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Moxnay, FEBRUARY 23, 2004,

Wlllzam Raspbeny

Reasons for Marrlage

-It’s all over the news: gay and lesbian

couples lining up for marriage licenses;

jubilant. celebrations that homosexuals
have shed another unfair disadvantage;
opponents fearing the diminishing of
the very concept of marriage and pro-
posing to amend 'the Constitution to
make same-sex marriages unlawful. .

'And this wry observation from David .

Blankenhorn: “The only way anybody is
talking about rfiatriage these days is in
" the context of samhe-sex marriage.”

Blankenhorn heads the Institute for

American Values, whose all-encompass-
ing theme for the past decade;has been

_the importance of mamage to the well- |

being of children. The irony of the pre-
~ sent snmatlon, he says from his Manhat-

.. tan headquarters, is that most of the cur-:
“rent debate hasn’t really been about .

. marnage atall.

““The debate is mostly between those

who want [to legalize same-sex mar-

riage] because they see it as part.of their -

‘demand for equal ‘dignity for gays, and
those who don'’t for a host of philosophi-
. cal and religious reasons,” he said. “But
for all the intensity of the debate, it

‘doesn't take you very far ‘down the road :

-of discussing marriage.”
So, doés Blankenhorn favor gay mar-
riage or oppose it

“T don't have a dogin that ﬁght, he '

said. “What got me into this whole field
some 15 years ago was the disturbing
phenomenon of father absence. Thirty-

‘five percent of our children are living -
without their fathers, a fact that exacer- -
bates a whole range of social prob-

lems—and almost the entire problem of
father absence'is due to heterosexual be-
havior. But that doesn’t make the oppo-
. nents of gay marriage wrong. .

“Ag Isaiah Berlin taught us, in a liber-

. ~ al society, a lot of our difficult choices

are béetween two goods. That's the case
here. There is the social good. of equal
. "dignity- for -all ‘people.-1 support. that
Equal dignity is a very American idea, in
theory if not always in practice.
" “On the othier hidnd, if there is one
 thing in this life I know, it's that children
need mothers ahd fathers, This is my
whole public life, that children deserve,
as a sort of blrthnght mothers and fa-
thers—preferably the mothers and fa-

‘thers who brought ‘them mto t}ut.
- world.”

But does same-sex mamage mterfert‘
with that ideal any more than, say, ddop

-tion? Blankenhom thinks it might. ’

He points to "points to no-fault divarce, a devel-

‘ pment many of us hailed as a move to-

ward giving women equal rights and al-

. lowing them an honorable escape from
.oppressive or abusive marriages. Blan-

kenhorn wouldn’t argue. But he points
out that making . divorce easy goes

against his notion that children have a |
birthright to mothers and fathers. The

mote we focus on marriage as a personal
relationship between two .adults, the

-weaker ‘the position of children be-

comes he believes. )
* “The first thing that would happen if

" we legalized same-sex marriage is that

we would find ourselves talking about

. .parents, not fathers and mothers. And

even the térm ‘parent’ would be changc d

to something like ‘the person in the

home caring for the child. That isnot 2
definition in the long-term interest of

children. We'd have to change the way

we talk about marriage—in our schools
and textbooks and in our curricula.
“And finally, if I say—as I deeply be-
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lieve—that every- - child needs a mother
and father, T-will be venturing danger-
‘ously close to hate speech.” -

The gay:marriage steamroller got a
perhaps decisive push when Massachu-
setts’s court held that the state’s Consti-
fution forbade discrimination -against
same-sex couples. Then San Francisco.
aanounced that it would recognize
same-sex mamages and siiddenly ev-

* erybody has an opinion on the subject. .

But as Blankenhorn notes, much of
the discussion has been a referendum
.nat on marriage but on our attitudes to-
yard homosexuality. He's hoping somie-
how to get the discussion back where it -
needs to be—on marriage. He's even
writing a book on the subject—going
back: to the earliest anﬂlropological 7
studies of marriage. - -

‘Tm all for the prmmple of estab-
lishing equal ‘social justice,” he said.

. “But that’s not the reason huran beings
came up with marriage. I think we'd bet-
ter review the reasons for marriage— .

.and ask ourselves which of those rea- -
sons are still relevant for the 21st.
century
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