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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 

 

Queering Kinship: Examining Heteronormativity and What “Counts” as Family 

 

by 

 

Jennifer Dorothy Thunstrom 

 

Master of Arts in Anthropology 

 

University of California, San Diego, 2017 

 

Professor Suzanne Brenner, Chair 

 

 

Queer (i.e., lesbian, gay, bisexual) families are becoming increasingly 

visible in the United States. Yet, they are still considered part of an “other” group 

by mainstream society. Early studies of family emphasized biology and genetics 

as factors determining the creation of a family. Although notions of family have 

become more fluid, the “othering” of queer families within academia continues. 
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Although some recent studies on queer families have been conducted, there 

continues to be a shortage and many questions about these families remain. For 

example, we still do not know why queer families are frequently not considered 

“real” families, nor the extent that society’s perceptions and acceptance of them 

is changing. Questions also remain about how queer families understand 

themselves in relation to the hegemonic heteronormative notion of family. This 

thesis explore these questions through reviewing relevant literature and 

describing findings of an ethnographic study of queer families. Findings suggest 

a shift towards greater acceptance of queer families in recent years leading up to 

and coinciding with the Supreme Court’s legalization of same-sex marriage. 

Despite shifts towards acceptance, queer families are still viewed in relation to 

heteronormative notions of family. Participants interviewed relied on these 

notions to make sense of their families, despite asserting their rejection of 

heteronormative ideals. Future studies should explore historical changes in how 

the queer community and queer families define their own notions of family. 

Understanding these families as their own model, and not merely in relation to a 

heteronormative model, may provide greater understanding and acceptance.   
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PART I: INTRODUCTION 

Kinship studies have always been an important part of anthropology. 

From the discipline’s beginnings, anthropologists recognized that kinship and 

families are integral parts of a society. Thus, studying kinship can provide 

fuller and richer understanding of culture. In fact, kinship studies became so 

significant that Robin Fox stated “kinship is to anthropology what logic is to 

philosophy or the nude is to art; it is the basic discipline of the subject” (Fox, 

1967:10). Robin Fox’s famous quote clearly expresses the prominent position 

that kinship has held in the discipline of anthropology at various points 

throughout its history. Indeed, one might argue that kinship studies are still 

around today because as some scholars have stated “kinship is one of the 

foundational areas of anthropology” (Shenk & Mattison, 2011:1).  

Kinship studies have gone through many changes during the years. 

Originally during the Victorian Era the study of kinship was employed to help 

us understand our own origins through the study of “primitive” peoples (Parkin 

& Stone, 2004). Then from the early twentieth century to about the 1960’s, 

kinship studies mainly focused on the structural and functional features of 

kinship in societies by using comparative methods to identify patterns both 

within individual and across societies (Shenk & Mattison, 2011). 

Consequently, the history of our approaches to understanding kinship led to 

the belief that kinship is rooted in biology and genealogy, which became a 

central tenet to the study of kinship for many years. (Shenk & Mattison, 2011). 
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Ultimately, it is this theory of biology and descent that caused a 

heteronormative understanding of kinship within the discipline.    

Eventually, these and other dominant theories around kinship were 

called into question and the study of kinship was considered flawed by various 

leading anthropologists such as Rodney Needham, David Schneider, and 

others in the field (Needham & Association of Social Anthropologists of the 

Commonwealth., 1971; D. M. Schneider, 1980, 1984). Similar to many 

subjects with internally debated meanings, values, and methods, kinship has 

fallen in and out of favor among anthropologists through the years. In fact, 

there was a point in time when many anthropologists thought that the study of 

kinship was over, as Janet Carsten stated “in the early [19]80’s it looked very 

much…as though kinship was dead, or moribund, as a subject”(J. Carsten, 

2014:269).  

However, the study of kinship was given new life sometime around the 

later part of the 20th century (Ensor, 2013). This new or renewed interest in 

kinship was taken up by many other disciplines beyond anthropology (Shenk & 

Mattison, 2011), for example women and gender studies interest in gender 

roles within families. During this time, “new” forms of family started to be 

studied. As with any rethinking of practices,  this led to debates over how to 

proceed (Shenk & Mattison, 2011). Heteronormative notions of kinship and 

family continue to this day. Even while kinship studies has worked for a more 

fluid understanding of family, we are still locked into an understanding of 
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kinship based on heteronormative ideals. Before going further I want to offer a 

definition of heteronormativity, which has been defined as: 

“The mundane, everyday ways that heterosexuality is privileged and 

taken for granted as normal and natural. Heteronormativity includes the 

institutions, practices, and norms that support heterosexuality 

(especially a particular form of heterosexuality – monogamous and 

reproductive) and subjugate other forms of sexuality especially 

homosexuality.” (Martin, 2009:190) 

I contend that heteronormative notions of kinship stem from the West’s history 

based on bio-genetics and descent. Additionally, these ideas of biology and 

descent are rooted in a patriarchal world view, where men have often had 

more power in the creation of the hegemonic notion of family. Western 

societies have a long-held understanding of kinship as heteronormative, and if 

something differs from that model we understand it only in opposition to that 

heteronormative notion. This oppositional understanding is based on the 

“inside out polarity model” (Fuss, 1991). This model specifies that the meaning 

of a “term is always dependent on what is exterior to it;” an example of this 

would be heterosexuality which “defines itself in critical opposition to what it is 

not: homosexuality” (Fuss, 1991:1). The inside out polarity model would then 

suggest that “fluid” in terms of kinship often simply means acceptance in 

opposition to the “norm.”  
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This fluidity of kinship has not been confined to just the academic 

studies of it, the broader ideological concept of family and kin has also 

changed. Even in our own society while the hegemonic heteronormative 

notion of family has served as the image of “traditional” family since our 

country’s inception, there have been different forms of family that have been 

around for years, for example families with gay and lesbian parents (Rivers, 

2013). However, most of these different forms of family remained 

unrecognized until recent decades (Rivers, 2013). As new forms of family 

continue to emerge, many of these families have defined themselves in 

relation and opposition to the “traditional” family while seeking legitimacy from 

society, further validating the hegemonic heteronormative form of family. While 

often analyzed by others and even sometimes understood by themselves in 

degree of opposition to or alignment with the hegemonic norm, these new 

families also seek recognition in their own right.  

AIMS OF PROJECT 

The specific aims of this thesis are five-fold. The first aim is to give a 

general overview of kinship studies and how these studies have changed over 

the years. A second goal is to discuss the fluidity of kinship from an academic 

and cultural perspective with regard to the emergence and recognition of new 

forms of family. The third aim is to examine how even with the fluidity, kinship 

more often than not tends to be understood in relation to heteronormative 

notions of family. The fourth goal is to discuss whether notions of family are 
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changing or are able to be changed. The final aim is to use the literature as a 

starting point to provide a more modern examination of queer families. For the 

purpose of this thesis, queer families discussed hereafter includes families 

with a parent or parents who identify as non-heterosexual or gender queer 

(i.e., transgender, gender fluid, gender non-binary) who have at least one 

child. These goals are achieved by means of a review of literature within many 

social science disciplines and my own ethnographic research with queer 

families. I argue that, although there is a more fluid understanding of family in 

both the academy and the broader U.S. society, heteronormativity has always 

had a strong influence on notions 

of family and kinship, and is often reproduced even in queer families today. 

EARLY KINSHIP – THE FOUNDATIONS 

 Since nothing happens in a vacuum, in order to fully understand how 

we came to adopt a heteronormative understanding of kinship we first need to 

look back at what created the original frameworks of kinship studies in 

anthropology. As anthropologists we are all too aware of our sordid past with 

the study of the “other.” Morgan and his contemporaries supported the 

Victorian era intellectual’s ideal that they were more civilized and therefore 

superior to other “primitive” societies (Parkin & Stone, 2004). In an effort to 

understand how this superiority came about, they sought to understand the 

origins of human social life which they thought could be explained through the 

study of “primitive” peoples (Parkin & Stone, 2004). The thought that primitive 
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peoples could be viewed as a substitute of earlier versions of themselves, 

appealed to intellectuals of the period as a way of understanding their past 

(Parkin & Stone, 2004). They assumed that these primitive peoples had not 

progressed through social evolution to the extent they had (Parkin & Stone, 

2004). This “knowledge” also came with the belief that these “primitive” 

societies could eventually become “civilized” just as the Victorians intellectuals 

had (Parkin & Stone, 2004). Parkin and Stone attributed this attempt at 

understanding “primitive” social organization as the initial reason anthropology 

studied kinship (Parkin & Stone, 2004).  

Anthropology’s early kinship frameworks are owed to Lewis Henry 

Morgan, who has been called “the father of kinship studies” (Erickson & 

Murphy, 1998:52). Morgan’s ideas were in line with other social philosophers 

of this time such as Darwin, Maine, Bachofen, and others, all of whom 

attempted to move away from a biblical understanding to a more scientific way 

of explaining our origins (Yanagisako, Delaney, & American Anthropological 

Association. Meeting, 1995). Yet, while there was a shift from a biblical to an 

evolutionary understanding, there still remained a “God-given quality” in the 

explanation of creation through naturalized orders (Yanagisako et al., 1995:5). 

