggested that lesbians protest their being excluded from marriage in front of 

politicians' offices, to "let the government know we're not happy about this." 014 

suggested regular communication with government representatives to demonstrate that 

lesbians desire and need the same rights as heterosexuals. Both Peggy and 015 suggested 

holding "mock" weddings as a form of protest or of publicly subverting the "heterosexual 

only" assumption of marriage. Peggy had in fact helped to organize a "Chapel of Love" 

during Pride celebrations in Calgary, where same-sex couples could get "married" at a 

booth. 015 had also suggested picking one day where couples would line up en masse 

for marriage licenses, just to show the sheer demand for it. Again, curiously, in both of 

these suggestions was the tempering of the protest with the seriousness of the reason for 

doing it; both Peggy and 015 had stressed that it was important that such displays were 

not done by people "just trying to prove a point," but by couples who were "serious" 

7 Couples who engaged in this ceremony received a Polaroid picture in a folder to mark the occasion 
(information from Peggy). 
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chapter under the topic of reluctance to have "political marriages"). This again reflects 

the discourse that marriage is something that should be taken "seriously" by everyone 

who enters into it, even those entering into a "mock" marriage. 

Another set of concrete strategies stemmed from the human rights/civil rights 

discourse discussed earlier. Respondents repeated the usual strategies associated with the 

public ordering of life. Some suggested fighting inequality in the courts (012, 003). 

Another suggestion was to exercise the power of the vote to try to bring in a new form of 

government in Alberta (007, 012). Again, these rely on fighting for change within the 

categories granted by civic status, such as "citizen" and "voter." 

Finally, many respondents asserted that if same-sex marriage were never a 

possibility in Alberta they would simply relocate to a province (or a nation) where same-

sex marriages (or registered partnerships) are legal. 

Most of these arguments assume that exclusion from marriage is something 

lesbians should be fighting against. 016 did not see exclusion from marriage as a 

detriment. Instead, she suggested that lesbians continue to live their lives as "distinct 

people" and do the best they can to live outside of institutions like marriage. 

Alternative Forms of Marriage: The RP and Commitment Ceremonies 

I decided to include questions about alternative forms of marriage since they are 

good "laboratories" for seeing whether or not these forms constitute "marriage" in the 

minds of the participants and why they would or would not think so. Included in this 

study were the registered partnership (RP) and commitment ceremonies. RPs were 
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more systematically in the interviews after they were found to be another important 

alternate form of same-sex marriage. Given that the RP answers were better developed, 

more attention is given to the RP, however, attention will also be given to how some 

respondents viewed commitment ceremonies. 

Registered Partnerships (RPs) 

Respondents were asked for their views of the registered partnership (RP), as 

various notions about the RP figure heavily in some of the debates in the literature about 

same-sex marriage. On the one hand, RPs are criticised in the literature for being a 

separate and unequal form of marriage that only serves to emphasize differences between 

homosexuals and heterosexuals and as a justification for barring access to equal marriage 

(Halvorsen 1998: 216). Conversely, the RP is celebrated by some gay and lesbian 

radicals as true progress because it benefits and protects anyone wishing to enter into a 

domestic arrangement that is not a marriage (Ettelbrick in Sullivan 1997: 123), thus 

granting options beyond the (over)privileged status of marriage. 

The majority of the respondents in this.study had not heard of this arrangement or 

were unclear about what such an arrangement entailed. Anticipating this, I came to the 

interviews prepared with some information about registered partnerships as they were 

presented in the academic literature and as they had been presented in the Alberta 

Legislative Assembly debates about the Marriage Amendment Act in the spring of 2000. 

They were told that the RP is a legal arrangement where two adults can enter into a 

legally binding contract that grants the partners the same economic and legal rights and 
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obligations associated with heterosexual marriage, with the exception of being able to 

legally adopt children (including stepchildren) or the right to use methods of assisted 

procreation to become parents (the Danish model as outlined in Halvorsen 1998). They 

were also told that the Alberta government considered using this form of partnership for 

same-sex couples and expanding it (as in other countries) to include non-sexual 

relationships (I commonly gave the example of entering into a partnership with a sibling) 

and that this form of partnership is not considered "a marriage" (from Alberta Hansard, 

February 23, 2000). Respondents were then asked various questions related to the RP, 

from which a number of responses, both negative and positive to the RP, emerged. 

Several respondents (005, 006, 012, 015) drew on the larger discourse of human 

rights and equality to present the RP as a form of segregation. In general, they were 

uncomfortable with the connotation of the RP as a "separate" or "parallel" form of 

marriage for same-sex partners. 005 expressed these frustrations over the emphasis of 

difference between the RP and marriage as follows: 

SUE: [skipped material] okay, so um, I was wondering if you could give 

me your impressions about that form of marriage for gays and for lesbians 

[005]: I don't think it should be a n y — I don't think it should be 

classified as different from any other marriage 

SUE: Okay, so wouldn't—you would not take this option 

[005]: No, no. 

SUE: uh, it would be real marriage or nothing 

[005]: Basically, yeah, I mean, it's ridiculous, [laughs] it's ridiculous 

SUE: What words come to mind when you're thinking of this registered 

partnership 

[005] : stupid, idiotic, I — i t ' s — i t ' s just segregation 

SUE: Yeah? 

[005]: Totally. A n d it's just pointing out the fact that it's different 



Similarly, 012 pointed out that there is no real gain in pursuing the RP because it only 

perpetuates separateness: "all it does is it continues to say, mmm, there's something 

not quite — it's not quite a marriage, it's not quite a family." 012 also characterised 

the RP as "the servants' entrance" version of marriage, one that is recognised for the 

government's benefit (tax purposes) but is clearly not worthy of the same respect as 

heterosexual marriage. The language of human rights and equality was also used in the 

literature by Graff, a radical supporter of same-sex marriage, who called the RP "the back 

of the bus" form of marriage that would not promote any real change in marriage as an 

institution (Graff in Sullivan 1997: 137). Halvorsen also suggests that the final outcome 

of the RP in Denmark and the civil ceremony that would be allowed to accompany it (it 

could be a civil but not a church union) only served to demarcate the differences between 

homosexuals and heterosexuals (1998: 216). Overall, many of the respondents in my 

study expressed strong dislike of the RP because they felt it exaggerated the differences 

between heterosexuals and homosexuals. 

On the other hand, some respondents (002, 003, 006, 007, 008, 009) viewed the 

RP as a potential step toward "real" marriage, or thought this idea was feasible if I 

presented it to them for them to comment about (010). Usually the logic behind this view 

of the RP was that it was more reasonable to expect recognition and change in 

homophobic views in small, digestible steps, rather than in large, sweeping ones 

associated with the "all or nothing" approach to demanding legalised, equal marriage. 

SUE: um, I was wondering if you could give me your impressions about— 

about that form of same-sex marriage? 

[008]: Well, it's not exactly where I wanted to end up? 

SUE: Right 



[008]: but I think with t h i n g — w i t h big changes like this you have to 

go sort of in little baby steps...and I do believe that i f . . . i f ...this would 

be a step in the right direction— it might not be what everybody wants 

right now, but you can't just jump from nothing to all of i t , you 

know? 

A couple of the respondents (003, Peggy) with this view were also careful to point out 

that the RP should only be viewed by lesbians and by the greater population as a step 

toward fully legalized same-sex marriage, and not an end in itself. 

Sometimes I presented the respondents with the possibility that the RP would not 

be a step, but be seen by governments as the limit in recognising same-sex relationships. 

However, most felt confident that despite this possibility there was "no harm" in 

continuing to push for a fully equal form of marriage. 015 was the only respondent to 

bring this point up herself and to be concerned about being stopped short with the RP: 

[015]: It [the RP] does sound like a trap. It's like you can — the 

government can say to you "take this," and you take it and then you 

ask for more and it's like well, we've given you this, and they can turn 

that around and slap you in the face with i t , so... 

015's concern is if lesbians accept the RP and use it, it might be construed as the 

"lesbian/gay/bisexual" form of marriage, and asking for a fully equal form of legalized 

marriage on par with heterosexual marriage would seem like a further imposition on the 

government and society as a whole. This view appears to be influenced by homophobic 

discourse that suggests that GLBs are seeking "special rights" over and above what 

heterosexuals receive, as was outlined in the previous section in this chapter. 

Another common and interesting response to the RP as a form of same-sex union 

was the disappointment with the removal of the romantic or sexual aspect of the 

relationship, as the lumping together of same-sex couples with any other two adults took 
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away the recognition and legitimisation of gay and lesbian relationships as romantic. 007, 

after seeing some promise in PvPs as a way to reconstitute marriage and what form 

marriage can take (a radical view in that it promotes diversity), changes her mind once I 

introduce the possibility that non-sexual partners might enter into an PvP: 

[007]: I sit in the middle on that [the RP], I have two different 

[views]—one is it's still a form of oppression because you're still not 

allowed into the larger discourse of marriage, right? But then on the 

other hand I think maybe it's time to start...other, um alternatives 

and other forms of what marriage can be, a n d — s o r t o f — s t a r t to 

constitute it in different ways 

[skipped material] 

SUE: Um, the thing is too, is that I think you can make the registered 

partnership between any two people, [skipped material]—it can be a form 

of same-sex marriage, but I've also heard them toy with the idea that it 

would just be a partnership you know, where two roommates 

[007]: Oh. 

SUE: Um or even t w o — a — a sibling pair who want to take care of each 

other financially or whatever, uh, d i v v y — d i v v y property, things like that 

[007]: Oh, okay. 

SUE: Um, it's a form of protection and yes, it could be a same-sex 

marriage, but it could maybe also be used for other things 

[007]: Oh, I see 

SUE: That's another new element in there, so 

[007]: Oh, well that changes it for me a little bit, and I would say that 

I wouldn't agree with i t — t h a t it shouldn't be used as a form of same-

sex marriage because that levels it and takes away from the 

...um...the—the core of marriage, which is loving someone—being in 

love with someone 

SUE: The romantic part of it 

[007]: Yeah, yeah, that romantic, s e x u a l — a l l those sort of things 

would be taken out of it and I definitely think that all of that should 

be included in same-sex marriage 

For this respondent, the romantic/sexual discourse of marriage clearly outweighs her 

earlier use of a more radical discourse for the RP to expand the forms that marriage could 

take, even if the RP would not be considered equal to heterosexual marriage. This again 

demonstrates the multiplicity of available discourses about a given topic in that at least 
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two sets of discourses are being used by 007, which are the need to make fundamental 

change in society by expanding people's vision of what forms marriage can take and the 

importance of the recognition of the romantic/sexual aspect of same-sex relationships. 

However, in the end 007 has strategically chosen to stress the recognition of the romantic 

aspect of same-sex relationships, perhaps in order to place them on par with the 

recognition currently granted to heterosexual marriages as a legal union and a 

romantic/sexual relationship (an element of marriage very important to her throughout 

her interview). 

In addition to the disappointment of being lumped with non-sexual relationships, 

several respondents (Trish,002, 003, 012) specifically had a problem with the coldness of 

the term "registered" to describe their romantic relationships. As Trish put it: "Um, 

registering a partner is like registering your car, or registering your bike, or 

registering your dog, or registering your cat [...] we're not property...and that to me 

is what a registry is." Overall, at least six respondents had something to say about their 

disappointment in the removal of the romantic from the RP, or had a problem with being 

seen as simply "registered" with their partner. This suggests that the romantic discourse 

around marriage is very influential in some lesbians' constructions of what marriage "is" 

or involves. At the very least, some do not appreciate the "sanitized," desexualised and 

unromantic version of "marriage" being offered in the RP. 

The term "registered partnership" left some respondents uneasy or suspicious 

about the "real" intentions of the Alberta government considering such an arrangement 

for same-sex couples (003, Peggy, and 012). Peggy notes that the past track record of the 
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provincial government with gay and lesbian issues is one good reason to be suspicious of 

the provincial government's consideration of the RP: 

PEGGY: [overlapping] I think...yeah, my first reaction to it was 

suspicion, I was just like "okay," [laughs] 

SUE: [laughs] Yeah 

P E G G Y : "now—now they're gonna have everyone's names and 

addresses and round them up, like what's going on?" 

SUE: Oh, okay 

P E G G Y : Yeah, so I'm very sceptical o f — o f — i n an environment 

where there isn't a lot of support f o r — f o r homosexuality at all, and 
even less for gay marriages, um, and to see something like this seemed 

out of context 

SUE: Yeah 

P E G G Y : and, like I said, entirely suspicious 

Similarly, 003 was also suspicious. 

