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Introduction
Thank you for the opportunity to appear before you in these hearings on the Equality Act,
House Bill 5. My name is Kenji Yoshino. I am the Chief Justice Earl Warren Professor of
Constitutional Law at New York University School of Law and serve as Director of the Center
for Diversity, Inclusion, and Belonging. Prior to my appointment at New York University, I was
the inaugural Guido Calabresi Professor of Law at Yale Law School, where I taught for ten years
and served as Deputy Dean.
In this testimony in support of the Act, I seek to make six points. First, I underscore the
grim reality that discrimination against LGBT individuals is a continuing national challenge.
Second, I demonstrate that Congress has ample authority to promulgate the Act. Third, I
maintain that the Act— building on legislation in the several states—is an exemplar of American
principles of federalism. Fourth, I show that the Act codifies the view of the majority of the
federal appellate courts that the prohibition against sex discrimination includes protections
against discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity. Fifth, I note that the
Act carefully maintains many protections for freedom of religion in the context of advancing
civil equality for LGBT individuals. Sixth and finally, I contend that the Act is not overbroad in
protecting conduct alongside status.

I. Discrimination against LGBT individuals is a continuing national challenge.
Since the Stonewall Riots inaugurated the modern LGBT-rights movement fifty years
ago, our society has seen significant gains in recognizing the dignity and humanity of the LGBT
community—including the 2015 Supreme Court decision allowing same-sex couples the
constitutional right to marry. 1 Nevertheless, the LGBT community continues to face serious
discrimination in many areas of life, including in employment, in housing, by businesses, in
credit lending, in the criminal justice system, and in education. In some twenty-nine states, no
state laws explicitly prohibit discrimination in employment and housing on the basis of sexual
orientation and/or gender identity. 2
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Among high-profile employers, conditions have improved over the last few decades, 3 but
this does not tell the whole story. According to a 2013 Pew Research Center survey, 21% of
LGBT Americans reported being treated unfairly by an employer in hiring, pay, or promotions. 4
The 2008 General Social Survey, conducted by the National Opinion Research Center at the
University of Chicago, posted much higher numbers, finding that 42% of lesbian, gay, and
bisexual individuals had experienced employment discrimination on the basis of sexual
orientation during their lifetimes, and 27% had experienced it in the prior five years. 5 Of those
who were open in the workplace about their sexual orientation, the numbers were yet higher:
56% and 38%, respectively. 6 Some 35% reported having experienced harassment at work. 7
These problems affect the transgender community even more acutely. The 2015 National
Center for Transgender Equality survey of over 27,000 transgender people reported some
sobering findings. 8 In the year prior to completing the survey, 30% of respondents who had a job
reported being fired, denied a promotion, or experiencing some other form of mistreatment in the
workplace due to their gender identity. 9 The unemployment rate for transgender people was three
times the national average. 10 The rate of homeownership was only 16% compared to 63% in the
overall national population, and nearly 30% of respondents reported having experienced
homelessness at some point in their lifetime. 11 The impact of discrimination in employment,
housing, and other areas was significant: some 39% reported experiencing serious psychological
distress in the month before the survey—eight times the proportion of the overall population—
and 40% had attempted suicide in their lifetime—nearly nine times the attempted suicide rate in
the overall population. 12
Moreover, the burden of discrimination does not just fall on the victims of the most
egregious rights violations. Researchers have found that prejudice and discrimination in these
areas of life create “minority stress” for all members of the group. 13 Minority stress from
discrimination can lead to physical and mental health outcome disparities for all sexual
minorities, not just for those who report discrimination. 14
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Last term, the Supreme Court held: “Our society has come to the recognition that gay
persons and gay couples cannot be treated as social outcasts or as inferior in dignity and worth.
For that reason the laws and the Constitution can, and in some instances must, protect them in
the exercise of their civil rights.” 15 By passing the Equality Act, Congress will bring the nation
closer to realizing this promise.

