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To a certain extent 1993 really was the year of the queer. It was a year in which the media paid an unprecedented amount of attention to issues affecting sexual minorities (a few of the more prominent stories were gays in the military, the march on Washington, lesbian chic, gay and lesbian Clinton appointees, celebrities coming out, the AIDS stamp, and the making of Philadelphia). But one issue that seemed to crystallize and summarize many of the ongoing discussions was the debate about lesbian and gay families. As a media event it foregrounds two key issues: first, lesbian and gay access to public institutions, and second, the notion that queers can be visible only so long as they fit within the prevailing parameters of acceptability.

The emergence of queer families represents a major historical and ideological shift against the prevailing assumption that to claim a lesbian or gay identity means leaving one's family behind and foregoing the chance of establishing families of one's own. However, what interests me is not only that this shift has occurred but the way in which the debate around it has been represented in the media. So far discussion has been almost entirely organized around the family 'content' versus 'structure' opposition, in other words a debate about whether gay families are inherently assimilationist or inherently progressive. This way of understanding the family clearly owes a debt to feminist discussions of the family in the last two decades, and it is a useful place to start, but it is not a model that can be used without question.

It may well be a truism to say that there is no 'traditional family'. Indeed, the very concept of 'family' means different things to different people, since it is always inflected by factors such as class, race, ethnicity, religion, gender and sexuality. What strikes me as interesting is that most writers continue to act as if the traditional American family does exist, and use it as a reference point for discussions of lesbian and gay families. Thus, while the family is not an institution but a constantly changing social and cultural construct, it nevertheless continues to function as an institution with very real power relations.

In my discussion of queer families I will show how the structure of the debate leaves certain questions about the family unasked, and suggest that the tacit acceptance of gay and lesbian families may not necessarily indicate a decrease in homophobia but may rather be signaling the way in which they have become a 'cultural necessity' of late patriarchal capitalism that, while strategically viable, is not unproblematic.

A growing number of gays and lesbians are now forming families and having children, and they are doing so in an open and self-identified way. The word 'self-identified' is important here because as many theorists, most notably Michel Foucault, have argued, while homosexual acts have always occurred, the concept of having a homosexual identity tied to those acts is historically quite recent. Similarly, men and women have, for years, formed committed same-sex relationships, and had children, but what is relatively new is for men and women to self-identify as being part of a gay or lesbian family, and to have children within that identity.

Last year there were a number of significant legal changes that pushed forward the demand for gay families. In June, Hawaii became the first state in the union to suggest that the ban on same sex marriages may violate equal protection guaranteed under the state's constitution. In September, Massachusetts joined Vermont in recognizing the custodial rights of the domestic partners of gay and lesbian biological parents. And at least two dozen major corporations, and many universities, now extend spousal benefits to same-sex partners. Of course, for every step toward rights for gay families there were also steps backward. Two of the more prominent ones last year were: the case of Sharon Bottoms in Virginia, who lost custody of her child because she was a lesbian; and in Texas where commissioners publicly opposed (although this was later overturned) Apple Computers extending benefits to partners of gay employees. Nevertheless all of these events contributed to making the national debate over the definition of the family more high-profile.

There are, of course, huge differences between gay men and lesbians getting married and/or creating families. In the context of AIDS, gay men (and, to a lesser extent, lesbians) vowing 'till death do us part' clearly has its own particular, and poignant, set of meanings. Similarly, lesbian couples face different and probably fewer difficulties in terms of having and raising children. However, what interests me is that it is a particular monolithic version of queer families that are always talked about, and so a combined discussion of lesbian and gay families seems entirely appropriate. Also, as a point of reference I will use the terms 'queer', 'homosexual' and 'gay' interchangeably and will use 'gay men' or 'lesbians' when being gender specific.

Some argue that legal recognition of gay and lesbian marriages is the key to equality. In a feature article in The New Republic, openly gay editor Andrew Sullivan suggests that equal access to marriage is, more than anything else, 'the critical measure necessary for full gay equality'. Sullivan organizes his argument around the idea of civil equality, seeing the right for gays to form families as the affirmation needed to integrate gays and lesbians fully into civil society. Sullivan rejects what he calls 'the paradigm of victimology' and advocates replacing it with one of complete integration. For Sullivan, the demand for same-sex marriages reflects the trend within the gay rights movement away from sexual liberation in the 1960s and 1970s toward the second wave for equal rights in the more conservative 1980s and 1990s. Such a shift parallels similar changes within feminism, from the earlier women's liberation movement to today's emphasis on affirmative action and gender equality. However, whereas liberation suggests a desire to make fundamental changes within the social order, the push for rights and equality can leave society untouched: liberation demands respect, equality merely asks for acceptance. Sullivan's goal is for gays and lesbians to be accepted and assimilated into straight society.

Not everyone accepts the gay marriage agenda so wholeheartedly. In an article in The Advocate, Chris Bull questions such a position and asks whether the new hot issues of 'family values, queer style' is 'a sign of the community's maturity or the first step towards assimilation and, ultimately, invisibility?'. He thus restates and makes explicit what is implicit in the debate in general. He discusses the case of Bob Paris and Rod Jackson, who fused their respective surnames saying that 'having a family name is one way to show the world that we are as deserving of first class citizenship as any non-gay married couple' The Jackson-Parises reappeared last month on the cover of Out, together with an extract from their forthcoming book in which they discuss how they went from being pro bodybuilders to spokesmen and posterboys for gay marriage. In The Advocate article, Bull goes on to present a range of opinions from people within the queer community who put forward their respective positions for or against gay marriage. The arguments all fall within the opposition mentioned earlier — that gay marriage represents either an assimilationist move that will weaken queer politics, or that it is essential to challenging heteronormative society.

Not all of the contributions to the media debate have been written by or for gays and lesbians. In June last year a lesbian couple made the cover of Newsweek under the heading 'Lesbians: Coming out strong, what are the limits of tolerance?' While it was not specifically about lesbian families, the article implicitly said a lot about this particular magazine's position in the debate. The cluster of stories inside the magazine were all about lesbians but with a clear division between those stories about 'mainstream' lesbians and those on the 'fringe'. Those represented as being on the fringe were dykes on bikes from a gay price march, lesbians in the military, and political activists. They all wore clothes conventionally coded as lesbian or presented themselves in such a way that it was obvious they were queer. They were also shown in public, especially urban, spaces, and so were in some senses doubly visible.

In contrast the article portrayed lesbians considered part of (or assimilating into) the mainstream; couples such as Diane Morgan and Kristen Cichocki who organize the annual Northampton lesbian festival. Morgan, we are told in the text (in case we miss it in the photo), has a blond bob and wears lipstick, and she could pass as straight. Similarly, the couple on the front cover that are surrounded by the question, 'what are the limits of tolerance?' clearly represent the kind of lesbians that can be tolerated: genial-looking and appearing gender normative. All of these couples appear in non-public or domestic spaces, and in case we miss the point, the caption accompanying one couple says 'safe at home'.

