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Cicero is attributed with the notion that tradition is something akin to our second skin.
  There is considerable evidence to suggest that this is true as identity itself is often understood through patterns of behavior that are handed down over generations and infrequently questioned.  While this may apply in a general way to human understanding of self and social institutions, it is also possible to imagine that the secret power of tradition is the ability to convince subsequent generations that there has been no change when, in fact, radical shifts are constant and predictable.  This sort of cognitive dissonance exists when considering the institution of marriage.  

“The history of marriage is not the story of a bedrock-institution that has eroded over time, but one in a nearly constant state of flux and redefinition.”
  Despite Prof. Nancy Cott’s interpretation, very few make the argument for limiting marriage as a legal and moral relationship between one man and one woman because of the shifting sand beneath this traditional house.   Contrarily, most of those in favor of traditional marriage base their argument upon a concept of timelessness and sacred traditions.  Equally interesting are the responses from those who wish to expand the ‘arrangement’ to include ‘non-traditional’ unions.  Here traditional marriage is viewed as outdated and the sort of social arrangement that has failed to accommodate changes, particularly changes in the power relationship between male and female.  In short, the argument is put in favor of the need for change.  It seems that both perspectives are correct and incorrect as marriage has rewarded monogamists, polygamists, economic opportunists, lovers and political schemers.  The actual history is far from consistent.  Why is there such insistence upon the public presentation of a single story?  Perhaps as Shakespeare puts it in Hamlet, those invested in this narrative ‘doth protest too much me thinks.’  

The item that enlivens this conversation arguably creates it: a new group is asking for the protection and social meaning that this union provides.  Western societies have largely conceded the modern notions of divorce, re-marriage, co-habitation and common law status between traditional spouses.  It is the marriage between one man and another man or one woman and another woman that causes consternation.  New demands brought by gay, lesbian and bi-sexual individuals are the subject of our public debate and this brings us to the subject of this essay: current boundaries and the new vocabulary.  

What follows is a brief examination of the marriage story as it is understood in the Western intellectual and theological context.  Part of this history is the management of the story itself, i.e., the creation of an interpretive narrative the advances the interest of the patriarchy and the Roman Catholic Church.  The analysis moves towards the current debate involving the expansion of marriage into groups that have been prohibited access into these legal and cultural benefits.  Finally, the need for a new vocabulary is discussed.  It may be that the furious exchanges over who should and should not be married are really a red hearing for a greater concern.  Is the narrative itself inadequate in the days of free information, democratic access and a shrinking world?

Current boundaries.

Marc Jordan in a recent book on homosexuality in modern Catholicism argues that the myth of a changeless even seamless story on moral questions evolves over time and that the management of this task is a considerable political accomplishment of the Roman Catholic Church.  It is clerical discipline and the bureaucratic style of the Church’s moral teachings that enables such powerful marketing.  He continues, “Whenever the Vatican does change moral teachings on a controversial point, as it did 150 years ago in the case of slavery, it insists all the more loudly that nothing has changed.”
  A brilliant tactic and certainly the hierarchy of the Catholic Church is the most obvious proponent for the maintenance of the idea of traditional marriage as this institution depends upon marriage and other sacramental moments to control the behavior of communicants.  Given the impetus placed upon ‘narrative maintenance’ by this political and economic stakeholder, it is important to consider what has not changed, and that, it seems, is very little.

  Marriage was hardly understood as a sacramental rite for most pre-literate societies. The boundaries were most likely found within the context of power and the ability to arbitrarily impose one’s will upon another.  The marriage act was experienced as an imposition through the often brutal capture of a woman from another tribe.  Force was one of the earliest approaches to procreation and the maintenance of patriarchy.  Symbolic capture followed evolving eventually into various forms of wife purchase.  Exchanges could involve swapping women among tribes and communities; in other instances men would offer their services as work in the family of his future wife, but most often the bride was paid for with money or property.
 

