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Beyond Queer vs. LGBT

Discursive Community and  
Marriage Mobilization in Massachusetts

Jeffrey Kosbie

On november 18, 2003, the Massachusetts Supreme Judi-
cial Court ruled in favor of same-sex marriage (Goodridge 
v. Department of Public Health). Over the next four years, 

activists mobilized on either side of proposed anti-same-sex marriage 
constitutional amendments. MassEquality mobilized activists to de-
fend same-sex marriage, but activists fundamentally disagreed about 
the meaning of marriage and its relationship to a broader social move-
ment. Focusing on post-Goodridge mobilization, this chapter asks how 
activists used discourse to overcome internal divisions. Mobilizing this 
diverse coalition depended on multiple framings of marriage that stra-
tegically connected multiple individual identities to an activist collec-
tive identity, while simultaneously minimizing critical discussion of 
identity differences between individuals.

While some lesbians and gays embrace same-sex marriage as an 
obvious movement goal, other activists and academics question or en-
tirely reject marriage (Case 2010; Chauncey 2004; Conrad 2010; Po-
likoff 2008; Warner 1999).1 This division is often characterized as one 
between the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) and queer 
movements. In this description, LGBT is seen as a mainstream liberal 
reform movement, with marriage equality as a key goal. Queer is seen 
as a more radical, liberationist movement.

I reject this simple dichotomy. While debates and tensions over the 
meaning of marriage played out across the activist work at MassEqual-
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ity, they did not follow a simple “LGBT” versus “queer” division. Some 
gay and lesbian activists participated in the movement precisely be-
cause they were married or intended to marry, but many others ques-
tioned the value of marriage. Queer activists criticized the focus on 
marriage as misplaced, suggesting that issues such as youth protection, 
job discrimination, or health care were more important. Yet these same 
activists were involved in the fight to protect marriage equality. Fur-
thermore, about half of the activists involved were straight. None of 
these allies would directly benefit from same-sex marriage and some 
even questioned the social value of marriage (Myers 2008). All the ac-
tivists agreed that Goodridge should be protected, but beyond that they 
differed on why protecting marriage was important and who should be 
involved in the work. Activists shared a collective identity as “marriage 
supporters,” but their other identities informed their work and at times 
threatened shared goals.

Social movement scholarship has long identified internal dissent as 
a common feature of identity-based social movements (Cohen 1999; 
J. Gamson 1995, 1997; McCarthy and Zald 1987; Taylor and Whittier 
1992). Recent scholarship increasingly suggests that this internal dissent 
may be productive (Bernstein and De la Cruz 2009; Ghaziani 2008; 
Halley 1994, 2000; Myers 2008; Roth 2004). If internal dissent over 
identity issues increasingly characterizes modern social movements 
(Taylor 2011), this dissent must be managed in order to be produc-
tive. This chapter examines the role of activist discourse in manag-
ing internal dissent over identity and framing. I treat MassEquality as 
a discursive community for the production of overlapping ideologies  
about same-sex marriage (Rochon 1998; Wuthnow 1989). By provid-
ing an institutional space for discourse, the organization allowed ac-
tivists to connect the same work to different broader social identities  
and goals.

After a brief history of the same-sex marriage movement in Mas-
sachusetts, this chapter introduces the concept of shared identity dis-
course. I argue that multiple identities are managed through broad 
discussion of the meaning of marriage with only minimal, strategic 
discussion of identity itself. Shared identity discourse is an active proj-
ect of building consensus on movement goals and managing tensions 
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across multiple individual identities. My data illustrate how discourse 
about marriage draws in activists with otherwise competing identities. 
By illustrating how the content of the Goodridge decision shaped shared 
identity discourse at MassEquality, this chapter also contributes to the 
broader literature on the role of courts in social change (McCann 1994; 
Rosenberg [1991] 2008).

MULTIPLE IDENTITIES AND SHARED IDENTIT Y DISCOURSE

The Challenge of Multiple Identities

Scholars use the term collective identity to describe how activists share 
a common characteristic or status (Bernstein 2005; Hunt and Benford 
2004; Klandermans 1994; Melucci 1996; Polletta and Jasper 2001; Tay-
lor and Whittier 1992). Collective identity is often based on status cat-
egories, such as race or gender, but may also be constructed around 
common interests, such as environmentalism. I use a definition of col-
lective identity based on group boundaries and shared goals (Hunt and 
Benford 2004; Taylor and Whittier 1992).2 Boundaries define an “us” 
and a “them” through “members’ common interests, experiences and 
solidarity” (Taylor and Whittier 1992, 105). By defining group boundar-
ies, activists can identify shared grievances, goals, and strategies (Me-
lucci 1995).

Collective-identity scholars frequently recognize internal move-
ment disputes over identity that arise when activists either do not 
agree on movement goals or do not agree on how to define the “us” 
that benefits from the movement’s goals (Einwohner, Reger, and My-
ers 2008; Klandermans 1994; McCarthy and Zald 1987; Taylor and 
Whittier 1992). While some scholarship suggests that multiple iden-
tities lead to movement infighting and eventual failure (McCarthy 
and Zald 1987), other scholarship focuses instead on dynamic changes 
in identity over a movement’s life (Friedman and McAdam 1992;  
Ghaziani 2008; Klandermans 1994; Melucci 1995). Strategic uses of 
identity, intraorganizational boundaries, and “ally” identities can fa-
cilitate multiple identities within a movement (Bernstein 1997; Myers 
2008; Reger 2002; Whittier 1995). Scholars of collective identity are in-
creasingly concerned with understanding how activists bring multiple  
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intersecting and competing identities into their work (Einwohner,  
Reger, and Myers 2008; Taylor 2011).