SUE: [skipped material] um, you kind of raised your eyebrow when— 

when I said registered partnership and—and—and some people, I've only 

interviewed a few, but—but they really don't like the words registered 

partnership because it means to them—like you know, registering a piece 

of property 

[003]: Well, actually I didn't think that when you said i t , what I 

thought of was um, [...] hmmm [laughs] something different, almost 

like, uh, [...][skipped material]uh, "the government knows who you 

are now" 

SUE: [laughs] 

[003] : That's kind of how I felt when you said that 

SUE: Yeah 

[003]: that's—I mean, maybe that's a — i t ' s a silly reaction but that's 

the first thing I thought, "what?" Um, it d i d n ' t — i t just sounds 

like...you know, the big man's watching, it didn't feel like it's a nice 

warm fuzzy thing 

These respondents expressed some discomfort in the idea of the Alberta government 

knowing who they were, where they lived, and that they were lesbians. This is clear in 

003's statement of "the government knows who you are now"—when she says this she 

specifically means that the government would "know who she is" as a lesbian. After all, 



presumably the government does know who 003 " i s " already in terms of a name. What 

they do not know, and what she may not want them to know, is that she is a lesbian. It 

seems unlikely that a heterosexual person would be concerned if the government knew 

they were heterosexual. Peggy's statement of "being rounded up," while said tongue in 

cheek, is an extreme example of a potential consequence of being registered in the minds 

of some respondents, and suggests that there is some discomfort of being registered in an 

environment perceived as unsympathetic (or even hostile) toward gays, lesbians and 

bisexuals. One respondent, 013, noted that such concerns might be unfounded: after all, 

heterosexual pairs also register themselves when they marry. 

Similar to 003 and Peggy's concerns, Sarantakos's sample expressed concerns 

with the idea of a registry and the potential increase in state control over same-sex 

relationships. One respondent went so far as to suggest that ID numbers for homosexuals 

would be issued (Sarantakos 1998: 224). While this example and Peggy's suggestion of 

being rounded up are extreme examples of perceived consequences of registration, they 

are nonetheless present and show concern over increased state regulation, whether or not 

they were written off by the respondents themselves as silly (as in 003's case) or said in 

jest (as in Peggy's case). Overall, it was interesting to observe how the words "registered 

partnership" left some of the respondents disappointed or uncomfortable. 

Despite the disappointment in the lack of romance and the discomfort with the 

term "registered partnership," a few respondents (002, 007, 003) were nonetheless 

interested in the legal benefits offered by the RP. 008 said she would simply swallow the 

lack of romance and go through with the RP, knowing that it would still be "a positive 
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move" toward getting at least some legal benefits. A couple of respondents asserted that 

they would, if given the opportunity to use the RP, find ways to "work around" the lack 

of romance and exploit the RP for its legal benefits and protections. 

SUE: Alright. Um, so would you ever take—you said that uh, well if it is 

recognised as a sort of form of marriage 

[007]: Yeah 

SUE: not—not what I had just mentioned about anybody, say it was sort 

of a step—it's clearly not a marriage, but we'll give you t h i s — w o u l d you 

take it? 

[007]: Yeah 

SUE: You would take it 

[007]: absolutely 

SUE: Okay 

[007]: it's a step in the right direction, 

SUE: Okay 

[007]: I wouldn't use it to c a l l — l i k e I wouldn't use it to label my 

partner and I as married, I would use marriage as married, or our 

commitment ceremony as marriage, uh I wouldn't say "we are a—we 

are through the registered act, therefore we are together" 

SUE: [chuckles] Yeah 

[007]: I would probably try to drop that language 

SUE: Yeah 

[007]: just ignore those terms and stuff like t h a t — b u t a f t e r — y e a h , 

take advantage o f — i f that would give us the protection i n — i n um, 

SUE: In the legal sense 

[007]: all that kind of stuff, yeah, absolutely—we would still do our 

own marriage [ceremony] 

SUE: Right [laughs] So, to hell with their uh, to hell with their l e a v i n g — 

leaving the romance out of it 

[007]: [overlapping] Yeah...Yeah 

Thus, 007 has formed a new way to locate herself in the mess of discourses about what 

the RP "is" (a legal agreement, but not necessarily romantic) and what marriage "is" (a 

romantic partnership legally recognised by the state). She accomplishes this by first 

refusing to be defined as "married" through the RP. Instead she chooses how she will be 

defined as "married." In this case she wants to be known as "married" because she will 



have a romantic ceremony with her partner, not because "we are through the registered 

act, therefore we are together." The RP will simply be used for its legal benefits. 002's 

comments were very much along the same lines: 

[002]: [skipped material] like if it's a—a registered partnership, it's a 

contract, and, um...I wouldn't call it a registered partnership 

ceremony at all[skipped material] Um.. .but i f at the same time it 

answers some of the legal needs, then I think it's a step. 

Thus, these two respondents took control of the terms they would use to define their 

marriages or ceremonies. This strategy is an effective way of relocating themselves 

between two discourses—one they do not like, but can easily exploit (RP) and one they 

would like but cannot fully have (marriage). They removed the realistically available 

elements of each discourse (the legality of the RP and the romance of marriage) and 

created a new subject position that for now could be loosely called "exploiting the RP" 

(for lack of a better term). Elizabeth notes that this process of removing elements of 

disparate discourses that are important ("signifiers") and recombining them is a creation 

of new discourse, and in turn, a new subject position is also created that may be taken up 

by others (Elizabeth 2000: 91). This formation of new discourse is again also reflective of 

Bevir's contention that subjects actively and creatively pick and choose what beliefs (in 

this case about marriage) to hold and which ones to discard (1999: 358). 

In contrast to the interest in the legal benefits noted above, some respondents 

(Trish, 004, Peggy) did not see any real added legal benefits offered by the RP. Trish saw 

the benefits as largely going to the government in the form of collecting extra taxes. 004 

and Peggy, having already made their own legal arrangements with their partners (with 
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the aid of a lawyer) to do things like buy a house or register for benefits through an 

employer, decided that the RP did not really add much to their own lives. 

Several respondents (004, 015, 016) suggested that the idea of the RP is just a 

temporary solution to some deeper rooted problems. 004 thought the RP was just a 

"band-aid" remedy provided by the government to appease gay and lesbian activists 

without having to go further into the issue and actually pass same-sex marriage into law. 

Much along the same lines, 015 compared the RP to "cheap candy" offered by the 

government to appease GLB activists seeking same-sex marriage: 

[015]: It, umm, it doesn't — it's — I feel like it's the government's 

way of, umm, it's kind of like, umm, a k i d who needs candy right 

away. You know, they'll give them the cheapest most crappiest candy, 

and some kids w i l l eat it ; they'll take it, they'll eat it up, they'll think 

it's the greatest thing in the whole wide world, but when they're 

done, you know, you're just not satisfied. It's just not the same, it's 

not... 

SUE: Right, so... 

[015]: To me it just — it doesn't mean really anything. It's — it's the 

government's way of — of, ahh, saying this is how far we're going to 

go on this issue, and we're doing this for you, so shut up. 

016 took the parameters of the problem one step further, suggesting along mainstreaming 

lines that lesbians might use RPs and same-sex marriage in general for a sense of 

legitimization ("look, really we are serious"). I suggest (and she simply agrees) that the 

root of the problem from a radical perspective is in getting more forms of relationships 

recognised outside of the marriage context: 

[016]: Yeah, and I think that's why so many lesbians do it because it's 

a band-aid and, "look, really we are serious." 

SUE: Right. 

[016]: I - I don't think it's a solution at a l l . 
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SUE: Okay. So the problem is legitimizing - or not - is recognition of 

all sorts of relationships? 

[016]: Yeah. 

The findings presented about the RP so far are quite negative and reflect the 

overall strategy of reducing differences in portrayal and treatment between heterosexuals 

and homosexuals, which is a mainstreaming view. However, support for the RP from a 

radical perspective that encourages positive change and diversity in social and economic 

life also appeared in the interviews. One example is 007's previously mentioned 

statement that RPs would help to reconstitute what a marriage ceremony can look like. A 

more obvious example of radical support for the RP came from 016, who approves of the 

RP being used as a form of contract and protection for non-sexual relationships: 

SUE: I was wondering if you could give me your impressions of that 

form of same sex marriage for same sex couples. 

[016]: L i k e what do I think about it? 

SUE: Yeah. 

[016]: I think it's actually pretty cool, like I'm okay with that. 

SUE: Yeah? 

[016]: As long as the, you know — i f — i f it's about legalizing — like i f -

- i f staying in a relationship, you know, i n , you know, as you're getting 

older and you want to just, you know, make sure that there's just 

some security for the other person, I think that that's okay. 

SUE: Okay. So the legal benefits sound good to you? 

[016]: Yeah, I guess so. 

[skipped material] 

SUE: Okay. Umm, what do you think of using the registered partnership 

for other forms of relationships? Like the example I gave [of a sibling 

pair]. 

[016]: Would I use it? Yeah, I would totally use it for other forms of 

relationships. 

SUE: Okay. And you think that's a good thing for society in general? 

[016]: Yeah, absolutely. Society in general, specifically for people 

who are caregivers or sort of — so say I have to take care of my 

grandmother. 

SUE: Right. 



[016]: A n d we are in — we are in a relationship where, you know, we 

both help each other out and stuff like that, or i f I just have a friend 

who I want to help out and things like that, I would totally do that. 

SUE: Okay. So you have no bones about this not being a marriage but 

being used for other sources? 

[016]: Other sources, yeah. 

This passage makes for an interesting comparison with 007's earlier passage, where the 

radical discourse got stopped dead in its tracks with the lumping together of same-sex 

romantic relationships with non-sexual relationships. 016's views, however, are very 

much in line with Ettelbrick's views of the RP in her essay on same-sex marriage and her 

concerns as a radical leftist about improving the economic and social conditions not just 

of gays and lesbians, but of society at large by making some changes in how relationships 

are viewed and regulated, namely in providing partnership alternatives to the exclusive 

marriage relationship. Ettelbrick states that because RPs are not limited to sexual 

relationships, they provide an "opportunity for many who are not related by blood or 

marriage to claim certain minimal protections" (Ettelbrick in Sullivan 1997:124). 

Browning, a radical gay writer, also argues that it is time to reconstitute the meaning of 

what family networks are and how protection and benefits can be provided for gay and 

lesbian family/friend networks (as well as others), rather than putting the emphasis on 

marriages, which only work to isolate the couple and cut them off from other people 

(Browning in Sullivan 1997: 133). Overall, a radical view that opposes marriage 

encourages economic, legal and social changes that benefit everyone, rather than just the 

marital relationship, and supports the RP as an arrangement any two people could use. 

Despite these positive comments about the RP by these two respondents, my 

sample was overall disapproving of the RP as a form of marriage for GLBs. It should be 
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noted that my sample results contrast with the support of the RP expressed in 

Q 
Sarantakos's sample, where 3 9 % of the respondents preferred the option of the RP, 

compared to 20% who preferred the option of marriage (Sarantakos 1998: 223). Because 

sampling in both studies was non-random, it is impossible to generalize the results of 

either with any confidence. 

Commitment Ceremonies 

Some respondents were asked whether they would consider having commitment 

ceremonies as a way of formalising their same-sex relationship. Several respondents were 

quite positive to having one, and some were even in the latter stages of planning their 

ceremonies (Peggy, 007). Others were in the early stages of planning a commitment 

ceremony (013, 014, 015). For these respondents, the symbolic value of the ceremony 

was the main reason for having it, very much along the same lines as the public aspect 

discourses discussed earlier. For Peggy, 007, and 013 it was a way of solidifying 

commitment in front of friends and family. For 014 and 015, it was further an act before 

God and a supportive congregation. 015 was somewhat upset that her ceremony would 

not be on par with a heterosexual marriage, but overall would still have a commitment 

ceremony if legalized same-sex marriage did not happen anytime soon. 

Some respondents (004, 005, 012) specifically said they would not pursue a 

commitment ceremony, for a number of reasons. 004 said that a commitment ceremony 

too closely resembled a marriage ceremony for her to be comfortable with it, and, as 

mentioned in the previous chapter, thought that she celebrated her commitment with her 

8 This sample included both gays and lesbians (Total N=632) and was conducted in Australia and New 
Zealandbetween 1995 and 1997 (Sarantakos 1998: 223). 
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partner in an everyday sense, negating the need for a ceremony. 012 did not want to have 

a commitment ceremony because she felt that making a commitment was something she 

did to another person privately, though she did say she could understand other peoples' 

need to have a ceremony. 005 refused to participate in a commitment ceremony because 

she wanted to wait for real marriage, calling commitment ceremonies "a farce" and "not 

real" because they lacked legality, and added that she would "wait for the rest of my 

life, if I have to," for an equal form of marriage, "I've got nothing but time." Again, in 

all of these responses is the sense that subjects are actively choosing why they would or 

would not pursue a commitment ceremony based on reasons that make sense to them 

(following Bevir 1999: 358). 

