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THE UNFINISHED QUEER AGENDA
AFTER MARRIAGE EQUALITY

‘While legal recognition of marriage has met the needs of a segment of the LGBTQ
population, many still face daily struggles with issues around housing, education,
healthcare, policing and incarceration, and immigration. These are issues that were
largely eclipsed in national arenas by the fight for marriage equality. In reaction to
this, The Unfinished Queer Agenda After Marriage Equality examines the institutional
failings and overlapping systems of injustice that continue to dehumanize queer and
trans people and deprive them of basic human rights.

Building on a major conference held in 2016 entitled, “After Marriage: The
Future of LGBTQ Politics and Scholarship,” the editors have collected academic
papers, edited transcripts of selected conference sessions, and interviews with activ-
ists. Drawing from this source material, the book argues that any queer agenda
should be informed by an understanding that issues facing queer and trans people
come from the combined influence of neo-liberal capitalism, global white suprem-
acy, and heterosexism. The authors argue that these modes of oppression continue
to be especially damaging for poor people, undocumented people, people of color,
non-binary, trans, and queer people.

By taking an in-depth look at the myriad social issues that continue to affect
LGBTQ communities, and by exposing systemic prejudices and inequality as the
root cause, this title is an important intervention for students and researchers
engaged with queer and trans activism, beyond the fight for marriage equality.

Angela Jones is Associate Professor of Sociology at Farmingdale State College,
SUNY, USA. Her research interests include African American political thought and
protest, gender, and sexuality. Jones is the author of four books and numerous schol-
arly articles in peer-reviewed journals.



Joseph Nicholas DeFilippis is the founder and former Executive Director of
Queers for Economic Justice and worked as an activist for over two decades. He is
currently an Assistant Professor of Social Work at Seattle University, USA and has
written about queer social movements, poverty, and marriage politics.

Michael W. Yarbrough is an interdisciplinary social scientist whose work explores
the intersection of law, culture, and family. He is Assistant Professor of Law and
Society in the Political Science Department of John Jay College of Criminal Justice
(CUNY) USA and a Research Associate in the Department of Sociology, Faculty
of Humanities, at the University of Johannesburg, South Africa.
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PREFACE

Two Junes, a year apart, frame the mission of this collection. In June 2015, the US
Supreme Court ruled that that country’s constitution forbids the exclusion of
same-sex couples from legally recognized marriage. Arriving after a hard and often
painful fight, the ruling seemed to many to mark a new kind of inclusion. Rainbows
wrapped many of our public spaces, from profile pics to the White House, in trium-
phant celebration.

One year later, in June 2016, a massacre on Latin night at Pulse nightclub in
Orlando shocked the nation and the world. Many felt the shock of disbelief. But
many LGBTQ people, especially Latinx and LGBTQ people of color, felt the
shock of recognition at a familiar violence that marriage did little to address.

Fiercely debated for many years, same-sex marriage has become a legal reality in
a rapidly growing number of jurisdictions around the world. First enacted in 2001
in the Netherlands, same-sex marriage is now legally recognized in over twenty
countries,' approximately three quarters of which legalized it in the past half-
decade. At the same time, these sweeping gains have often triggered significant
backlash both where they have occurred and elsewhere. Homosexual acts are cur-
rently criminalized in seventy-five countries, including ten where they can be pun-
ished by death. Such violent backlash is an especially visible manifestation of a
complex range of consequences that have accompanied same-sex marriage. In the
United States, for example, same-sex marriage has channeled the priorities of
national LGBTQ and statewide equality organizations away from other issues,
reduced the availability of other forms of legal recognition for families, and gener-
ally reinforced mainstream family norms.