Scholarship on LGBT social movements has been particularly pro-
ductive in studying dissent over movement identities (Armstrong 2002; 
Bernstein 1997; Epstein 1987; J. Gamson 1995; Ghaziani 2008; Halley 
2000; Taylor and Whittier 1992). Amin Ghaziani identifies the cen-
tral challenge as a debate within the LGBT community over whether 
lesbian and gay identity is fundamentally similar to or different from 
heteronormative identities (Ghaziani 2011). LGBT social movements 
have resolved this debate in different ways. Elizabeth Armstrong (2002) 
argues that the LGBT movement achieves “unity through diversity,” 
making interest-group politics one expression of identity in a broader 
field. Paul Lichterman (1999) argues that when an organization values 
critical reflection on members’ interests and other identities, the or-
ganization creates a “forum” for broad identity talk. The concepts of 
“unity through diversity” and “forum” both allow social movements 
to function without resolving internal divisions over the meaning of 
lesbian and gay identities. Similarly, Daniel Myers (2008) examines 
how an “ally” identity allows straight activists to work alongside LGBT 
movements without fully sharing the same identity as other activists. 
Ghaziani finds that some organizations may resolve this role of allies 
by redefining identity in terms of “us and them” instead of “us ver-
sus them” (Ghaziani 2011). Myers’s and Ghaziani’s efforts to blur the 
neat lines of group boundaries are useful for my consideration of how 
different identities interacted at MassEquality. In this study, I demon-
strate that when allies are incorporated, identity conflicts are not always 
resolved. Activists at MassEquality prioritized the inclusion of diverse 
identities through a broad shared identity discourse on the meaning of 
marriage with minimal critical reflection on identity.

Frames as Shared Identity Discourse

Framing is the work of defining individual grievances as social problems 
that are properly addressed by collective action (W. A. Gamson [1975] 
1990; Hunt, Benford, and Snow 1994; Snow et al. 1986). It involves 
a “process of people constructing and negotiating shared meaning” 
(W. A. Gamson 1992, 17). Successful framing defines a social problem 
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in relation to an “us” and a “them” and brings a broader range of activ-
ists into a social movement (W. A. Gamson [1975] 1990). By defining 
grievances in particular ways, social movements seek to solidify a sense 
of collective identity in opposition to a perceived other (Morris 1992; 
Snow 2004).

Past scholarship has considered collective action frame disputes 
(Benford and Snow 2000) in relation to internal movement constitu-
encies (Ghaziani 2008), countermovements (Fetner 2008), the public 
and the media (Benford and Hunt 2003; W. A. Gamson 1995, 2004), 
and the law (Pedriana 2009). I build on this work by illustrating how 
framing disputes can define the boundaries of a community, provid-
ing members with a safe space to disagree on the meaning of an issue. 
Instead of thinking of MassEquality as a coherent group in which ev-
ery individual participates for the same reason, I treat the organization 
as a discursive community that serves as an institutional space for the 
production of multiple cultural meanings behind a single legal goal 
(Rochon 1998; Wuthnow 1989).3 Framing disputes within a discursive 
community are not an attempt to define what is “right” or “proper” 
or who belongs in a social movement, but instead become a shared 
identity discourse that defines the relationship between a movement’s 
goals and the different identities within the movement. In the process 
of debating marriage as a social movement goal, activists constructed 
an “us” that included all marriage supporters, even if they did not al-
ways agree on what it meant to be a marriage supporter.

I define shared identity discourse as the use of multiple frames of an 
issue to define a community with a common goal but with different 
identities and motivations for mobilization. By discourse, I stress the 
continuous negotiation of what it means to belong to the community 
of marriage supporters. If framing is typically understood to define an 
“us” that will mobilize around an issue, then shared identity discourse 
uses multiple frames to define a community that takes the place of a 
single “us.” Through this process, a sort of activist identity is substanti-
ated, but this does not supersede other individual identities. At Mass- 
Equality, this process played out as activists strategically emphasized 
and de-emphasized different meanings of marriage equality to con-
struct shared boundaries defining the limits of who is a marriage  
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supporter. By focusing on building a community of marriage support-
ers (as opposed to a “them” of “haters”), MassEquality brought together 
a broad group of activists at the cost of suppressing the consideration 
of identity differences and the sometimes uncomfortable fit between 
different meanings of marriage and broader goals for social change.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND AND METHODS

In 1993, Freedom to Marry began the groundwork for a long-term cam-
paign to secure marriage equality in Massachusetts. Early on, Free-
dom to Marry educated and lobbied legislators to allow same-sex parent 
adoption rights and overturn sodomy laws. Anticipating backlash from 
Vermont’s same-sex marriage court decision in 1999 (Baker v. State of 
Vermont), Freedom to Marry, the American Civil Liberties Union, the 
National Gay and Lesbian Task Force, and other organizations began 
working on a campaign to win public support for same-sex marriage 
rights in Massachusetts. These groups formed MassEquality as an 
umbrella organization for their efforts. Meanwhile, Gay and Lesbian 
Advocates and Defenders filed the Goodridge lawsuit on April 11, 2001. 
On November 18, 2003, the Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts 
ruled in favor of same-sex marriage (Goodridge).4 The court heavily 
relied on the idea of marriage as a fundamental social institution in 
reaching its conclusion (Kosbie 2011).

By the time Goodridge was decided, the Massachusetts legislature 
had already convened for five constitutional conventions and rejected 
one anti-same-sex marriage amendment proposed by conservative ac-
tivists. In the wake of Goodridge, same-sex marriage activists anticipated 
a protracted battle. MassEquality hired Marty Rouse as its first cam-
paign director in early 2004 and began functioning as an independent 
organization with its own staff and board of directors. While Mass- 
Equality drew members from the different organizations represented 
in the early same-sex marriage coalition, it functioned as a single orga-
nization in the three-and-a-half-year campaign to protect the right to 
same-sex marriage in Massachusetts. Because I am interested in the post- 
Goodridge period, I treat MassEquality as a single organization rather 
than a coalition.5 MassEquality mobilized against attempts to amend 
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the state constitution, using tactics that included door-to-door can-
vassing, electoral campaigning in support of pro-equality candidates, 
organizing constituent-legislator meetings, lobbying legislators, and 
rallying outside the State House. On June 14, 2007, the legislature re-
jected the final anti-same-sex marriage amendment by a vote of 151–45, 
concluding a campaign that included seventeen constitutional conven-
tions to debate three separate amendments (Phillips and Estes 2007).