II. Congress has the power to promulgate the Equality Act.
The Commerce Clause of the U.S. Constitution empowers Congress “to regulate
Commerce with foreign Nations, and among the several States.” 16 This Clause has long been a
significant source of Congressional power. Congress’s commerce power “is not limited to
regulation of an activity that by itself substantially affects interstate commerce, but also extends
to activities that do so only when aggregated with similar activities of others.” 17
Because discrimination against LGBT people substantially affects interstate commerce,
the Commerce Clause authorizes Congress to pass the Equality Act. Indeed, the Supreme Court
twice upheld the Civil Rights Act of 1964—one of the statutes the Equality Act amends—on
these grounds.
In Heart of Atlanta Motel v. United States, the Court held that the Commerce Clause
empowered Congress to ban racial discrimination even by private actors such as a small hotel
business. 18 The Court noted that “the power of Congress to promote interstate commerce also
includes the power to regulate the local incidents thereof, including local activities in both the
States of origin and destination, which might have a substantial and harmful effect upon that
commerce.” 19 Here, discrimination in hotel accommodations substantially affected—and
impeded—interstate travel. In Heart of Atlanta, the fact that the Civil Rights Act addressed a
moral wrong “[did] not detract from the overwhelming evidence of the disruptive effect that
racial discrimination has had on commercial intercourse.” 20
Similarly, in Katzenbach v. McClung, the Court held that the commerce power allowed
Congress to regulate the behavior of a small, family-owned barbeque restaurant. 21 Again, the
Court noted that racial discrimination in restaurants had a “direct and adverse effect on the free
flow of interstate commerce.” 22
In neither case was it relevant that the hotel or the restaurant’s interstate activity was
modest. As the Court explained in Katzenbach, such activity, when “taken together with that of
many others similarly situated, . . . is far from trivial.” 23
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Under Heart of Atlanta and Katzenbach, the Equality Act is within Congress’s commerce
power. Just as racial discrimination has a significant effect on interstate commerce, so too does
discrimination against LGBT people.
Later cases in which the Supreme Court struck down Congressional laws as beyond the
scope of the commerce power are not to the contrary. In United States v. Lopez, the Court
invalidated the Gun-Free School Zones Act because the possession of guns near schools was in
“no sense an economic activity that might, through repetition elsewhere, substantially affect any
sort of interstate commerce.” 24 Given that it deemed the activity not to be economic in nature,
the Court did not permit its aggregate effects on interstate commerce to be considered. 25 It then
determined that the activity, taken alone, had too attenuated a link to interstate commerce to be
regulated under the commerce power. It characterized the link as follows: the possession of guns
would lead to a degraded educational environment, which would in turn lead graduates to
become less productive members of the workforce, which would in turn affect interstate
commerce. 26 In United States v. Morrison, the Court invalidated part of the Violence Against
Women Act on similar grounds, holding that the link between gender-motivated violence and
interstate commerce required a “but-for causal chain” of very “attenuated effect[s].” 27 In both
Lopez and Morrison, the Court also observed that no jurisdictional element restricted the sweep
of the statute to the reach of the commerce power. 28
In contrast, as Heart of Atlanta and Katzenbach explained, private businesses are (by
definition) engaged in economic activity. Even under Lopez, regulated activity can be aggregated
if it is economic in nature. 29 For this reason, discrimination in the operation of those businesses
substantially affects interstate commerce. Moreover, the Equality Act contains a jurisdictional
element specifying that the term “establishment . . . shall be construed to include an individual
whose operations affect commerce and who is a provider of a good, service, or program.” 30 By
its terms, the ambit of the Equality Act is limited to entities that affect commerce.
The Court also held in National Federation of Independent Business v. Sebelius that the
Commerce Clause did not afford the power to enact the individual mandate of the Affordable
Care Act. 31 If Lopez and Morrison focused on the distinction between economic and noneconomic activity, the Sebelius Court focused the distinction between activity and inactivity.
Sebelius held that Congress could not regulate what the Court deemed to be inactivity (nonparticipation in the insurance market) through the Commerce Clause. As the Equality Act clearly
regulates only activity (discrimination against LGBT individuals), it remains unaffected by
Sebelius.