So it was no longer just about the god-given power of higher species, instead 

it included a Darwinian process of “natural selection” (Yanagisako et al., 

1995). Morgan who was originally a lawyer, became involved in anthropology 

when he used kinship to explain the cultural stages of humans and the 
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reasons for the changes between the stages (Erickson & Murphy, 1998). 

Assuming that certain kinship groups were the key to linking all “the races of 

mankind” due to their primitive origins, he first turned to the American Indians 

for an explanation (Yanagisako et al., 1995:5). After his initial research on the 

Iroquois kinship system he discovered that other societies in North America as 

well as some in other parts of the world, had similar kinship terminology which 

caused him to believe that there were structural patterns to kinship (Parkin & 

Stone, 2004; Yanagisako et al., 1995). He also proposed that there was a 

general evolutionary sequence to kinship: first came non-complex or group 

marriage, followed by kinship classified through the descent of matrilineal and 

patrilineal lines (Erickson & Murphy, 1998). Perhaps most importantly, Morgan 

concluded that kinship was about biology and procreation. In fact, Schneider 

states that “for Morgan ‘kinship’ was about marriage, about the facts of 

procreation and conception, about blood-ties and genetic relationships…about 

the ties that arise out of the biological facts of human reproduction” (D. 

Schneider, 1972:47). Morgan’s determination that “kinship was a matter of 

blood and sex” led him to the conclusion that different forms of kinship 

systems were connected to different forms of marriage (Yanagisako et al., 

1995). Some of these models he considered more evolved than others, 

leading him to surmise that the Victorian Euro-American model was at the top 

of his evolutionary model due to the fact that it is based on monogamous 

marriage and nuclear family which he considered the most natural; consisting 
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of a father, mother and their children (Parkin & Stone, 2004; Yanagisako et al., 

1995).  Morgan’s assumption that the Victorian heteronormative practice of 

marriage and kinship was the most evolved model, led Yanagisako and 

Delaney to conclude that kinship “has been the primary site for the 

development of a natural progression” which mimics the hierarchal order 

“inherent in the Great Chain of Being” (Yanagisako et al., 1995:6).  

While most of his contemporaries disagreed with Morgan’s idea of 

cultural evolution, it still set up the idea of the “other” (based on an 

ethnocentric understanding of difference) in kinship studies. Additionally, 

Morgan identified the symbols of blood and procreation that “naturalized” our 

understanding of kinship for years to come (Parkin & Stone, 2004). In the fifty 

or so years that followed Morgan’s work on kinship, studying “kinship systems” 

mainly meant a focus on kinship terminology (Barnes, 1980), however his 

legacy of kinship being about biology and genealogy lived on. Ultimately, 

kinship was understood in terms of blood and reproduction, so any kinship 

forms that did not fit this notion was therefore the “other.” The ideas of biology 

and genealogy and the “other” meant that from Morgan on, anthropologists 

looked at marriages, families, kinship, or kinship systems as always starting 

from their Western hegemonic heteronormative understanding of kin, which 

was also rooted in a patriarchal world view. By default, anything in opposition 

to this notion was treated as the “other.” This model of the “norm” and the 

“other” became a framework for kinship studies. However, many claim this 
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model changed with “new kinship” studies when critiques of kinship simply (or 

strictly?) being about blood and descent emerged.  

NEW KINSHIP STUDIES 

 David Schneider is often credited for the redirection (I prefer this term 

over “deconstruction” that many use) of kinship studies. In the 1970’s and 

1980’s he challenged the dominant ideology that had basically been without 

reproach, that kinship is biological or genealogical. While initially trained in and 

accepting of the traditional models of kinship analysis, he started to view 

kinship as more social in nature which did not hold universal understandings 

(Parkin & Stone, 2004). Parkin and Stone state that Schneider pushed back 

against the long held theories of kinship, writing that, “[Schneider] began by 

alleging that, without exception, his predecessors and contemporaries were 

mired in a basically genealogical way of thinking that rested, if only tacitly, on a 

view of kinship as ultimately biological” (Parkin & Stone, 2004:19). Schneider 

states that for anthropology the characteristic that defined a “kinship” 

relationship, versus any other type of relationship “has always been the 

biological aspect” (Parkin & Stone, 2004:259). Through his criticism of 

traditional studies being grounded in biology he was able to help change the 

focus from one of forms and functions of kinship in societies to the study of 

meanings of kinships within cultures (Janet Carsten, 2004)      
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 During the latter part of the twentieth century, after the initial critiques of 

Schneider and others like Needham, there was a “general turning away from a 

‘master narrative’” on ideas of family and kinship as we started to challenge 

notions of categories and boundaries (Davidoff, 2005:411). Some of the credit 

for this paradigm shift also stems from the critiques of kinship studies which 

were brought about by political movements that happened around and since 

the 1960’s, such as the civil rights movement, the feminist movement and the 

gay and lesbian liberation movement, which “opened narrowly defined, static 

boundaries of familial and kin relations” (Davidoff, 2005:411).  

 One of the significant critiques of this time was of the idea that the 

understanding and study of kinship was fundamentally gender biased. The 

gender bias of kinship studies of course is at least in part due to the fact that 

early kinship research was done by mostly male anthropologists. Feminist 

anthropologists pointed out that there are cultural and social processes which 

are rooted in our concepts of gender that make males and females “appear” 

different from each other (Yanagisako & Collier, 1987). This idea of “natural” 

difference between genders ran parallel in anthropology’s study and 

understanding of kinship systems for many years because kinship is “the 

cultural construction of gender activated in social relations” (Howell & 

Melhuus, 1993:43). This idea of gender and kinship both being defined “by our 

folk conception of the same thing, namely, the biological facts of reproduction” 

(Yanagisako & Collier, 1987:15) is significant because it creates values and 
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meanings of kinship as being “understood in relation to ideas about maleness 

and femaleness” (Howell & Melhuus, 1993:46).  

These new perspectives on the limiting nature of the boundaries placed 

on kinship led to the recognition that there were intersecting aspects of identity 

that were connected to kinship, so that kinship per se could no longer explain 

culture as a whole. This new understanding changed how anthropology 

studied kinship; as Judith Butler noted, “efforts within anthropology no longer 

situate kinship as the basis of culture, but conceive it as one cultural 

phenomenon complexly interlinked with other phenomena, cultural, political, 

and economic” (Butler, 2002). This is a significant change of thought because 

for “much of existence of anthropology” we credited kinship with “constituting 

social organization” in most societies (Parkin & Stone, 2004:2). Once we 

recognized that kinship was not the foundation upon which culture is built, we 

came to realize that we should study kinship and family through different 

perspectives. Doing kinship studies this way allowed us to see how family 

practices intersect, and therefore overlap with class, gender, age practices 

and the like (Smart & Silva, 1999). Kinship and family life does not happen in a 

vacuum, it is not a completely distinct phenomenon, instead it is  constantly 

interacting with all aspects of life within our culture (Smart & Silva, 1999). New 

kinship studies recognized that “families are not just a passive bedrock for 

wider structures in society, but a re-defined, fluid context for intimate 

relationships” (Smart & Silva, 1999:2). We had reached a point where we 
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finally started to consider and seek out how intersecting identities and aspects 

of culture could be seen in and affect kinship.  

While the changes in kinship studies are credited as coming from the 

broader critique of kinship studies in general which occurred in the later part of 

the twentieth century, there is an additional theory that possibly contributed 

(even if in a more minor way) to new kinship studies. While not the driving 

force behind the inward turn towards studying non-traditional forms of family in 

Western countries, there is an often overlooked, or under discussed 

connection with new kinship studies that was happening concurrently.  This 

was a larger change within anthropology as a whole which influenced the 

study of new forms of family. During this period of rebirth in kinship studies 

there was also a reassessment by anthropology in how we studied and 

represented “others” and the conclusion of need for more “indigenous 

ethnographers” (Clifford, Marcus, & School of American Research (Santa Fe 

N.M.), 1986). This was recognized as being “part of notably larger disciplinary 

shift which turned the attention of anthropologists towards their own societies” 

(Levine, 2008:377). This was the time that Western anthropologists began to 

use their skills and knowledge to start looking at their own communities’ 

notions of family in ways that they had not before (Davidoff, 2005). In 

researching their own societies they were able to create new theories about 

families and family forms which revived and reconstructed kinship studies 

(Peletz, 1995). Kath Weston and Ellen Lewin, who are both lesbians, looked at 
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queer families. Judith Modell and Janet Carsten, who are both adoptive 

parents, studied families with adoptive children (Logan, 2013). Even David 

Schneider commented (though perhaps in jest) that he was an expert/insider 

on the American family since he experienced it firsthand (D. M. Schneider, 

1980). 

 Yet, native ethnographers themselves often question how much their 

research will be considered valid because of their connections to their 

community and the subject itself. This is perhaps especially true for queer 

researchers like Weston who has asserted that she does not want to be 

considered a native ethnographer. She found that it begs the question of 

legitimacy or doing “real” research amongst the academy, saying specifically 

that “there are structural circumstances that undercut the legitimacy of queer 

researchers who study queer topics” (Gupta & Ferguson, 1997:164).  