Newsweek may be ambivalent about lesbians but it clearly realizes that the so called traditional family is not without its problems. A quick glance through the rest of the magazine reveals a number of articles that concern what we might call the 'straight' family: two on absent fathers, one on the charade of the then recent Japanese royal wedding, and a report on the Woody Allen-Mia Farrow custody/child abuse case. In the context of the whole magazine, lesbian couples are acceptable, but only when discreet, conventional and especially when conforming to heteronormative societal values.

My final example of media representations of queer families returns to the gay press, specifically to an article in Out by Michelangelo Signorile on the 'Bridal Wave' happening in Hawaii. The aspect of Signorile's article that strikes me as being particularly interesting is the way in which the forces of capitalism are adding their own particular inflection to this debate. Hawaii exudes diversity, and people of different races, colors, ethnicities and religions intermarry with little social stigma. Many people therefore see it as unsurprising that Hawaii should also embrace same-sex marriages, especially since there is evidence that same-sex relationships existed and flourished in precolonial Hawaii.

However, the tacit support for same-sex rights seems to rest heavily on the anticipated tourist boom it will bring. Thus Hawaii may have embraced queer families on the basis of consideration for equal rights but also, significantly, because of the revenue it may bring to the state. Since Hawaii's economy relies heavily on tourism, especially honeymooners, such a boom is worth taking seriously. Some, however, fear that the influx of same-sex couple in Hawaii could drive heterosexual tourists away, killing an already dying tourist industry, which would lead to economic disaster. No-one knows for sure to what extent either case will be true, but the forces of capitalism are playing a major role in deciding whether or not Hawaii should court or resist self-identified homosexual couples. The acceptability of gay families in Hawaii is still debated in terms of assimilation or transgression, but not only in terms of assimilation into straight society, but also into reproducing capitalist relations. As I will discuss later, this formulation of the debate in Hawaii merely makes explicit what underpins discussions elsewhere — that the parameters of acceptability for queer families has a lot to do with the need to reproduce the social and material conditions of capitalism, and that the relation between the family and capitalism is an economic one.

I want to move now to the work of Kath Weston, a cultural anthropologist whose book, Families We Choose, discusses how gay and lesbian kinship relationships often challenge some of the assumptions we have about the family within capitalism. Weston's project is to deconstruct the opposition between blood kin and chosen kin and to discuss the historical shift whereby 'gay' and 'family' are no longer mutually exclusive terms. Weston discusses the way in which gay kinship ideologies have transformed, rather than copied, existing kinship relations, and that they have often evolved like networks that cross household lines and erotic ties. Whereas debates in the media about queer families almost always equate family with 'couple' or 'couple with children' and emphasize the issue of same-sex marriage, Weston shows that in fact many gay people consider their family to be more than just their sexual partner and/or children. Like 'straight' families, gay families remain the focus of affective life, but they also often incorporate sharing material and emotional resources, organize co-parenting arrangements, provide support for friends with ARC or AIDS, have a common history and show other signs of solidarity. Importantly, they also often include ex-lovers, a trend that rarely occurs after divorce or break up among heterosexuals, and a fact that reiterates the point that gay families are not only based on sexual relationships and that the transition partners make from lover to friend contributes to the creation of a queer community based on non-sexual, as well as sexual, ties.

The families in Weston's book bear almost no relation to those discussed in the media. While I do not want to fall into the trap of attributing either the media or Weston's research with some kind of special truth status, I think it is interesting that mainstream representations of queer families present one version of the story while Weston and other researchers present another quite different one. This is an example of what Noam Chomsky, in Necessary Illusions (1989), calls the illusion of democracy in the media. For Chomsky any notion of democracy within media culture is illusionary because discussions always happen within the 'bounds of the expressible'. Thus, it is not so much that Weston's research is 'the truth' but that despite the apparent 'debate' about gay families in the media, crucial issues about what exactly constitutes a family remain unasked. I will leave the specifics of Chomsky's model to one side for now, but I think it is still a useful way to explore the implications of why only certain kinds of gay families are being discussed in the mainstream (even mainstream gay) press.

The extended kinship networks of which gays and lesbians are often a part are the kinds of families that, according to Weston, gays and lesbians have 'chosen' to create. Indeed, many of her informants invoked a utopian aspect to their chosen families, saying that they have been able to create what was rarely available to people — a family environment that was emotionally and materially supportive, and made up of people with whom they had a special and close relationship. While I'm sure we can all relate, on some level or other, to the desire to be able to remake one's family, it seems to be problematic to valorize, so unquestioningly, the element of choice and individual power invoked by these people, and I think it's worth thinking for a moment about the implications of buying into these utopic desires. By substituting the logic of creation and selection instead of biological reproduction, the discourse on gay families allows people to think they have power to alter the circumstances into which they were born. In desiring to remake one's family in a new image, these people are subscribing to the ideal of individualism so celebrated in American culture. If all that queer people need to do to feel like they are part of a community is to make individual changes in their families, the need for collective action is undermined. Changing families will certainly have wider consequences to society, but it nevertheless leaves all kinds of other institutions that perpetuate homophobia, unchanged. However, I suggest that while the 'families we choose' are not a substitute for political action, neither are they inherently individualistic. Rather, what is necessary is to ensure that the individual and 'chosen' family are contextualized within the community at large.

One of the ways in which this utopic potential of queer families can be contextualized within a collective politics is to think about the way in which it relates to broader social and economic conditions. In what is an otherwise excellent discussion of the kinds of families that gays and lesbians choose, Kath Weston ends by saying that the reproduction of social arrangements that occur in families lies beyond the concerns of gay people. Yet I would argue that this is precisely what we do need to look at because in many ways it helps explain why certain kinds of queer families are appearing in the media. Capitalism has, as many feminists have pointed out, been instrumental in the constitution and organization of the contemporary family. The romantic ideal of the family often masks the economic function of the family, that of reproducing and socializing the workforce, and serving as a unit of consumption. In other words, the family is functionally necessary for capitalism because it reproduces capitalist social relations.

Capitalism also plays a crucial role in the kinds of identities available to homosexual people. In his article, 'Capitalism and Gay Identity' (1983), John D'Emilio argues that it was in fact the spread of capitalism that facilitated men and women being able to define themselves as homosexual. In pre-industrial colonial America, the family centered household was crucial to the economic system of this country and the mode of production based upon family labor meant that heterosexuality was a precondition for economic survival. Anyone with an erotic or emotional attraction to members of the same sex would find it hard, regardless of whether or not they acted on these feelings, to transform such an attraction into an identity. The shift in the nineteenth century from artisanal to industrial capitalism provided the pre-conditions necessary for lesbian and homosexual identities to emerge. Capitalism allows, and encourages, men (and to a lesser extent women) to work outside of the home in the marketplace, as part of the paid labor force, meaning that more and more people can survive economically outside of their familial unit. The necessity for personal relationships to be tied to familial economic units decreases, and sexuality enters the realm of 'choice'. Later on the recognition of the possibility of establishing non-erotic ties among homosexuals constitutes a key historical development that paves the way for a lesbian and gay 'community'.