Biblical, Greek and Roman models of marriage expand and ritualize the union of a man and a woman and the relationship began to reflect the economic and political status of the individuals involved.  In all three experiences, religious interpretations also had tremendous influence upon the union and regional religious practices provided quite diverse protocols for the conditions for marriage.  The Genesis story, one regional example, begins with the creation of man and woman at the same time, “And God created the humans in his image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them.”
  This initial piece of the creation story, however, shortly shares space with an increasingly secular interest, as representatives from what is known as the priestly tradition in Old Testament exegesis advantage the privileged gender:  “It is not good for the human to be alone.  I shall make him a sustainer beside him.”
  It is the man that is shown preference—a favor related by God himself.  The most powerful boundary that is used to determine who may marry is the rule of the patriarchy.  Subsequent evolutions of the marriage practices always respond in some manner to this seminal fact.  

The need to secure the continuance of a male line, an heir, predominate the intuitional construction and deconstruction of marriage during these formative times.  Marriage does have a purpose and a specific intention and that purpose is to support the status quo.  It is the safe and predictable transference of wealth and power that infuses the idea of marriage.  It is quite difficult to find a ‘holy’ or sacramental union when searching for the original basis for organizing marriage rituals.
  

So for the elite, the intention was clear: the maintenance of wealth and power.  Those advantaged by this sort of management found the clearest defense—the revelation of God.  As usual, the poor were largely left to their own devices and marriage regulations varied and it is quite difficult to find consistency in practice or approach.  It is during this erratic time that an important idea in the development of marriage arises.  “When he is good, she supports him, when he is bad, she rises up against him.”
   This example from a commentary on the Talmud sees the woman as providing a moral check upon her husband.  Marriage evolves into a moral workplace where good behavior is achieved through the compromise of base instinct.  This is a significant aspect of the marriage narrative—the possibility that human sexuality must be compromised.

Gender and the patriarchy have an increasingly powerful effect upon the evolution of marriage and the regional laws that attempt to govern it.  The apex of the patriarchy’s imposition upon marriage comes from the Christian hierarchy of the middle-ages.  Where previously moral flaws may be mediated in a marriage, now the union is seen as a specific response to the sin of Eve.  Christian ontology teaches that the human person is inherently broken, grounded in original sin, this notion also predominates the hierarchy’s perspective of marriage.  With the human person so hopelessly lost, it becomes necessary that those in charge of assisting him/her in a search for salvation utilize ever resource possible to minimize the allure of sin.  Lust is an increasingly visible target for the officials of the Catholic Church.  Here the importance of misogyny in shaping the sacrament of marriage can not be underestimated as it was common knowledge that women had brought the stain of sin into the world and her burdens and travail reflected this act of defiance.  Gratian writes on this interpretation:

The first intuition of marriage was effected in Paradise in such a way

 that there would have been ‘an unstained bed and honorable marriage’

 (Heb., xiii.4) resulting in conception without ardor and birth without pain.  

The second, to eliminate unlawful movement, was effected outside 

paradise in such a way that the infirmity that is prone to foul ruin might 

be rescued by the uprightness of marriage.  This is why the apostle, 

writing to the Corinthians says, ‘on account of fornication let each man 

have his own wife and each woman her own husband’ (I Cor., vii.2).  

It is for this reason that the married owe a mutual debt to each other 

and cannot deny each other….Therefore, given that they are admonished 

to return to the natural use because of incontinence, it is clear that they 

are not commanded to join together solely for the procreation of children.  

Yet marriage is not to be judged evil on that account, for what is 

done outside of the intention of generation is not an evil of marriage, 

but is forgivable on account of the good of marriage which is threefold: 

Fidelity, Offspring, and Sacrament.

As both the Roman Church and royal dynasties assert their claim for control of marriage primarily through the interpretation of Christian texts, the impact of an increasingly systematic narrative of marriage begins to be felt at all levels of society.  The boundaries of the institution of marriage become rigidified.  One such boundary fixes upon the notion that somehow men, and this was intentionally all about men, had to respond to sexual urges.  Marriage becomes an acceptable way to accomplish some sexual gratification without moral sin.  While sexual intercourse for the sake of pleasure alone is sinful, at least the hope for children offers some justification. Another boundary involved the idea that women should be virgins. “It is hard for us today to imagine the extent to which the ideal of chastity was glorified and spread among the faithful.”
 The assumption was made that ‘good’ women would dread the sexual act as it would inevitably lead to pregnancy and the potential for a painful death.  Women that exhibited any inclination that suggested some enjoyment were beyond the hope of salvation.  Again, there is growing antagonism towards sex in general and women in particular as expressed by Church officials.