Nevertheless, I think using native ethnographers has helped us explore 

kinship in new and meaningful ways. It allowed us to move away from our 

ethnocentric Victorian notion of the “other,” which had been connected with 

past kinship studies to a more culturally relative point of view, even if still not 

always separated from heteronormative notions of family. These researchers 

belonged to communities and forms of family that were not being looked at by 

mainstream anthropology, but they were there. They were gaps within our 

understanding of kinship.  
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This coincided with anthropology’s reflexive turn, thereby noticing the 

gaps in what was missing in our methods and notions of cultural phenomena 

(Clifford et al., 1986). Just as feminist anthropologists had noticed the 

“existence of a gap” between kinship and gender (Howell & Melhuus, 1993), 

these “native ethnographers” could see the gaps more than other researchers 

who either did not notice or did not see the significance. For example, the gap 

in understanding of gay kinship was noticed by Weston. When Weston set out 

to study identity and social justice in San Francisco in the 1980’s she noticed 

ubiquitous discussions around gay families. She recognized the significance of 

this subject since gay families had not been researched before she changed 

the focus of her research (Weston, 1997). These examples show that these 

“insiders’” lived experience allowed them opportunities to both see the gaps in 

the research and to study new forms of family from a standpoint of different, 

but normal. I propose that this allowed researchers with a kinship focus to use 

a Boasian idea of studying cultural phenomena; Boas believed “the reason to 

explore cultural phenomena was not that they were ‘other’ but that they were 

‘there’” (Bunzl, 2004:437). I want to be clear, I am not implying that non-native 

ethnographers could not perform well-informed research, but I do believe 

insiders allowed us a different starting point in looking at non-traditional forms 

of family. This was significant because a native ethnographer’s perspective 

could remove some of the stigma associated with new forms of family, even if 
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ultimately the idea of family or kinship was and still is understood in relation to 

the hegemonic heteronormative notion of family.  

This new way of looking at kinship studies has created a focus toward 

the study of new forms of family. These are families that do not fit into a 

heteronormative affinal or biologically based notion of kinship or nuclear 

family. Nor are they what Susan Golombok refers to as “non-traditional 

families” which are families created from the process of divorce and 

reformation of a “new” family (Golombok, 2015). Instead, they are forms of 

family that have been relatively understudied or even seen. 

During my research I found that there are many new forms of family 

such as families with adopted children, families with children that came from 

surrogates, “single by choice” parents, “gay families” (or chosen families), co-

parenting (blended) families, families with gay, lesbian, bisexual, or 

transgender parents, and half-sibling families. While it is my most sincere 

belief that all these types of families are all worthy and valid, unfortunately due 

to time and space constraints of this paper many will be intentionally left out. 

Additionally, some new forms of family are left out simply because there is a 

dearth in the research around them, such as families with transgender 

parents. Consequently, this section will mostly focus on families with gay or 

lesbian parents, or (to use a broader term) “gay families” in general. In 

addition, other non-traditional or new forms of family will be discussed briefly in 

an effort to illustrate that kinship can, and often does go beyond the 
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hegemonic notion of family created by heteronormative ideals. Yet, it will also 

show that even as far as new understandings of “family” have come, they are 

still too often understood and discussed in oppositional relationship to the 

hegemonic heteronormative “traditional” idea of family. 
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PART II: NEW FORMS OF FAMILY 

SINGLE PARENT BY CHOICE FAMILIES 

Even with the rise in number of single parents in recent decades (Hertz, 

2006), heteronormative notions of family cause us to question single parents 

as a category of family. This is because there is an assumption that these 

single parents and their children are most likely half of a “broken” 

heteronormative family. This stems from the notion in Western society that the 

socially sanctioned way to procreate is through legal marriage (Hertz, 2006).  

Single parent by choice families are not half of a broken whole, rather they are 

single women and men who let go of their own “traditional” family ideals to 

pursue parenthood on their own. While there is a lack in the literature of single 

heterosexual men or transgender people as parents by choice, there is 

research to support that single parents by choice, while not completely 

common are, found among straight women, lesbians, or gay men (Hertz, 

2006; Stacey, 2011).  

 Single gay parents by choice report that while they would like to have 

had a partner before adopting a child they decided that they did not want to 

wait for that to happen (Stacey, 2011). These men are part of a category 

(which also includes some coupled gay men) that Judith Stacey calls 

“predestined parents;” these are men who report always knowing they wanted 

to be a parent regardless of being gay or coupled (Stacey, 2011). Yet, these 
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single parents by choice still ultimately hoped to find a partner in the future that 

would be a suitable parent and those interviewed in Stacey’s book did (Stacey, 

2011).   

 Single women (heterosexual or lesbian) can become mothers by choice 

by a growing list of various means, which include insemination (by anonymous 

or known donors), and open or closed adoption of local or international 

children (Hertz, 2006). Hertz found that the single women in her study had 

originally desired to be in a coupled relationship before having children but for 

a diverse number of reasons decided to have children on their own, with most 

of them hoping to find a partner in the future (Hertz, 2006). Rosanna Hertz 

claims that most of these women, while feminists, are nudged into having 

children by multiple forces including “compulsory motherhood,” which is a 

culturally driven belief that all women want to be mothers, the belief that 

motherhood defines women, and there is a rise in cultural status that comes 

with motherhood (Hertz, 2006). Yet, none were willing to get married to serve 

as a means to achieve an end result of parenthood (Hertz, 2006). 

 These new single parent by choice families can be seen as being both 

aligned with the heteronormative understanding of kinship and in opposition to 

it. Both women and gay men parents admit to ultimately wanting to find a 

partner to complete their family, which fits the “traditional” model of family. In 

fact both Stacey and Hertz reference the saying “first comes love, then comes 

marriage, then comes baby in a baby carriage” (Hertz, 2006:xv; Stacey, 
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2011:1). In fact Stacey insists that “love, marriage and baby carriages are all 

the rage among lesbians [and] gay men” (Stacey, 2011:3). This comparison 

aligns them in some ways with a heteronormative understanding of family. 

Additionally, Hertz points out that one of the goals of these mothers is to 

create “lives that resemble a middle-class ‘normal family’” so that their children 

can be understood in those terms by the community and people around them 

(Hertz, 2002:2). The women tell stories of their “fathers” to their children which 

“actively affirms certain kinds of kinship ties,” regardless if the “father” is a 

known or anonymous donor (Hertz, 2002:3). This suggests that while these 

families may not be completely heteronormative by design they attempt to 

mimic heteronormativity enough that rather than challenging the idea of 

traditional kinship they end up reaffirming it (Hertz, 2002). 

 On the other side, Hertz’s follow up of these women showed that they 

were changing the master narrative of the nuclear family which is so prevalent 

in our society because many had a second child as an idea of “completion” of 

their family rather than needing to marry (Hertz, 2006). Hertz claims that by 

having a second child these women “trumped conformity…taking single 

motherhood one step further” (Hertz, 2006:199). In her opinion the idea that 

these women had another child instead of finding and marrying a man to 

“complete” their family showed that they pushed back at the boundary of the 

heteronormative family narrative. Yet, even in this act of difference, these new 
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families are still understood in their relation, or in this case opposition to the 

heteronormative model.    

GAY FAMILIES 

 As previously noted, while currently many scholars have moved beyond 

the idea of old traditional ways of studying kinship and families through biology 

and affinal relationships, not as many have studied new forms of family. 

However, there has been a slow burgeoning in the last few decades of 

research on and around new non-traditional family forms, especially gay 

families.  

The first anthropologist to extensively study gay families and theorize 

how the notion of “gay family” was created was Kath Weston in her book, 

Families We Choose. Weston used a historical genealogy of the processes 

that happened within the gay and lesbian community to explain the creation of 

“gay families” or families we choose. It is through this process that she tried to 

clarify that while not biologically (or genealogically) based, gay families 

created by choice were both just as meaningful and also fit the criteria to be 

considered kinship relationships. Weston maintains that criteria of kin (based 

on the biological kin model) included sharing of emotional and material 

resources, and a shared sense of future and a common past (Weston, 1997). 

She explained that gay families should not be categorized as fictive kin, 

because doing so would allow for limits on legitimacy and authenticity. Nor are 
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they a substitute (biological) family, but instead “gay families” or families of 

choice should be viewed as its own distinctive model (Weston, 1997). She 

states that she “treated gay kinship ideologies as historical transformations 

rather than derivatives of other sorts of kinship relations” (Weston, 1997:106).  

She explains that the development of families of choice started as a 

result of the gay liberation movement. The movement caused more and more 

gays and lesbians to start “coming out” or disclosing their sexuality to their 

biological or adoptive relatives rather than hiding their sexuality from kin as 

most had done (Weston, 1997). As this process continued to happen more 

frequently, stories of biological families disowning their kin were not 

uncommon (Weston, 1997). These stories then led to fears in disclosing one’s 

sexual identity to families (Weston, 1997). Sometimes, although less often, it 

was the gay or lesbian individual that would decide to sever familial ties rather 

than endure abuse by their biological or adoptive family after coming out 

(Weston, 1997). Either way, it was very common during the decades following 

the gay liberation movement for kinship ties to be severed after disclosure. 

However, it was not simply the disowning per se that was important in this 

process. Terminating a relationship with kin is not uncommon in our society 

even amongst heterosexual persons as Schneider found from his informants 

(D. M. Schneider, 1980).  