The time is thus ripe to 1) examine this key moment in the ongoing history of
LGBTQ communities; 2) interrogate predictions by scholars and activists about
what social changes same-sex marriage would produce; and 3) consider paths for-
ward for LGBTQ scholarship and politics.
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The After Marriage Equality collection was designed to tackle these three broad
themes. Queer Families and Relationships After Marriage Equality focuses on the legal,
material, and cultural impacts of legal marriage equality on diverse queer families
and relationships. Queer Activism After Marriage Equality focuses on the implications
of legal same-sex marriage for LGBTQ social movements and examines what
queer activism looks like now that the national gay and lesbian organizations have
succeeded in achieving their main priorities. The Unfinished Queer Agenda After
Marriage Equality focuses on dire issues facing LGBTQ individuals and communities
that were eclipsed by the marriage equality movement, such as policing, immigra-
tion, healthcare, homelessness, violence, poverty, and more.

All three titles draw their materials from a major conference held at John Jay
College of Criminal Justice on October 1-2, 2016 and organized by CLAGS: The
Center for LGBTQ Studies, based at the City University of New York (CUNY).
This conference, entitled “After Marriage: The Future of LGBTQ Politics and
Scholarship,” staged an open, diverse, and critical conversation among over 175
academic, activist, and artist speakers. Approximately 450 people attended, and the
conference also streamed online. Building on similar conversations LGBTQ activ-
ists have been having among themselves for some time, this was to our knowledge
the largest public conversation focused on this theme, and the only one combining
critical and intersectional perspectives with extensive dialogue among both scholars
and activists. The conference was supported in part by a grant from the American
Sociological Association and the National Science Foundation, by the Office for
the Advancement of Research at John Jay College of Criminal Justice, and by the
Center for the Study of Gender and Sexuality at New York University. We also
thank our colleagues on the CLAGS staft and the conference organizing committee
who helped make the conference a reality: Yana Calou, Stephanie Hsu, Bianca
Laureano, Kevin Nadal, Noam Parness, Jasmina Sinanovic, Andrew Spieldenner,
Kalle Westerling, and Nicole Vitrit. Finally, we are so grateful to our editor at
Routledge, Alexandra McGregor, whose support and enthusiasm for this project
was unwavering. We would also be remiss for not thanking our editorial assistant at
Routledge, Kitty Imbert, who shepherded us through the entire publication process.

All three titles use critical and intersectional lenses, focusing on the problems and
limits of marriage and on those queer and trans people also disadvantaged by racism,
immigration status, socioeconomic class, and other intersecting factors. The rapid
spread of legal same-sex marriage increases the relevance of longstanding queer cri-
tiques of marriage. Many of the chapters in this collection thus use as a starting point
queer critiques of the same-sex marriage movement, investigating their implications
now that marriage is legal. By presenting research on these and other trends, these
volumes help translate queer critiques advanced during the marriage campaigns into
a framework for ongoing critical research in the after-marriage period.

In light of these important intersectional and queer critiques of marriage, we
would like to address the problematic titles of these books. We originally proposed
the books to have the same title as the conference, After Marriage. In working with
the publisher, there was concern that some readers might become confused,
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associating the phrase “After Marriage” with newlyweds or with divorce. We needed
to find a framework that would be easily recognizable to a mainstream audience, and
“marriage equality” had become the dominant frame used by same-sex marriage
rights advocates in the United States and many other countries. We want to reassure
our readers that we both recognize and reject the implication in the title Affer
Marriage Equality that the Obergefell decision created equality for LGBTQ commun-
ities. Not only is that emphatically not true, but the central point of the conference
and these volumes is to highlight the reality that so many queer and trans people,
particularly queer immigrants and queer people of color, know all too well—that
legally sanctioned same-sex marriage did not create equality or address the myriad
issues facing queer and trans people. Obergefell did not foster economic justice; it did
not address poverty; it did not address racist and heterosexist policing; it did not
address a bigoted immigration system; it did not address a broken healthcare system;
it did not address systemic violence and any of the other ominous issues facing queer
and trans people that were ignored by the marriage equality movement. It did not
even provide legal protections for most LGBTQ families.

