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American Conservatism /By Andrew SuUivan

The State ofOur Unions
It didn't take long for many social conserva

tives toponder the long-term implications ofthe
Supreme Court's recent decision to strike down
all antisodomy lawsin theU.S. Moves are afoot
to advance a constitutional amendment tftat
would bar any state's legalization of same-sex
marriage; next week is "Marriage iProtectiori
Week;" in whichthe allegeddangerof Lawrence
V. Texas will be.highlightedacross the country.
This push toward blanket prohibition, however,
sidestepsa basic point about the post-Lawrence
world. Whatever youfeel about the reasoning of
the decision, its result is clear: Gay Americans
are no longercriminals.And very few conserva
tiveswant to keep them that way. The term "gay
citizen" is now simply a fact of life.

In retrospect, this might be the most signifi
cant shift on the question of homosexuality in a
generation/.For if homosexuals are no longer
rriminaiR forSlaving consensual private relation-
shipsr^thletf^^ cannot be dismissed as some-
ho^l^Syor' peripheral toour civil society. More-
ovef, th^stfciail transformation ofthelast decade
cannot simply be gainsaid: Apoll this week for
USATtoday found that 67% ofthe 18-29 age group
believe that gaymarriage would benefit society.
The public as a whole is evenly split on that
issue. Many of the people favoring a new toler
ance are Republicans and conservatives. And
this is inevitable. When the daughter of the vice
president is openly gay, it's hard totreathomo
sexual citizens as some permanent .kind of
Other, as a threat to civil order and society.

* » * - •

But if conservatives have now endorsed the
notionof homosexuals as citizens, they haven't

gays in hate-crime legislation, while Including
every other victimized group; they opi»se ciyil
unions; theyoppose domestic partnerships; they
oppose ... well, they oppose, for the most part,
every single practical measure that brings gay

: citizens into the mainstream of American life.
This is simply bizarre. Can you thinkof any

other legal, noncriminal minority in society to
ward which social conservatives have nothing
buta negative social policy? What other group in
society do conservatives believe should be kept

' outside integrating social institutions? On what
other issue do conservatives favor separatism
over integration? We know, inshort, whatconser
vatives are against in this matter. Butwhatex
actly are they for?

Let me be practical here. If two lesbian
women want to share financial responsibility for
each other for life, why is it a conservative no
tion to prevent this? If two men who have lived

What exactly is conservative
social policy toward

homosexuals, post-Lawrence?

together for decades want the ability to protect
their joint possessions incase one of them dies,
why is it a conservative notion that such prop
erty be denied the spouse infavor of others? If
one member ofa young gay couple is badly hiut
ina caraccident, why isita conseryatiye notion
that hisspouse not beallowed tovisit him inthe
intensive-care unit? In all thesecases,youhave

noUon of Homosexuals as ciuffins, xm navwi BySg
yet fuBy grasped the linpUratioM of that shift. Jr/of famUy.
Previously, social Polcy tOTari. homosexuate, • P v ^

laniUy support Such
ance. People who are eitoer in roimlines helo brin? emotional calm to the peo-
subject tocriming sanction thev educate neoole into themun-

moved from gay people, as it has been, that
social policy surely has to change.

So what is it? What exactly is the post-
Lawrence conservative social policy toward hO;
mosexuals? Amadng^y, the current answer Is
entirely.aji^f^ve one.
CO] *

stincts remain a threat to society as a whole?
And how do these small actsof caringactually
undermine theheterosexual marriageofthepeo
ple who live next door?
- Some will argue that these and many other

Vbenefits and responsibilities can besetupin an
^ad hoc fashion. You can create powers of^r-

Mv dtiieiS^entoe Mir couhfry y°u re^

---

-^ey 6ppo»|lnaii1^^^ courts of law, of course. But even

if they did, isn't it a strange conservative im
pulse to make taking responsibility something
that the governmentshouldmake harder rather
than easier? One of the key benefits of mar
riage, after aU, is thatit also iiptiolds a common
ideal of mutual support andca^g; it notonly
enables such acts ql( responsibilify but rewards
andcelebrates themi. In thepa^ you could argue
that such measures were inajppropriate for a
criminal orwould-be criminaf siigrqup. But af
ter Lawrence, that is no longer ni^c^e. The
question is therefore an msistent oheS^n what'
grounds do conservatives believe thatdisfco^irag-
ing responsibility is a good thingfor one group
m society? Whatother legal minoritydo they
would theytreat this way? If a group ofAfrican-1
Americans were to set themselves up and cam
paign for greaterfamilial responsibility among
blackcouples, do youthinkconservatives would.
be greeting themwith dismay and discourage
mentoreven a constitutional amendment tostop |
them? ^

It is onethingto oppose gaymarriage (some,
but not all, conservative arguments against it
are reasonable, if to my minoT^unconvincing).,
But it is another thing to oppose any arrange
ment that mightgivegreater security, responsi
bility andopportunity to gaycouples. At times,.
the social conservative position is aUnost per-,
versely inconsistent: Many oppose whattheysee
as gay promiscuity; but even more strongly, ^
they oppose any social measures thatwould en- j
courage gay monogamy, such as marriage.
What, onewonders, do theywant? In this, they^
actually have lower standards for now-legal citi
zens than they do for incarcerated criminals:
Evenmurdererson death rowhave the constitu-,
tional right to marry, where the institution could
donoconceivable social good. ButformillioiK of
citizens currently excluded from such incentives
for responsibility, conservatives are prepared
even to amendUie Ctonstitutioh.to »y no.

If this debateis to move forward, a few sim
ple questions therefore have to be. answerw:
What is the social conservative position on civil
unions? What aspects ofthem canconservatives
get behind? What details are they less convinced
by? These are basic pubUc poBcy questions to;
which social conservatives, for the most part,i
have yettoprovide ananswer. It'swell pasttime;
^^eydid. , / ,

Siduvan, a senior editorofThs, New Repiib-,
columnist for Tme, writes pjily M,
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