Instead when individuals were disowned they also experienced loss of 

love. As Weston states, “being disowned also encompassed the withdrawal of 
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love, which made the termination of kinship more explicit” (Weston, 1997:61). 

For gays and lesbians unconditional love has both symbolic and substantive 

meaning for kinship ties (Weston, 1997). Rejection made it clear that bonds 

based on blood were similar to romantic relations in that they were “selectively 

perpetuated rather than ‘naturally’ given”  and could therefore be terminated 

(Weston, 1997:73). This helped to produce an environment where kinship 

bonds could be both terminated or created by choice.  

Another key component in the process was the sense of “community” at 

the beginning of the AIDS crisis. Since gay men were often disowned by 

biological family, members of the queer community stepped into the role of 

“loved one” that was recognized by some hospital and hospice facilities 

(Weston, 1997). Weston said this idea of “loved ones” meant that love was an 

ideological connection to family that could span the “contrasting domains of 

biological family and families we create” (Weston, 1997:183). These chosen 

“loved ones” were often the ones that became “family” care-givers to gay men 

with AIDS when blood family had chosen to cut ties, deepening the meaning of 

these chosen family members.  

While acknowledging that alternative insemination is credited for the 

lesbian baby boom, she contends that choice was also an important factor. 

She states that “choosing children” is something that gay people must always 

do, versus heterosexuals who might “plan” children but do not require the 

same level of choice (Weston, 1997). This is because lesbians and gays 
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“choosing children” can come in many forms such as informal co-parenting, 

choosing to be a grandparent, etc. (Weston, 1997). However, one might 

question the idea of choice in insemination because while it goes along with 

the idea of choosing children, in “choosing” insemination gay and lesbian 

parents align themselves with the heteronormative model that they seem to 

work against. In this way queer families create biological or blood ties even 

without heterosexual intercourse (Weston, 1997). 

Weston maintains that it is through these historical processes that 

families of choice became equal in meaning to biological families to the gay 

community. Weston’s work had a significant impact on kinship studies 

because it allowed the deconstruction of the long-held understanding of family 

and kinship; families of choice further pushed on the boundaries embedded in 

notions of kin.  

Gay Father Families 

 Gay father families work against the heteronormative notion of family on 

multiple levels. First, as noted by Weston, they must make the choice to have 

children if they do not already have them from a previous heterosexual life. 

They are also working against normative assumptions about the male gender 

being disengaged from the desire to actively participate in childrearing 

activities (Lewin, 2009). Additionally, they do not fit into heteronormative 
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gender assumptions with regard to parenting roles. Finally, they work against 

the stereotype of gay male lifestyle of endless parties and nightlife.  

 While some gay men do have children from prior heterosexual 

relationships many are “intentional gay fathers” (Lewin, 2009; Stacey, 2011), 

meaning that they came into parenthood by “choice” by actively seeking to 

raise children after they decided to live as openly gay. There are several paths 

to fatherhood for gay men. One such option is surrogacy, either through 

traditional or gestational surrogacy; this creates a genetically related child for 

the biological father. This process is costly and therefore “is available primarily 

to affluent couples, the overwhelming majority of whom are white men” 

(Stacey, 2011:62). The choices for adoption include international or domestic, 

through the public system or private agency. These vary in cost and come with 

a host of bureaucratic and social struggles, such as lying (often at the 

suggestion of their case worker) about their sexuality on international 

applications for countries that do not allow same-sex couple adoptions (Lewin, 

2009). Bureaucracy and discrimination could be some of the reasons that gay 

men are more likely to adopt special needs and racial minority children that 

many heterosexual couples will not; however this may not be the sole reason 

as many gay men actively seek to adopt children who are often considered 

hard to place for a host of personal reasons (Lewin, 2009; Stacey, 2011). 

Another path to parenthood is also co-parenting by way of a gay man 

“donating” sperm to a lesbian so they can share childrearing rights and 
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responsibilities. These families often become larger blended families. This 

idea of co-parenting or blended families will be discussed in more detail later. 

There are many ways to parenthood for gay men but for the most part they are 

not created within the traditional notion of the heteronormative reproductive 

family.  

In her research on gay fathers Lewin asserts that the gay men she 

studied actively worked for the right to be fathers, and in doing so created 

identities that are not usually associated with men, gay or straight (Lewin, 

2009). Lewin states that there are gender coded activities such as food 

preparation, child care, and other household duties, and these are typically 

connected to females (Lewin, 2009). Males assume fatherly duties which are 

“performed outside of the domestic arena” and are usually focused on 

economic support of the family (Lewin, 2009:133). And since “parental 

behavior is imbued with gendered meanings as they are performed,” society 

often determines that men are not suited for the activities women perform as 

mothers (Lewin, 2009:28). Gay fathers feel that gender is not defined by 

performance of typical “mothering” activities, such as preparing meals, 

volunteering at school, or caring for sick or injured children (Lewin, 2009). 

These gay men feel empowered in their role as gay parents and feel “free to 

express a full palette of gender options” (Stacey, 2011:82). They allow 

themselves to move fluidly through a range of “roles” including that of mother, 

they do not feel defined by the rules of gender (Stacey, 2011). Often gay men 
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invest as much, if not more of their lives in childrearing than the majority of 

mothers in our society (Stacey, 2011). While it is true that not all heterosexual 

parents follow stereotypical gender roles, there still exist certain hegemonic 

notions of gender roles in our society that the mainstream holds as standards. 

Gay fathers do not find themselves needing to follow normative gender roles 

assigned to heterosexual fathers, or mothers. This blurring of the gender lines 

pushes gay families outside the notion of “traditional family.”   

Additionally, society’s image of the gay male does not seem in 

agreement with the heteronormative idea of family. Stacey notes that many 

gay men, even while acknowledging that the image of gay male culture is in 

opposition to traditional notions of “family”, wanted to be parents or welcomed 

it once it was upon them (Stacey, 2011). These intentional gay fathers 

prioritize being a parent over “stereotypical gay male” activities, such as being 

part of the nightlife scene (Lewin, 2009). They give up the “gay community” for 

a community of gay (and straight) parents (Lewin, 2009).  

 One of the reasons suggested for gay men becoming parents is that in 

doing so they gain legitimacy “as ordinary members of families and as citizens 

in a way usually connected to developmental markers of marriage and family 

only available to heterosexuals” (Lewin, 2009:128). (These developmental 

markers will be discussed in more detail later.) Some gay fathers work off the 

cultural belief that parenthood engenders altruism, which in moral terms helps 

to distance them from the stigma associated with being gay (Lewin, 2009). 
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This separation from the stigma allows them “moral mobility” changing their 

status from selfish gay man to mature selfless family man (Lewin, 2009).    

Lesbian Families 

 Lesbians, like gay fathers, can be compared to the heteronormative 

understanding of family on several points. Lewin states that “motherhood and 

womanhood continue to be conflated and mutually defined” (Lewin, 1993:191); 

and because lesbian mothers are placed outside the normative gendered 

understanding of mother and woman, there has been societal opposition to 

lesbians as mothers. Yet, lesbian mothers act in ways and have similar 

ideologies to heteronormative notions of mothers. Additionally, because they 

are mothers, lesbian parents fall into the category of womanhood, which 

allows them more of a mainstream personhood status. 

 Lesbians, like gay men, have several pathways to parenthood. Many 

lesbians have children from previous heterosexual marriages, with non-

biological mothers becoming step-mothers. Planned routes to lesbian 

parenthood include adoption, both domestic and international and various 

methods of alternative-insemination.  

 While our society does not always associate womanhood with special 

esteem, motherhood on the other hand has qualities that elevate it to a 

different level. It is true that some feminists have devalued motherhood, 

believing that it perpetuates gender hierarchy, yet culturally it also holds an 
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honored place in our society (Lewin, 1993).  Qualities such as selflessness, 

nurturance, and devotion which are associated with the “naturalness” of 

motherhood give women a special position of moral authority in our culture 

(Ginsburg, 1998; Lewin, 1993, 1994, 1995). Motherhood is considered natural 

because it comes from the concept of women being procreative (Lewin, 1994). 

Since motherhood is thought of as being achieved through procreation, by 

default mothers are assumed to be heterosexual (Lewin, 1995).  

Based on our cultural ideology, heterosexuality is linked to procreation 

which is an assumed part of womanhood, thereby placing non-parent lesbians 

outside the margins of the category. This is because, in contrast to 

heterosexual women, lesbians are painted as being “at odds with the selfless 

devotion expected of mothers” (Lewin, 1995:103). The assumed lesbian 

lifestyle of nightlife and selfish pursuits of sexual exploits is not synonymous 

with our society’s notions of motherhood. Lesbian parents are up against a 

cultural resistance to them being mothers because they struggle for 

recognition as “good mothers” because they are not part of the mainstream 

mother identity (Hequembourg & Farrell, 1999). Yet, because they are 

mothers they no longer completely fit into their marginalized lesbian identity 

either (Hequembourg & Farrell, 1999). This “otherness” means they are 

constantly negotiating between the two identities, taking on a “marginal-

mainstream” identity (Hequembourg & Farrell, 1999). This type of identity 

allows for lesbian families to be understood in oppositional reference to 
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heteronormative notions of family. It also means they still have a more 

subordinate status than full mainstream mothers; they are mothers but not 

ones that fully fit the heteronormative narrative.  