Despite the issues we had with the title After Marriage Equality, we do believe
that this framing can help bring in readers who may not be familiar with queer
critiques of marriage equality. To help open these volumes up to such readers, we
use a variety of materials, including research studies, essays, interviews, and tran-
scripts from the conference. Our contributors include activists working on a wide
range of issues and scholars from numerous disciplines, from across the United
States and around the world. We also asked contributors to write in accessible lan-
guage suitable for undergraduate students in a variety of courses (including LGBTQ
studies, gender studies, social movements, social work, family studies, law and society,
and political science), as well as for a wide range of audiences outside the academy.
Finally, each of the three volumes was designed so that it could be read individually
as a stand-alone book, but also to complement and build off the others so that they
could be used together as a complete set.

We see this moment as an opportunity to reorient the direction of LGBTQ
thought and action. We hope that the diverse perspectives found in this book col-
lection will open up conversations among students and community members about
what can or should happen next for LGBTQ families, activists, and communities.

Angela Jones
Joseph Nicholas DeFilippis
Michael W. Yarbrough

Note

1 While not an exhaustive list, as same-sex marriage laws are constantly changing, nations
that have legalized same-sex marriage include: Argentina, Belgium, Brazil, Canada,
Denmark, England and Wales, Finland, France, Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Luxembourg,
the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, Scotland, South Africa, Spain, Sweden,
the United States, Uruguay, and many states in Mexico. As these volumes were going to
press, Taiwan, Chile, and Australia both took steps moving toward legalization.



INTRODUCTION

Angela Jones

On July 21, 2015, the beaten and bloody body of India Clarke was found in
Tampa, Florida—Iess than one month after the Supreme Court decision legalizing
same-sex marriage. Clarke was a Black trans woman, and, on that day, Clarke
became the tenth trans woman of color (of whom we are aware) to have been
murdered by that time in 2015. A little less than one year later, on June 12, 2016,
forty-nine queer and trans people, who were predominantly Latinx and Afro-
Caribbean, were massacred at the Pulse Nightclub in Orlando, Florida. According
to the National Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs, as I pen this introduction in
August 2017, thirty-three hate-violence-related homicides of LGBTQ people
have been committed already this year. LGBTQ people, particularly trans women
of color, are killed with impunity. What did the Obergefell decision do to protect
queer and trans people from homicide? What did Obergefell do to protect LGBTQ
workers from workplace discrimination? Did the acquisition of legal marriage
rights open up access to culturally competent healthcare or reform educational
institutions making them safe for queer students? Did same-sex marriage rights
help defend LGBTQ immigrants from deportation and detention or help to squash
the over policing and militarization of poor communities of color where many
queer and trans folks reside? The acquisition of legally recognized marriage for
same sex couples did nothing to address the economic, political, and social injustice
that most queer and trans people face every day.

Far from inconsequential though, the 2015 Obergefell decision capped decades
of scholarship, activism, and litigation advocating for and against same-sex marriage
and did help to shift public discourses about LGBTQ people in a positive direction.
‘While mainstream society in the US was focused on marriage equality, LGBTQ
allied academics and activists worked on many other issues throughout this
time—poverty, anti-racism, education, housing, healthcare, policing and incar-
ceration, immigration, violence, etc.—but these issues were largely eclipsed in
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national arenas by marriage. Now that the fight for marriage equality has been
won, it is time to take seriously the queer agenda that activists have been working
on for decades. The Unfinished Queer Agenda after Marriage Equality focuses on these
other issues that LGBTQ people and communities continue to face and that were
ignored by mainstream gay and lesbian organizations, such as the Human Rights
Campaign, the media, and other mainstream political agents. For many members
of LGBTQ communities, the struggle for marriage equality was a homonormative'
campaign that benefited only the most affluent and middle-class lesbian and gay
people.

Despite stereotypes of gay affluence, millions of LGBTQ people are living in
poverty. LGBTQ people are significantly more likely to live in poverty than their
straight and cis gender counterparts. In addition, experiences of poverty under
capitalism are exacerbated by other systems of oppression and differ for queer and
trans people based on other facets of identity, such as gender, age, race, nationality,
citizenship status, and ability. For example, according to the National LGBTQ
Task Force, trans people are four times as likely to be living in dire poverty. As
another example, every year, 1.7 million youth experience homelessness, and as
much as 40 percent of these youth identify as LGBTQ); gender non-conforming
youth and youth of color make up a disproportionate number of LGBTQ home-
less youth.