MassEquality publicly framed same-sex marriage mobilization with 
the themes of equality and rights, using the slogan “It’s Wrong to Vote 
on Rights.” But this abstract constitutional idea alone was not enough 
to mobilize a broad range of activists over several years. Instead, I argue 
that MassEquality employed frames as a shared identity discourse that 
tied multiple identities to its goals. By highlighting multiple legal and 
cultural understandings of Goodridge, activists at MassEquality could 
discuss same-sex marriage as a goal that is significant to more than just 
lesbians and gay men. MassEquality’s campaign has served as a model: 
activists from MassEquality have shared their ideas and in many cases 
have gone on to work in and lead same-sex marriage campaigns in 
other states.6

Before beginning my research, I worked as a canvasser at Mass- 
Equality from 2005 to 2006. My experience with the organization 
helped identify key research concerns and potential interviewees. Fol-
lowing the final constitutional convention in 2007, I conducted sixteen 
semi-structured interviews that form the primary data for this research. 
Starting with personal contacts at MassEquality, I developed a theoreti-
cally informed convenience sample that included variations based on 
sexual orientation, age, gender, previous activist experience, and loca-
tion in the organization. The interviews averaged forty-five minutes and 
focused on themes of identity, group interactions, framing of marriage, 
and mobilization. I recorded and transcribed interviews, allowing in-
terviewees to review the transcripts. The initial review and coding of 
the transcripts focused on discovering the dominant themes in each 
transcript, with later coding guided by theoretical concerns pertaining 
to identity and framing. I use pseudonyms for most interviewees (iden-
tified by first name only) but use the real names of leaders (identified 
by full name and organizational role). In addition to interviews, I draw 
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on limited participant observation in the MassEquality office and at 
protests and other public events. I also consulted organizational docu-
ments, newspaper accounts, and other publications to provide greater 
context for the discussion of framing.

MULTIPLE IDENTITIES AT MA SSEQUALIT Y

As activists mobilized around marriage equality, they used shared 
identity discourse to define the boundaries of a community of mar-
riage supporters. Matt explained that “there was a very strong sense of 
community. . . . I didn’t feel weird or anything because I was straight.” 
Similarly, Liz explained, “I think that there was cohesiveness because 
it’s such a knowledge base.” Liz’s comment reflects how MassEquality 
functioned as a discursive community, with shared identity discourse 
producing knowledge about marriage and defining boundaries around 
the meaning of “marriage supporter.” Frequent conversations between 
staff and volunteers reinforced the shared goal of protecting Goodridge, 
constructing a “them.” Activists would use “haters” as shorthand for 
people against same-sex marriage. Similarly, after door-to-door interac-
tions, canvassers rated people on a scale of one to five, with one being 
“strongly supports equal marriage rights/wants to be active” and five 
being “strongly against equal marriage rights.” MassEquality, then, is 
composed of the “ones,” those who are willing to mobilize in support 
of marriage equality. This construction of community was explicitly 
focused on the goal of defending Goodridge. Activists discussed how 
many legislators were planning to vote in support of same-sex marriage 
and in the canvass office a poster tracked how many postcards activists 
had delivered to legislators.

By discursively constructing a “marriage supporter” community, ac-
tivists at MassEquality expanded “us” to include allies and others who 
were once part of “them” (Ghaziani 2011; Myers 2008). While Gha-
ziani’s (2011) concept of “us and them” cannot capture the importance 
of “haters” in opposition to MassEquality, “us and them” helps explain 
how lesbians and gays emphasized solidarity with, instead of opposi-
tion to, straight allies. Unlike “us and them,” this solidarity did not 
always equal cohesion. Activists continued to mobilize as gay and les-
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bian, progressive, religious, and radical. Being a “marriage supporter” 
meant activists participated in a particular discursive community and 
shared common goals, but not that they shared a clear movement iden-
tity (Jasper 1997). Despite a sense of community, there was underlying 
tension over who really stood to benefit from the organization’s work. I 
argue that mobilizing this discursive community depended on strategic 
framing and de-emphasis of identity differences. Describing the mul-
tiple identities mobilized by the marriage-equality movement allows 
an examination of the underlying identity tensions in the marriage-
supporter community.

Gay and Lesbian

Nine of my sixteen interviewees identified as gay or lesbian. Most of 
these activists directly related marriage to their personal identity. Julie 
Verratti, canvass director, explained, “I mean for personal reasons, it’s 
an issue I feel close to in my heart or whatever, because I’m gay.” Marc 
Solomon, campaign director of MassEquality, made this connection 
even more explicit: “I guess I feel like, you know . . . why should so-
ciety treat gays and lesbians any differently, and to personalize it, why 
shouldn’t I be able to get married?”

Some gay and lesbian activists identified directly with marriage as 
an institution, while others identified more directly with the movement 
as a whole. Among the latter, Eric talked about how his “own personal 
history is tied in so much with the history of . . . really kind of, of the 
movement in general.” Focusing directly on the institution of mar-
riage, Heather made identity central to her claims, saying, “I mean, 
it’s a highly personal issue for me. I want to get married. . . . This is 
something that is going to impact every aspect of my life.”

Activists did not agree on what it meant to identify as gay or lesbian. 
Charles explained, “They all have different ideas about what it means 
to be gay, or at least what it means to be gay and political.” Many lesbian 
and gay activists defined these terms as an umbrella for anyone who 
was sexually attracted to persons of the same gender. Other activists 
stressed identification with a movement. One lesbian activist explained 
that “you can be homosexual and not be gay; gay is cultural.” Another 
gay male activist said he disliked the term as a label, but admitted it was 
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sometimes useful. Some gay and lesbian activists, including two of my 
interviewees, questioned the institution of marriage. For these activists, 
identifying as gay did not neatly explain their commitment to same-sex 
marriage. Moreover, a lesbian activist told me, “I don’t understand why 
straight people [work with MassEquality].”