Longstanding precedents establish that Congress has the power under the Commerce
Clause to pass the Equality Act in its entirety.
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Another basis for Congress’s power to enact the Equality Act is Section 5 of the
Fourteenth Amendment. The Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment provides
that no state shall “deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.” 32
Under established precedent, courts apply intermediate scrutiny to discrimination by state actors
on the basis of sex. 33 Section 5 states that Congress “shall have the power to enforce, by
appropriate legislation, the provisions of this article.” 34 The Court has held that Congress can
pass laws to enforce any violation of the Equal Protection or Due Process Clauses in a
“congruent and proportional” manner. 35
In Nevada v. Hibbs, the Court held that, because Congress had identified many instances
of sex discrimination—and because sex discrimination received heightened scrutiny—the
family-care provision of the Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA) was permitted under Section
5. 36 To be sure, the Court later struck down the FMLA’s self-care provision, but only because
the Court concluded that Congress’s purpose in enacting the self-care provision was “unrelated”
to sex discrimination.37 The Equality Act directly addresses sex discrimination on the basis of
sexual orientation and gender identity and documents many examples of such discrimination in
employment, education, housing, and criminal justice. 38 Thus, a court is highly unlikely to
conclude that any of its provisions are “unrelated” to sex discrimination.
Additionally, many courts have held that governmental discrimination on the basis of
sexual orientation and/or gender identity require heightened scrutiny under the equal protection
guarantees of the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments not only as a type of sex discrimination, but
also because they are themselves suspect classifications. Two circuit courts have held that sexual
orientation is a quasi-suspect class and that heightened scrutiny under the Equal Protection
Clause must therefore be applied. 39 Similarly, numerous district courts have held that
transgender status is a quasi-suspect class that merits heightened scrutiny. 40 Because these courts
held that these violations are subject to heightened scrutiny, they allow Congress expansive
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power to legislate in a way that is “congruent and proportional.” 41 Additionally, some courts
have held that discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity violate other
rights such as the right to privacy in the Due Process Clause. 42 Violations of other constitutional
rights—including the Eighth Amendment right to be free from cruel and unusual punishment 43—
may also be addressed by Congress, as they are incorporated against the states through the Due
Process Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. Still other courts have held that discrimination is
so irrational that it fails even rational basis review. 44 All of these Fourteenth Amendment
violations form an independent part of the record that Congress may consider in legislating under
its Section 5 powers.
Because the Equality Act’s provisions that apply to state actors are authorized under its
Section 5 powers, the Act can pierce sovereign immunity. It is well settled that “Congress may
authorize private suits against nonconsenting States pursuant to its enforcement power” 45
provided that Congress makes its intention “unmistakably clear in the language of the statute.” 46
As noted, the Equality Act is a proper exercise of § 5 power. Moreover, the text of Title VII and
the other statutory provisions that the Equality Act amends clearly state an intention to abrogate
sovereign immunity. 47 For these reasons, the Act can pierce sovereign immunity.