Thus, we have an interesting situation where both the modern family and the modern homosexual identity (and to a lesser extent the homosexual community) are products of late capitalism, yet they are also in a sense opposed to each other and rely on the negation of each other for their identity. The discourse on queer families has emerged in a particular sociohistorical and material context, and I would suggest that one of the reasons that there is such a proliferation of debate about gay families right now is because of the perceived decline of the traditional family. Of course we need to remember that to invoke the 'family' is already to invoke a myth. Queer families means more than just some same-sex couples wanting to get married and raise children. Similarly, the so-called traditional family is far from being a unified concept. The passionate public response to the Moynihan report in the 1960s signaled a prolonged era of national conflict and confusion over what kinds of kinship and gender relations are to count as family in post-industrial America. The Moynihan report was just the first of many challenges to the so-called traditional family. Others include feminism, reproductive technologies, abortion rights, adoption, teenage single mothers, surrogate motherhood, the rising divorce rate, blended families, and the increased reporting of child abuse and other dysfunctional familial patterns. In other words, the last few decades have witnessed major reconfigurations of the terrain of kinship. The issue of which relationships receive legal recognition, social legitimacy and institutional and cultural support remains a highly political one.

Therefore, it is not so much that the traditional family is in decline these days since, in many ways, it never even existed. But the myth of the family is proving harder and harder to sustain, as the juxtaposition of the stories in Newsweek demonstrate — the most affirming and positive pictures and stories in the entire issue were of the three lesbian couples variously situated in their private and discreet worlds. Thus, the tacit acceptance of queer couples into the fold of 'family values' has a double effect of acknowledging that homosexuality exists while perpetuating and disciplining 'the family'. Only certain kinds of queer families are accepted, those that conform most closely to the mythic heterosexual couple, and least threaten traditional familial kinship patterns. Those not conforming, such as the extended families Weston discusses, or the 'fringe' lesbians in Newsweek, are excluded from the debate and a new opposition is set up for those queer people who don't fit in.

This effect is symptomatic of normalizing discourses, and Chomsky gives us a way of understanding this. So, to return to my earlier point, what are the aspects to this debate which remain 'unexpressed'? One aspect is the complete denial of gay men and lesbians' social identities and the communities of which they are a part. Most of the debate about queer families has centered on 'the family' and whether or not to participate in it. Yet, the family is always understood as lovers and/or children. By ignoring the social, non-erotic, aspects to family the potential of 'families' (in the sense that Kath Weston invokes) as part of community building is ignored. Queer people are by no means the first to create different kinds of families and to deconstruct patterns of kinship to create communities. As many writers have pointed out, both the white working classes, and many ethnic and racial groups in the United States, often create family and kinship patterns that in no way resemble the mythical American family and are similar to those described by Weston. In fact, 80% of the population does not live in a nuclear family. Just as 'alternative' queer families rarely enter into the 'family media debate', so too the extended families within non-white and non-middle-class communities remain hidden. This is clearly an ideological move to sustain the myth of the American family. By emphasizing the social aspects of queer identities, there is a greater potential for gays and lesbians to make alliances with, and draw attention to, the large number of people living in non-traditional family groupings. This would mean building upon a sense of queer community that is not only based on sexual identities, but on social ties, thus facilitating connections with other communities.

There is a sense in which such a claim can seem reactionary. After all, hasn't there already been a total evacuation of any discussion of gay and lesbian sexuality in the media? The recent movie Philadelphia is a good example, where despite being about a gay man with AIDS, the sexual nature of his relationship is completely ignored and sanitized. However, there is still a sense that claiming the identity of a sexual minority reduces that identity to sex alone, ignoring the many other social aspects. Reducing gays and lesbians to merely sexual beings tends to segregate them as a species apart, ignoring the many areas of shared experience outside of the realm of the sexual.

For gays and lesbians being married and/or part of a family is often a highly symbolic act. The fact that in both the recent marches on Washington so many people participated in mass weddings demonstrates the symbolic importance of desiring acknowledgment for gay and lesbian couples. There are also many legal and financial benefits to having one's family status recognized by the state, yet once again these derive from assimilating into capitalist society wherein it is monogamous couples who receive preferential insurance, health and tax benefits.

Maintaining the debate at the level of pro or anti family, where family means a couple or a couple with children, does little to challenge the status quo. I am not suggesting that gay men or lesbians should stop fighting for family rights, whether that means marriage or the recognition of partners in other ways. What I am suggesting is that we make visible some of the other ways in which the notion of family can be incorporated into a queer politics, in a way that does challenge existing society.

As Weston suggests, there is a utopian aspect to 'choosing' one's family and creating one's own communities. However, embracing family does not mean abandoning community and we need to contextualise the utopian potential within a more collective framework. Social networks act as an important link between individuals 're-creating' their lives and the structure of the community at large. Whereas factors such as race, class, religion and gender can fragment communities, these social networks can reconnect different groups of people in important emotional, social and material ways. Whereas the earlier queer community was built primarily on sexual identities, the possibilities for a community built on social identities is increasingly possible and should be harnessed for social change. The kinds of queer families represented in the media debate are culturally necessary to sustain capitalism, but for those of us opposed to such a system the alternative families are also culturally and strategically necessary. Affiliations based on interests, rather than specific identities, have truly utopic possibilities because then people are motivated to change social structures. Families of all kinds are mired in the reproduction of social relations. By emphasizing and strengthening the social networks that gays and lesbians have established, the reproduction of a more equitable kind of social relations may begin.

Jillian Sandell is a member of the Bad Subjects Collective. She is a graduate of the Australian National University and is currently employed as a reader in the film studies program at UC-Berkeley. She can be reached at the following internet address: jillians@socrates.berkeley.edu
Copyright © 1994 by Jillian Sandell. All rights reserved.
De: Bernstein, Mary y Reimann, Renate (2001): Queer Families, Queer Politics: Challenging Culture and the State. Columbia University Press, New York.
		QUEER FAMILIES,
QUEER POLITICS 
Challenging Culture
and the State 
Edited by Mary Bernstein 
and Renate Reimann



COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY PRESS 
NEW YORK 

	

	


Questia Media America, Inc. www.questia.com 

Publication Information: Book Title: Queer Families, Queer Politics: Challenging Culture and the State. Contributors: Mary Bernstein - editor, Renate Reimann - editor. Publisher: Columbia University Press. Place of Publication: New York. Publication Year: 2001. Page Number: *. 