Progressive Political Identity

A progressive political identity motivated another large group of activ-
ists, including five of my sixteen interviewees who identified as straight.7 
These progressive activists not only described marriage equality as a 
progressive political position but also connected it to their personal 
identities. While many of these activists drew on a background in other 
progressive political movements, they stressed that marriage was a 
more intimate goal than their past political work. A straight male activ-
ist, James, emphasized the personal aspect of this movement: “And it’s 
so personal. You know, it’s a lot more personal than stopping the war, or 
fair trade coffee . . . when it’s your best friend, you know, other people 
around you.” Other activists more explicitly tried to bring their identity 
into the work. Rachel, a straight woman, told me, “For me it was never 
a question of well, this is not my issue. I never felt like this is not my 
issue. . . . I think that equal rights is everyone’s issue.” Amy Mello, the 
field director, explicitly brought up her sexuality: “The biggest thing 
about this for straight supporters is you really get to understand what it 
would be like to be in somebody else’s shoes.” Amy explained that while 
she felt welcomed into a community, she may not have understood 
marriage equality in the same way as gay and lesbian activists. Progres-
sive activists were thus members of the marriage-supporter community, 
but did not share the same identity as others.

Religious Reformer

A small number of activists mobilized around marriage equality based 
on religious identities, including two of my interviewees. While these 
activists may have also mobilized based on lesbian and gay or progres-
sive identities, they saw marriage equality as tied to their religious iden-
tities. Religious activists mobilized around marriage as an issue within 
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their own religions and within the broader society. Anne Fowler, chair 
of the board of the Religious Coalition for the Freedom to Marry, ex-
plained that her work for marriage equality fit within her broader pas-
toral work to support her congregation. By mobilizing around same-sex 
marriage, Anne could make space for lesbian and gay members of her 
congregation. Similarly, George explained that he saw marriage equal-
ity as a broader issue of religious freedom. While he originally sought 
recognition of same-sex unions within his own religion, he became 
particularly interested in providing a religious counter-narrative to the 
Roman Catholic Church’s opposition to same-sex marriage. By empha-
sizing religious freedom, George constructed an identity as a religious 
reformer.

Despite the prominent role that religion plays in mainstream dis-
cussion of same-sex marriage, religious activists felt marginalized at 
MassEquality. The Religious Coalition for the Freedom to Marry had 
an office within MassEquality’s office space, but Anne explained to 
me that until the very end of the same-sex marriage campaign Mass- 
Equality did not fully value the contributions of religious activists. 
Maintaining a place for religious activists in the discursive community 
demanded that MassEquality make room for religion alongside a focus 
on marriage as a strictly civil institution.

Radical Political Orientation

While progressive activists are committed to mainstream liberal reform 
goals, radical activists are committed to more fundamental change in 
social structures. Radical and queer activists often entirely reject the 
institution of marriage (Conrad 2010), yet some of them work for mar-
riage equality. One of my interviewees explicitly described himself as 
radical and queer, and another identified as queer.8 In describing their 
political orientation, several other interviewees included some radical 
critiques of society. While they did not self-identify as radical, these ac-
tivists explained that if they were not involved with MassEquality, they 
would be involved in more radical or queer political work.

Brian most clearly articulated a radical identity in describing his 
orientation:
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Gay is men being attracted to other men. And has decreasingly 
so become its own unique culture, and has increasingly so be-
come a culture that seeks to and is becoming assimilated into 
a heteronormative culture and society. . . . Queer is a broader 
statement of culture. . . . The culture that I am a part of and 
endeavor to continue to be a part of, and the community that I 
want to be a part of, is a non-assimilationist culture.

As seen here, radical critiques of social structures are part of how 
this subset of activists define themselves and their relation to mobiliza-
tion efforts. They often expressed some hesitation about their personal 
involvement in same-sex marriage political work and whether it should 
be a goal of a lesbian and gay movement. While these activists were 
part of the marriage-supporter community, they expressed varying de-
grees of uneasiness over identifying with other activists. Despite these 
identity tensions, activists used shared identity discourse to maintain a 
community.

FR AMING MARRIAGE, BUILDING COMMUNIT Y

Activists at MassEquality used shared identity discourse not only to 
frame the meaning of marriage but also to define the limits of the ac-
tivist community. Several activists directly referenced the idea of com-
munity in defining their personal commitment to marriage equality. 
For example, Brian did not personally support marriage but explained 
that “sometimes being a good community player is sucking it up and 
doing the work that is necessary.” Framing serves this community func-
tion because it is part of the process of making meaning about politics 
(W. A. Gamson 1992). This shared identity discourse made marriage 
meaningful both as an institution and as a social movement goal. I 
derived four primary framing strategies from the interviews and other 
research: same-sex marriage as constitutional equality, marriage as a 
cultural ritual, marriage equality as religious freedom, and marriage as 
a social movement battleground issue. Some activists engaged in queer 
critiques of marriage, and I consider how this discourse on marriage 
was controlled so that activists could still participate in the movement.
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Same-Sex Marriage as Constitutional Equality

Constitutional equality served as a master frame for the movement. 
As Marty Rouse explained, the campaign was to stop an amendment 
to the state constitution, not to convince people to support same-sex 
marriage. By talking about marriage equality as a constitutional goal, 
activists emphasized ideas about equality more than ideas about mar-
riage itself. Anti-marriage activists often rallied around the slogan “Let 
the People Vote.” Both of MassEquality’s slogans, “No Discrimination 
in the Constitution” and “It’s Wrong to Vote on Rights,” responded by 
emphasizing marriage equality as a basic democratic right.

This discourse allowed lesbian and gay activists to emphasize soli-
darity with straight allies, expanding the definition of “us” (Ghaziani 
2011). If marriage equality was understood as a goal of only lesbians and 
gay men, lesbians and gays might form an “us” opposed to a straight 
“them.” Instead, when marriage equality was discussed in constitu-
tional terms, “us” included all progressive activists opposed to “haters.” 
A lesbian activist explained, “It’s more that I think I should have the 
choice to get married, and I don’t think anyone should take that choice 
from me.” By emphasizing ideas of choice and equality, this activist 
transforms marriage from a lesbian and gay goal into a broader consti-
tutional goal. Similarly, a straight activist told me, “I don’t want to live 
in a state where we write discrimination into our constitution. I don’t 
want to do that.” Using a similar discursive strategy positions this pro-
gressive activist in the same “us and them” community with the lesbian 
activist. Constitutional constructions of marriage thus resonated with 
activists who were interested in broader issues of social equality.