III. The Equality Act shows the benefits of “our federalism” at work.
Currently, twenty-one states and the District of Columbia have enacted equivalents of
most key provisions of the Equality Act. 48 These twenty-two jurisdictions have explicit
protections against discrimination in employment or housing on the basis of sexual orientation or
gender identity. All but one of these twenty-two jurisdictions also provide explicit protections
against discrimination in public accommodations on the basis of sexual orientation or gender
identity, with one additional state forbidding public accommodations discrimination solely on the
basis of sexual orientation. 49 Sixteen of those jurisdictions also explicitly prohibit discrimination
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in education on the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity, with another two prohibiting
discrimination solely on the basis of sexual orientation. 50
A few additional states explicitly provide LGBT people protection against discrimination
in more conscribed contexts. 51 Specifically, an additional four states bar discrimination on the
basis of both sexual orientation and gender identity only in public employment. 52 Beyond those,
eight states bar discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation but not gender identity, and only
in public employment. 53
Opponents of the Equality Act have contended that there will be many negative
consequences to its passage. A letter from the United Conference of Catholic Bishops maintains
that the Equality Act would regulate thought, belief, and speech, retract religious freedom, hinder
quality health care, endanger privacy, threaten charitable services, and exclude people from
various career paths and livelihoods. 54 Opponents of protections for transgender people have
argued that predators would use them to infringe on the privacy rights of young women. 55
These arguments and arguments like them have been raised in response to every gain in
equality for LGBT people. Opponents of gay rights argued that pedophilia and predatory
behavior would result from gays, lesbians, and bisexuals teaching in schools, getting married,
and adopting children. 56 Concerns about privacy in showers and locker rooms were also used to
justify the military’s Don’t Ask Don’t Tell policy. 57 Yet once LGBT people gained rights in each
of these arenas, these objections were shown to be baseless. 58
Moreover, if we examine the twenty-two jurisdictions with cognates of the Equality Act,
we do not see the threatened parade of horribles. Some states have had these laws for decades. A
recent study comparing jurisdictions in Massachusetts with different ordinances regarding
whether people may use the restroom or locker room of their gender identity found that assault,
sex crimes, and voyeurism did not increase in jurisdictions where gender identity was
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protected. 59 This study did not locate a single example of a transgender perpetrator of one of
these crimes. Nor did it find a single example of people pretending to be transgender committing
these crimes. 60 This should not be surprising: whether gender identity is protected under
antidiscrimination law or not, criminals are still subject to prosecution for whatever crimes they
commit.
As Justice Brandeis famously said, states are “laboratories of experimentation.” 61 We
have had ample time to see these experiments at work, and they have been successful. Millions
of LGBT Americans have gained dignitary rights. At the same time, the slippery slope simply
has not materialized.

IV. The Equality Act codifies judicial precedents interpreting discrimination on the basis of
sex to encompass discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity.
Similarly, the sky has not fallen in the wake of multiple federal appellate courts adopting
the same interpretation of sex discrimination as that embodied in the Equality Act. Over the last
fifteen years, the EEOC and a number of Circuit Courts of Appeals have determined that
discrimination “because of . . . sex” 62 in Title VII includes discrimination on the basis of gender
identity and/or sexual orientation.
These courts have drawn largely on the reasoning of two Supreme Court cases
interpreting Title VII. In the path-marking case of Price Waterhouse v. Hopkins, a plurality of
the Court explained that discrimination “because of . . . sex” encompassed discrimination rooted
in sex stereotypes. 63 Price Waterhouse concerned a female accountant who, despite being at the
top of her class, was passed over for partnership because she supposedly was “macho” and
needed to act “more femininely.” 64 In ruling in her favor, the plurality observed that “we are
beyond the day when an employer could evaluate employees by assuming or insisting that they
matched the stereotype attached to their group.” 65 In Title VII, Congress “intended to strike at
the entire spectrum of disparate treatment of men and women resulting from sex stereotypes.” 66
More recently, the Court observed that interpretations of the word “sex” in Title VII
should be interpreted according to text rather than intent. Writing for a unanimous Court in
Oncale v. Sundowner Offshore Services, Justice Scalia acknowledged that “male-on-male sexual
harassment in the workplace was assuredly not the principal evil congress was concerned with
when it enacted Title VII.” 67 Nevertheless, he observed that “statutory prohibitions often go
beyond the principal evil to cover reasonably comparable evils, and it is ultimately the provisions
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of our laws rather than the principal concerns of our legislators by which we are governed.” 68
Under this view, courts should directly interpret the meaning of phrases such as “because of . . .
sex” without reference to legislative intent. 69
Increasingly, circuit courts have adopted the reasoning of these Supreme Court cases to
address a fuller range of sex discrimination in the workplace. Taking note that Title VII covered
“reasonably comparable evils” (Oncale), including discrimination on the basis of sex stereotypes
(Price Waterhouse), these courts have concluded that discrimination on the basis of gender
identity and sexual orientation was actionable under extant law.