Contents 
	
	Acknowledgments 

xi 


	1. 
	Queer Families and the Politics of Visibility 

1 
Mary Bernstein and Renate Reimann 



	
	PART 1 Relationships 



	2. 
	IN/VISIBILITY 
A Member of the Funeral: 
An Introspective Ethnography 

21 
Nancy A. Naples 



	3. 
	Weddings Without Marriage: Making Sense of 
Lesbian and Gay Commitment Rituals 

44 
Ellen Lewin 



	4. 
	“We Can See Them, But We Can't Hear Them”: 
LGBT Members of African American Families 

53 
Michael Bennett and Juan Battle 



	5. 
	Talking Freaks: Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender 
Families on Daytime Talk TV 

68 
Joshua Gamson 




-vii- 
1 
Queer Families and the Politics of Visibility
Mary Bernstein and Renate Reimann 
“V ermont's High Court Avoids the M-Word and Makes 
History” proclaims a recent Boston Globe headline 
(Graff 2000). Struggles over same-sex marriage, 
grandmothers suing their lesbian daughters for custody of their grandchil- 
dren (Bottoms v. Bottoms), battles over gays as foster parents, and queer 
teenagers organizing in schools are all topics making the front pages of 
national, regional, and local newspapers. Talk-show hosts cannot get enough 
of the queer invasion of American cultural life and news-magazine shows 
scramble to locate the next same-sex poster couple for the “homosexual” 
issue of the day. 

Widespread visibility, however, has not translated into unequivocal 
improvements in the lives of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered 
(LGBT) individuals and families. Forceful opposition to acceptance of queer 
families comes from conservatives who view the very existence of queers as 
an immoral threat to the sanctity of the heterosexual order and to society 
itself. At the other end of the spectrum, many LGBTs strive desperately for 
acceptance and understanding from mainstream society. Still other LGBTs 
believe that queers are different and rightly challenge society's cherished 
norms about gender and the privatized heterosexual-nuclear family. 

The chapters in this book examine the political and cultural impact of 
queers and their families as they struggle for the right to exist. Just over half 
of the chapters in this anthology were originally presented at a conference 
we chaired, entitled “Relatively Speaking: A Conference on Lesbian, Gay, 
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Bisexual, and Transgender Families,” sponsored primarily by the Center for 
Lesbian and Gay Studies of the Graduate Center at the City University of 
New York and by the Humanities Council of New York University. All but 
two chapters are original works. The contributors to this volume are politi- 
cal activists, LGBT parents, as well as academics coming from a range of dis- 
ciplines including sociology, political science, communication, and the law. 
This anthology, as did the conference, seeks to connect the microdynamics of 
family, gender, and sexuality with the macrodynamics of politics and the law. 
The book is divided into three sections: in part I, “Relationships,” the 
creation of intimate relationships among queer adults and relationships with 
families of origin is considered. Part II, “Parenthood,” examines queer par- 
ents' disparate access to institutions that support families and discusses the 
ways in which children force issues of visibility. Finally, part III, “Political 
Activism,” explores the links between the visibility of queer families, polit- 
ical and legal change, and the aspirations of queer families. The book exam- 
ines the themes of visibility, transgression and resistance, and the intersec- 
tion between the personal and political in the different contexts of rela- 
tionships, children, and political activism. In it, we argue that queer families 
not only challenge culture and the state but also, because of their diversity, 
complicate lesbian and gay politics. This chapter begins with a discussion of 
what queer families are and how they pose a distinctive challenge to the pri- 
macy of the privatized heterosexual-nuclear family. 

QUEER FAMILIES 
THE TERM “FAMILY” carries great emotional and cultural force. Yet few 
agree on what constitutes a family. Official and legal definitions of “family” 
range from groups of individuals who cohabit and are related by blood in 
the first degree, marriage, or adoption (U.S. Census Bureau) to definitions 
that include grandparents or nonmarried cohabiting couples (Minow 1998). 
In everyday terms, family can be any two or more people who feel emo- 
tionally committed to each other. 

Although lawyers, sociologists, and psychologists all mean different 
things by the term “family,” the privatized-nuclear family holds a sacred 
place in the American psyche and is embedded in most major social and 
legal institutions. As an ideal type, The Family consists of a legally married 
(biologically male) husband and a (biologically female) wife, approximately 
two children, and the obligatory dog or cat. Although a wife may work, her 
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primary responsibility remains taking care of the home, husband, and chil- 
dren; the husband's main task is breadwinning, though he may, on occasion, 
deign to “help out” around the house. Although clearly not representative of 
the majority of American families, 1 this view of The Family is hegemonic 
and has been called an “ideological code” (Smith 1999: 159) or a “privileged 
construct” (Weston 1991: 6). Heteronormative assumptions about appropri- 
ate gender roles underpin the hegemonic view of family. 

Historically, “the traditional family”—or the “modern family” as Stacey 
(1996) terms it—is a recent and, in light of demographic trends, a rather 
short-lived phenomenon (Coontz 1992, 1997). Industrialization and urban- 
ization prompted massive changes in family life throughout the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries worldwide. The material need for extended families 
diminished, children lost in economic but gained in emotional value 
(Zelizer 1985), nuclear families became smaller, and, as the life span length- 
ened and economic dependencies decreased, marriages for life were no 
longer the reality for an increasing number of couples. As a result, families 
come in all shapes and colors ranging from “traditional” families to couples 
without children, single-parent families, stepfamilies, and families of choice 
whose members are not always related by marriage, blood, or law (Coontz 
1999; Stacey 1996;Weston 1991). 

So, what is a “queer family?” Although some of the authors in this book 
prefer the terms “gay,” “lesbian,” “bisexual,” or “transgender,” we employ the 
term “queer” families here to signify the diverse family structures formed by 
those with nonnormative gender behaviors or sexual orientations. The term 
“family” refers to groups of individuals who define each other as family and 
share a strong emotional and/or financial commitment to each other, 
whether or not they cohabit, are related by blood, law, or adoption, have 
children, or are recognized by the law. 

As reclaimed by lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender activists, the word 
“queer,” and queer politics more generally, seeks to destabilize categories of 
identity, such as gay/lesbian, man/woman (Gamson 1995). According to 
Phelan (1997), “queer theory's ultimate target is identity itself” (56–57). Thus 
“queer” implies a self-conscious deconstruction of heteronormativity and a 
breaking down of arbitrary boundaries based on sex, gender, and sexual ori- 
entation. By destabilizing categories and focusing on a politics of inclusion 
rather than exclusion, “queer” helps to build coalitions among disparate 
groups and to break down barriers that demarcate identities such as trans- 
gendered, lesbian, or bisexual. Theoretically, the concept “queer” can be 
marshaled to mean anything that challenges heteronormativity. “For both 
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academics and activists, ‘queer’ gets a critical edge by defining itself against 
the normal rather than the heterosexual” (Warner 1993: xxvi). 