In 866 Pope Nicholas I initiated an official dialogue between the Church and secular rulers.  Heretofore, the Church had been more than willing to share the legal parameters of this institution to the imperial state, but increased tensions occurring between wealthy and influential families over what legally and morally binds a marriage were threatening the stability of royal houses and claims of sovereignty.  Parish priests were also asking for clarification from the Roman Church as the myriad of traditions and ceremonies seemed to challenge orthodoxy.  The step taken to further regulate and legally litigate marriage was made when Nicholas I moved to bind marriage according to a mutual consent: ‘If anyone’s marriage is in question, all that is needed is that they give their consent.  If this consent is lacking in a marriage then all the other celebrations are void, even if intercourse has occurred.”

Another boundary becomes part of this institution.  The consent of the partners and the witness of the act by a priest and at least two others form the basis of recognized marriage.  It is also during this time that the marriage ritual itself moves from private homes and village squares to the church building.  Initially weddings were performed at the door to the church, perhaps moving inside later for a celebratory mass.  As the marriage ritual moves closer in proximity to the alter so does the power of the Church to control this institution increase.  The claim of the Catholic Church as the only body authorized to nullify marriage is made, but the greatest element of control evolves when the sacramental status of marriage is codified.  

Pope Alexander III (1159-81) affirmed that the bride and the groom consent to marriage and that they were ‘actual ministers of the sacrament.’
  With the exception of the ‘Pauline privilege,’ which allowed for a divorce of Catholic and non-Catholic spouses without annulment, all divorces are, for the first time in European history, subject to approval.   It is significant that even as boundaries to access increase, the behavior of those married and seeking marriage remains unpredictable and eccentric.  Certainly, the regulation of sexual relations is ineffective as elite and commoners alike continue to find partners other than their spouse.  Nonetheless, the 51st canon of the Fourth Lateran Council under Innocent III (1198-1216) offers the most fully articulated regulations governing marriage despite alternative practice.

Wherefore, following in the footsteps of our predecessors, we 

strictly forbid clandestine marriages, also forbidding any priest 

from presuming to participate in them...we decree (that marriages) 

shall be proclaimed publicly in the church by the priest…and 

that…anyone who wishes to and can may bring forward a lawful impediment…any clandestine…marriage…the progeny born shall be 

deemed illegitimate….similarly all progeny are illegitimate if 

both parents …presume to contract in the fact of the church.

Marriage is henceforth not only a contract but a sacrament.  This happens despite the difficulty in managing the lives of individuals that do marry.  The sacramental element raises the expectation that marriage assists husband, wife and children in the quest for salvation.  Moreover, as a sacrament (Luther will later disavow this aspect of the marriage contract) ecclesial authorities seize complete control and jurisdiction over this powerful political arrangement.  In a world where reality is experienced within the context of the Christian narrative, marriage is now defined as a requisite part of the good life.  The holy family becomes the metaphor of appropriate living.  

The Roman Catholic Church completes the official work defining marriage and begins the perpetual management of the marriage narrative.  It is this narrative that serves as ‘evidence’ for the interpretation of marriage in a traditional manner, i.e., between one man and one woman.  It is important to recognize that there have been countless attempts to spin the marriage narrative into other areas: Luther, Henry VII, Voltaire, Mary Wollenstonecraft, Jefferson, Joseph Smith, Sojourner Truth, Emerson and now, it seems, the current President of the United States are just a few that make some claim towards an understanding of marriage and the benefits or harms that may be attributed to it.  Despite the efforts made by these individuals the starting point of the discussion is always this particular narrative.  The notion that marriage is a stable and ancient human arrangement, derived from divine revelation, limited to that existing between one man and one woman, and binding save through the permission of a single Church is contrived.  It is laughable to consider that human relationships could ever find satisfaction and expression in this single interpretation or marriage.   