The women in this study were clearly able to recount the discourses that exclude 

them from marriage. Through a variety of techniques they were also able to reduce the 

impact of exclusionary discourses. These will be further addressed in Chapter Seven. 

Having examined how lesbians talk about exclusion, I now focus on how exclusionary 

discourses actually have impact on their everyday lives. 
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Chapter Six 

Impact of Exclusion from Marriage on the Everyday Lives of Lesbians 

Introduction 

This chapter examines the impact of exclusion from marriage in the everyday 

lives of the lesbians who participated in this study. In the previous chapters I examined 

how discourses were used by the respondents to express their views of marriage and 

exclusion of marriage. However, several feminist post-modern writers warn researchers 

not to get caught in the trap of "apolitical" analysis of discourse—examining discourses 

for their own sake, without aiming to improve the lives of women by changing structures 

that oppress them (Gavey 1988: 464; Smith 1999: 109; Brown 1998: 6; Oswald 1998: 5). 

Oswald notes that one way to promote change is to raise awareness about the effects of 

oppressive structures (Oswald 1998: 5). Therefore, in this chapter I examine the impact 

exclusion from marriage or recognition of same-sex relationships has on everyday 

activities with the hope of illuminating some of the challenges faced on a daily basis by 

lesbians (and possibly also gays and bisexuals), which in turn will raise awareness about 

the impact of the artificial constructs that exclude lesbians from marriage.1 

Direct Questioning vs. Episodic Questions 

The majority of respondents were asked directly how they thought exclusion from 

a legal form of marriage would impact them on an everyday basis. 001, 007, 009, and 

1 In addition to illuminating instances of oppression, Oswald also notes that feminist research "offers 
strategies for how to pursue one's vision of a world without oppression" (Oswald 1998: 5). In my study, 
this goal of feminist research is met in outlining the ways lesbians resist dominant/exclusionary discourses 
or present strategies for coping with exclusion. These appear throughout chapters four, five and six. 
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015 did not have to be asked directly because they had already indirectly answered the 

question. For those who were asked directly, only 004, 008, 012 and 014 stated that there 

would be some direct impact on them. 004 and 014 speculated that they would be most 

affected by the lack of legal benefits and protections. 012 and 008 noted that exclusion 

affects self esteem and emotions, where 012 stated that exclusion "eats away a bit at 

your humanity every day," an interesting response given that she flatly refuses to 

pursue marriage due to its patriarchal nature. 008 was concerned that she might not get 

over a slight sense of bitterness at her exclusion from the right to marry. 

The remaining respondents who were asked directly if they felt exclusion from 

marriage would impact their everyday lives (002, 003, 005, 006, 013, 016) responded that 

it would not, and had various reasons for saying this. 003 asserted that she had worked 

hard to earn the respect of her neighbours and co-workers throughout her life and felt that 

this countered the impact of exclusion, but also noted that she would enter into a 

registered partnership arrangement if it were available, to take care of legal matters. The 

remainder noted that exclusion would not impact their lives because either they had 

already taken care of legal arrangements (Peggy) or planned on arranging legal matters 

with a lawyer (005, 013), or would just continue to live as they always had (016). 

Overall, when asked directly about this, respondents' answers were fairly short, 

indicating that offhand to speculate on the concrete impact was difficult or not important 

to them. 

The everyday impact of exclusion in the lives of the respondents was made more 

apparent in some of the episodic-narrative questions, where they were asked about 
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specific incidences in their lives that related to marriage, weddings or their lesbianism 

(such as coming out). From these questions respondents were able to relate concrete 

examples of how their experiences as lesbians did or did not mesh with marriage or 

weddings, and these concrete examples allowed me to examine how discourses might 

have played a role in shaping those experiences. Some of these experiences are explored 

below. 

Conceiving of the Future without Marriage 

Realizing that same-sex marriage would not be a possibility affected the way 

some respondents viewed their future. Some respondents were able to remember an 

instance (if not the precise moment) they realised that marriage to another woman would 

not be a possibility. 005 was able to recall the very moment she realized that she could 

not legally marry her same-sex partner and how this realization confused and 

disappointed her: 

SUE: Do you remember any particular time you realised that you wouldn't 

be able to marry another woman? And how that made you feel? 

[005]: Uh, yeah, I w a s— I had been with somebody for um, two years, 
and um, and we were talking about her parents' marriage, and what 

were;—what we wanted to do, and I told her I'd like to get married, 

and she said that "well, we can't" and I said "why not?" and she told 

me "well, it's not legal" and I'm like, "well, I know it's not legal, but 

why can't we get married?" I can't—you know I j u s t — I couldn't 

quite grasp the concept[skipped material] but I remember just being 

sort of surprised at the [...] the "can't" business of it a l l , y o u — y o u can 

think about i t , talk about i t , plan for i t , but you can't ever do it. 

SUE: Right 

[005]: A n d um, so I was disappointed, I guess. 

Others did not remember a precise moment they realized they were excluded 

from marriage, but did relate that during the coming out process they had felt their future 
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would be "different" in some way because same-sex marriage was not possible. Some 

had a difficult time conceiving of their future in terms of relationships with other women, 

for a variety of reasons. 002 had difficulty even conceiving of marriage to another 

woman, even though she knew she was a lesbian, because the very idea seemed "weird": 

"I thought I had to marry a guy, for ever and ever, so I had no idea what to do with 

the idea of marrying a girl, like it's funny to me." 013 stated that for a long time even 

her daydreams of being with another woman were "edited" and "censored" in terms of 

imagining a romance, let alone marriage. It took a long time before she had allowed 

herself to imagine being married to another woman. 014 said she had no problem 

imagining and feeling comfortable in a cohabiting relationship with another woman, but 

had trouble imagining marriage to another woman, simply because "it wasn't possible." 

The majority of my respondents said that they never imagined being married to another 

woman before or in the starting stages of coming out (the exceptions were 007 and 013, 

who did but thought it was an absurd fantasy). Given the prevalence of the ideology that 

marriage has always been and should therefore always be for heterosexuals only for the 

purpose of procreation and discourse that constructs homosexuality as deviance, it is of 

little surprise that ideas of marriage to another woman seemed bizarre to 002, forbidden 

to 013, and simply something that "does not happen" for 014. 

Some respondents lamented the lack of visible role models (i.e., lesbians in long 

term, marriage-like relationships) upon which to base their conception of the future with 

another woman. 015 experienced difficulty during her coming out process conceiving of 

marriage to another woman because she had never seen an example of it anywhere. Both 
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she and 002 noted that all we are exposed to are the (failed) relationships of popular 

media stars like Ellen DeGeneres or Melissa Etheridge. 002 wanted to see some "real" 

life-long lesbian partners, just to know that it is possible: "we don't see these old ladies 

who have been in love for 74 years2...I would love to know some of these people." 

015 spoke of an experience of accidentally meeting a lesbian couple in a forty-year 

relationship and the relief she felt in seeing that: "it reaffirmed that, you know, it — it 

can happen, you can do it." Thus, in addition to same-sex marriage being inconceivable, 

the lack of examples of long-term couples made it still more difficult to plan for a future 

that involved marriage or a marriage-like relationship. 

Others had a hard time imagining their future in terms of relationships with other 

women because they did not know that long term relationships outside of marriage were 

possible. For example, once Trish realized that she was a lesbian, and that marriage to 

another woman was not possible, she pictured her future as a series of non-committed 

relationships: 

TRISH: I guess I thought that [...] I never really thought I would 

spend the rest of my life with somebody, I thought I would just be 

alone the rest of my life [laughs], [skipped material] I just knew it 

wouldn't be... a possibility 

SUE: hmmm. 

TRISH: [overlapping]You know, I thought "that's fine." [laughs] 

SUE: And did that hurt you, a little bit? 

T R I SH: It hurt me very much. 

SUE: Yeah? 

T R I S H : Hurt me very much. Um,... because I didn't want to spend 

the rest of my life alone...and I really thought that's what it was going 

to be. 

SUE: So, uh.. .being blocked from marriage, it doesn't really occur to a 

person that you know, you can still live with a person for the rest of your 

life and not be married, right? It kinda, once you're blocked from i t . . . 

2 A facetious comment, but the point is clear. 



T R I S H : That's i t . 

SUE: That does seem like it, eh? 

TRISH: [overlapping] Yeah, I really thought that okay, i t ' l l just be in 

and out of relationships, never that commitment or that 

companionship, and I really just thought it would be...gone. 

This passage demonstrates how the dichotomized nature of marriage as 

"togetherness/stability" and non-marriage (somehow) as "singleness/instability" had 

permeated her view of the future. These constructions of marriage also appeared in 

Brown's study, where the women she interviewed saw their future as empty and lonely 

without a marriage relationship (1998:40-41). Even though some had managed to 

conceive of long term cohabiting relationships, they still preferred marriage for its more 

permanent nature (ibid). In Trish's case, it is also possible that discourse about the 

instability of same-sex relationships ("the gay lifestyle"), influenced her view of her 

future, though this is not directly apparent in the passage. 

Some respondents had not even thought about the impact that exclusion from 

same-sex marriage had on them until they were in a serious same-sex relationship (005, 

007, Peggy). 007 described how she did not really think of marriage until her first serious 

relationship with a woman: 

[007] : [skipped material] I don't think I can give like an exact moment 

[realizing exclusion], but I do, l i k e — I — I remember a general 

impression of, um I would say of my first really serious relationship of 

being completely in love with this person and—yeah it's very uh, 

there's this huge sadness here, right? in thinking that yeah, that I'm 

not [able to marry] 

Peggy also describes how the thought of marriage to another woman did not occur to her 

until she was in a long-lasting relationship: 
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SUE: [skipped material]Um, can you recount any particular instance, any 

particular time, where you realised you wouldn't be able to marry another 

woman? [...] and how you felt about that? 

P E G G Y : [...][...] No, um, I think it's always been [...] you know, I've 

always been conscious of that, it was always men and women get 

married, a n d — a n d women don't get married, or don't want to get 

married, you know to each other, so 

SUE: [overlapping] Oh, okay, right. So you don't think that had any sort 

o f — d o you remember feeling any sort of remorse that you couldn't do 

this, or...? 

P E G G Y : Um, yeah, well, once I... grew up and settled down and 

stuff like that, and developed a long committed relationship um, it 

occurred to me that I might want to do this, t o — a s I said before t o — 

t o — b e able to publicly celebratc.this relationship 

This response shows how a number of discourses are at work in Peggy's expression of 

her views over time. First is the phrase that presents marriage as something that only men 

and women do, then another that reinforces that by saying that two women (as lesbians) 

"don't" or would not even want to anyway, thus constructing marriage as a heterosexual 

activity that lesbians would not be interested in anyway. However, in opposition to these 

are the latter phrases she uses to construct marriage as something desirable even as a 

lesbian: first is the connotation that she has matured (grew up and settled down) which 

might account for a desire for marriage as a part of "growing up" mentioned earlier, and 

also that the committed relationship she was in was something worth noting, sharing, and 

celebrating—part of the discourse on the public and celebratory aspect of marriage. Thus, 

exclusion from marriage did not affect Peggy until she decided that marriage to another 

woman would be something she would personally want to pursue. 

Overall, it is interesting to note how these respondents' conception of their futures 

were shaped by discourses that constructed marriage as something only men and women 



do, and how this and other knowledge about marriage further shaped their conception of 

commitment in their future relationships. Given that discourse shapes what it is possible 

to know (Laird 2000: 455), it is not surprising that the respondents had experienced such 

difficulty conceptualizing marriage to another woman, since it appears that discourses 

about same-sex marriage have becomejDopular within the GLB community only in the 

past two decades. 

Coping Discourses 

Those respondents who thought that exclusion from marriage had affected them 

used several types of coping discourses that helped to manage or minimize the impact of 

exclusion. One way to manage the anger of exclusion was to construct exclusion as 

something they would just have to live with. Some respondents (a total of three) noted 

that they had initially felt upset or even angry about exclusion from marriage to another 

woman, but had then pushed the feelings of anger away or had deeply buried their 

feelings of resentment. 008 stated that in the event that same-sex marriage would never 

happen in Alberta that she would "have to learn to get over it, and still live my life and 

be productive and happy" even though she admitted that "there'd be a bit of 

bitterness that would sit in the back of my mind." 003 noted that over time she has 

worked through some of her anger, and has since actively reconstructed her situation as a 

"victory" either with or without marriage. Despite this, however, some of the anger is 

"still there": 

[003]: I thought, it's really not fair? 