However, it is not just our society at large that believes the lesbian non-

mother stereotype; it is often an internalized belief on the part of the lesbians. 

Lesbians themselves often struggle with the identity of motherhood because 

they are not usually associated with mainstream family ideologies 

(Hequembourg & Farrell, 1999). Lewin’s findings supported this idea, stating 

that “lesbians reported that they had thought of themselves as not being 

suitable mothers, having internalized images of homosexuals as self-serving, 

immature, or otherwise not capable of the kind of altruism basic to material 

performance” (Lewin, 1994:337). Yet, even with the societal and internal 

questioning of the compatibility of lesbians and motherhood, lesbians 

understand the experience of motherhood in similar ways to heteronormative 

women in several ways.  

While some researchers (e.g., A. Jones, 2013; Stacey, 2011) find that 

some queer families pursue connections with other queer families, Lewin 

found that the gay community was not important to the experience of many 

lesbian mothers (Lewin, 1993). Lesbians did not feel a necessity to be 

connected to the gay community once they became mothers. Additionally, 

Lewin found that both single lesbian and single heterosexual mothers often 

relied on their own mothers (blood ties) for assistance in times of need or crisis 
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(Lewin, 1993). Also, those lesbian mothers, like their heterosexual 

counterparts, considered fathers as a vital part of their child’s life and felt 

obligated to help maintain their child’s relationship with their father (Lewin, 

1993). Yet, for the various ways lesbian mothers are similar to heterosexual 

mothers there are still differences.  

For non-biological co-mothers the experience was very different from 

that of lesbian biological mothers. Since some scholars note that lesbian 

relationships are more egalitarian than heterosexual couples, having children 

creates a cultural power imbalance as one is the biological mother and one is 

the social mother (Hayden, 1995). The social lesbian co-mother claims to 

motherhood then are found to be only as valid as the acceptance of it by the 

network of significant others and mainstream social networks around the co-

mother (Hequembourg & Farrell, 1999). This reliance on others to validate the 

co-mother happens on several levels. First, the non-biological mother’s own 

blood kin often questioned any claims to motherhood precisely because of the 

lack of biological connection (Hequembourg & Farrell, 1999). Then due to lack 

of a biological connection, teachers, medical providers, legal officials and the 

like often doubt the ability of co-mothers to be “good mothers” to an even 

greater extent than extended family (Hequembourg & Farrell, 1999). 

Hequembourg and Farrell found that in order to minimize a co-mothers lesbian 

identity and accentuate her “mainstream” mother identity, some biological 

lesbian mothers use various methods such as more participation in daily child-
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rearing activities (Hequembourg & Farrell, 1999). Additionally some lesbians 

work to regain the equilibrium of power both within their relationship and 

society by “establishing a figurative or literal sharing of blood between the non-

biological mother and her child” (Hayden, 1995:50). They employ several 

methods to do this including, combining or hyphenating the last names of both 

mothers to create a name for their child, which connects the child to both 

parents (Hayden, 1995). These parents also often have their children call them 

names that reinforce their parental equality, such as using the same term of 

momma, or mommy, etc. combined with the parents first name (Hayden, 

1995). Additionally, they create equality of parenthood by having both parents’ 

own families participate and be recognized as full kin, so that the child will 

have grandparents, aunts, uncles, and such from both parents (Hayden, 

1995).  

Even with all the strategies used by lesbian parents it still would seem 

that lesbian co-mothers face more obstacles in their battle for cultural 

legitimacy as kin. This is due in part to our heteronormative assumptions that 

allow the birth mother to automatically receive cultural validity because of her 

biological connection to her child, which is often reinforced by phenotypically 

recognizable relationship to the child (Hayden, 1995).  

On the legal side, it has been suggested that legal legitimacy through 

co-parent adoption or now through legal same-sex marriage might change the 

status of co-mothers. However, it remains to be seen, since so much is still 
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dependent on our society’s heteronormative notions of family to validate both 

co-mothers and biological lesbian mothers as “good mothers.”    

Unlike heterosexual women who already have acceptance  (albeit at a 

lower status than men) in our heteronormative society and who are by default 

assumed to one day raise their status when they become mothers, lesbians do 

not have the same opportunity to raise their  status in our heteronormative 

world. Regardless of the means, by becoming mothers lesbians can be seen 

as accepting responsibility which is part of a “transformative experience” that 

allows them to achieve full adulthood (Lewin, 1994). This transformative 

experience of motherhood allows women in general to become an “altruistic, 

spiritually aware human being,” but for lesbians (again like gay men) there is a 

power in parenthood that helps to avoid the stigma associated with being 

queer (Lewin, 1994:349). Lesbians, like gay men, believe that being a parent 

allows them to claim the “citizenship” given to heterosexuals by default (Lewin, 

1993). Additionally, as mentioned before, motherhood comes with an 

assumption of heterosexuality, for lesbians this assumption “naturalizes” them 

as women and elevates their status in heteronormative society.  

Blended Families 

 There is one form of family that is more difficult to understand in 

opposition to heteronormativity, blended families. By blended families I do not 

mean the kind that conjures up images of The Brady Bunch, the iconic 1970’s 
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show that showcased two previously divorced heterosexual parents marrying 

and combining their kids into one large heteronormative happy family. Instead 

I mean more than one “set” of gay and lesbian parents who usually 

intentionally choose to collectively parent together. This is one reason they are 

referred to as blended families, because for the child they are one family unit, 

even while the “sets” of parents are not romantically involved except within 

their own contained set. However, researchers also interchangeably refer to 

blended families as poly-parents, co-parents, and blended households. There 

can be varying numbers of parents but there will usually be one set of parents 

living near the other parents or sharing property but with a separate space for 

parent groups (A. Jones, 2013; Stacey, 2011). These “queer kinship 

collectives” are most often, although not always formed by a gay male 

“donating” sperm to a lesbian, which in turn means that they are biologically 

and legally the child’s parent (A. Jones, 2013; Stacey, 2011). Research has 

found that these families are often more egalitarian in their co-parenting duties 

versus “traditional” families, where duties are more gender based (Stacey, 

2011). Judith Stacey found that many blended families set aside “parent time” 

separate from the children to stay connected and confer with co-parents 

(Stacey, 2011). Most parent “sets” have individual time with the children but 

also share holidays and special occasions as one family unit (A. Jones, 2013; 

Stacey, 2011). Additionally, blended families have a tendency to actively 
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pursue connections with other queer families and often spend more time with 

them over “traditional” families (A. Jones, 2013; Stacey, 2011).  

 As previously noted, this new form of blended families might be pushing 

the boundaries on the heteronormative notion of family, but the narrative still 

affects them. An example is the experience of one of Stacey’s informants, a 

woman in a blended four parent family, whose parents refused to accept their 

grandchildren because they had a “more rigid ideological understanding of 

family” (Stacey, 2011:78). In addition, similar to lesbian “social” mothers, non-

biologically related parents in blended families often rely on others for 

validation as parents since many view their roles as socially constructed (A. 

Jones, 2013). More research needs to be conducted to determine how 

common this type of experience is for blended families and to determine to 

what degree the heteronormative model of family impacts their lives. 
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PART III: HETERO/HOMO NORMATIVITY 

Even as some scholars attempt to point out the different and varied 

forms gay kinship can take, they still reference them to heteronormative 

kinship examples to either align them or place them in opposition to it. One 

example is Judith Stacey’s discussion of how gay families do not fit the typical 

notion of family. She uses an iconic example of heteronormative marriage to 

both describe one particular couple “Ossie and Harry” (an obvious play on The 

Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet of 1950’s television fame) and their family 

(Stacey, 2011). She frames them and their two children as “a picture-perfect, 

affluent, adoring nuclear family” (Stacey, 2011:33). They had a “monogamous 

love affair,” commitment ceremony, and fulfilled their shared dream of having 

children (Stacey, 2011:34). She places Ossie and Harry in the sequence of 

“love, marriage, and baby carriages” positioning them into “heteronormative 

time” moving them ever closer to our society’s notion of “traditional family” 

(Halberstam, 2005; Stacey, 2011:3). Further, Stacey employs the phrase “the 

rest is Hollywood history” to describe Ossie and Harry’s family life together 

(Stacey, 2011:34), which reinforces that same iconic Hollywood narrative of 

heteronormative family ideals in which they “lived happily ever after.” Through 

discussion of some of her other informants’ stories Stacey’s main goal is to 

point out how different gay forms of family can be from our traditional notions 

of family, they can also be good loving families. Yet, this can read as an 
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attempt to validate difference on one hand, while likening gay families to the 

heteronormative notion of family on the other. This is actively reinforced with 

her own descriptive choices. Please understand, I applaud Stacey’s efforts, as 

gay families need allies who support them. However, even the most well-

meaning researchers often fall back on trying to normalize gay families. 