For the past fifteen years, circuit courts have been coming to the conclusion that gender
identity discrimination was a form of sex discrimination. In 2004, the Sixth Circuit held that
discrimination against transgender people was sex discrimination under Title VII because it
turned on sex stereotypes. 70 The Sixth Circuit explained that “discrimination against a plaintiff
who is a transsexual—and therefore fails to act and/or identify with his or her gender—is no
different from the discrimination directed against Ann Hopkins in Price Waterhouse, who, in
sex-stereotypical terms, did not act like a woman.” 71 In 2011, the Eleventh Circuit applied this
reasoning under the Equal Protection Clause to find a state employer liable for discriminating
against a transgender employee. 72 In 2012, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
(EEOC) adopted the view that discrimination on the basis of transgender status is sex
discrimination. 73 In 2016, the Sixth Circuit applied this reasoning to Title IX to find that that a
school had unlawfully discriminated against a transgender student. 74 A year later, the Seventh
Circuit did the same. 75 Many district courts have also arrived at the same conclusion. 76
More recently, the EEOC and two circuit courts have held sexual orientation
discrimination to be a subset of sex discrimination. In 2015, the EEOC took this position in the
case Baldwin v. Foxx. 77 Two years later, the Seventh Circuit 78 and the Second Circuit 79 heard
these claims en banc and held, in light of Oncale and Price Waterhouse, that sexual orientation
discrimination is a form of sex discrimination. As the Seventh Circuit noted, in a society that
views heterosexuality as the norm, a person with a different sexual orientation “represents the
68
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ultimate case of failure to conform” to gender stereotypes. 80 Despite the change in
administration, the EEOC has not repudiated its position that both gender identity and sexual
orientation discrimination are sex discrimination, and it argued for the plaintiff in the Second
Circuit case. 81
In addition to adverting to the sex stereotyping argument, courts have noted that
discrimination on the basis of gender identity or sexual orientation cannot be analytically
distinguished from sex discrimination. After all, the concept of sex is a necessary foundation to
gender identity (which focuses on the sex with which one identifies) and sexual orientation
(which focuses on the sex to whom one is attracted). The Sixth Circuit held that “it is analytically
impossible to fire an employee based on that employee’s status as a transgender person without
being motivated, at least in part, by the employee’s sex.” 82 Another court made an analogy to
religious discrimination, noting that firing someone for a transitioning from male to female
violated Title VII just as firing an individual for “convert[ing] from Christianity to Judaism”
would. 83 Similarly, courts have held that, if a man can marry a woman but a woman cannot, that
is discrimination “because of . . . sex.” The Second Circuit explained that sexual orientation
discrimination was a “subset” of sex discrimination because “sexual orientation is defined by
one’s sex in relation to the sex of those to whom one is attracted, making it impossible for an
employer to discriminate on the basis of sexual orientation without taking sex into account.” 84
To be sure, the courts have not been unanimous in interpreting “sex” to encompass
“gender identity” or “sexual orientation.” Even after Price Waterhouse and Oncale, the Tenth
Circuit effectively rejected the idea that sex discrimination under Title VII could encompass
gender identity discrimination. 85 A divided Eleventh Circuit panel recently followed that
circuit’s precedent that sexual orientation discrimination was not sex discrimination. 86
The lack of unanimity on these questions only emphasizes why Congress must step in
with a clear answer. In the Pregnancy Discrimination Act of 1978, Congress stated that sex
discrimination encompassed pregnancy discrimination. In doing so, it superseded a Supreme
Court interpretation to the contrary. 87 Here, Congress should pass the Equality Act to clarify that
sex discrimination encompasses discrimination on the basis of gender identity and sexual
orientation. By aligning federal statutory law with the dominant jurisprudential view, Congress
will be codifying this precedent and setting the same uniform standard across the nation.
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V. The statute carefully maintains many protections for freedom of religion in the context
of advancing civil equality for LGBT individuals.
Some critics of the Equality Act have suggested that the law could threaten religious
liberty, pointing to provisions that bar the use of the Religious Freedom Restoration Act as a
defense to actions brought under the statute. Yet the statute in fact seeks to protect religious
freedom without allowing it to become the freedom to discriminate against LGBT individuals.