SUE: mmm-hmm. 

[003]: you know, my joy shouldn't be any less than anybody else's 

and I should be able to stand on the rooftop a n d — a n d shout it out 
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just like everybody else does and so um, you make me feel like I'm 

doing something wrong o r — a n d it's not wrong, you know? 

SUE: [overlapping] Right 

[003]: so I did go through, you know, some anger over that, I guess 

SUE: And that was later on in your coming out process and you went 

through some anger, but obviously you've worked through that... 

[003]: I — y o u know i f I really dig down I know it's still there 

SUE: Yeah? 

[003]: but I—I'm n o t — i t doesn't run who I am 

SUE: Right. 

[003]: and so, like I said, nobody's going to take away the things that 

I have in my life, I'm—I'm going to work for them tooth and nail and 

it's just one of the obstacles in my life 

SUE: [overlapping] Right 

[003]: that's n o t — n o t going to keep me on the other side...you know, 

I' l l just keep g o i n g — i f i t — i f it ends up being that we are able to do 

that, that's wonderful, but i f it doesn't? That's okay too. 

Thus, for these two respondents, exclusion was just a bitter p i l l to swallow, and a part of 

their lives they would have to deal with. This construction of exclusion enables 

movement forward in their emotional lives, but does not challenge the greater discourse 

of marriage. 

Other respondents coped with exclusion from marriage by reconstituting the 

meaning of marriage to fit their own lives and having or planning ceremonies of their 

own (007, 013). Like 008 and 003, 007 at first described her initial "coping mechanism" 

of simply pushing her anger away. However, she also noted that simply burying her 

feelings did not help, because she continued to associate marriage with the oppression of 

heterosexism. In time however, she was able to "carve out marriage for herself," an 

excellent example of individual agency in that she was able to remove the assumption of 

heterosexuality and recreate "what marriage is" to fit her as a lesbian. Here 007 discusses 

the impact of her decision to re-make marriage for herself: 
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SUE: Okay, alright. Um, so when you—you certainly grow up with 

certain ideas about marriage, when you started to come out as a lesbian, so 

you remember this point now, 

[007]: Yeah 

SUE: three or four years ago, how do you t h i n k — d o you think it affected 

your views of marriage? 

[007] : Yeah, because I was very anti-marriage, initially 

SUE: Yes. Okay, so do you think you were—you supported marriage and 

you came out and your feelings changed? 

[007] : Yeah, because, because it was very, you k n o w — I t h i n k — I was 

certainly feeling a lot of anger 

SUE: Yes 

[007] : and so I — I associated w i t h — I put marriage together with 

heterosexual relationships, heterosexism and I was very angry being 

forced, conditioned this w a y — I was never given any space you know 

to think about other things in my life and how hard that can make i t , 

right? 

SUE: mmm-hmm. 

[007] : Um, so I was very angry because I associated t h a t — a n d now 

t h a t — I don't know, in t i m e — a n d I realise, you know what though? I 

can carve out what marriage is for myself 

SUE: Hmm 

[007]: and my partner and I can do that, and so can all of my friends, 

and actually I think that it's important to be creating a new discourse 

around, or to me mitigating the one that you have3, so the anger 

around it i s — i s gone and do I think of marriage and heterosexism 

anymore? No. It's um, taken on a totally different meaning 

Thus, re-creating marriage on her own terms (as something that she as a lesbian can do) 

proved to be very empowering for 007, who later stated that "now when I look back on 

it, I can't believe that I would ever have thought that I would never do that [get 

married]." Similarly, 013 also realized the potential of reconstituting the meaning of 

marriage to fit her life, rather than simply accepting exclusion: 

SUE: So you figured out that, you know, you could do a marriage, right? 

How did that clash with the fact that there is no legal marriage for lesbians 

or no recognized marriage for lesbians? 

3 007 has a high level of education and frequently used the terms "discourse," "agency" and "mitigation" 
comfortably throughout her interview. 
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[013]: I didn't see it clashing. I saw it maybe — I would have to get 

very creative i n , you know, what I wanted to do - the bottom line was 

I needed to figure out what it meant to me first of a l l . Yeah, what did 

marriage mean to me. Okay, well that's fine, now how do I want to 

create that; in a commitment ceremony or an actual marriage? 

Okay, well actual marriage, there are no legalities. L e g a l l y — I can't 

get legally married, and yet does it matter? 

SUE: It sounds to me like regardless, you're going to make your own 

marriage, right? 

[013]: Yeah, it doesn't really matter. If it's a stage in my relationship 

that I need, I am going to do it . However it looks. 

007 was able to provide me with specific example in her interview of how she 

reconstituted marriage to fit her life as a lesbian, when I had asked her a question about 

the compatibility of marriage and a lesbian identity: 

SUE: Um, how compatible for you are marriage and a lesbian identity? 

[007]: [...]Marriage and a lesbian i d e n t i t y — o h that's a good question 

SUE: [laughs] [...] for you 

[007]: For me? For me I think it's a great fit. Y ou know when I — i f I tie 

marriage to my lesbian identity, absolutely 

SUE: Yeah 

[007]: because—it's you know because commitment and um, that 

idea of a love affair with someone are absolutely tied up in being a 

lesbian, because it's tied to—connected to being completely in love 

with another woman. So, [...] I see it as very much connected in that 

way, yeah...yeah 

007 chose to focus on the commitment and romantic elements of marriage (rather than 

the legal) and also focused on the romantic elements of being a lesbian, focusing on who 

you love (another woman) rather than lesbianism as a specific political identity (that 

usually rejects patriarchy and marriage). Thus, by selectively removing particular 

elements from discourse about what it means to be a lesbian and what marriage is 

(usually portrayed as incompatible discourses because lesbian identity as a political 
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identity rejects marriage)4, 007 was able to reconstitute a new subject position for herself 

to take up. Elizabeth identifies this active process of bridging disparate discourses with 

"signifiers" (relevant pieces of discourse) and notes how new subject positions and 

discourses are formed in this process (Elizabeth 2000:91). While 013 did not demonstrate 

how she reconstituted marriage to fit her life in her interview (she only alluded to it) it 

might be assumed that the process was similar in her redefinition of marriage. Bevir 

would suggest that this process is based in some part on the active and rational choices 

made by individuals to make selective changes to traditions (influential social backdrops 

that form beliefs) like marriage (1999: 358). 

Another type of coping discourse that was used by some respondents to help 

neutralise the "sting" of exclusion in everyday life was one that viewed their relationship 

as a marriage already. Trish, 002, 003 and 014 all expressed the view that the feeling of 

being in a marriage is a better indicator of actually being in a marriage than whether you 

have "that piece of paper" that makes it an official marriage or not. For many years 014 

felt married in spite of not having a ceremony or a contract: 

[014]: [skipped material] to me just because we didn't have a contract 

or anything that said that we were married, to me, we were, you 

know, because we agreed to be with each other, I was married. For 12 

years. A n d that's what I felt I was. 

Similarly, 003 stated that "it's not an important thing to me [marriage], in as much as 

I have to have it to feel like I'm married, or like I'm in a partnership." While most of 

the respondents who drew on this type of discourse did have concerns about not having 

4 012 specifically stated in her interview that in her view, lesbian identity, when used in a political way, 
rejects marriage as patriarchy. 
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that it was more important to feel like they were in a marriage than to have the legal 

status. 

How Exclusion Impacted Interactions with Family. Friends and Co-workers 

Asking respondents to talk about how their conversations with family and friends 

changed as a result of coming out produced a number of interesting results that show the 

impact of the dichotomized relationship between marriage and lesbianism in discourse on 

interacting with others. Several respondents (001, 014, 002) noted that after coming out 

they actively avoided engaging in conversations about marriage or relationships in 

general. 014's avoidance was due to not wanting to talk about something she felt she as a 

lesbian could not be a part of: 

SUE: Were there ever times where you felt left out or alienated from 

conversations about marriage? 

[014]: Yeah, I think you tend to sort of not become interested or even 

want to talk about things that you don't feel that you can ever be a 

part of. A n d I just felt the whole — when people say "my marriage", 

and then go, you know, they're talking about [their husband], you 

know, you're going oh my God, you know? [skipped material] and I 

think what's the point talking about i t , you know? 

002 avoided the conversations in her circle of religious friends because she did not want 

to make anyone else feel uncomfortable or have to deal with explaining her life as a 

lesbian to them. So, in the most general sense, respondents avoided the topic of marriage 

for the discomfort it produced in themselves and the discomfort they perceived it 

produced in others. 

Discussing marriage or related topics with co-workers proved problematic for 

some respondents because of homophobia (or perceived homophobia) present in their 
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work settings. Some found themselves avoiding ordinary, everyday conversations about 

marriage or relationships in this setting because they felt it would force them to divulge 

their identity as lesbians. 003 expressed her frustration at not being able to share her daily 

experiences of being in a relationship with her co-workers because she is not out at work: 

[003]: [skipped material] I can't go to work and say "[sigh] we had a 

hell of a fight last night" you know, or "we had a terrific night last 

night" or whatever the case may be, you know I sort of feel compelled 

to be silent or to change the subject 

Trish expressed her frustration at being forced to be evasive and deceitful with her co

workers in order to avoid having conversations about marriage or "married life" that 

might out her on the job: 

TRISH: [skipped material] there's a lot of things that uh, you avoid, 

[...]a lot of subjects that you avoid. It's like everybody talking about 

what they got for Valentine's Day, and what—you're—you're 

supposed to tell everybody I didn't get anything? Even though you 

did, because you can't say "oh, I got flowers" and they're like 

"what—what guy sent you flowers?" A n d you're like, "just 

somebody" [both laugh], because you dare not say a name, or you 

dare not say who, because you fear...the—how other people are 

gonna react to you, so.. 

SUE: mrnm-hmm. So, definitely times where you felt left out or alienated? 

T R I S H : Oh yeah, I just avoided those puppies altogether. 

SUE: Yeah. " 

TRISH: Didn't wanna even discuss—when people started to discuss 

marriage, I was outta there, people s t a r t — s t a r t e d discussing, their 

family relationships, and their holidays, and their, urn]...Jtheir ups 

and downs in their life, you just avoid them because they're gonna ask 

you about yours, and you can't say or you lie. 

002 feared that her co-workers must think she is anti-social for avoiding conversations 

about marriage or romantic relationships. She felt torn between wanting to participate and 

being fearful of losing her job in a company she feels promotes marriage and assumes 
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universal heterosexuality, despite the fact that it is now illegal to be fired in Alberta based 

on sexual orientation: 

[002]: I mean it's—after a while you start to feel like "well, I'm not 

being your friend" because they j u s t — t h e y ask me—I say I had a date 

and they ask me how he was, and it's like [...] like I haven't even gone 

into those conversations with anyone I don't want to talk to about i t , 

but that's the type of thing where I wonder personally i f that could 

threaten my job situation, if that came out because there's a certain 

image with this company that most of them are married, um, 

everybody's fun, uh, clean-cut, uh you know, you have to be a certain 

way to work there, which isn't written down, but certain people have 

been fired for different things, and I know it would be illegal i f I got 

fired, but... 

013 and 002 noted how they had to become creative in their conversations about marriage 

or relationships by speaking in ambiguous or gender-neutral terms, so that their co

workers or friends would not figure out their identity as lesbians. 013 noted how this skill 

became so routinized for her that now it is just natural: "I would probably be amazed at 

the things that I attempted to censor, but they are subconscious to me now, I've 

been doing it for so many years." 013 also described how ordinary events at work like 

making a phone call to her partner turned into a covert, tense operation, whereas her 

heterosexual coworkers could be open and relaxed about it: 

[013]: I mean, you know, I remember working in engineering, you 

know, in a partition next to Joe Blow, and Joe Blow would get on the 

phone and talk to his wife. A n d then I would get on the phone and go, 

make it short and sweet, you know. 

Thus, some of the respondents in this sample were quite uncomfortable being honest or 

open about marriage-related conversations and their lesbian status at work, due mainly to 

uncertainty over co-workers' reactions, not fitting into a particular workplace culture that 

promotes marriage or heterosexuality, or ultimately, losing their jobs. 
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The fears and strategies mentioned above were also found in the literature. 