 Yet, it is not just the researchers who model notions of kinship based on 

a heteronormative understanding. Gay folks themselves acknowledge that 

their notions of family often align or contrast with the “traditional family” model, 

although in more recent years gays as a whole seem to be shifting towards a 

closer alignment of that ideal. As one of Stacey’s informants states that “so 

many of the younger gay and lesbians seem eager to replicate the 

heterosexual model of married, nuclear family life” (Stacey, 2011:86). Lewin’s 

research supported this view that gay families are replicating the 

heteronormative model of family life. Lewin found that gay parents often 

wanted to “normalize” their family experience (Lewin, 2009). This meant they 

made choices that facilitated that normalcy, such as leaving urban living for 

the suburbs so they could have a big yard and access to good schools (Lewin, 

2009). They gave up nightlife for home life, joined churches, became friends 

with neighbors who had kids, and they usually ended up with more straight 

friends than gay ones because of this “normal” family life (Lewin, 2009). They 

effectively made choices that aligned them with the model of the 

heteronormative family. Why would queer families do this?  
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There are a several possible reasons, such as the desire to minimize 

the stigma families might feel from being different, or just feeding into our deep 

seated and long standing hegemonic norms. Some claim it might not stem 

from any conscious thought on the part of gay folks at all. Instead, the shift in 

gay families becoming more like heteronormative notions of kinship could be 

from what Lisa Duggan asserts is “the new neoliberal sexual politics” or as it is 

“termed the new homonormativity” which is “a politics that does not contest 

dominant heteronormative assumptions and institutions but upholds and 

sustains them while promising the possibility of a demobilized gay 

constituency and a privatized, depoliticized gay culture anchored in 

domesticity and consumption” (Duggan, 2002:179). Indeed, queer activists’ 

frequent critique of gay and lesbian parents seeming to assimilate into 

mainstream life and thereby becoming complacent with the status quo politics, 

appear to support this type of claim (e.g.,Rivers, 2013; Walters, 2012). This 

idea of homonormativity is complex as many do not consider themselves 

assimilating to mainstream notions of family, even while possibly doing so. In 

fact, many of these gay parents claim their gay identity is not gone, stating it is 

just in a different context. Lewin’s informants suggested that they simply led a 

reconfigured gay life. They no longer had time for typical gay pastimes and 

activities, instead “’gayness’ becomes reconfigured as one set of daily 

practices that is replaced by another, the new set more child oriented and 

rooted in domesticity and  social responsibility” (Lewin, 2009:158). They 
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consider themselves as “normal” parents who are also gay; some even delight 

when straight parents treat them “like normal parents” (Lewin, 2009:160). 

 However, these reconfigured lives seemed to support Duggan’s theory 

of homonormativity as the culture politics associated with neoliberalism which 

includes moral ideals of cultural and personal life have worked to mainstream 

gay families, making them a closer fit to the heteronormative notion of family. 

Although again, it does not appear to be a conscious active choice of queer 

parents to mainstream themselves. According to Nathan Taylor “the 

heteronormative subject is a technology used to reaffirm a heteronormative 

agenda…[and] through nominal societal acceptance heterosexist [ideals] are 

allowed to remain intact” (Taylor, 2012:136). In a moral sense 

heteronormativity determines what is normative, “defining what is within the 

bounds of ‘normal’” (Martin, 2009). So that the once abnormal idea of gay 

family is now normalized as the homonormative subject, “which ensures the 

survivability of a population by supporting current regimes of practice 

including…marriage [and] family” (Taylor, 2012:146).  

Yet, accepting the idea of gay families falling into homonormativity 

creates a slippery slope. First, not all aspects of gay identity are universal. 

Also, domesticity does not necessarily equate to lack of political involvement 

as there are many heteronormative families that actively work toward political 

goals. Additionally, there is some power in being gay and a parent, precisely 

because it is in direct conflict with heteronormative notions of family (Lewin, 
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2009). Finally, it is not just queer families that seek legitimacy. There are many 

marginalized groups that struggle for “full citizenship and visibility” for their 

families, such as people of color and the socioeconomically disadvantaged 

(Lewin, 2009:191). So it may not be as simple as gay folks falling into some 

sort of homonormative complacency; there are advantages to being “normal.” 

Normal, fortunately or unfortunately, lends itself to legitimacy, which in turn 

can actually increase political power. Once gay families receive the legitimacy 

they seek and deserve, it remains to be seen what their political power will 

look like.  

WHO DETERMINES FAMILY AND WHY DO WE CARE 

 While these new/non-traditional forms of family are theoretically 

convincing to most academics, many of these concepts of family, and 

especially gay and lesbian families are not embraced by the society as a 

whole. Social discourse on kinship has been one of the most powerful forces 

that has defined the institution of family in our culture, which in turn has 

excluded “others” that do not fit the master narrative (Lehr, 1999). Ultimately, it 

is society that determines who or what family means, based on a hegemonic 

understanding. This means that within our society there is a “general 

predominance which includes…a particular way of seeing the world and 

human nature and relationships” which determines the meaning of family 

(Williams, 1976:145). In her research on various family forms in different 

cultures Michelle Barrett noted that “at an ideological level the bourgeoisie has 
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certainly secured a hegemonic definition of family…based on close kinship” 

that is “properly organized” by means of a married man and wife with children 

(Barrett, 1980:204). So by design since gay families are not comprised of a 

married heterosexual couple with children they are not even capable of fitting 

the hegemonic heteronormative model of family. However, there is more to it, 

as these ideas can also be connected with ones mentioned earlier about gay 

fathers trying to meet developmental markers and lesbians trying to become 

responsible adults. There is a hegemonic narrative in our culture that 

emphasizes and directly equates success as an adult with our ability to get 

married and have children, and support them financially (Lehr, 1999). This 

notion of being a successful adult especially comes into question when it 

comes to homosexuality. There is an acceptance among the mainstream 

within our society that gays and lesbians are not capable of even being an 

adult, because they are often thought of as having some kind of arrested 

development compared to heterosexuals (Weston, 1997).  Or, as Halberstam 

explains it, queer temporality falls outside of “heteronormative time” which is 

the sequence of “birth-marriage-reproduction-death” that places them into sort 

of perpetual adolescence since, based on the heteronormative understanding, 

marriage and reproduction are considered the steps to adulthood (Halberstam, 

2005). These ideals reveal the value of the mainstream notion of the 

“traditional” married family within our society. This means that what makes a 

“family” in our society is based, at least in part, on a couple of important 
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features that interact with each other. Two characteristics that are highly 

emphasized and almost required to allow inclusion within our society’s 

narrative of “family” are marriage and the law, since marriage provides legal 

recognition.  

In her study of same-sex marriage and families in San Francisco during 

the 2004 Winter of Love, Katrina Kimport found that the hegemonic belief of 

what makes a family is marriage (Kimport, 2013). A fundamental belief held by 

the heteronormative mainstream is that marriage is a fundamental requirement 

to naturalize and legitimize a family. Schneider noted something along these 

lines during his analysis of American kinship where he noted that the culture 

units that “define” and “distinguish” family as a unit as distinct from any other 

cultural units are mother and father and that they are  contained in the symbol 

of sexual intercourse (D. M. Schneider, 1980). In our society “husband and 

wife are in sexual relationship and theirs is the only legitimate and proper 

sexual relationship” and “the child is the product” of their relationship creating 

the legitimate family (D. M. Schneider, 1980:43). Of course, even though not 

all people fit this depiction of a nuclear family, it is this kind of understanding of 

the nuclear family that gives us a “cultural framework for configuring kinship” 

(Weston, 1997:7). And this hegemonic heteronormative configuration needs 

marriage as a fundamental component. As Kimport states there is a 

“…persistent association of marriage with family…” (Kimport, 2013:98) so that 

(at the time of her research) the issue of same-sex marriage was not just 
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about what would or who could be considered a “…legitimate married couple, 

but what constitutes a (legitimate) family” (Kimport, 2013:103).  

However, in addition to the issue of the hegemonic heteronormative 

requirements for a “legitimate” family, it is up to the government to sanction 

marriage and thereby families. We are reliant on both our society and the law 

to legitimatize alternative forms of family. Kimport states that, “marriage 

matters both legally and socially. By sanctioning specific relationships as 

protected under the law and associating them with particular rights and 

responsibilities, the state plays a key role in the determination and formation of 

the naturalized social construct of ‘the family’” (Kimport, 2013:96). This idea of 

family being defined by our laws and culture is not new. In her research on 

cohabitation Elizabeth Pleck found that there is a long history in this country of 

the state and society needing citizens to meet a certain moral criteria which 

include a Christian heterosexual understanding of marriage and family (Pleck, 

2012). In fact, the government has actively been creating laws that “police the 

family” since World War II based on these beliefs (Rivers, 2013).  