The prevalence of discriminatory laws and policies in various institutions has
deleterious effects on the lives of LGBTQ people. For many young LGBTQ people,
schools are unsafe. Almost 30 percent of LGBTQ students in the US drop out of
high school because of unsafe and hostile climates, and they often experience
extreme poverty as a result. Poverty then often forces people into survival econo-
mies such as sex work. This situation places these LGBTQ people in spaces where
they are more likely to be policed and end up in the criminal legal system. Again,
according to the National LGBTQ Task Force, 73 percent of LGBTQ people
have had contact with a law enforcement agent in the last five years, and, in gen-
eral, LGBTQ people have disproportionately high incarceration rates. LGBTQ
people often become entangled in other segments of the prison industrial complex
such as immigration detention centers. Estimates suggest 1 million LGBTQ immi-
grants are living in the US, and nearly one-third of these immigrants are undocu-
mented. Therefore, many LGBTQ immigrants are in danger of detention and
incarceration, and racism leaves LGBTQ immigrants to face regular xenophobic
discrimination. Finally, many LGBTQ individuals lack access to quality healthcare.
Specifically, many LGBTQ people lack access to culturally competent healthcare
and access to medications, such as hormones, PreP, HIV-related medications, and
general preventive medicine.

Contextualizing LGBTQ people’s access to institutional resources is important.
According to the Williams Institute, 35 percent of the LGBTQ population in the
United States lives in the South. In this region, LGBTQ people lack employment
protections and on average earn less than $24,000 a year; many cannot afford basic
necessities, such as food or healthcare. Moreover, these data only relate to regional
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differences in the US; the country that a person originates from and in which
country throughout the world one resides will no doubt shape an individual’s
experiences with homophobia, transphobia, and the overlapping systems of capital-
ism and global White supremacy. While no one queer agenda exists, for many
LGBTQ people, the issue of marriage rights was never high on their list of priori-
ties, and, instead, queer activists and academics have continued to shape a queer
agenda that is first and foremost attentive to economic and racial justice.

Theoretical framing of the book

Drawing from critical and intersectional perspectives, this volume highlights that
while legal recognition of marriage has met the needs of a segment of the LGBTQ
population, many are still living in a grim reality: a reality that intersects with their
experiences of poverty and racism—issues not addressed by the acquisition of legal
marriage rights. However, in highlighting the myriad forms of oppression that
LGBTQ people face, this volume also highlights the resiliency and power of queer
communities. Thus, this book is framed using both the framework of intersection-
ality and the concept of positive marginality.

Intersectionality

Intersectionality has its birthplace in Black feminist thought. Crenshaw (1989)
originally criticized conceptions of discrimination for analyzing subordination
along one single axis. In her criticism of legal policies regarding race and sex-based
discrimination law suits, she wrote the following:

this focus on the most privileged group members marginalizes those who are
multiply burdened and obscures claims that cannot be understood as result-
ing from discrete sources of discrimination. . .. Black women are sometimes
excluded from feminist theory and antiracist policy discourse because both
are predicated on a discrete set of experiences that often does not accurately
reflect the intersection of race and gender.
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In subsequent work, Crenshaw (1991) used cases of battering and rape of women
to further her astute analysis of the deficiencies within both feminist and antiracist
discourses to address the marginalization of Black women.

Along with Crenshaw, Collins (1991) famously critiqued liberal feminism and
gynocentrism by noting that Black women’s oppression is experienced along three
interlocking dimensions: economic, political, and ideological realms. Black femi-
nists have continued their strong track record of highlighting the importance of
race, gender, class, and sexual orientation in conditioning individuals’ experiences
(Davis, 1981; hooks, 1981; Lorde, 1984; Hull, Scott, & Smith, 1993; Guy-Sheftall,
1995; Crenshaw, 1989; Moore, 2011). Thus, again, Black feminists are the trailblazers