Avoidance of co-workers and speaking in ambiguous terms, as well as fears of job loss 

and regret over deception or avoidance of co-workers were also found in Hall's study of 

lesbians working in large corporations (1985: 67, 73). Hall's study also suggests that 

since the mid 1980s workplaces have become places where co-workers form friendships 

and share the problems and joys of everyday life in its most intimate details (ibid 63). She 

also notes that workplaces are often overwhelmingly heterosexual environments. Some of 

her lesbian respondents complained of being asked questions that presumed 

heterosexuality like "why aren't you married? (ibid)." Similarly, Trish and 002 

mentioned in the passages above that any romantic event in their lives (such as receiving 

flowers or going on a date) was assumed to be experienced with a man. So, lesbians (and 

presumably gay men and bisexuals in same-sex relationships) feel the double discomfort 

of having to contend with the heterosexist working environment and feeling compelled to 

remain silent about their personal lives and the topic of marriage. 

Respondents talked about the difficult conversations that they had to have with 

their parents or siblings about the "real" reason they were not currently married or going 

to get married in the traditional manner (to a man). At times, conversations about 

marriage became a forum for coming out (010, 007, 003). In one case, a conversation 

about having children lead to one respondent coming out to her mother when trying to 

explain that having children likely would not happen (Peggy). The remainder of 

respondents had simply come out to their family (or were involuntarily outed) and 
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conversations about marriage changed (or did not occur again) from that point on. One 

respondent has yet to come out to her parents (004). 

The initial responses of family members to respondents' coming out or informing 

them that they would never marry ranged from very upset to acceptance. The level of 

acceptance in some families increased over time. Some respondents credited this gradual 

acceptance to their parents and family ultimately "wanting them to be happy." Both 003 

and 015 noted this pattern in their families: 

[003]: she [my mother] was extremely disappointed, and you know, 

Christmas w i l l never be the same and all those things and al l the guilt 

trips, but, you know, ultimately i f you're lucky, and I was lucky, your 

parents want you to be happy. You know, my parents are both um, 

gone now but I do have a sister, and, you know, she just wants me to 

be happy. 

Upon coming out, 015's mother cried from the shock, but became accepting 

because she could see her daughter was in love: 

[015]: [skipped material] [My mother's] view has changed a lot since 

then. Now she's - now she sees that I'm in love and I'm with a good 

person who loves me truly back, you know, and that - she - there's 

hope for me.fskipped material] [She's become] very receptive. Oh, 

and accepting and — and encouraging and, umm, it's just — it's — I'm 

really fortunate. I'm really lucky. A lot of people don't have that 

luxury, that I feel like I have luxury. 

SUE: That is, yes. 

[015]: Yeah, I mean and it's sad. It's sad to say that it's a 

luxury because, you know, in the heterosexual world it's so easy, so 

much easier, but I've been really lucky. 

Thus, the broader discourse of "doing whatever makes you happy" became more 

important than the centrality of marriage in the life cycle for parents and family members. 

It is interesting to note that both respondents count themselves very fortunate to have had 
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their parents become accepting over time. While heterosexuals might have it easier in that 

they do not have to worry about coming out, 003 and 015 noted that their own lives could 

have been made much more difficult if their parents refused to accept their 

homosexuality. Overall, conversations about marriage and reasons for not getting married 

(or at least, married to a man) were problematic for some of the respondents in this study, 

who had a harder time avoiding the topic with their family than their co-workers. 

The pressure from family and friends to get married is a common theme that 

emerges in studies that focus on both homosexual and heterosexual respondents in studies 

about marriage or weddings in the literature. Brown's respondents (heterosexual women) 

were constantly interrogated by their families about their relationship status and felt 

pressure to marry in order to please relatives who wanted them to be "happy and taken 

care of," and marriage was assumed by the respondents and/or their families to be the 

best (or only) context for doing so (Brown 1998: 41, 66). Brown states that this is not 

surprising given that marriage is constructed through various discourses to be the most 

fulfilling relationship anyone can enter into (ibid 91). However, Brown also notes that 

weddings are events unparalleled in producing fantasy and excitement within families 

(ibid), which makes it seem like the wedding is more for the family than the couple 

participating. Respondents in Oswald's study of gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered 

(GLBT) people were also constantly asked at family weddings when they were getting 

married and were rebuffed when they replied they probably would not because of their 

GLBT status (Oswald 1998: 48). 
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Respondents in my sample also spoke of the pressure they faced, both subtle and 

not-so-subtle, from relatives or friends to get married. Two respondents had married men 

at very young ages just to please their families (Trish, 014), and one respondent nearly 

married a man partly in order to make his family happy5 (010). 014 talked about marrying 

a man to live out her sisters' dreams of marriage for her: 

SUE: So were there instances where you found yourself at odds with 

your friends' and family's views about marriage? 

[014]: Well I think it did sort of did come to a head when I actually 

did marry [a man], yeah, and their whole view of that. You know, i f 

they were — it was so absurd, you know, doing the fu l l thing, you 

know, and I could see it in my mind, but I see them, you know, and I 

could see them being so happy. L i k e , you know, they were so ecstatic 

that this was actually occurring, you know, 

SUE: That you were marrying this guy? 

[014]: That I was marrying this guy and, you know, I was going to 

live happily ever after and you know. 

SUE: Really? That was their dream for you? 

[014]: A n d that was their dream, you know. I was living their dream. 

An d it was just such a really sad experience. 

014 was thus torn between realizing the absurdity of marrying a man and the happiness it 

obviously brought to her family. Like the family members in Brown's study, 014's well-

meaning sisters only wanted her to be happy and assumed marriage to a man would 

produce that happiness. 

005 used humor to resist the subtle pressure from her mother to marry a man: 

SUE: Um, how do you think coming out altered your conversations about 

marriage with your family? Or your friends? 

[005]: [skipped material] Um, [...] it hasn't really changed a n y t h i n g — 

my family, my immediate family um, my mother w i l l talk about it now 

and then, you know " I wished you could get married. It would be so 

nice, you know, we could have grandkids" and she'd go on like that, 

she wants the white wedding, and kids, and she'll bring it up every 

5 The other reason was in order to affirm her heterosexuality to herself. 
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once in a while, but I just tell her, "well, do you mind if the groom's a 

g i r l ? " 

SUE: [laughs] 

[005]: She—she'll laugh, 

SUE: Yeah. 

[005]: l i k e — s h e ' l l laugh. Like I mean, she doesn't really care. 

[skipped material] 

SUE: Okay. So your mom does bring it up 

[005]: She does. 

SUE: A n d — a n d wishes that it could be a man, or wishes that...? 

[005]: She u h — I think she wishes it could be a man, I don't think 

she'll come right out and tell me that 

005 is not against the idea of getting married (she would love to marry her partner), but is 

clearly resisting her mother's unspoken but implied preference that she marry a man so 

that a traditional "white wedding" can be had and eventually grandchildren can be 

produced. Again, happy times are implied in the white wedding and having children, but 

it seems to be more for the mother's benefit than 005's. 

The pressure to marry was not limited to friends and family wanting the 

respondents to marry men—sometimes they were just anxious to have a wedding, no 

matter what the form. 012 said she faced some subtle pressure from some of her siblings 

to have a commitment ceremony with her partner, complete with the promise of a gift 

drive "because they really want to go to one." The fact that having a ceremony and 

celebration is more important to her siblings than who she is marrying suggests that in 

this case, the fantasy/excitement construction of the ceremony outweighs the construction 

of marriage as for heterosexuals only. Upon hearing of her engagement to her girlfriend, 

007's heterosexual friends immediately wanted to plan an engagement party, even though 

007 and her partner will not have a ceremony for at least two years. Overall, the pressure 

to marry either to fulfil their family's wish of happiness for them or to provide the motive 
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this study. 

In Chapter Four (Understanding Marriage), the use of counterdiscourse that 

constructs marriage as a heterosexual rite of passage (rather than a natural part of the life 

cycle) was examined. It was suggested that heterosexual people who married were 

granted the status of adult in a way that lesbians never were, since they do not get 

married. Two respondents (012 and 013) experienced being treated as "less than adult" 

because of their unmarried status. 012 noted that for a long time she felt stuck in a state 

of limbo between adolescence and adulthood watching her nieces, once married, given 

the status of "adult" in a way she was not granted until much later than they. It was not 

until 012 had reached her late thirties and was still not married that relatives began to 

treat her as an adult. 013 had a similar experience in her family with her younger sister 

being granted more status because she married and had children: "I mean, my sister got 

married to a man and they had two kids, and boy, she sure gained stature beyond 

her older sister[herself] who was for some reason not getting married." Thus, there 

appears to be some additional status bestowed on children in the family who are married. 

Lesbians' treatment in their family may be affected by discourse that posits married 

people as "true adults." 

Attending Weddings and Other Related Celebrations 

Attending the weddings of heterosexual friends and family is a common part of 

the lives of many lesbians, since they are still members of heterosexual family and 

friendship networks. Oswald notes that "GLBT family members do not drop out of the 
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sky as adults. They have parents, siblings and cousins, and, for better or worse, are 

involved in those relationships for life" (Oswald 1998:57). Even though weddings might 

be a source of discomfort for GLBT's, they still feel compelled to go because weddings 

are considered paramount events in a family's history. Respondents in this study were 

asked to relate their experiences at weddings and what impressions these left them of 

weddings or marriage. Some of their responses appear in Chapter Four (Understanding 

Marriage), but here instances of specifically feeling excluded 6are explored. 

A couple of respondents noted that they felt left out or out of place at wedding 

ceremonies. Despite her strong dislike for marriage, 004 noted how she felt especially left 

out at her brother's wedding because she realized that her relationship would never be 

sanctioned or celebrated by her family in the same way: 

SUE: Can you recount any particular time that you can remember that as a 

lesbian you wouldn't be able to marry another woman? 

[004]:[...][...]I think it was really in my face when my brother got 

married, and when my cousin got married. 

SUE: Okay 

[004]: M y brother is 18 months younger than me, and my cousin is the 

same age as me, and so...I remember shedding a few tears about that, 

but ...that celebration behind i t , and I guess the...legal r e c o g n i t i o n — 

I — I guess I just...contradicted myself there again, 

SUE: That's okay 

[004]: but I'm allowed to do t h a t — I am human [laughs] 

SUE: [overlapping]Of course. That's right, that's right 

[004]: Um, yeah, I guess that was a real throw up in my face 

SUE: Yeah, and it kind of, um did it kind of hurt you a little bit? 

[004]: Yeah, that I would never have that 

6 It should be noted that respondents also had some positive things to say about weddings they attended. 
For example, a good portion of them saw weddings as big parties. Some of the more negative aspects are 
focused on in this paper to highlight issues that exclusion from marriage might contribute to in hope of 
changing them. 



174 

004's response is interesting for two reasons. As already mentioned, her feelings of 

exclusion from marriage are amplified by attending the wedding (she notes how the 

celebration was "in her face"). This effect might be expected since weddings are rituals 

that exaggerate heterosexuality (Oswald 1998:2). 004's response is also interesting 

because of her concern over contradicting herself. 004 was generally anti-marriage in her 

interview because she felt it was a patriarchal and oppressive institution, but was 

nonetheless upset at her exclusion. 004 writes off her upset to her humanity, complete 

with its inconsistencies and contradictions. However, this inconsistency might also be the 

product of discourse. 004 noted earlier in her interview the importance of marriage to her 

Mormon family, and in the passage noted the celebration and legal recognition marriage 

gives to those who participate. Elizabeth notes that subject positions may change over 

time because subjects take up new discourses, but a subject is never fully unified because 

discourses that formerly influenced a subject still "compete" for their attention (Elizabeth 

2000:91). However, I would assert that 004 still chooses to grant a certain amount of 

importance to the discourses that construct marriage as an important event, despite her 

clear preference for using discourses that construct marriage as oppressive, creating a 

contradiction in her responses7. Again, this shows that discourses about marriage are 

numerous, that some discourses about marriage are granted more privilege than others 

(the legality and status still mean something to 004), and that subjects are active in 

71 am assuming that 004 could make a conscious choice to reject religious discourse altogether, as 012 
made it clear in her interview that she now completely rejects the Catholic beliefs related to marriage she 
was raised with. 



choosing what position to take up (Gavey 1989: 464), even i f it appears they are 

struggling. 

Peggy also related an experience that shows how weddings are sometimes 

meaningless for lesbians (and presumably gays and bisexuals). While she did not feel left 

out, she did feel the ceremony was irrelevant to her because she never anticipated having 

one of her own: 

PEGGY: Like, it's fine and dandy for Olivia8 and for my friend 

Mandy sitting beside me to want to be, you know, future participants 

in this type of thing 

SUE: [overlapping] bride.. .right. 

P E G G Y : But, you know, for me, it was just like...I could have just 

as well gone out for coffee w i t h — o r sat and watched a baseball game 

or whatever 

SUE: [laughs] 

P E G G Y : and it didn't have any more significance to me than that 

Like 004 and Peggy, respondents in Oswald's study admitted to feeling left out because 

of the prominent display of social and legal validation given to the heterosexual couple 

knowing that their own relationships would not likely be validated in the same way, or 

that weddings were devoid of meaning to them because they would likely not participate 

(or want to) in one themselves (Oswald 1998:49). 