Queer families are part of the historical move toward family as a site of 
emotional and sexual gratification (D'Emilio and Freedman 1988). In recent 
years the increasing divorce of sexuality from reproduction has opened new 
opportunities for same-sex couples to procreate, resulting in the dissociation 
of reproduction from heterosexuality. Although same-sex erotic communities 
have existed throughout history in times and places where individuals could 
live outside the nuclear family or where one member of a same-sex couple 
adopted the gender role of the opposite sex (Eskridge 1993; Greenberg 1988), 
both developments—sexuality for pleasure rather than reproduction, and pro- 
creation independent of heterosexual intercourse—have revolutionized the 
possibilities of organizing family life based on same-sex erotic choices. 

Despite the heterogeneity of contemporary family forms, families that 
deviate from the ideal type of the “modern family” are judged inadequate. 
For example, immigrant and poor families and families of color have drawn 
criticism from conservatives and liberals alike for their diverse, noncon- 
forming family organizations. Their difference from the ideal of the white, 
bourgeois, native-born family was and continues to be interpreted as the 
primary source of each group's social problems and society's ills in general 
(Coontz 1992; Rubin 1994). 

Daniel Patrick Moynihan's report (1965), for example, sparked a decades- 
long debate about the relationship between African American family struc- 
tures and the plight of blacks in America. Many commentators attribute 
poverty within the black community to African American family structures. 
In response, other researchers see the low incidence of two-parent married 
African American couples as a result of racism and poor economic oppor- 
tunities (Wilson 1987). In either view, African American families are com- 
pared to white middle-class families and seen as deviant. The main differ- 
ence between conservative and liberal critics lies in whether they blame 
such families for their “deviation” or attribute these “deviations” to struc- 
tural factors. 

Alternatively, some commentators have stressed the adaptive strength of 
African American families in the face of great economic and social pressure 
(McAdoo 1998; Stack 1974). For example, Collins (1990), hooks (1984), and 
Sudarkasa (1998) stress that mainstream society can learn much from the 
long tradition of shared economic responsibility among spouses and the 
support of extended and fictive kin for (single) parents in black communi- 
ties. Although there are few studies of family forms among white ethnic and 
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working-class families, existing studies suggest that they have many positive 
benefits—such as extended kinship structures that promote family well- 
being (Rubin 1994; Sennett and Cobb 1972). 

Heterosexual families that fall outside the “traditional” family structure 
challenge patriarchal assumptions about the proper roles women and men 
should play within the family as well as American ideals of individualism. 
The notion that each privatized-nuclear family should be a self-sufficient 
unit, with the man responsible for the family's economic well-being and the 
woman responsible for the family's emotional health is contested by the 
family forms of immigrants, poor families, and families of color. 

Queer families present new challenges to the privatized-nuclear family, 
contradicting the sexual dimorphism upon which the ideal family is based. 
Such families challenge dominant notions of not only gender but also sex- 
uality. Queers of color, low-income LGBTs, resistance to dyadic coupled 
bliss, preference for nonmonogamy, same-sex couples wanting children, les- 
bians not wanting children—all confound heteronormativity contest the 
hegemonic family ideal, and complicate lesbian and gay politics. 

THE PRIVILEGE AND POLITICS OF BEING OUT 
BECAUSE LESBIANS, GAY MEN, and bisexuals have the option, however 
unpleasant and damaging to the soul it may be, of remaining invisible, pres- 
entation of self becomes central to gay and lesbian politics. Whether we 
present ourselves as bull daggers, dykes on bikes, nelly queens, or as ordinary 
as the boy or girl next door (save for our choice of romantic partners) has 
implications for the challenge lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals present to the 
dominant heteronormative culture and to the state. Thus, not surprisingly, 
gay and lesbian politics as well as politics said to be “queer” center around 
issues of visibility. 

The lesbian and gay movement regulates internally who are the accept- 
able queers and who are the queers better left in the closet (Gamson 1997; 
Seidman 1993). Over time, the movement has veered between deploying 
identities that emphasize similarities to the majority, striving to be a “model 
minority,” and deploying identities that stress differences from the hetero- 
normative mainstream, seeking to transgress (Bernstein 1997a, 1997b). LGB 
people often embrace white, middle-class, straight, suburban American 
norms in the ongoing quest for acceptance. Racial-and ethnic-minority 
queers, working-class queers, and all who would challenge dominant beliefs 

-5- 
about gender, including transgendered people, fall outside acceptable norms, 
and their presence in the movement is often minimized (Bull and Gallagher 
1996). While coming out has been a privileged movement strategy, uneasi- 
ness remains when the “wrong people” claim visibility. Thus, how we pres- 
ent ourselves is as important as that we present ourselves. “Queer” families, 
then, force issues of visibility and invisibility in distinctive ways. 

“Coming out” is often considered the most important political step that 
a lesbian, gay, or bisexual person can take. Lesbian and gay activists exhort 
people to come out of the closet, with the assumption that to know us is to 
love us. This seemingly democratic strategy is often subverted in the practice 
of actual political campaigns when those who transgress the dominant 
norms of femininity or masculinity, the working class, and people of color, 
are expected to remain in the closet, because of the potentially negative 
effect their presence could have on political outcomes (Bernstein 1997a, 
1997b, chapter 24; Bull and Gallagher 1996). Even sexuality itself is ignored 
in, for example, campaigns to decriminalize consensual sex acts between 
adults that stress the issue of privacy but avoid referring to actual physical 
acts (see Bernstein, chapter 24). 

Decisions about whether or not to come out to one's family or about 
one's queer family members have both private and public dimensions that 
are often ignored by the discourse of the dominant gay and lesbian rights 
movement. In more “private” contexts, the institution of the family forces 
individuals to make decisions about whether or not to come out of the 
closet to relatives and the person(s) who raised them. 

The chapters in part I show that coming out to one's family has disparate 
meanings depending on the class and race locations of the actors as well as 
on their sexual identity. In Asian American (see chapter 10) and American 
Indian families (see chapter 6), for example, not only does homosexuality 
violate cultural taboos that are specific to these racial/ethnic groups, but dis- 
cussion of sexuality (and particularly homosexuality) with one's family vio- 
lates culturally cherished notions of respect and interconnectedness. In cul- 
tures that do not place the same values on individualism as mainstream 
American culture does, expectations of being out are culturally inappropri- 
ate and carry greater risk to those who depend on their families and com- 
munities for refuge from an often hostile and racist outside world. The white 
middle-class gay/lesbian expectation that one should be out to one's family 
neglects the ways in which this “choice” is in fact a privilege, one that car- 
ries greater sanctions for some than for others. But as the chapters by Mar- 
garet Waller and Roland McAllen-Walker (chapter 6) and Gustavo Yep, 
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Karen Lovaas, and Philip Ho (chapter 10) suggest, not coming out to one's 
family also carries a price. 