Civil rights statutes safeguarding vulnerable groups have never included an unlimited
license to refuse compliance on religious grounds. Such license would eviscerate the protections
of these statutes. In the 1968 case Newman v. Piggie Park Enterprises, Inc., the Supreme Court
addressed a challenge to the Civil Rights Act by a barbeque chain restaurant owner who argued
that his religious beliefs did not permit him to serve black customers. 88 The Court rejected this
claim, explaining that the “defendants’ contention that the Act was invalid because it
‘contravenes the will of God’ and constitutes an interference with the ‘free exercise of the
Defendant’s religion’” was “patently frivolous.” 89
Whenever Congress promulgates safeguards for vulnerable minorities, individuals may
argue that religious freedom should allow them to refuse to accord such protections. As the
Supreme Court noted last Term in Masterpiece Cakeshop, exemptions from civil rights statutes
must be confined or else “a long list of persons who provide goods and services for marriages
and weddings might refuse to do so for gay persons, thus resulting in a community-wide stigma
inconsistent with . . . civil rights laws.” 90 We anticipate that courts will determine that
application of nondiscrimination laws governing businesses, landlords and publicly funded
programs is narrowly tailored to serve a compelling interest in eradicating discrimination and
ensuring the ability to fully participate in public life for all, thus satisfying RFRA. However,
claimants in civil rights cases should not be required to litigate this question in every case. For
this reason, the Equality Act cabins the extent to which claims under RFRA can be used to evade
the requirements of the statute.
To be clear, however, the Equality Act only seeks to limit the potential abuse of religious
exemptions, not to eliminate them altogether. The Act leaves in place the long-standing
exemptions that have governed the operation of our civil-rights laws for decades. Since 1972,
courts have held that Title VII has a “ministerial exemption.” In that year, the Fifth Circuit held
that the First Amendment prevented a female minister from bringing a sex discrimination claim
against a church. 91 In 2012, the Supreme Court unanimously upheld the ministerial exemption in
the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), explaining that “the authority to select and control
who will minister to the faithful . . . is the church’s alone.” 92 Courts have also found that the
exemption applies not only to Title VII and the ADA, but also to the Age Discrimination in
Employment Act, the Family Medical Leave Act, and other anti-discrimination statutes. 93 Title
VII also contains a religious organization exemption, which exempts religious employers “with
respect to the employment of individuals of a particular religion to perform work connected with
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the carrying on by such corporation, association, educational institution, or society of its
activities.” 94 Similarly, the Fair Housing Act already includes an anti-discrimination exemption
for religious organizations, allowing them to give preference to those of the same religion in “the
sale, rental or occupancy of dwellings which it owns or operates for other than a commercial
purpose.” 95 The Equality Act retains all these protections for people of faith.
Moreover, the free exercise guarantees of the U.S. Constitution provide protections for
religious liberties. Under the Supremacy Clause, no statute can affect those protections. In
Employment Division v. Smith, the Court held that “valid and neutral law[s] of general
applicability” could not be challenged under the Free Exercise Clause simply because they place
a burden on a given religion. 96 Yet the Court subsequently clarified in Church of Lukumi Babalu
Aye v. Hialeah that an ordinance motivated by animus against a certain religious group, even
though it appeared neutral on its face, was invalid under the Free Exercise Clause. 97 Finally, just
last term, the Court explained in Masterpiece Cakeshop that religious animus in the enforcement
of civil-rights statutes was impermissible. 98 Religious people are “entitled to the neutral and
respectful consideration of [their] claims,” and disputes must be resolved “with tolerance [and]
without undue disrespect to sincere religious beliefs.” 99 Under this long line of post-Smith
jurisprudence stretching from Lukumi Babalu Aye to Masterpiece Cakeshop, any enforcement of
the Equality Act based on religious animus would be swiftly invalidated.

VI. The Act appropriately protects conduct alongside status.
Some have argued that sexual orientation and gender identity are distinguishable from
sex—or other protected classifications like race—because they are defined by conduct, rather
than by status alone. This distinction is unavailing.