Another example of how the state regulates the moral criteria for family 

is the influence social workers have on determining who can adopt or foster 

children. Social workers often have significant legal say in placing children with 

families, and often times determine that gays or lesbians are too far in 

opposition to their views on traditional family. Stephen Hicks found this to be 

true during his research on social workers; he “found that lesbians and gay 
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men were sometimes imagined as threating to the view of proper human 

relations” with social workers (Hicks, 2006:764). Or at the very least social 

workers “may not consider [gay parents] suitable placements” for these 

children (Lewin, 2009:31). Sometimes this can manifest in direct homophobic 

statements to foster and adoption applicants (Hicks, 2006). Other times it can 

be seen as homophobic behaviors such as holding onto heteronormative 

notions of family in making decisions or legal recommendations on what is 

“right” for the child. Consequently this often means social workers will work to 

not allow children to be placed with gay or lesbian parents as “the social 

worker…argues that gay parenting results in ‘confusion’ for children” as 

opposed to heterosexual parents that offer ‘completeness’ of family for 

children (Hicks, 2006:764). This “confusion” idea, when partnered with the fact 

that not all gay couples are married, and thereby “not legitimate,” can serve as 

the justification social workers need for not placing children with gay parents. If 

queer families do not fit within the heteronormative idea of family then they are 

bad for the child. This is along the lines of Butler’s statement that “variations 

on kinship that depart from the normative, dyadic heterosexually based family 

forms secured through the marriage vow are figured…as dangerous for the 

child” (Butler, 2002:16). Hegemonic notions of family and the law reinforce 

each other.   

It is important to recognize the strength that this combination of laws 

and culture has on the power to define the notion of family, because it 
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determines the criteria needed to be a legitimate family. Not meeting these 

requirements has been cause for being excluded from the “realm of kinship.” 

This is especially true for gay families, as Weston noted, there has been a 

“cultural positioning of gay people outside both law and nature” (Weston, 

1997:4).  

However, legally, at least in regard to marriage, things have recently 

changed for same-sex couples. On June 26, 2015 the United States Supreme 

Court ruled in favor of same-sex marriage. Justice Kennedy recognized in his 

opinion for the Court that marriage binds families together (Kennedy, 2015). 

Citing stories of the plaintiff and co-plaintiffs, such as that of a lesbian couple 

who had three adopted children yet each child could only have one legal 

mother, the court acknowledged that these families needed legal legitimacy 

(Kennedy, 2015). Even with this decision, only time will tell if this will indeed 

help to fully legitimize these families. As Lehr points out even marriage rights 

do not guarantee that these families will receive support and acceptance from 

the larger society (Lehr, 1999). Yet, as history has shown us and other 

scholars have pointed out, legal recognition is often a vital component to a 

larger cultural change.  

The Cultural Change 

 There have been different forms of family beyond the notion of the 

“traditional family” in our society for many decades, even before scholars 
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started studying them. In fact, Judith Butler points out that for a long time there 

have been “a number of kinship relations that exist and persist that do not 

conform to the nuclear family model” noting that these families consist of both 

biological and non-biological kin and operate outside of formalized rules 

(Butler, 2002:13). But, if these families have always been here, why are they 

now more visible? It is true that there seems to be more of them than before, 

but why is that? Is there an acceptance in the mainstream culture that was not 

there in the past? If so, how can this be explained? There is no one reason, 

there are many possible reasons, and probably more likely there are multiple 

factors some of which interact with each other that are bringing about change. 

That being noted, some influences seem more obvious and compelling than 

others due to varying degrees of impact. Since not all theories can be explored 

in the context of this paper, the following are a couple of what I consider the 

more powerful theories that are worth exploring further to explain the changing 

notions of family in our culture.  

While new forms of family are still often understood by many in 

comparison to the heteronormative “traditional” family, they are also becoming 

more normalized in society. Currently, there is a kind of fluidity with the notion 

of family happening in our culture which allows for some movement between 

“choice” and biology. This is not to say that we do not still use the “traditional 

family” model of the family as our foundation to form our notions of family, 

however now we do it in individual ways. Andrew Cherlin states that we have 
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“distinctive American family patterns” versus other Western countries; this is 

due in part to the value we place on both family and individualism, which 

contradict each other (Cherlin, 2009). This idea of competing values means 

that we do not all understand the “American family” the same way. While there 

are a few basic features that some anthropologists have noted (e.g., D. M. 

Schneider, 1980; Weston, 1997), such as love and a commitment to support 

each other that are included in our cultural understanding of kinship, because 

of the value we place on individualism we may not all agree on the complete 

picture. As Cherlin explains: 

“People tend to think of a nation’s culture as consistent and unified – a 

set of values and expectations that fit together to create a coherent 

whole…Culture often contains multiple, inconsistent ways of viewing 

the same reality, and individuals choose, sometimes without even 

realizing it, which view to adopt” (Cherlin, 2009:24). 

He further expands on this by borrowing upon Ann Swidler’s (Swidler, 1986) 

culture as a toolkit metaphor idea, stating: 

“Culture is a vast tool kit, and people reach into this kit to select the 

tools they need to organize their lives. In the kit are a set of tools I will 

call cultural models – frameworks for interpreting common situations we 

encounter…But sometimes there is more than one cultural model – 
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more than one set of tools – that we can apply to a given situation” 

(Cherlin, 2009:24-25).  

Using this concept we can draw from different sets of tools, one being the 

hegemonic notion of family and the other the concept of individualism, to help 

conceptualize our own idea of family (Cherlin, 2009). While many think of 

individualism as a selfish focus on one’s own personal happiness, Cherlin 

points out that when it comes to family life, the individualism model allows 

individuals to make choices around family life and living arrangements that we 

did not have in the past (Cherlin, 2009).  

But, these concepts go beyond just strictly American families. Echoing 

Cherlin’s theory, Maurice Godelier points out the connection between 

individualism and notions of kinship in the broader contemporary Western 

society. Godelier suggests that both family and individualism are values that 

play off each other to allow people to determine what family means (Godelier, 

2012). He notes that while “we readily speak of ‘individualism’ as a source of 

disrespect for values…we forget that our society constantly encourages 

people to make their own choices and to look after their own interests” which 

he says is one of the reasons “the notion of kinship has evolved and will 

continue to do so” (Godelier, 2012:534). Godelier believes this idea of family 

based on individual understandings can be seen as being supported both by 

the wider society and by European laws (Godelier, 2012). Individualism, then, 

is not only having an effect on what the larger society thinks family means, but 
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it is also allowing people the fluidity to move themselves into different forms of 

family. However, individualism is not the only factor that is changing our 

cultural notion of family. Religion, or lack of religion, might be just as 

influential. 

Even though individualism has allowed for more flexibility around 

notions of family, religion has had a direct and substantial impact on notions of 

kinship in Western societies (Godelier, 2012). Religion is highly influential on a 

society’s kinship systems, either by maintaining them or changing them; as 

Godelier points out religion is “among the most powerful forces capable of 

acting in this sense” (Godelier, 2012:498). Creations of family are guided by 

“the dominance of Christian morality” (Lehr, 1999:133), this means that our 

notions of family are intrinsically linked to our religious understanding of family. 

These religious rules of traditional family have for many years contributed to 

the disdain society has had for new forms of family (Golombok, 2015). 

Religious institutions have historically played a part in defining family as 

heterosexual (heterosexual parents), and Christian fundamentalism has fought 

long and hard to maintain this traditional notion of family (Rivers, 2013). 

Historically, the church feels deeply threatened by non-traditional forms of 

family and has actively spoken out against them, as is obvious with Cardinal 

Javier Lozsano Barrogan’s statement, “they even give cockroaches the rank of 

family now because they live under the same roof. If there’s a cat, a dog, two 
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lesbians and everything living there, it’s a family” (Times WireReports, 2004). 

But, things are changing when it comes to religious notions of family. 

The stronghold that religion has had on our notion of the traditional 

family is starting to lose its grip which I argue can be attributed to an overall 

change in religiousness, particularly with the millennial generation in the 

United States. Recent analyses of four large parallel national surveys indicate 

that the religiosity of Millennials was significantly less when compared to 

previous generations (Twenge, Exline, Grubbs, Sastry, & Campbell, 2015). 

The analysis implies a correlation between a decrease in religious orientation 

and an increase in individualism which has caused a movement toward 

secularism (Twenge et al., 2015). The study’s authors also suggested that this 

lack of religiosity among Millennials was not due to youth but was more likely 

due to “the particular time period,” which also means that “it is possible that 

Americans of all ages have become less religious over this time period” 

although there is a marked difference with Millennials (Twenge et al., 2015:7). 

This decrease in religiousness and increase in individualism can be seen 

playing out in notions of family, principally again among Millennials. While 

these findings do not indicate that culturally we have completely let go of our 

link of heterosexual couples with children as the traditional notion of family, it 

does mean that attitudes towards different forms of family, or more specifically 

gay and lesbian families, are more accepting.  
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We can see a change in the findings in a recent report of a national 

survey which indicated that nearly eighty percent of Millennials “agree gay and 

lesbian couples can be as good as heterosexual couples as parents” (R. 

Jones, Cox, & Navarro-Rivera, 2014:32). A recent Pew Research Center 

report also backs these findings stating that overall there has been some 

increase of acceptance “of same-sex couples as parents” and that “younger 

generations remain substantially more accepting – and have grown more so 

over time” (Pew Research Center, 2013:7).  

It is no longer just about gay families recognizing themselves as 

“legitimate” families; we can now see that there has been a shift in thinking in 

the larger society of validating same-sex couples with children as a family. 