Regardless of the arbitrariness of the marriage story, the power of it as an idea is manifold and magnificent and the legal aspects of marriage closely follow the narrative.  Marriage is employed to serve diverse agendas. The Roman Church teaches that it is the ‘bride of Christ,” and the Christian person is called to that body.  Various calls to arms are made in order to protect the proud cultural institutions of a given state, marriage foremost among them. Armies march for and diplomats speak of the ‘motherland’ or ‘fatherland. The ‘traditional’ family has been used as a rallying point by political actors, even as they seek different ends—consider Hitler, Roosevelt and Churchill as an example.  Social agitators and critics—Marx, Dorothy Day and Mother Theresa—all discuss the benefits or harm of marriage.  In fact, it is arguable that the difficulty in disassociating the reality of marriage from the produced narrative comes from the pervasive use of this institution to understand and justify religions, political regimes, and mystical experiences, even the individual him or herself.  It is within this context that the current debate is found and because of this reality, if the discussion is to evolve, awareness of the power of this story must be made plain.  George Bush is not only making an attempt to amend the Constitution of the United States.  He is confirming a particular interpretation of human nature by following the spin of the marriage narrative.

The Current Debate and the Creation of a New Vocabulary.

What greater misfortune for a state can be conceived than that 

honorable men should be sent like criminals into exile, because 

they hold diverse opinions which they cannot disguise?  What, 

say I, can be more hurtful than that men who have committed 

no crime or wickedness should, simply because they are enlightened, 

be treated as enemies and put to death, and that the scaffold, the 

terror of evil-doers, should become the stage where the highest 

examples of tolerance and virtue are displayed to the people 

with all the marks of ignominy that authority can devise?


Spinoza, writing in a time when Calvinists, Lutherans, and Catholic inquisitors were pounding it out, expresses concern for individuals that stand outside the accepted narrative.  Clearly gay, lesbian and bi-sexual (GLB) men and women are such a group: outsiders, marginalized, objectified, stigmatized and subject to all types of public and private oppression.  Because of the sovereignty of law over individual or group fiat there is a history in the United States where minority groups are able to find refuge of the equal protection of the law.  GLB individuals are one of the last groups to attempt a climb into legal legitimacy.  It is not accidental that this group would be the last to assert itself as GLB remain consistent targets for discrimination by political and religious institutions.
 The traditional marriage narrative contributes to further stigmatizing GLB individuals.


So it is no surprise that when The New York Times writes, as it did on January 30, 2004, that “Gay couples seek unions in God’s eyes,” there will be an outcry.  What is unfolding within the public arena is a direct challenge to both the narrative and those that manage it.  The sub-text of this issue is clearly understood as a request to edit or even to eliminate a tradition.  Extending Cicero’s notion of tradition as a ‘second skin,’ managers of the marriage narrative exclaim that ‘our’ culture is being skinned alive.  These managers of the narrative are particularly antagonistic as a reconsideration of this sort will inevitably shift the balance of power away from religious and political elites toward a new understanding of the good life and the good person.   The process my be discrete, but there is no doubt that any movement away from an orthodox interpretation will further erode the power of the Roman Catholic Church in modern American society. 

This is the reason for the groundswell and the often violent reaction that this issue evokes.  Historically elite institutions are potentially losing hold of their ability to manage the story.  That is, simultaneously, the reason for such fear on all sides of the debate for if not this story than which one.  The importance of a narrative tradition can not be underestimated.  Stories place individuals and cultures within space and time and help all to comprehend what is often inexplicable.  Without the refuge of this narrative the ‘I’ and the ‘we’ suffer redefinition.  Primary concepts—God, Truth, Good and Evil—all require the mediation of a cultural narrative.  Without this mediation where meaning is attached to experience, rational discourse becomes problematic.  For a moment consider the meaning of ‘marriage.’ Attached to this notion is an assumed truth about the proper conduct of men and women.  Marriage is an ideal and despite the overwhelming evidence to suggest the difficulty of living anywhere near the ideal, it is much desired.  A cursory glance at children’s fairy-tales illustrates how early this story enters into the conscious and unconscious mind.  