Activists heavily drew on Goodridge and the law in framing mar-
riage as a constitutional right. Amy Mello used Goodridge to create 
room for critics of marriage in the MassEquality community: “That 
the court had said equal and somebody had said oh, no, you’re not. . . .  
So I understand the [queer marriage] critique and in a sense, I almost 
think that’s not what this battle is about.” Employing the law more 
broadly, Charles told me, “I guess I think of it mostly as civil marriage 
and access to the fourteen hundred benefits that you would be get-
ting, state and federal. . . . If opposite-sex couples get it, then same-sex 
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couples should get it too as a matter of civil rights, as a matter of being 
equal, under the law.” In an even more direct reference to the consti-
tution, Marc Solomon explained, “There were other arguments that 
were effective with legislators that would be less effective, I think, with 
the general public. Like about, you know the Massachusetts constitu-
tion is the oldest in history, and it’s never been used as an agent of 
discrimination.” Here we see how Goodridge specifically supported 
MassEquality’s efforts to frame marriage in a way that created a broader 
understanding of “us.”

By examining how constitutional equality was deployed against 
religious anti-marriage activists, the role of shared identity discourse 
in constructing community boundaries becomes clearer. Conservative 
religious activists relied on the argument that marriage is a traditional 
religious institution. In response, activists at MassEquality drew on 
the argument that marriage is a civil institution. Jenn explained that “I 
would in certain circumstances de-emphasize the religious aspect and 
focus more on marriage as a civil status. I recognize that the religious 
status has great meaning for people, but in my mind that is more re-
lated to personal aspirations.” Even religious gay activists did not always 
try to directly argue on religious terms against conservative activists. 
George suggested, “This is more of a civil rights issue and this is about 
religious freedom.” Jenn, like most other activists at MassEquality, rec-
ognized the legitimacy of religious marriage while at the same time 
minimizing religion’s role in marriage equality. As discussed later, this 
discursive strategy marginalized activists who understood marriage pri-
marily in religious terms. However, as seen in George’s comments, this 
did create space for religious activists to argue that religious marriage 
and religious freedom are consistent with civil rights. This allowed re-
ligious activists to discursively join the marriage-supporter community 
by emphasizing religious freedom.

Marriage as a Cultural Ritual

Many activists discussed marriage in terms of the broad cultural and 
social acceptance that it represents. As Eric told me, “I think, because 
so many people understand marriage, we can use it as a jumping-off 
point.” Marty Rouse echoed this point: “I would say personally, it’s 
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probably the community recognition, the cultural recognition of mar-
riage. . . . Everyone knows what a marriage is.” MassEquality used 
personal narratives to explain the cultural significance of same-sex 
marriage, emphasizing the intimate connections between the move-
ment and the people it benefits. An ad campaign in the newspapers 
showed same-sex married couples, including a short snippet of their 
stories and why marriage mattered to them. In numerous press confer-
ences, the organization invited married couples and their friends and 
families to talk about why marriage mattered to them personally. In 
some cases, canvassers highlighted their personal support for marriage 
equality during door-to-door interactions. Through these strategies, 
MassEquality and the activists involved attempted to construct mar-
riage as a personal celebration, shared insofar as personal marriages 
drew upon a broader cultural schema.

By framing same-sex marriage as a cultural ritual, activists made 
dual claims that same-sex couples deserve equal access to the ritual of 
marriage and that state recognition of same-sex marriage confers social 
legitimacy on these relationships. This framing of marriage is perhaps 
most directly related to the idea of marriage equality as a lesbian and 
gay issue. Indeed, some lesbian and gay activists explained their own 
mobilization precisely in terms of marriage as a personal goal. For ex-
ample, Heather explained it as being about “the societal recognition 
that this person standing next to me is my life partner in sickness and 
in health, and in whatever else.” Another activist connected the institu-
tion more directly to individual identity: “I think we as individuals, in 
a fairly fundamental way, understand ourselves, identify ourselves as 
either married or single or divorced, or, you know, this is our sort of 
status in society, in a personal way.”

By using personal stories in framing marriage as a cultural ritual, 
activists implicitly called attention to the lesbians and gays who would 
directly benefit from the movement. This emphasis suggested an “us” 
of gays and lesbians that did not include the “them” of allies. While al-
lies might support the broader goal of social acceptance, they would not 
benefit in the same way as gays and lesbians (Myers 2008). However, 
the meaning of marriage as a cultural goal was constantly reformulated 
within the discursive community represented by MassEquality. While 
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straight activists could not draw on personal stories in the same way, 
they could and did talk about marriage as a symbol of cultural accep-
tance. One straight male activist explained, “It’s not about the marriage 
or the institution, it’s about the people and their lives involved in it.” 
James reformulated marriage equality as a cultural ritual to make room 
for progressive allies who understand themselves as directly support-
ing gay and lesbian friends. Marriage equality, according to this view, 
symbolizes a social commitment to recognizing lesbian and gay rela-
tionships as valid and equal. Lesbian and gay activists did not always 
use personal narratives in framing marriage as a cultural ritual. Jenn 
described marriage as “a series and a set of protections and recognitions 
for a family. It is a means to convey a level of social acceptance of a 
relationship.”

The discursive work around marriage as a cultural ritual illustrates 
shared identity discourse in action. Marriage as a cultural ritual could 
be limited to lesbian and gay activists who had personal motivations for 
marrying. But other activists also participated in this discourse by em-
phasizing the broader cultural meaning of marriage. As seen in Jenn’s 
comments, gay and lesbian activists responded by connecting their 
personal stories to the broader cultural themes. Discourse on marriage 
as a cultural ritual, however, still threatened to leave out activists who 
understood marriage in more religious terms as well as more radical 
activists who entirely questioned the institution of marriage.