Civil-rights protections in our nation have never been limited to status alone. Religious
conduct is not immutable, and Title VII explicitly protects it. Thus, in 1972, Congress specified
that “[t]he term ‘religion’ includes all aspects of religious observance and practice, as well as
belief, unless an employer demonstrates that he is unable to reasonably accommodate to an
employee’s or prospective employee’s religious observance or practice without undue
hardship.” 100 Similarly, pregnancy, which was included in Title VII with the Pregnancy
Discrimination Act of 1978, concerns an intrinsically mutable characteristic. The statutory text
provides that “because of sex” must “include . . . because of or on the basis of pregnancy,
childbirth, or related medical conditions.” 101 Although pregnancy is not an immutable status but
rather a temporary condition—and one that in many cases is planned and chosen voluntarily—
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Congress still included it within the scope of Title VII “sex” protections. The same can and
should be done with gender identity and sexual orientation.
Moreover, in the context of sexual orientation and gender identity, status and conduct are
inextricably linked. In Christian Legal Society v. Martinez, the Court observed that “[o]ur
decisions have declined to distinguish between status and conduct” in the context of sexual
orientation. 102 The same logic would apply to gender identity. If gender identity is the status,
then the relevant conduct would presumably be gender expression (including but not limited to
transition). Yet here too, the conduct is almost inextricably intertwined with the status. As the
CLS Court said, quoting an earlier case: “A tax on yarmulkes is a tax on Jews.” 103 Thus, the
Equality Act protects both status and conduct to ensure that LGBT people are adequately
protected from discrimination.

Conclusion
I end where I began, by noting that I am the Chief Justice Earl Warren Professor of
Constitutional Law. I wish to elaborate that when the title was first offered to me in 2008 by my
then-Dean, I rejected it. I reminded him that I was of Japanese descent, and that, as Attorney
General of California, Earl Warren superintended the internment of people of Japanese ancestry
without due process or criminal charges. 104 In his wisdom, my Dean responded that after he
became Chief Justice of the United States Supreme Court, Earl Warren not only expressed regret
for his role the internment, 105 but also wrote canonical civil-rights opinions like Brown v. Board
of Education 106 and Loving v. Virginia. 107 My Dean asked me what better title I could have than
the name of an individual who had been able to travel so far on issues of civil rights over the
course of a single lifetime, at the point where he was completing his journey. So I now wear that
title with pride, wondering in how many countries a racial minority could move so quickly from
being outside the protection of the Constitution, to holding a place of honor as a scholar and
teacher of that document.
I consider it a matter of grace that I can tell the same story in a different register. I am a
gay man who was born in 1969, the year of the Stonewall Riots. In 2003, when the Court
decided Lawrence v. Texas, 108 often called the Brown v. Board of the gay-rights movement, I
became a full member of the American polity. Even then, the idea that I could marry and raise
children seemed unimaginable. And yet because of judicial and legislative decisions like the one
you are asked to make today, I married my husband ten years ago in Connecticut and have two
children. Today it is a life without them—my husband, my daughter, and my son—that seems
unimaginable.
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Yet the movement for LGBT equality is far from complete. Even with all the forms of
privilege we possess as a family, we still feel unsafe traveling to certain areas of this country. As
a family, we have encountered exclusion and bias even in our home state of New York—in a
restaurant here, or a water park there. I worry less about myself when these events occur, and
more for my young children. I worry, as Dr. King did for his own six-year-old daughter, about
“see[ing] ominous clouds of inferiority begin to form in [their] little mental sk[ies].”109
So it is no small matter you consider today. I have dedicated much of my life to civilrights law because it has a unique capacity to transform the morally impossible into the morally
inevitable. Over the course of the last half-century, I have lived two versions of the American
Dream. That journey has led me to believe that the experience of discrimination on the basis of
race on the one hand and discrimination on the basis of sex, sexual orientation, or gender
identity, on the other, are not entirely different. And it has led me to believe the dignity the law
can bestow in welcoming us into the light of the public sphere is entirely the same.
Thank you.
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