Class influences family relationships and the meaning of coming out in 
complex ways. As Lionel Cantú illustrates (see chapter 8), upper-class Mex- 
ican gay men have more freedom to express their sexuality because of their 
economic privilege, while poor Mexican men gain acceptance for their sex- 
uality as they become better economic providers. The narrow construction 
of gender promulgated in the family constrains these Mexican men and 
serves as an impetus to migrate. Nonetheless, maintaining ties with their 
families of origin remains important. In a white working-class Irish- 
Catholic family, where the family boundaries are strictly drawn, the gulf 
between achieved social status as well as nonnormative sexuality strains fam- 
ily ties, as Nancy Naples illustrates (see chapter 2). 

As society appears to become more tolerant, lesbians and gay men as well 
as heterosexuals redraw the lines between tolerance and rejection. For 
example, Jeffrey Ringer discusses the challenge of constructing happy non- 
monagamous relationships (see chapter 9). Similarly, Elizabeth Randolph 
recounts how her Southern, conservative African American family as well as 
her more progressive lesbian and gay friends refuse to accept her bisexual- 
ity wanting her to choose one “team” or the other (see chapter 7). In much 
the same way, Naples's history of relationships with men made it easier for 
her family to deny the existence of her lesbian relationships (see chapter 2). 

Just as lesbians and gay men go through a coming-out process, which is 
considered necessary for healthy identity development (Cass 1984; Walters 
1997), the families of lesbians and gays must also decide whether or not to 
come out about their own queer family members. Once again, family forces 
the issue of visibility. However, this issue takes on different tones within var- 
ious racial/ethnic communities. As Bennett and Battle argue (see chapter 4), 
for African Americans to come out about their queer family members means 
airing laundry considered by many to be “dirty.” Just as the moniker “les- 
bian” is used to discredit feminists, acknowledgment of queer family mem- 
bers makes African Americans vulnerable to more claims that their families 
are inadequate. 

The flip side of discreditation is romanticization. As Waller and McAllen- 
Walker argue (see chapter 6), American Indians who are out in culturally 
diverse queer communities are often sought out for the perceived accept- 
ance they receive from their families and communities. Since their experi- 
ence often contradicts these romanticized visions, queer American Indians 
are left with no place to be entirely safe. The strategy of being out, in short, 

-7- 
stems from a privileged location, as a discussion of queer families and com- 
munities of color illustrates. 

When queers decide to come out in the context of their relationships, 
how they present themselves has implications for political and cultural 
change. For example, as Ellen Lewin argues (see chapter 3), commitment 
ceremonies by members of the same sex may blend elements of assimilation 
and transgression. By declaring commitments publicly, same-sex couples 
force onlookers to acknowledge the nature of their relationships, allowing 
friends and family no room to deny the sexual and emotional dimensions of 
their gay/lesbian or queer identities. 

Queer family issues play out dramatically on daytime talk TV. Gender rad- 
icals and working-class queers, who are among the mainstays of this genre, 
help redefine cultural levels of tolerance and complicate lesbian and gay pol- 
itics. In the expressive world of talk shows, the middle-class, predominantly 
white lesbian and gay rights movement has lost control over the presentation 
of the movement. Over the airwaves of daytime talk TV, the model minor- 
ity seems to have run amok as queer-family dramas construct new norms for 
inclusion and exclusion. As Joshua Gamson points out (see chapter 5), the 
public, happily devouring their daily dose of queerness, draws the line at gen- 
der radicals, particularly those who are transgendered, and at bisexuals for the 
potential threat they pose to the traditional monogamous family. 

Whether or not to include transgendered people and bisexuals in the les- 
bian and gay rights movement has been a debate within the lesbian and gay 
movement for decades (Bernstein 1997a, 1997b; see Halle, chapter 22; 
Marotta 1981). Similarly, the political and legal fight for gay marriage grew 
out of grassroots organizing and was spearheaded by individuals independ- 
ent of and often against the advice of queer political leaders. In fact, early 
resistance to same-sex marriage on the part of professional queer organiz- 
ers alienated many individuals at the grassroots level (see Javors, chapter 18). 
Thus, in the context of family, movement leaders have lost control of the 
discourse on many levels. 

Academia also serves as a site where political and cultural gatekeeping 
takes place. Publishing norms as well as modernist understandings of what 
constitutes “science” privilege certain ways of knowing over others (Hard- 
ing 1987). In the second half of chapter 2, Naples lays out a feminist theo- 
retical framework for understanding the importance of self-reflectivity and 
personal experience as a valuable method of inquiry that can serve as both 
personal and political interventions. In analyzing the challenges queer 
American Indians face from within and outside their communities, Waller 
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PART 1 
Relationships 
2 
IN/VISIBILITY
A Member of the Funeral:
An Introspective Ethnography
Nancy A. Naples 
Standing at my father's freshly dug grave holding the Amer- 
ican flag the funeral director had just handed to me, I had 
the feeling I was in a bad made-for-TV movie. Since my 
mother was too sick with Alzheimer's to attend and I was the oldest of the 
six siblings, I was given the “honor.” I thought it was especially odd since, 
given my left-leaning politics, I would be the least likely member of my 
family to fly the flag on the major military and other national holidays. As I 
watched my three sisters, two brothers, their spouses, and my fifteen nieces 
and nephews slowly make their way back to the cars with other members 
of my large “heteronormal” extended family, I at once ached to be accepted 
as a part of their world and longed for my “real” family. 

I flashed back to the last time I stood by this graveside. It was also a some- 
what dreary fall day. My brother Donald, who was the nearest in age to me 
(born less than a year and a half after me) and who was closest to me in other 
ways as well, had died in a car crash. At this time, my father decided to buy 
a plot in the local cemetery in their suburban community just north of New 
York City that would fit eight family members—less than needed if all of 
us wanted to be buried there, more if everyone else was buried with their 
own nuclear family. So now two of the plots are inhabited. I wondered who 
besides my mother would join them. I presumed that all the other siblings 
would be buried with their nuclear families. Maybe my father thought that 
since I was “single,” namely had no “family” of my own, it would make sense 
for me to join them when the time came. 
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IN/VISIBILITY
Weddings Without Marriage: Making Sense of
Lesbian and Gay Commitment Rituals
Ellen Lewin 
T he rise of lesbian/gay marriage as a civil rights issue and 
the emerging cultural prominence of a variety of cere- 
monial forms aimed at solemnizing lesbian/gay relation- 
ships in public and religious contexts pose vexing questions for the project 
of constituting gay/lesbian/queer existence as a phenomenon bearing dis- 
tinct cultural or national insignia. “Marriage” is uncomfortably familiar to 
lesbians and gay men from our experience in the mainstream; our failure to 
marry is for many of us the very thing that has marked our difference from 
our heterosexual contemporaries. Many of us recall weddings as excruciat- 
ing exercises in invisibility, events that required us to listen politely as het- 
erosexual relationships were glorified while we knew that our own com- 
mitments would never be recognized as worthy of such celebration. 