Marriage Equality as Religious Freedom

Religious framing of same-sex marriage occupied a tenuous spot in cre-
ating community at MassEquality. For a small number of activists, re-
ligion was fundamental to how they discussed marriage. Anne Fowler 
explained that “it’s civil marriage, but the religious communities are 
deeply implicated in this, partly I have to say because there is so much 
confusion about marriage.” These activists defended the ability to see 
same-sex marriage within a religious tradition; as George explained, 
“marriage is a time-honored tradition.” George’s commitment to mar-
riage equality was grounded in his religious understanding of marriage. 
For these activists, marriage’s history in religion is crucial to their work.
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Despite the importance of religion to this small subset of activists, 
most of my interviewees barely mentioned religion at all. This likely 
reflects traditional understandings of the Religious Right as part of 
the “them” opposed to lesbian and gay rights (Fetner 2008). In Mas-
sachusetts, anti-same-sex marriage activists described preservation of 
traditional marriage as a religious project. During many constitutional 
conventions, MassEquality and its allies occupied the sidewalks in front 
of the State House, with opponents across the street in front of Boston 
Commons. In one memorable instance, anti-same-sex marriage activ-
ists inflated a large “Jesus is Lord” balloon. Rather than respond with 
religious counter-arguments, most same-sex marriage activists focused 
on marriage as a civil institution. Their goal was to win support from 
religious people who were sympathetic to gay and lesbian equality. The 
focus on civil marriage, nevertheless, led to the marginalization of reli-
gious framings of marriage equality.

Nonetheless, closer examination of how most activists discussed 
marriage and religion reveals how they left open room for religious 
framings of same-sex marriage. While most activists stressed their com-
mitment to defending civil marriage rights under Goodridge, they did 
not directly attack religion per se. When asked to define marriage in 
their own terms, many activists recognized religious definitions as le-
gitimate while explaining that marriage was not a religious institution 
for them personally. For example, Charles, a gay male activist, told me 
that marriage “has a long history of being a contract, as well as be-
ing codified differently by the religions.” Jenn similarly made room in 
the marriage-supporter community for religious activists, noting that 
“there are LGBT people . . . of every religion.” Perhaps significantly, 
activists used “haters” instead of a religious term to signify their op-
ponents. By describing anti-same-sex marriage activists in these more 
religiously neutral terms, activists left room in MassEquality for reli-
gious activists.

As Anne Fowler explained, religious activists worked to frame same-
sex marriage in religious terms parallel to ideas about marriage as a 
civil institution. Anne inquired, “What is the business of religion? And 
it is often symbolic. And I think it really, just so much of what meant 
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a lot to people was not what we said necessarily but that we were there 
saying it at all.” This stress on symbolic work creates a space for reli-
gion that civil law cannot reach, but simultaneously reaffirms the core  
constitutional equality framing of MassEquality. At the final constitu-
tional convention, a parade of religious leaders walked across Boston 
Commons to the State House steps, where other activists made room 
for them. All the activists joined the religious leaders in singing and 
chanting. Through continued discourse over the meaning of marriage, 
activists came to position religious meanings of marriage alongside 
other frames. Religious frames of marriage equality were not preex-
istent, but were instead constructed through shared identity discourse 
over the course of the campaign.

Marriage as a Social Movement Battleground Issue

Through shared identity discourse, activists produced meaning around 
marriage as a social movement goal, independent of what marriage 
means as an institution. Calling marriage equality the “cutting edge 
of . . . equality for gays and lesbians,” Marc Solomon explained, “Once 
we hit, we were the one state where same-sex couples could marry, 
I think there was a strong sense that we’re not going to let anybody 
take this away from us.” Marty Rouse described May 17, 2004 (the day 
that marriage licenses were first issued9), as “a date in history that will 
always, you know, be there. And a very important marker in GLBT 
history and in America’s history.” Activists described the goal of defend-
ing Goodridge in the broader terms of defending turf against “haters,” 
as expressed in a common chant from previous constitutional conven-
tions: “Gay rights, under attack, what do we do? Stand up, fight back!” 
Drawing on this sense of defending something already earned, Heather 
told me, “This was the time and place where I could be most effective 
[in working for gay rights].”

Activists also described marriage equality as a battleground in a 
broader progressive movement. To Julie Verratti, marriage equality 
was “the civil rights issue of our generation. And . . . just a good issue 
to work on.” Amy Mello considered marriage equality an “organizer’s 
dream” because the general public was already thinking about it and 



Beyond Queer vs. LGBT  •  121

“it was going to have such a big effect through the whole country.” By 
situating Massachusetts as the precedent for the rest of the country, 
Amy made MassEquality’s work into a broader campaign for equality. 
Brian also connected his work to a broader movement structure:

And then there’s an element of, the people who oppose same-
sex marriage are the same people who oppose a woman’s right 
to choose, are the same people who oppose, hate unions, hate 
sex-ed, hate communities of color, you know, it’s all the same. 
So beating them, finding a way to win, I think is incredibly im-
portant in general for progressive and more left-leaning causes, 
organizations.

Here, marriage is not important as a goal on its own merits, but rather 
for its role in a broader structure.

The idea of defending Goodridge as a battleground issue was par-
ticularly important to mobilizing activists who otherwise questioned 
the institution of marriage. Brian particularly did not value marriage as 
an institution by itself, but he saw himself as part of a community that 
the movement was defending: “My motivation wasn’t because I wanted 
to see happy gay couples, it was because I didn’t want to see another 
ballot fight. . . . When marriage equality became a legal reality in Mas-
sachusetts, then it became time to protect it.” Similarly, Liz told me, 
“The gay marriage debate is what is defined as the gay movement. And 
so, whether or not I like it, this is where the battleground for equality 
is. I mean, I don’t plan on ever getting married. It couldn’t happen to 
me. Pity the fools.” Seen as a battleground, the campaign to protect 
marriage took on greater importance than the institution of marriage 
by itself. For activists who considered marriage a poor fit for lesbian and 
gay relationships, protecting marriage equality was more important for 
its role as a battleground issue. These activists’ participation depended 
upon MassEquality’s use of a “shared identity discourse” that left open 
multiple meanings of marriage, instead of a narrower framing of a les-
bian and gay “us.”
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Queer Critiques of Marriage

Underscoring the heterogeneity of activists’ understanding of marriage, 
some activists criticized it as a patriarchal or conservative institution. 
In fact, when asked directly about queer critiques of marriage, nearly 
all activists were at least familiar with the criticisms, even if they did 
not agree with them. These critiques ranged from questioning how 
marriage fit as a model for one’s own relationship (without necessarily 
rejecting the institution) to radical rejection of the whole institution. 
Among the former, a straight activist told me, “That’s kind of funny, 
because I’ve been with my partner for almost seven years and we’re not 
married,” and then explained that she did not think it was likely that 
she would get married. She did not necessarily reject the whole institu-
tion of marriage, but she did not think she would get married herself. 
Among the latter, Brian, who rejected the whole institution, told me:

Marriage is too conservative and again it perpetuates a myth 
about what families should be and what families are. And some 
families are two gay parents and two lesbian parents, and some-
times they’re interracial, and sometimes they’re one parent, and 
sometimes they’re three parents who are all in a relationship  
together.