Two respondents (002 and 005) related their experiences of being "good friends" 

at their heterosexual friends' weddings and not having their actions and good will 

reciprocated. 002 spoke of how she made sure she attended the showers of her religious 

friends, brought gifts and participated in conversations that focused on the bride-to-be 

and the relationships of her other heterosexual friends, but anticipated the favour would 

All names that appear in respondents' narratives in this thesis are pseudonyms. 
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never be returned because her friends would likely be uncomfortable with her marrying 

another woman. 005 related a story about a conversation that stemmed from her being her 

best friend's bridesmaid that demonstrates how heterosexist discourses clash with 

discourses about what it means to be a "good friend". 005 assumed her friend would 

return the favour ("share the honor") of being a bridesmaid if she had a commitment 

ceremony, but was met with intolerance and ridicule for even suggesting it: 

[005] : My best friend Shannon was getting married, she asked me to 

be her maid of honour and, I agreed, and of course I did all the maid 

of honour things, like we went to like, the strippers and did like t h i s — 

you know, shower and all this stuff, and um, and we would get into 

arguments, I guess you would say, about marriage because she didn't 

think it was right for homosexuals to get married, and I would say 

"well,"—she was fine with the fact I was a homosexual, she just didn't 

think that it was right for them to be married because men and 

women get married. So, I would argue this point, " i t doesn't matter i f 

you're a man or a woman, you're two people who love each o t h e r — 

get married" r i g h t ? — w e would have this argument, and um, she just 

doesn't argue with me about it anymore, because she knows that 

we're never going to agree, so... [skipped material] I asked her, i f I 

ever get married, would you be my maid of honour, and share the 

honour, of course—No, she wouldn't do i t , because it's never going to 

happen anyway, and why the hell would she wanna be involved in 

that? 

SUE: And she said this to you? 

[005]: She said that to me—but that's why she's my best f r i e n d — 

she's very opinionated and loudmouthed 

[skipped material]. 

[005]: She got divorced, so good on her. 

This passage demonstrates how artificial categories produced by discourse drastically 

affected the everyday dynamics of 005's friendship, to the point that they can no longer 

discuss the topic of marriage. While 005's friend thinks it's "okay" for 005 to be a 

lesbian, it is clear that her friend thinks that lesbians and marriage do not (or should not) 

mix. 005 appears to "excuse" her friend's behaviour by stating that the blunt honesty her 
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friend displays is what makes her a good friend ("but that's why she's my best friend"). 

However, 005 is also quick to use that blunt honesty to her advantage by reversing it, 

pointing out the irony that her friend, who places such emphasis on her privilege to 

marry, should divorce. 

Oswald's study was prompted by a personal experience very similar to 005's9. 

Her respondents also related similar experiences of doing what is expected of them, and 

even going out of their way to be good friends or supportive family members at their 

loved ones' weddings, but not having those favours reciprocated (Oswald 1998:40). 

Oswald states that situations such as 002's and 005's (she refers to her own personal 

situation and those of her respondents) are indicative of "the power of heterosexism to 

create a situation in which GLBT people have double-binds rather than choices10.. .and 

heterosexual people act to preserve their privilege" (1998: 55). This appears to be the 

case with 005 and 002. 002 felt compelled to remain silent, while 005 experienced 

tension with her friend because she openly discussed her plans to marry another woman. 

Among my respondents, feeling excluded was not limited to wedding ceremonies. 

013 relates her experience of attempting to combine the celebration of her and her 

partner's anniversary with the celebration of her parents' wedding anniversary. In the 

9 Oswald noted in her introduction that she supported her younger sister and also her female cousins during 
their weddings (being a bridesmaid, serving food and monitoring guest books) but did not have these 
courtesies returned when she had her own commitment ceremony with her same-sex partner. All of them 
refused to attend and let her know they felt what she was doing was wrong (Oswald 1998:2). 
10 She refers to such double binds as "damned if you do, damned if you don't" situations, where the GLBT 
person must choose between being open and honest about their sexuality/gender identity (keeping their 
own dignity at the cost of the approval or love of family/friends) or suppressing these in order to keep 
family/friends comfortable or happy (while compromising their own dignity/happiness) (Oswald 1998: 
55). 



178 

eyes of the family, her anniversary was of little importance compared to her parents' 

anniversary: 

SUE: Right. Okay. So were there ever instances on the other hand, 

where you felt that your contributions to conversations about marriage or 

whatever were taken seriously? 

[013]: No. Actually, it was funny that — here's an experience. We 

were celebrating our anniversary and so were my parents. A n d so we 

decided to have a celebration together with them. A n d we got a cake 

and did this and that and the other thing. A n d they didn't really 

warm up to it.[skipped material]It's like you can't even come close to 

where we're at, why on earth would you compare your — you know, 

that's sort of the — 

SUE: You get that connotation? 

[013]: Yes, oh yeah. Big time. It's like "how dare you.[skipped 

material]Like you're not even close so don't even think about i t . " 

Y o u know, like — so we did it anyway, right. A n d we had fun doing 

it,[skipped material] [but] as soon as we mentioned, oh yeah, we're a l l , 

you know, celebrating our anniversaries together, it's like, they r o l l 

their eyes, you know, [skipped material] They humored us. 

The theme of non-reciprocation appears here again, in that 013 went out of her way to 

include her parents' celebration but was only grudgingly granted the status of celebrant at 

her own anniversary party. 

Overall, those respondents that did talk about exclusion they felt at weddings and 

related celebrations mentioned feeling left out, feeling that weddings were irrelevant to 

their lives, and the disappointment of non-reciprocation by friends. While Oswald's 

respondents specifically blamed their exclusion from marriage for their negative 

experiences at weddings (whether they wanted the right to marry or not) (1998: 57), my 

respondents did not. However, in relating their experiences about weddings, it became 

apparent that exclusion from a fully sanctioned form of marriage (both legally and 

socially recognised and celebrated) did prevent them from participating fully in 
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celebrating the marriages of friends and family and, more importantly, affected 

interactions with their friends and family in negative ways. 

Being excluded from marriage impacted the lives of these respondents in a 

number of ways. At times the impact of exclusion was very profound, whether causing 

strain in the relationships between themselves and their families and friends, forcing them 

to remain silent and aloof with co-workers or to have to contemplate their romantic 

futures in terms far different from what they expected growing up. These findings are 

revisited in Chapter Seven. 
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Chapter Seven 

Conclusions 

Questions. Theory and Methods Revisited 

This study was sparked by a number of questions I had concerning marriage and 

lesbianism, from both a personal and academic perspective. How do lesbians understand 

marriage, something in which they cannot formally participate? How do they understand 

their exclusion from marriage? What discourses do they use? How do they assimilate, 

resist or alter marriage discourses? How does exclusion from marriage impact them in 

their everyday lives? I sought answers to these questions as much to satisfy my own 

curiosity about the contradictions posed by juxtaposing marriage and lesbianism (two 

seemingly distant and incompatible concepts) as I did to fill a gap in the empirical 

literature about lesbian views of marriage. 

Before I examine the main findings of the chapters I would like to make some 

general comments about the theoretical framework and the methods I use in this study. 

The theoretical framework is very helpful in organizing and explaining the responses. 

The post-modern assumptions that discourses are multiple and conflicting came through 

clearly, accounting for the complex and conflicting answers I received between and even 

within interviews1. That some discourses are privileged over others also came through in 

the interviews—this is particularly noticeable when the respondents appear to be resisting 

or responding to assumptions of a given discourse—usually the discourse they are 

1 Tensions between sets of discourses were apparent throughout my interviews. The implications of these 
two post-modern assumptions are discussed thoroughly in Lawes's work (1999:13-16). I am focusing on 
the mechanics of resistance instead because they are particularly pertinent to this project. 
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addressing is a privileged one from which they are excluded or that offends them in some 

way. Elizabeth's model of resistance figured prominently in these women's responses, as 

they found ways to reverse, counter and create discourses about marriage when the need 

or desire to do so presented itself. The assumption of agency provided by modified post

modern writers like Bevir and Smith further enhanced Elizabeth's mechanics of 

resistance, especially with regard to the creation of new discourses. 

The use of DA as a method of analysis was very effective in outlining what 

discourses were used, and how certain discourses about marriage were altered or even re

created. The DA literature, complete with guidelines for seeing patterns of use and 

resistance, provided the basis for a solid analytical tool for this study. While no new 

discursive manoeuvres were discovered with regard to resistance in this study, applying 

DA to lesbian understandings of marriage has made for a unique application of this 

method, and plenty of examples of reverse discourse, counterdiscourse and creation of 

new discourses are found throughout. With these ideas refreshed, I now recap the 

findings of the analysis chapters with regard to these and my research questions. 

Understanding Marriage 

In Chapter Four, I consider the ways in which lesbian respondents understand 

marriage, a tradition from which they are formally excluded. The women in my sample 

used both popular and GLB discourses to express their understandings of marriage. 

Respondents used discourses about commonly assumed aspects of marriage, such as the 

commitment involved, the romantic aspect of marriage, what it means to be a couple, the 

official and legal nature of marriage, its public nature, what relationship it has to religion 



for them, and the assumption that marriage is a natural part of life. Respondents used 

these popular discourses without altering their structure when the assumptions of 

marriage created by those discourses did not prove problematic or offensive to them. At 

times they provided responses about given topics surrounding marriage comparable to 

heterosexual respondents in other studies. 

Interesting responses emerged when the assumptions of popular discourses 

excluded the respondents as lesbians or otherwise violated their sensibilities about 

marriage as individuals. It was interesting to note the variation in patterns of resistance 

that occurred when respondents were presented with a similar dilemma. For example, 

when the topic of "commitment" was brought up or initiated by the respondents 

themselves, respondents were well aware that marriage is posited as the greatest form of 

commitment and that marriage is exclusively heterosexual, leaving lesbians out of the 

loop and presenting them with a dilemma about where or whether commitment fit with 

them as lesbians. Some reacted to this dilemma by reversing the direction of the 

assumptions; those who stated that commitment was stronger in relationships outside of 

marriage challenged the assumption of where commitment can occur but not the 

importance of commitment itself. Others reversed the exclusionary outcome of the 

heterosexual/homosexual distinction in marriage in such a way as to put lesbians on top 

of the marriage hierarchy, by using the assumptions of essentialist feminist discourse that 

posits women as naturally more committed than men. Again, the notion of commitment is 

not what is challenged, rather the location of where commitment occurs is what is 

challenged. In these particular reversals, commitment is selected as the most important 
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element and is used as the lever to resist the exclusion posited by discourse of marriage as 

heterosexual. Reversals of discourse often serve to reinstate lesbians successfully in 

popular discourses that typically exclude them, and in some cases the reversals even 

privilege their lesbian status. 

Sometimes lesbians resisted popular discourse about marriage when those 

discourses offended them in some way. A common way they resisted was through 

presenting counterdiscourses about aspects of marriage that bothered them. A good 

example of this was demonstrated in instances where the assumption of marriage as 

romance did not sit well with some respondents, who countered this assumption with an 

examination of marriage as an historical tradition of property exchange between male 

heads of household. Another form of counterdiscourse was given by lesbians when 

discussing religious discourse about marriage; respondents posed ethical criteria as a 

better measure of worthiness of marriage than religious criteria that endorsed 

heterosexuality as worthiness of marriage. Counterdiscourses to popular assumptions 

about marriage provide lesbians with options for evaluating their positions vis-à-vis 

popular views of marriage by presenting different criteria for making evaluations. 

Another manner of dealing with offensive elements of marriage was to make 

selective changes to them. Bevir's sense of agency became apparent in the discussion of 

popular discourses when the lesbians in this sample spoke of how they would change 

wedding ceremonies. Some focused on making the ceremonies more genuine and less 

material than the heterosexual ceremonies they had witnessed in their lives, while others 

focused on removing the patriarchal elements of the traditional ceremony that offended 



them. Here, the women actively and selectively modified the elements of a traditional 

ceremony to suit them. Overall, lesbians dealt with popular discourses about marriage by 

reversing the language of a discourse to include (and even privilege) them, presenting 

counterdiscourses that provided alternative ways of thinking about marriage, or 

modifying the traditions associated with marriage to suit them. 