So gay/lesbian marriage can be perplexing both for the gay or lesbian 
individual and for the scholar of gender and sexuality. Does it constitute 
courageous repudiation of the notion that only persons of different sexes may 
marry, and as such can it be construed as outright resistance to heterosexism? 
Or does it represent instead simple accommodation to the norms of the 
straight world, a calculated effort to win acceptance by somehow fitting in? 

Not all lesbians and gays see same-sex marriage as a welcome develop- 
ment. In fact, the debate over the legal status of relationships has in some ways 
galvanized a wider debate over the embrace or repudiation of difference that 
has been raised with regularity since the start of the gay liberation move- 
ment. Lesbian activist Urvashiffaid characterizes this opposition as the cen- 
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IN/VISIBILITY
“We Can See Them, But We Can't Hear Them:”
LGBT Members of African American Families
Michael Bennett and Juan Battle 
I n 1993, when Michael was a graduate student in English at 
the University of Virginia and Juan was a graduate student in 
sociology at the University of Michigan, we traveled 
together to Louisville, Kentucky, to attend the “The Twentieth Annual 
National Conference on the Black Family in America,” where Juan deliv- 
ered a paper entitled “The Invisible Black Family: An Analysis of Lesbian & 
Gay Issues within African-American Families.” In that presentation, Juan 
stressed the importance for the black community to recognize its lesbian and 
gay family members and to support a variety of family structures. This mes- 
sage was delivered to a nearly empty room, populated largely by the spouses 
of the panelists, at a session that barely made it onto the program of a con- 
ference offering almost no visible support for analyses of “alternative” sex- 
ualities within black family structures. The irony of making a plea for inclu- 
siveness at a session that was almost excluded and definitely marginalized 
was not lost on us. The words “gay and lesbian” appeared in only one ses- 
sion on the program of that large and lively conference. We were seen (espe- 
cially when we attended the banquet as a couple, receiving more than a few 
odd looks), but we were most definitely not heard. We began to wonder, not 
for the first time, why this was the case. 

We returned to this question a few years later when, now both professors 
in New York City and creating our own family of affinity, we collaborated 
on an essay on the legacy of the Moynihan report for African American 
families (Battle and Bennett 1997). While conducting our research, we once 
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IN/VISIBILITY
Talking Freaks: Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and
Transgender Families on Daytime Talk TV
Joshua Gamson 
The thing we constantly ask ourselves is, “Is this something our 
audience can relate to?” So whereas lesbian issues aren't something 
that maybe middle America, you know, maybe the housewife with 
three kids who's in Kansas City isn't that related to, but yet she can 
understand a mother-son relationship. I think that people can kind 
of relate to what it must be like to be going through something like 
that and have to deal with your children. Or like coming out to 
your parents and friends. It's not necessary that everyone can relate 
to being homosexual, but people can relate to having to reveal 
something to your parents, reveal something to your friends, that's 
going to potentially cause problems. 

—Leeza executive producer Nancy Alspaugh 1 
Springer had a person who had a sex change, and they dragged his 
family on there. His two sons saying, “We ain't going to talk to him 
anymore.” And his little eleven-year-old daughter stands up in the 
audience, says, “I don't want to ever see him again.” And Springer 
stands up with his last five-minute little comment and says, “If 
you're thinking about having one of these things and you brought 
kids into the world, why don't you just keep your pants on until 
they're grown up and out of the house and then do what you're 
going to do.“That was an outright attack on our community and we 
are desperately trying to dry up his supply of transgenders. They'll 
still find people. They're going to have to find an awful lot of rogue 
people, though, people that aren't connected, because anybody who's 
connected with anything, we're going to basically say, “This show is 
quarantined.” 

—transsexual activist and former talk-show guest Cheryl-Ann Costa 
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COMMUNICATING OUR RELATIONSHIPS
Family Secrets, or … How to Become a Bisexual
Alien Without Really Trying
Elizabeth Randolph 
February, 1987 

I sent my Mom a letter. Not the usual letter about landlord problems or 
how I'm thinking of going back to school, or what I did last weekend. No, 
this one read: 

Dear Mom,
The last time we spoke, I felt there was a wall between us. I have always 
told you everything. Well, almost everything. I have made a stranger of you 
lately, editing my reports, whittling down my life to the most basic of compo- 
nents. New job. Got a cat. Need money. You must have felt that something was 
not the same with me, has not been for quite some time. 

You remember Diane 1 from the last time you visited. You liked her, as I 
recall. I hope you will still like her after what I have to say. I am a lesbian. We 
are lesbians together. 

Now, before your mind begins to reel with visions of what you think I am 
based on what you think “lesbians” are, let me say we are not “sick,” we are not 
child molesters or freaks of nature. It feels quite natural to love her. If you 
want to know who I am now, let me remind you that you have known me all 
my life. 

You may think me a coward for telling you this way, but I've tried so many 
times to tell you over the phone. I'm afraid you won't even talk to me after 
this. The irony is I am telling you this because I miss you. The you I knew 
before I made a secret of my life. 

Love you. Always will.
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COMMUNICATING OUR RELATIONSHIPS
A Place Called Home: A Queer Political Economy
of Mexican Immigrant Men's Family Experiences
Lionel Cantú 
D riving the Interstate 5 Freeway, near San Diego and the 
I San Onofre border checkpoint, there are large yellow 
signs graphically depicting a fleeing family (father lead- 
ing, mother, and child—legs flailing behind). The almost surreal signs are 
meant to warn motorists of the danger of “illegal” immigrant families try- 
ing to cross the busy lanes. This image reveals not only the extreme risks that 
many immigrants are willing to take to get to the United States but also the 
way in which we imagine these immigrants. While most motorists probably 
do not think of a sexual message when they see the warning sign, it's there 
for us to see; if we only really look. The sign is symbolic at multiple levels: 
a nuclear family unit, heteronormative in definition, a threat to the racial 
social order by virtue of its reproductive potential. The sign is also symbolic 
of the current state of international migration studies: sexuality is an 
implicit part of migration that has been overlooked—ignored. 

In this chapter I examine some of the ways in which sexuality, under- 
stood as a dimension of power, has shaped the lives, intimate relationships, 
and migratory processes of Mexican men who immigrate to the United 
States. 1 More specifically I utilize ethnographic data to examine how tradi- 
tional family relations and alternative support systems such as “chosen fam- 
ilies” (Weston 1991) influence migration among Mexican immigrant men 
who have sex with men (MSMs). The men whom I interviewed and intro- 
duce in this essay had a variety of sexual identities both prior to and after 
migration. An important part of my research, therefore, is to examine from 
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COMMUNICATING OUR RELATIONSHIPS
Constituting Nonmonogamies
R. Jeffrey Ringer 
S everal years ago I was talking with a student member of 
my campus's gay and lesbian student association. He was 
frustrated because he didn't have anyone to whom to turn 
for advice about his relationship. There were no out gay-male staff members 
on campus who were available for such advice, and all of his friends who 
were coupled were straight. His relationship issues, he felt, were different 
than his straight friends' so he wanted male-couple-role models, but could- 
n't find any. 

