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same-sex marriage, creating a confusing patch-

work of recognized legal status. In 2013, the 

U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the Defense of 

Marriage Act was unconstitutional, meaning 

that gay and lesbian couples who live in states 

where same-sex marriage is legal are entitled 

to all the federal marriage benefits that hetero-

sexual couples are entitled to. It took two more 

years for the U.S. Supreme Court to rule once 

and for all that state bans on same-sex marriage 

were unconstitutional.

The Court’s decision reflected a massive his-

torical shift in public opinion (see Exhibit 7.3). 

In fact, in the last eight years, support for legal-

izing same-sex marriage increased in every state 

by an average of 13.6% (Flores & Barclay, 2013). 

Younger people are especially inclined to sup-

port it. In one survey, 73% of people younger 

than 34 support same-sex marriage rights, com-

pared with 39% of people over 70 (Pew Research 

Center, 2015b).

Favorable attitudes toward marital equality 

can even be found in segments of society that 

one would consider more traditional in their 

attitudes toward marriage, such as the military, 

religion, and conservative politics. In 1993, the 

U.S. Department of Defense enacted the “Don’t 

Ask, Don’t Tell” policy. According to this rule, 

military personnel could not be asked about 

their sexual orientation. However, openly pro-

fessing one’s homosexuality or engaging in sex-

ual conduct with a member of the same sex could 

still constitute grounds for discharge. In 2010, 

President Obama signed a law repealing the 

“Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy. Three years later, 

the Undersecretary of Defense (2013) issued a 

memorandum stating, “The Department will 

work to make the same benefits available to all 

spouses, regardless of whether they are in same-

sex or opposite sex marriages, and will recog-

nize all marriages that are valid in the place of 

celebration” (p. 1).

It’s certainly the case that the overwhelming 

majority of Evangelical Christians oppose the 

legalization of same-sex marriage (Pew Research 

Center, 2015b). However, a majority of main-

line Protestants and Catholics are in favor of it.  

In fact, 75% of self-identified Catholics between 
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Exhibit 7.3 Support and Opposition to Same-Sex Marriage in the United 
States, 1996–2015  

SOURCES: McCarthy, 2014; Pew Research Center, 2015b.