It is important to note that Brian was unusual in the strength of 
his criticism of marriage as an institution. Many activists might have 
recognized such an argument in theory, but few agreed with it to the 
same extent. They questioned the legitimacy of marriage as the only 
relationship model in our society and often suggested they did not 
want marriage for themselves, but did not reject the institution in all 
cases. For example, Rachel emphasized how marriage was too narrow 
a model: “I just think the idea of the way we socially define a family is 
so limited . . . to be honest with you, I don’t really care that much about 
it, you know. I just think that all couples deserve to have the same ac-
cess to a commitment.” Rachel thus recognized that marriage can be 
a good model for some relationships, but stressed how it is limiting to 
have only one dominant model.
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While activists did not critique the institution of marriage in pub-
lic, this concern was part of the internal shared identity discourse. In 
the ongoing project of assigning meaning to marriage as a movement 
goal, the queer critique of marriage was incorporated into other frames. 
Heather incorporated criticism of marriage in her reformulations of 
marriage as both an issue of constitutional equality and a battleground 
issue: “Personally, I don’t think that this government, that the govern-
ment of the United States, should be in the business of marrying people. 
I think that as long as the government is in the business of marrying 
people, I want access.” The role of shared identity discourse in creating 
new meaning around marriage is illustrated in activists’ changing un-
derstandings of marriage as a conservative institution. James explained 
that before joining MassEquality he had a negative view of marriage 
as a failing institution. After talking with activists and married couples 
about the positive benefits of marriage, he now explains that “if some-
one says marriage is too conservative, what they’re actually saying is, 
my understanding of what marriage is, is too conservative. Marriage is 
a million different things to a million different people.”

The prominence of a critique of marriage is striking within an or-
ganization working to support marriage rights. The fact that activists 
talked about queer critiques of marriage reinforces my argument that 
shared identity discourse brought together a community of activists 
who may not have supported marriage solely on the basis of individual 
interest and identity. By itself, a critique of marriage does not provide a 
basis for mobilization. However, when criticisms are inflected with rec-
ognition of marriage as a constitutional and a battleground issue, they 
can exist as part of a broader discourse encouraging mobilization. In 
fact, the willingness of activists to include criticism of marriage in the 
shared identity discourse was crucial to the participation of a number 
of activists.

Constructing Community through Shared Identity Discourse

Community was a central theme running across the interviews. Sev-
eral activists stressed how important community formation was to 
their continued work at MassEquality. But this sense of being part of 
a community was not a simple result of collective identity. Activists 
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never agreed on the meaning of marriage or on who benefited from the 
same-sex marriage movement. Instead, their ability to construct differ-
ent and sometimes contradictory meanings of marriage against each 
other was crucial to the continued success of shared identity discourse. 
Activists used shared identity discourse to turn a framing dispute into 
a project of community boundary definition. By leaving the meaning 
of marriage unsettled, they constructed a community that included a 
broad range of identities. Here, I examine how discourse was used to 
build community across three key tensions.

The first and most obvious potential divide was between straight 
and lesbian or gay activists. The potential for division was apparent in 
comments by some lesbian and gay activists that they did not under-
stand why straight people were so involved. Similarly, some straight 
activists questioned whether they could ever understand the issue in 
quite the same way as gays and lesbians. While serious tensions never 
arose over this divide, activists did at least some discursive work to build 
community over any potential tensions. Amy, a straight woman, said 
she “felt dumb at first [and] had to get used to coming out when [she] 
was meeting people.” Critically, Amy never felt excluded after “coming 
out” as straight. Community was not built on the basis that everyone 
was the same. Instead, Amy might talk about marriage as a matter of 
equality while others talked about it as a deeply personal matter. By 
constantly sharing different identities and ideas about marriage, activ-
ists created space for straight and gay people to participate in the same 
movement.

Another tension around the religious meanings of marriage further 
illustrates how shared identity discourse constructed and expanded 
community boundaries. As previously discussed, religious activists of-
ten felt marginalized by the focus on marriage as a civil institution. 
Anne Fowler emphasized, “We have to keep convincing our side that 
we are with them. . . . Gay people have been so wounded and dissed by 
the Church that the instinctive feeling is that you are the enemy.” She 
explained that as they kept talking about religious freedom, more activ-
ists intellectually understood the role of religion. Other activists contin-
ued to treat religion as pragmatically less important: civil marriage was 
the real concern and religion was a side argument. However, religious 
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activists continued to participate in the discourse and insisted on be-
ing included in public events. Eventually, other activists paid greater 
respect to religious arguments. Civil marriage was still the primary 
concern, but religious freedom was an integral part of civil marriage. 
This new respect was dramatically illustrated when the religious lead-
ers marched up the Boston Commons to occupy the center of the stairs 
in front of the State House.

Finally, tension around the inclusion of queer critiques of mar-
riage is perhaps most interesting for an understanding of how shared 
identity discourse works. Queer critiques could have directly under-
mined MassEquality’s work and sense of community. Heather told me 
that “the marriage movement is a lot of rich white gay men, frankly.” 
Heather said she might want to get married, but she did not identify 
with others who she thought would benefit more directly from mar-
riage. For Heather, protecting Goodridge was the most pragmatic way 
to address broader inequalities affecting the lesbian and gay move- 
ment. She did identify a limited sense of community with those “rich 
white gay men,” insofar as they could share in the same discourse 
about marriage equality. As previously discussed, Brian and Liz simi-
larly stressed community and the pragmatic importance of defending  
Goodridge. While I do not have data to compare Brian, Liz, and 
Heather to other queer activists who refuse to work on same-sex mar-
riage, I can at least suggest that framing same-sex marriage as a battle-
ground issue played a critical role in drawing some queer activists into 
the movement.