What is the effect of the story as the narrative would tell it?  The managers have assured a happy ending even if it is beyond the veil of tears.  In the short-run marriage provides children, grand-children, security, safety and love.  Sacrifice is part of this choice, but even that is mediated by the greater good that comes from ‘wedded bliss.’  From beginning to end all stages of human experience show evidence of the power of this narrative: certification of birth, the naming of a child, access to education, job interviews, courtship, home life, old age and the tomb stone—all provide insight into an individual’s relational reality grounded in marriage.  

Marriage is also the primary building block for patriarchy.  After all, who hasn’t learned to read by sounding out the names and activities of a fictional family and their pet?  It is the ubiquitous power of this narrative, found in all aspects of individual and social existence that simultaneously makes it invisible.  

GLB individuals are direct threats to this bucolic story.  It is as if this challenge is awakening the collective unconscious of western culture just as abolition, suffrage and the civil rights movement did in years past.  GLB men and women have been left behind in all of the previous political movements.  As the quintessential outsiders, they have never fit the agenda of past civil rights advocates as is more difficult to incorporate and impossible to assimilate ‘queer’ society into the patriarchy.  GLB repeatedly fail to fold into the standing definitions of happiness and holiness.  It is completely logical given the operating paradigm that managers of the narrative will characterize GLB individual as sinners and condemn them.  What is amazing is the level of the condemnation; it has truly reached outrageous proportions.  Why?

Modern Roman Catholicism has made institutional concord an idol.  

The beauties of Christian unity—of peace, helpfulness, mutual affection, 

shared contemplation—have been steadily replaced by the disciplines 

 
of bureaucratic control.  The words “Christian unity” not longer related 

in Catholic practice to communal beauties.  They proclaim instead the 

success of the bureaucracies.


There is a cost when human experience is controlled and manipulated.  Virginia Woolf writes that ‘There is a spot the size of a shilling at the back of the head which one can never see for oneself.’
  She goes on to elaborate that the inability to see the whole of a person without the assistance of another is a fractured experience and that sort of loss is invaluable.
  GLB individuals have been provided a mirror for orthodox society to see itself for generations.  In western intellectual and aesthetic history the contributions are amazing.  Yet, tragically, as so much of GLB life has been forced into what Jung would describe as a shadow existence, the contributions, however grand, pale in comparison to what was possible.  

There are contemporary examples of extraordinary work by GLB individuals that mainstream society could emulate as well.  Consider the lessons in humility and compassion demonstrated by the activists and caregivers during the height of the AIDS crisis in the United States.  It was the GLB individual that cared for the despised regardless of traditional familial ties when all others were repulsed and in some instances voicing that opinion that retribution was taking place.
 Consider police reports of violence in urban neighborhoods.  Without deviation, the GLB ‘ghetto’ is the most peaceable.
  At our time it is these virtues—compassion, active volunteerism, tolerance, love—that are in need of expansion and it can be objectively demonstrated that GLB culture can provide them.


So, where will this debate over who has access to marriage lead us?  Without a reconsideration of the most basic sort, it is doubtful that any progress can be made.  That has been the ‘ace in the hole’ that managers of the narrative have held for a thousand years.  In 2002 with the use of technology and immediate dissemination of ideas across boundaries that advantage may be met.  The claim of authority alone fails in a culture of individual rights aided by technology and democracy.  Efforts to condemn the culture itself as Pope John Paul II has done in recent encyclicals only illustrate the futility of orthodoxy in general and the papacy in particular.  The Pope is becoming characterized as irrelevant; polls of American Catholics are increasingly disinterested in the hierarchy of the Church.  It is time to consider whether Christianity would not be better served by freedom from the narrative and the bureaucracies that manage it. 


Instead of arguing for inclusion, GLB individuals, and those who have taken the time to understand freedom, must uncover the deception of the narrative.  Continuing with the current boundaries of the debate dooms the outcome.  

Michel Foucault writes in “Friendship as a Way of Life,” that ‘A way of life can yield a culture and an ethics.  To be ‘gay’ is not to identify with the psychological traits and the visible masks of the homosexual, but to try to develop a way of life.
   This is exactly what must happen in the debate over marriage rights.  
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