Another student addressed the same issue after hearing me give a cam- 
pus presentation on gay-male relationships. He approached me after my talk 
and said that he had been in a relationship with someone he loved deeply 
but discovered after moving in together that, although he expected 
monogamy, his partner wanted and expected to have sex with other people. 
He told me he wished that there had been some way to learn about his part- 
ner's expectations before moving in together. He had never considered the 
possibility that a potential partner might want a relationship different from 
the traditional heterosexual model. 

These young men were struggling with their same-sex desires and seek- 
ing advice on how to develop relationships. The advice that they might get 
from a heterosexual parent, friend, or sibling may be useful to construct rela- 
tionships modeled on normative heterosexual values, but is that right for 
them? Monogamy is assumed in most heterosexual relationships but was not 
assumed in at least one of the scenarios above. What should they do differ- 
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COMMUNICATING OUR RELATIONSHIPS
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R. Jeffrey Ringer 
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COMMUNICATING OUR RELATIONSHIPS
Communication in “Asian American” Families with
Queer Members: A Relational Dialectics Perspective
Gust A. Yep, Karen E. Lovaas, and Philip C. Ho 
Being gay is like being born with a compass that is orientated east 
toward the holy sun of a fiery desire. In the early years, you explore 
the world with this compass, and it is quite wonderful. You realize 
soon enough that you walk in a world where most people are going 
in a different direction. So you try using the maps that family, reli- 
gion, and culture have given you. But the maps are written with a 
different compass orientation, and your trip, far from getting better, 
gets much worse. Because you trust those who gave you the maps, 
you blame yourself for getting lost. Looking for the safe pasture 
promised by the maps, you eventually find yourself looking down a 
cliff edge, wishing you were dead. 

—L. L. Lim, 1977 

Many of us experience the worlds of Asian America and gay Amer- 
ica as separate places—emotionally, physically, intellectually. We sus- 
tain the separation of these worlds with our folk knowledge about 
the family-centeredness and supra-homophobic beliefs of ethnic 
communities. Moreover, it is not just that these communities know 
so little of one another, but, we frequently take great care to keep 
those worlds distant from each other. 

—Danaffi. Takagi, 1996 

C ommunication between these separate and “distant” 
worlds is intricate and complex. Such communication is 

< often filled with personal and relational challenges and 
difficulties as well as radical possibilities and transformative practices. More 
simply put, communication in “Asian American” 1 family systems with 
queer 2 members is characterized by ongoing dialectical tensions of auton- 
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BECOMING PARENTS
Affording Our Families: Class Issues in
Family Formation
Terry Boggis 
I direct Center Kids, the family program of the Lesbian and 
Gay Community Services Center in New York, the largest 
regional lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) pro- 
gram in the country. Before Center Kids had a paid director, when the pro- 
gram was still run by volunteers, my lover, our son, and I were one of the 
first families in the program and members of its steering committee since 
its founding in 1988. As someone involved with the lesbian and gay parent- 
ing groundswell on an organizational level for more than ten years, I've had 
the opportunity to observe a lot. 

I receive many telephone calls from lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgen- 
der people needing information on becoming parents and on coping with 
the tasks of parenthood (plentiful under the simplest circumstances), with 
the additional challenges of being queer in the mix. These calls have been 
tremendously instructive, offering a broad view of the range of considera- 
tions LGBT people face when planning their families, considerations not 
usually a part of family planning in heterosexual families, considerations 
such as: surrogacy or adoption? adoption or alternative insemination? alter- 
native insemination with a known donor, or with an anonymous donor? 
Will a known donor be a father to the child, an involved parent, or will he 
be defined and identified as an uncle, a friend, or merely a donor to his bio- 
logical child? If a couple is adopting, can they be out, or should one partner 
present as the adoptive “single” parent? 

Advances in reproductive technologies and enlightened adoption policies 
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BECOMING PARENTS
Should Lesbians Count as Infertile Couples?
Antilesbian Discrimination in
Assisted Reproduction 1 
Julien S. Murphy 
A ssisted reproduction not only offers a variety of services 
for treating infertility but also includes some services 
Auseful for fertile women. One method of conception, 
physician-assisted insemination, can be helpful to fertile women who wish 
to use insemination as their preferred method of conception. Single 
women, lesbians, and lesbian couples are among those who rely on this 
method. 2 A few years ago, my partner and I began using assisted reproduc- 
tion to conceive our first child, and it occurred to me as I wondered about 
lesbians' access to reproductive services, insurance coverage, and parenting 
rights for nonbirthing partners that there was little difference between us 
and the many infertile heterosexual couples for whom reproductive services 
were designed. While we lacked a medical reason for an infertility diagno- 
sis, the similarities in the treatment plan and goal suggested that perhaps les- 
bian couples might be regarded as having a sort of “relational infertility” that 
could be said to accompany lesbian relationships. 3 Armed with a medical 
diagnosis, our reproductive concerns would be seen as legitimate. Our access 
to services would increase, they would be covered by insurance, and we 
would be granted the crown jewel of benefits afforded married heterosex- 

Adapted, with permission from the author and the publisher, from “Making Our 
Families: Anti-Lesbian Discrimination in Assisted Reproduction Practices,” in 
Anne Donchin and Laura M. Purdy, eds., Embodying Bioethics: Recent Feminist 
Advances (New Feminist Perspectives) (Boston: Rowman and Littlefield, 1999). 
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BECOMING PARENTS
Protecting Our Parent-Child Relationships:
Understanding the Strengths and Weaknesses
of Second-Parent Adoption 1 
Susan E. Dalton 
P at and Margaret met in the summer of 1988. For eight 
months they dated, casually at first, but later exclusively 
as their relationship became more serious. In April of 
1989 they moved in together. That October they began talking about mar- 
riage and in November they invited friends and family to a small commit- 
ment ceremony where they exchanged rings and vows, promising to treat 
one another in all respects as a legally married couple. 

In the spring of 1990 Pat and Margaret began exploring the idea of 
raising children together. For nearly a year the couple researched various 
options including private adoption and artificial insemination. Finally, they 
decided that they would each have one child, via artificial insemination, 
and that Pat, because she had better maternity leave, would carry their first. 
The couple then enlisted the services of a private sperm bank, 2 choosing 
as their sperm donor a man whose nationality and physical features resem- 
bled a genetic blend of both women. In the spring of 1991 they purchased 
a vial of sperm and used it to inseminate Pat. Several weeks later the cou- 
ple used a home pregnancy test to confirm their suspicions that Pat was 
pregnant. 

Over the next nine months Pat and Margaret prepared for the arrival of 
their baby. Both women attended Pat's numerous medical checkups. As the 
pregnancy progressed they jointly participated in birthing classes and baby 
showers. And together they slowly accumulated all of the accoutrements 
that accompany the arrival of infants in Western societies. One winter day 
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