The lesbians in this sample also utilized GLB discourses to express some of their 

understandings of marriage. For the most part these discourses were used in much the 

same way as in the literature. Mainstreaming discourses were mainly used when 

discussing how they thought same-sex marriage would change lesbianism, especially in 

terms of making homosexuality accepted, and how marriage would help to stabilize 

lesbian relationships. Alternatively, radical discourses were often used to discuss the 

impact they felt same-sex marriage would have on the institution as a whole, the most 

notable change being that marriage would no longer emphasize heterosexuality. 

Resistance in the form of creating new discourses out of two disparate discourses 

first appeared in this section of the thesis. One respondent took the element of political 

GLB discourse that aims to subvert the "heterosexual only" assumption of marriage and 

combined it with an element of popular discourse about the "seriousness" of marriage 

and reformulated these into a form of civil protest that simultaneously subverts marriage 

and treats it as a serious matter worthy of respect. Again, Bevir's notion of agency fits 

particularly well in this act of resistance—the respondent actively and purposely chose 

what elements to emphasize from each discourse to describe a form of civil protest that 

she helped to create. 
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Understanding Exclusion from Marriage 

Chapter Five examines how lesbians in this sample understand their exclusion 

from marriage. My presentation of "baffled" responses is valuable for the insights 

provided into the operation of discourse in excluding lesbians from marriage. That some 

of my respondents had an initial emotional response where they could not immediately 

think of a "good" reason for their exclusion demonstrates that for these women the 

conditions of their exclusion are not obvious, self-evident or common sense. In order to 

give any reason for their exclusion, the women who gave frustrated responses had to 

draw on discourses that enable exclusion to occur in the first place. Usually after the 

initial frustration came an indirect reference to exclusionary discourse, such as those that 

construct marriage as strictly heterosexual, or constructs the "nature" of marriage as 

incompatible with the "nature" of homosexuality. Usually, these exclusionary discourses 

were resisted by reversals of language that reinstated them back into the greater discourse 

of "normality." These reversals demonstrate that exclusion from marriage is typically 

based in a dichotomy between homosexuality as abnormal (unnatural) and 

heterosexuality as normal (natural). 

Most of the responses dealing with understanding exclusion that I then present 

continue to focus on the dichotomy between lesbianism and marriage presented above. 

Broadly, the exclusionary discourses focused on and exaggerated the differences between 

homosexuals and heterosexuals. My respondents were able to recount a variety of 

exclusionary discourses that ultimately operate on the principle of difference, such as the 
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perception that homosexuals lead exotic, highly sexualized lifestyles that make them 

unworthy or unfitting with the ideals of commitment and stability of marriage. 

Resistance takes on a slightly different appearance in Chapter Five than it does in 

Chapter Four. The discursive strategies in this chapter focus much more on responding to 

a particular dichotomy than resistance produced in Chapter Four, which appear not to be 

focused on any one type of dichotomy. While some of Elizabeth's discursive strategies 

appear in this chapter (such as the reversal of the "vocal minority" discourse), much of 

the resistance to exclusion from marriage produced in my data focuses on using 

discourses that emphasize the similarities between homosexuals and heterosexuals. This 

strategy included asserting that GLB people are raised in the same background as 

heterosexuals making a desire for marriage expected rather than surprising, that marriage 

is a civil right that should be available to them as citizens (or as human beings), that 

marriage is a basic right rather than an "extra" right that should be available to everyone, 

and that marriage is a personal choice that all people should have the option to make for 

themselves. All of these arguments respond to discourses that create an artificial distance 

between GLBs and heterosexuals by lessening that distance by accentuating in some way 

their similarities as citizens and human beings. It was intriguing to note that many of 

those who flatly refused to pursue marriage for themselves thought that all GLB people 

should have the right or choice to marry, indicating that the discourse of human rights 

was seen as important enough to include and emphasize in their understandings of 

marriage. 
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Mainstreaming and radical discourses became apparent in some of the responses 

about Registered Partnerships. From a mainstreaming perspective, some viewed the RP 

as a form of segregation, while from a radical perspective others viewed it as a useful 

alternative to marriage. Others simply viewed the RP as a step on the way to a fully equal 

form of marriage. Asking respondents about their view of the RP provided a unique 

opportunity to see how creative and active lesbians were as agents in evaluating this 

particular arrangement vis-à-vis a fully equal form of marriage. That some respondents 

said they would reject the RP because of its "lack of romance" indicates that the romance 

associated with marriage holds a significant place in their understandings. That others 

rejected the RP based on their discomfort with the term "registered" for its coldness and 

connotation of owning another person shows that lesbians are highly selective in 

choosing the elements of marriage that are important to them to have in any sort of 

alternative arrangement. Finally, it was shown that some respondents were very creative 

in manipulating elements of the RP and marriage to create a new discursive (and 

potentially practical strategy) that involved exploiting the legal benefits of the RP, but 

defining themselves as married through a romantic ceremony rather than through the RP. 

These fit well with Bevir's contention that agents engage in thoughtful selection of 

elements of discourse in ways that make sense to them (1999: 358). 

Everyday Impact of Exclusion 

This chapter highlights the consequences of exclusion from marriage as it played 

out in the everyday lives of the lesbians in this sample. It is first shown that episodic-

narrative questioning is more effective in stimulating responses that show how exclusion 
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impacts them than directly asking respondents about how they felt exclusion impacted 

their everyday lives. 

Analysis of the episodic questions shows that despite their exclusion from 

marriage, lesbians still had to contend in some way with the tradition of marriage in their 

everyday lives. Discourses and actions surrounding marriage still permeate their 

everyday lives, showing that the tradition of marriage is still a prominent social force 

despite suggestions that it is an institution "in trouble." The essentially artificial exclusion 

of lesbians from participation in marriage affected how they conceived of their future and 

how it impacted their interactions with family, friends, and co-workers. Respondents 

sometimes had to have very difficult conversations with their families and friends about 

why they were not going to get married or why they wanted to marry another woman. At 

other times they felt compelled to remain silent or avoid such conversations, especially in 

the work setting, producing feelings of stress in having to censor themselves or lie to their 

co-workers. Exclusion from marriage produced some feelings of awkwardness and 

anxiety in attending the weddings of family and friends, and sometimes even conflicts 

arose between lesbians and their family and friends in attending their weddings. The 

theme of non-reciprocation is examined, where the good deeds and goodwill that lesbians 

extended to their friends and family with regard to wedding rituals and traditions were 

not returned. This is a startling example of how exclusion from marriage impacts 

everyday lives, in that heterosexual privilege is unapologetically enforced at the cost of 

the integrity of lesbians' feelings. These findings echo those of Oswald (1998: 55). 
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A sense of agency can also be accounted for in this chapter. Respondents had 

various ways of coping with this exclusion in terms of their everyday lives. Some chose 

to cope with exclusion by accepting it as part of their lives and learning to live with it, 

while others creatively reconstituted the meaning of marriage from disparate discourses 

about marriage and lesbianism for themselves, and actively decided the ways in which 

they would "do their own marriage." 

Implications 

This study has a number of implications, both practical and theoretical. The 

results of this study (bearing in mind their generalizability is limited) can be used in a 

couple of practical ways. This study has shown how exclusionary discourses have very 

real impact in the lives of lesbians. Exclusion affects working relationships, family 

relationships and friendships. It is helpful to remember that these effects are, essentially, 

rooted in discourses. When lesbians have problems at work or with their personal 

relationships with family or friends, one might look to see if and how discourses of 

exclusion are creating widespread structural conditions that spark these problems. 

Outlining these will hopefully open eyes to the unnecessary strain placed on relationships 

by the assumptions of exclusionary discourse, and incite people of any background to 

challenge such discourses. The discourse of marriage (and equally important, non-

marriage) as choice is potentially the most powerful in breaking down the barriers created 

by exclusionary discourse. 

Policy makers might also examine this study for the insight it provides into the 

hopes, expectations, and fears that lesbians have with regard to same-sex marriage and/or 
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the RP. Policy makers in Alberta currently exploring the potential of the RP might 

examine what Alberta lesbians had to say about this arrangement, especially regarding 

their fears that levels of homophobia in the province will remain high, despite the 

introduction of the RP. RPs are a positive and productive step forward in moving beyond 

privileging one type of relationship (marriage). However, the provincial government 

should not be surprised if the push for the recognition of GLB romantic relationships as 

equal to that of heterosexuals continues in Alberta, as this study suggests that the 

potential for thinking that the RP is good and useful, but not necessarily a substitute for 

marriage is present in the lesbian population. More broadly, policy makers in other 

jurisdictions considering same-sex marriage might also look at these qualitative themes 

for insight into why some lesbians will want this option, while others will not. I stress 

here again that the discourse of choice was very popular in my sample, whether 

individual respondents wanted marriage for themselves or not. 

This study also has some theoretical implications. That lesbian respondents 

resisted in different ways to similar dilemmas presented by popular discourses about 

marriage presents an opportunity to expand our thinking about resistance. Post-modern 

theory assumes that resistance to dominant discourses will occur, and even provides a 

model of ways it may occur, whether it is to present a new set of concepts to counter the 

assumptions of the dominant discourse (counterdiscourse), to use the concepts and the 

language of the dominant discourse against itself (reverse discourse), or to remove 

2 As of January 10, 2002, the provincial government is considering changing family law to include basic 
protection for domestic relationships other than heterosexual marriage (Alberta Government news release 
found at http://www2.gov.ab.ca/home/news/dsp_feature.cfm?lkFid=78). 

http://www2.gov


elements from two or more disparate discourses to create a new discourse. However, 

relying solely on post-modern theory leads to a vague explanation for why, when 

presented with the same dilemmas about marriage, one lesbian chooses to resist by 

presenting a counterdiscourse while another reverses and still another creates a new 

discourse. There is no mechanism or motive to account for why one discourse wins out 

over another if it is only discourses doing all the talking "through" subjects. However, 

there is motive in individuals actively and thoughtfully choosing one discursive strategy 

over another. Resistance is perhaps better conceived of as subjects actively drawing on 

available discourses that suit their needs (whether they use an argument to make a point 

temporarily or as a long-term strategy to live their lives by) rather than as a random 

outcome of discourses battling for their subjectivity, as post-modern writers such as 

Gavey would suggest. Using modified post-modernism better accounts for lesbians' 

creativity and their tendency to be selective in what they emphasize when they resist 

popular or exclusionary marriage discourses. 

Future Studies 

An aspect of my study that I would have liked to pursue further concerns agency 

in everyday life on the part of lesbians, which was not discussed in as much detail as the 

discursive mechanics of resistance in speaking about marriage and exclusion from 

marriage. I was shocked, even as a lesbian, to hear the stories that some of these women 

told of the ways they were not so subtly put in their place by family and friends when 

they expressed their views of marriage, particularly if they desired it. I would like to learn 

more about how (or if) lesbians resist these dynamics on a practical level. 
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This study focused on the understandings of marriage among those of a particular 

gender (female) and a specific type of sexual orientation (homosexual), which most likely 

influenced some of the discourses used. The frequent use of feminist discourses, for 

example, is potentially attributable to the respondents' gender and sexual orientation. 

Future studies might examine the understandings of marriage among gay males or 

bisexual people, for the unique challenges that face these groups in their exclusion from 

marriage. For example, a minimum of two stereotypes about gay males that serve to 

exclude them from legal marriage surfaced in this study: one, that all gay men are 

pedophiles and allowing them to marry poses a threat to children, and two, that gay men 

are sexually promiscuous and incapable of commitment in marriage. It would be 

interesting to see how gay men react to these types of discourses. In general, it would be 

interesting to study modes of resistance among these two groups: what elements of 

marriage (or non-marriage) and exclusion would these groups choose to stress? Would 

the mechanics of resistance be different? Are the discourses that influence them 

different? In what ways are their lives impacted by exclusion? These are questions worth 

exploring from both a gay and bisexual point of view. 

Closing Remarks. 

This study has done much to answer my questions about marriage and lesbianism. 

Conceiving of resistance as active positions lesbians as having a fighting chance against 

influential discourses and powerful contexts that oppress them. As seen in this thesis, 

some of the women actively and creatively redefined marriage to fit them, while others 

chose to reject marriage for reasons that appealed to their sensibilities. In spite of living 



in a context that formally denies them the option to marry, it is clear that lesbians may 

choose to break from the tradition of marriage, or remake it to work for them in their 

lives. 
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Appendix A 

Interview Schedule 

PARTA: Conceptualizing Marriage 

l)What is marriage? 

If conspicuously missing or short answer, probe for missing pieces. Potential 

topics to probe deeper into: romance, commitment, legality, ceremony, and struggles. 

Examples of probing questions: 

• "What about romance as part of marriage?" 

• "Where would commitment fit in?" or "How is commitment a part of 

marriage?" 

• "For you, is a marriage a lifetime thing?" 