Perhaps most critically, queer activists did not have to hide their 
critiques of marriage. They did not share these criticisms outside of 
MassEquality, but in conversations with other activists they could 
express their reservations. These queer critiques thus had an impact 
on the discourse. Most activists still supported marriage, but they 
all understood the queer skepticism of marriage. Other activists be-
gan to think more critically about the role of marriage in the broader  
movement. 

Activists thus did not share any single identity. Instead, they formed 
a community of marriage supporters with distinct identity claims and 
ideas justifying their common goal of achieving marriage equality.
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CONCLUSION

The concept of shared identity discourse explains the complicated 
relationship between identity and mobilization in the same-sex mar-
riage movement in Massachusetts. My findings are directly related to 
debates over the impact of court rulings on social change and activ-
ism (McCann 1994; Rosenberg [1991] 2008). Following the Goodridge 
opinion in 2003, activists conducted a three-and-a-half-year grassroots 
campaign to defend against attempts to amend the Massachusetts con-
stitution. Goodridge impacted how activists framed same-sex marriage, 
allowing them to mobilize around defending the court’s decision as a 
battleground issue. As others have argued, legal and cultural meanings 
of same-sex marriage shaped later collective action (Taylor et al. 2009).

The successful mobilization of MassEquality provides a good case 
for understanding the puzzle of successful collective action despite dis-
agreement over identities and framings of marriage. I have described 
activists who identified as gay and lesbian, progressive, religious, and 
radical. Although all of these activist identities allowed participants 
to be marriage supporters, participants did not think of themselves as 
sharing the same identity, and identity was continuously negotiated 
and debated in the movement. This reflects a common tension over 
how to define identity across different internal groups in social move-
ments (Einwohner, Reger, and Myers 2008). Disagreements between 
activists at MassEquality were even more pronounced with respect to 
how activists defined marriage equality as a movement goal. Marriage 
was variously framed as a cultural ritual, constitutional equal right, 
religious institution, movement battleground issue, or conservative in-
stitution. These different framings not only were distinct but at times 
were completely contradictory.

I introduce the concept of shared identity discourse to explain how 
activist framing strategies may define a social movement community 
that connects multiple identities to a single movement goal. Shared 
identity discourse provides additional leverage to explain a case where 
activists use multiple identities and frames. By de-emphasizing specific 
identities and allowing issue framing to remain unsettled, activists can 
use a framing dispute productively to create a movement community 
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(Ghaziani 2008 similarly argues that movement infighting may produc-
tively define a movement). My research is particularly relevant to past 
work on identity tensions within LGBT social movements (J. Gamson 
1995, 1997; Ghaziani 2008; Taylor and Rupp 1993; Taylor and Whittier 
1992). As LGBT movements try to incorporate allies or move toward 
an “us and them” community, they face the challenge of how to coor-
dinate individuals with competing motivations (Ghaziani 2011; Myers 
2008). While I agree that the lines between us and them are more 
blurred than past scholarship has recognized (Einwohner, Reger, and 
Myers 2008), my findings suggest that this blurring may be less about 
who “we” are and more about what “we” do. Unlike previous literature 
stressing the importance of clear protagonists and antagonists to suc-
cessful framing (W. A. Gamson [1975] 1990), this approach suggests 
that framing strategies that leave identities fluid and unsettled may be 
successful precisely because they do so.

Important avenues for future research remain. Most important, I 
have not considered here how the focus on community may decrease 
the commitment of any single identity group. Previous scholarship has 
stressed the solidarity benefits of collective identity (Hunt and Benford 
2004). Are these benefits diluted or lost as movements include broader 
communities instead of single identities? Shared identity discourse 
may allow lesbian and gay activists to stress commonality with others 
and build a common community, but this could come at the potential 
cost of less commitment by gays and lesbians themselves. Similarly, 
shared identity discourse may only work effectively in a single-issue 
movement. MassEquality has continued to work on other issues since 
2007. While I have not conducted any follow-up research, I have heard 
the marriage campaign described as the height of activism at Mass- 
Equality. Future research could consider whether shared identity dis-
course might come into play in different stages of mobilization. 

NOTE S

 1.   Throughout this chapter, I use the labels “gay” or “gays and lesbians” for conve-
nience, recognizing that these do not fit everyone involved. Some of my interview-
ees identified as “queer,” but none identified as bisexual or transgender. Similarly, I 
use the label “straight,” preferring it to “heterosexual” or other labels. I also primar-
ily use the label “same-sex marriage” to reflect the usage of activists.
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 2.   Polletta and Jasper (2001) offer an alternate definition that focuses on an individu-
al’s identification with a group.

 3.   My focus on marriage supporters as a discursive community offers an alternate 
understanding of the relationship between allies and movement identities (Jasper 
1997, 86). For example, McAdam (1988) discusses the relationship to civil rights of 
white university students involved in Freedom Summer. I focus on how allies and 
other marriage supporters participate in a discursive community instead of sharing 
a movement identity.

 4.   This decision set an important legal precedent for later state decisions on same-sex 
marriage, many of which cite Goodridge. For a general discussion of same-sex mar-
riage cases in other states, see Kosbie (2011). 

 5.   Because of the historical limits of this study, I do not address important questions 
about the earlier role of coalitions in forming MassEquality (Van Dyke and Mc-
Cammon 2010).

 6.   Key leaders from MassEquality were involved in mobilization efforts in other New 
England states and in California. For example, leading up to the 2012 election, 
several former leaders of MassEquality worked together at Equality Maine.

 7.   These activists did not necessarily self-identify as progressive. Instead they de-
scribed their political commitments in varying personal terms. I have used the 
label progressive based on the association of marriage equality with progressive 
politics. Most of the activists I place in this group are straight. However, insofar 
as some gay and lesbian activists question the marriage model but support it as a 
progressive political issue, they may also fit this identity.

 8.   While “queer” is not necessarily equivalent to radical, it is typically understood to 
be a more radical and politicized identity than “gay.” Of these two informants, one 
fundamentally rejected marriage as an institution while the other said he wants to 
get married someday.

 9.   The opinion in Goodridge was handed down on November 18, 2003, but with a 
six-month delay before it was effective.
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