• "How important is a ceremony?" 

• "How important is the legality of a marriage to you?" 

• "How important are the legal benefits offered by marriage to you?" 

• "Is struggle between spouses a natural part of marriage?" 

• how would you describe marriage in terms of everyday things? 

• How would you know you're marrying the "right person?" 

Continue this until a fairly comprehensive picture is constructed, or until clear that 

probing is no longer productive. 

2) How is marriage different from other kinds of "couple relationships"? 

3)Why would lesbians (in general) want to get married? 

4)On the other hand, what are reasons for lesbians not wanting to get married? 

5)WouId you personally like to get legally married if you had the option? Why or 

why not? 

P A R T S : N a r r a t i v e - s t y l e questions ( s p e c i f i c l i f e events/ "episodes") 

Each of these questions will need some sort of introduction/ "warning" about the nature 

of these questions requiring them to reflect on certain parts of their lives. Encourage to 

take their time, not worry too much about perfection in details). 

Section A: Earlier ideas about marriage: 
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1) D i d you ever attend weddings as a child/young adult? What impressions did 

these leave you with about marriage? 

Ifnever attended wedding: Is there/Are there any particular time(s) that you 

remember learning a lesson about marriage growing up that stuck with you? 

Can you tell me about it? Probe: Where did it come from (from a relative? a friend? 

media sources?) 

2) What experience in your life do you think has had the greatest impact on your 

views of marriage? 

Section B: The effect of coming out on their own views/interactions with others: 

1) When you were coming out as a lesbian/ realised you were a lesbian, how did 

it affect your views of/feelings toward marriage? 

2) NEW QUESTION (formerly a probe): How did coming out affect your vision 

of your future in terms of relationships? 

3) Can you recount any particular time you can remember realising that 

lesbians cannot marry other women, and that you would not be able to marry 

another woman? 

4) (a) Had you ever imagined yourself married to a man before you came out? 

Can you elaborate on how you imagined that would be? 

(b) Did you ever imagine yourself married to a woman before you came 

out? Can you elaborate on how you imagined that would be? 

5) (a) How did coming out alter your conversations about marriage with your 

friends/family? Were there instances where you found yourself at odds with 

their views? Can you tell me more about that? 

(b)Were there times when you felt left out/alienated from conversations 

about marriage? That your contributions were not taken seriously? On the other 

hand, did you ever feel that your views as a lesbian toward marriage were received 

positively? 

Section C: The process of coming out and family expectations of marriage: 



201 

1) Marriage is considered an important institution in our society. How 

important do you think marriage is/was in your family? Can you relate any 

incident that would illustrate this? 

2) How did you "break the news" (or how do you plan to break the news) to 

your parents/family about not being married in the traditional manner (i.e. to a 

man)? 

3) Say hypothetically that you were to marry another woman. Do you think 

your relatives/friends would take your marriage to a woman as seriously as they 

would to a man? Why or why not? 

PART C: Reactions to The "RegisteredPartnership" 

1) Are you familiar with a form of "same sex marriage" known as the "registered 

partnership"? 

(If familiar)-- Can you give me your impressions about that form of 'marriage' for 

same-sex couples? 

Would you take this option over/as a substitute for/ a bonafide legal marriage? 

What do you think of using the RP for other forms of relationships as well as 

possibly for same-sex marriage? 

(If not familiar)—(Briefly explain what a registered partnership entails, inform them that 

this might be a possibility considered by the Alberta government, then continue with the 

question). Entails: same legal benefits (except children), but not considered a marriage, 

and may be used for other types of relationships 

PART D : Their idea of the "Real Thing" 

1) If positive to marriage: What would a "same-sex" marriage ultimately "look like" 

to you? Perhaps describe your own ideal marriage? Y o u r own ideal marriage 

ceremony? 

2)-Mf not positive to marriage, maybe ask what an ideal arrangement for their 

current/past/potential relationship might look like to them. 

-Mf happy with their current arrangement-^ ask i f they'd like to see it recognised in 

any way, or i f recognition would matter. 

-> What alternatives to marriage would you like to see? 

PARTE: Commitment Ceremonies 

l)Would you ever consider a commitment ceremony? 
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2)What would be the difference for you between that and a marriage ceremony? 

3)If planning to engage in or already participated in a commitment ceremony-> Tell 

me your impressions about i t — a r e you excited? What does it mean to you? 

P A R T F : " G u t R e a c t i o n s " to E x c l u s i o n 

1) I was wondering if you could give me your "gut reaction" to lesbians' exclusion 

from marriage. 

2) Given the political climate in Alberta and the resistance to same-sex marriage, 

how would you personally feel about never being able to legally marry in the future? 

Probes: What effect would that have on you in your day-to-day life? How do you think 

this w i l l impact your future relationships (or your current relationship in the future)? 

3) (If seemingly positive toward marriage): What is more important to you 

personally—having the option to get married or actually getting married? 

(if seemingly negative): Is having the option to legally marry important for 

lesbians to have? 

PART G: Marriage and Lesbian Politics 

1) How compatible are marriage and a lesbian identity? For you, do they fit 

together well? 

2) Would an equal form of marriage be good for the lesbian community in Alberta? 

Would it be good for the broader lesbian/gay/bisexual community? Why or why 

not? 

3) a) (If seemingly positive toward marriage) If legal marriage doesn't happen, how 

could members of the lesbian community "fight back"? 

b)(if not positive toward marriage) What words/thoughts/advice would you give to 

those lesbians who would be disappointed that legal marriage for lesbians w i l l not 

likely happen in Alberta any time soon? Would you try to convince them that 

marriage is patriarchal/exclusionary to other relationship forms? 

4) (a) Is the fight for legal marriage worth the effort? 

5) Is this where lesbians should be putting their political energy? How much 

political energy should go into achieving legal marriage? 
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6) Where else could/should lesbian activist energy go to? 

PART H:Potential for Change 

1) How much do you think a legal form of same-sex marriage would change 

marriage? In what ways w i l l it change it? 

PARTI: Understanding Conservative Backlash 

1) Marriage is a cornerstone of the heterosexual nuclear family, and is posited as the 

"exclusive right" of heterosexuals by Christian fundamentalists. 

(a) W i l l the legitimacy of the Christian fundamentalist position be weakened i f 

lesbians (gays/bisexuals) can marry their same-sex partners? (Are fundamentalist 

Christians' fear of marriage being "destroyed" legitimate?) 

2) Can you speculate what some of the reasons for barring same-sex marriage in 

Alberta by certain groups (such as the conservative government or certain pro-

family networks, or by the heterosexual population in general) would be? 

PART J: Everyday Relationships 

1) Are you currently in a (lesbian) relationship? 

Ifin a relationship: 

a) To what extent does your current relationship resemble a marriage? Probe: What 

things do you do everyday as a couple that make you feel it resembles a marriage? If in 

opposite direction: How is your relationship different from a marriage? Probe: What 

things do you do that make your relationship seem distinct from a marriage? (everyday 

routines) 

b) Did any of your previous relationships more resemble a marriage than your 

current one? If so, in what ways? If not, how was it distinct from a marriage? 

Ifnot in relationship or in very preliminary stages: 

a) To what extent would you like to see a future relationship resemble a marriage? 

(why or why not?) Probe further i f positive: What do you think would make a potential 

relationship resemble a marriage? What might you do in your everyday life to make it 

like a marriage? 

b) Did any of your previous lesbian relationships resemble a marriage? If so, in 

what ways? If not, how was it distinct from a marriage? 
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P A R T K i M a r r i a g e R a t e s 

1) (a) Ifthe GLB community had the same rights to marriage as heterosexuals, what 

percentage of couples do you think would get married? Is this percentage less, more 

or about equal to heterosexuals? Probe: (Ask why they think so). 

(b) Can you speculate what the divorce/separation rate would be among the 

G L B community? Is that more than; less than, or equal to the heterosexual rate? 

Probe: (ask why they think so). 
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Appendix B 

Informed Consent Form 

Research Project Title: Breaking or Re-making Tradition? Lesbian Understandings of 

Marriage and Exclusion from Marriage in Calgary 

Investigator: Susan M. Haydt 

This consent form, a copy of which has been given to you, is only part of the process of 

informed consent. It should give you the basic idea of what the research is about and 

what your participation w i l l involve. If you would like more detail about something 

mentioned here, or information not included here, you should feel free to ask. Please take 

the time to read this carefully and to understand any accompanying information. 

The purpose of this project is to better understand lesbian views of marriage at the 

individual level. It is hoped that the interviews conducted in this study w i l l show the 

process of how lesbians understand marriage and their exclusion from practising a legally 

recognised form of marriage in this province. It is also hoped that this study w i l l show 

what impact this exclusion has on the everyday lives of lesbian respondents. This project 

seeks to include a variety of views about marriage on the part of lesbian respondents. 

As a participant, you will take part in an interview with the investigator. You will be 

asked to engage in a discussion based on a series of questions dealing with the topic of 

marriage and exclusion from marriage in the province of Alberta. You are encouraged to 

view the interview as relaxed and informal and to answer the questions freely, bearing in 

mind that there are no correct answers. It is anticipated that you w i l l not be required to 

take part in more than one interview, and no more than 2-4 hours of your time is required. 

Please be aware that your responses will be tape-recorded, so that the investigator may 

better record and represent them as accurately as possible in writing (your voice w i l l 

never be heard by anyone but the investigator, her supervisor, or a transcriber). The 

investigator is sensitive to issues of "being outed" as a lesbian and w i l l take precautions 

to ensure that your identity is not linked to participating in this study. Every effort w i l l be 

made to assure a high degree of confidentiality through the use of pseudonyms (a 

fictitious name w i l l be assigned to your responses, and other possible identifying 

information may also be fictionalised), storage of tapes and transcriptions in a locked 

filing cabinet to which only the investigator and her supervisor has access, and ensuring 

that no information that discloses your identity w i l l be released or published without your 

written consent. Furthermore, any transcribers w i l l sign an agreement promising to keep 
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as strictly confidential any information they hear on the tape. Tapes w i l l be destroyed no 

later than December 31, 2004. 

In spite of all these precautions, you should be aware that confidentiality cannot be fully 

guaranteed. Though your name w i l l be fictionalised and certain identifying details w i l l be 

fictionalised, other details may not be falsified due to their importance to the study. As 

well, please be aware that longer extracts of your interview may be printed in the study, 

which when fully completed w i l l become a public document. Given the relatively small 

size of the lesbian community in Calgary, there is a possibility of someone identifying 

you based on what you say in the interviews. In order to alleviate this risk, you have the 

option to require the investigator to contact you by phone and read to you any long 

quotations from your interview. You may then alter identifying information yourself in a 

way that makes you feel assured that no one w i l l be able to recognise you. Please check 

the appropriate box: 

I would like the investigator to call me with long quotations of my interview so that I may 

have the option of altering identifying information Yes • No • 

Signature: 

Please do not hesitate to contact the investigator (Susan Haydt) at 220-3212 if you 

change your mind about your initial decision regarding long quotations from your 

interview. Your new decision w i l l be respected. 

You may not benefit directly from participating in this study, other than the benefit of 

being able to express your views about marriage and having your views about this current 

and important topic heard indirectly. However, the information you provide has the 

potential to benefit the lesbian community, as well as the gay and bisexual community. 

The researcher has also considered ways in which information given has the potential to 

be misused and w i l l take precautions to ensure that proper context is provided in the 

write-up of this project so that the risk of abuse of information provided is minimal. 

You have the right refuse to participate in this interview. You also have the right to refuse 

to answer any questions you do not wish to answer, and the right to withdraw your 

consent to participate in the interview at any time. 

Your signature on this form indicates that you have understood to your satisfaction the 

information regarding participation in the research project and agree to participate as a 

subject. In no way does this waive your legal rights nor release the investigators, sponsors 

or involved institutions from their legal and professional responsibilities. You are free to 

withdraw from the study at any time. Your continued participation should be as informed 

as your initial consent, so you should feel free to ask for clarification or new information 

throughout your participation. If you have further questions concerning matters related to 

this research, please contact: 



207 

Susan Haydt 

Dr. Tom Langford (Supervisor) 

Phone: 220-3212 

Email: smhaydt@ucalgary.ca 

Phone: 220-5043 

Email: langford@ucalgary.ca 

Ifyou have any questions or issues concerning this project that are not related to the 

specifics of the research, you may also contact the Research Services Office at 220-3782 

and ask for Mrs. Patricia Evans. 

Participant's Signature Date 

Investigator's Signature Date 

A copy of this consent form has been given to you to keep for your records and reference. 

mailto:smhaydt@ucalgary.ca
mailto:langford@ucalgary.ca