Because of our contemporary emphasis on individualism when it comes to 

notions of family, and because individualism is often in conflict with religion 

(especially in our younger generation), the lines of “traditional family” are 

starting to blur. This means that America’s cultural notions of family are 

changing to be more inclusive of gay (and hopefully all types of) families. So 

while notions of kinship might always by design start from a point of 

heteronormativity (or opposition to it), our notions of family are now flexible 

enough to adapt it, if not directly change it. New forms of family are becoming 

more “normal” even if still heteronormative. 
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PART IV: THE CURRENT QUALITATIVE STUDY 

 My investigation is an exploration of modern notions of queer kinship 

and how some aspects of that relate to the literature reviewed. Several of the 

families I interviewed seemed to be affected by the heteronormative 

understanding of family. Some seemed to perpetuate heteronormative notions 

of family and gender onto their own families. Others believed their families 

were not part of the heteronormative kinship narrative, yet they acknowledged 

that they were or could be affected by those norms. Several consciously or 

unconsciously normalized their family experience. Some families shared that 

at some point they thought that connections with other queer families were 

important even if they had varying degrees of success with starting or 

maintaining them. A few of the families discussed creating chosen families. All 

of the families discussed the importance of biology or biological kin in some 

way. With the exception of a few examples none of the parents strictly 

conformed to ascribed gender roles. Seemingly proud of their families, all were 

“out” as same-sex families with children. The majority of the families 

acknowledged encountering stigma for being a queer family. Most thought that 

they had some agency to push back at the boundaries of traditional notions of 

family. And all recognized that there is a broader cultural change in the notion 

of family in our society.     
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METHODS & DEMOGRAPHICS 

 The data presented in this section is derived from ethnographic 

interviews from 5 families; 1 family was a gay male couple, 3 families were 

female couples in lesbian relationships, and 1 blended family consisting of 1 

lesbian couple and a gay male threesome. All of these families had at least 1 

child under the age of 13 living with them. Informants ranged in age from the 

mid-30’s to mid-50’s. All but 1 set of parents were legally married. A brief 

background on each family will be given upon their introduction into the 

discussion. 

Informants were found both directly from programs at the LGBT San 

Diego Center or through referrals from people in those programs. It should be 

noted that a common misconception about San Diego is that it is very 

conservative, but this is untrue. A recent study found that while not as liberal 

as San Francisco, where Weston did her research on gay families, it is by no 

means conservative (Tausanovitch & Warshaw, 2014).That said, informants 

were still difficult to find or commit to be interviewed. While I cannot say why 

this was the case, my speculation is that some turned me down because of 

concern for their families being used to further stigmatize queer families. 

Additionally, there is the simple fact that parents of young children tend to be 

extremely busy.  
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The interviews were conducted in the informant’s homes in and around 

the greater San Diego area. Interviews were of parents only, however children 

were present in the home during two of the discussions allowing for 

observation of interactions between parents and children. The format of the 

interviews was semi-structured, focusing primarily on how these families 

create and support positive family identities when they are often in direct 

conflict with conventional “traditional family values” and gender-role norms. 

Although the interviews were broad, they all covered similar discussion on 

ways that their families were similar to and different from mainstream models 

of the hegemonic family, and how these models affected their concepts of 

family.  

THE “BUY IN” / INTERNATIZED HETERONORMATIVE NOTIONS  

As discussed, heteronormative notions of family, while not completely 

universal, are widely accepted in our culture. Yet, most queer folks do not 

categorize their families based on mainstream ideas, though there are some 

that do. I was surprised during my research to find that two of the lesbian 

families I interviewed used heteronormative gendered ideas and language to 

describe their family interaction and behaviors.  

The first example is Donna and Jamie. They had been together for 

approximately four years and were raising Donna’s three biological children. 

Donna shared custody of her children with her ex-husband. Prior to coming 
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out, Donna had married young and lived a very heteronormative and religious 

life. This is Donna’s first relationship with a woman even though she admits 

that she always knew she was a lesbian and that she struggled to reconcile 

her sexuality through the years. She states, “I’ve been gay my whole life, like 

I’ve known and I tried extremely hard, if anybody tried to think themselves or 

idealize themselves out of being gay it probably would be me.” Jamie on the 

other hand was openly gay for years even while in the military. Perhaps it is 

because of Donna’s lived experience of the traditional family that she used 

more heteronormative scripting to describe her family than Jamie. Donna 

explained that “to the outside world we’re probably the stereotypical gay 

couple, you know because she’s like the boy, I’m the girl. She’s the 

breadwinner. I’m the one who kind of stays home, I have a job but…” 

However, long-time lesbian Jamie downplayed Donna’s comments by saying 

“even though we look like the stereotypical, or whatever people expect, I don’t 

think it’s always like that.” Jamie continued by bringing up how they have a 

more egalitarian relationship, stating, “I think we try to do things like help each 

other.” Donna acknowledges the difference in her new family relationship 

versus her former heteronormative one but discounts the idea of 

heteronormative gender assumptions playing a role; saying “we have a spirit 

of cooperation that I did not have in my marriage, Rick did not want to 

cooperate on anything, but that’s not a gender issue, not a straight gay issue, 

that’s just his personality.” The heteronormative difference in their 
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perspectives can also be seen in their statements about interactions with their 

children.  

During our discussion, Donna told Jamie “you are the father.” This is 

because she equates certain actions as being gendered. She said her son 

“sees Jamie as more of a father figure than his own father, because she will 

be rough and tumble and play with him.” She feels that her youngest son who 

is in first grade had frequently assumed Jamie was a “boy.” Donna believes 

that there is a “gender identity thing going on.” It is uncertain if she meant 

because Jamie does not fit the heterosexual female stereotypical gender 

presentation or because even first graders have been socialized to have 

heteronormative assumptions of family. Regardless of the reason, their child 

knows now that Jamie is a woman even if, as Donna states, “he didn’t for a 

long time.” However, even while Donna was very focused on gender, Jamie 

seemed to downplay the gender category question saying “I think he always 

kind of knew, I think he wants me to be a boy. I think for some reason it 

bothers him, not bothers him but like cause he’s like ‘I don’t like girls, I don’t 

like girls’ or whatever and so I think he wants us, maybe me to be more of a 

father figure. You know what I mean?” Jamie later clarified that their son does 

think of her as his parent and that he does know that she is a female, “but 

because he does not like girls he doesn’t want that association” with her being 

a girl. Jamie suggested that it is more about his age and not liking any girls 



56 
 

except for his biological mother; so it is not really about Jamie needing to be a 

father or man as much as he needs Jamie not to be a “girl.”  

Self-compliance to heteronormative notions of family and gender scripts 

came more from Donna than from Jamie. Some might argue that Donna’s 

comments came from internalized homophobia, especially with her sharing 

how she tried for many years to regulate her sexuality. And to some degree 

that might be true, but it seems more likely that Donna’s prior lived 

experienced in a heteronormative marriage and family plays a part in her 

trying to make sense of her current family. And the opposite is true for Jamie, 

since being out as a lesbian for the majority of her life she never saw herself 

as part of a heteronormative family. A similar theme with slight variations can 

be seen with Alex and Michelle’s family. 

Alex and Michelle have been together for over ten years. They have 

seven-year-old twin boys together. Alex, who has a public service career in a 

traditionally male dominated field, has “always” been out as a lesbian. Alex 

had several miscarriages after getting pregnant through alternative 

insemination before having their twins through the same method. Despite not 

fitting the heteronormative notion of mother, Alex would qualify as one of 

Judith Stacey’s “predestined parents” since she reported having a strong 

desire for having children as long as she can remember. She attributed her 

desire to have kids to growing up “with a strong Mexican family.”  
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In contrast, Michelle, who came out just before meeting Alex, finds it 

“hard to feel gay.” She said she “never thought” she was gay and offered that 

she “likes pink” and did ballet in college as proof of why. She reported never 

wanting to have children but was willing to co-mother because she wanted to 

maintain her relationship with Alex.  

I believe (as I did with Donna) that Michelle’s internal feelings about her 

sexuality have an effect on how and why she uses heteronormative gendered 

notions to describe her family and interactions. She recounted a story of an 

incident in which one of the twins said he wanted a dad. They were at a 

restaurant and he observed a little girl and her dad having a good time and he 

said he wanted a dad. Michelle comforted him by saying she wished she could 

give him a dad. Seeming to not want to play into the dad desire, Alex implied 

that he was lucky not to have a dad, telling their son “your dad could be in 

prison.” Michelle continued by stating that the twin that wanted a father is the 

one that “likes being a boy,” whereas the other twin is “flexible about the toys 

he will play with” and noted that he likes pink, which led her to conclude “if one 

of our kids grows up gay it’s probably going to be [him].” Additionally, she 

likened Alex’s relationship with their boys to heteronormative notions of gender 

and family, stating that “Alex is the best of both worlds because she is a 

nurturing, like, loving mother and then she’s also like amazing at sports, like 

super, super athletic. And just outgoing, and she wrestles with them [their 

boys]. She’s way more like a dad than any dad I’ve seen in as far as involved 
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and bring that element of rough and tumble, gets to go have fun…traditional 

male role, she completely fulfills it.” 

 Alex on the other hand, probably because she has been gay her entire 

life, downplayed the idea that she was the dad. She said that one of their boys 

once asked “if I was a boy.” She questioned him on why he would think to ask, 

his reply was that she rides motorcycles, surfs, and has short hair. She told 

him that she was not a boy, that she just does those things, and explained that 

someone does not need to be a boy to do them. However, Alex does seem to 

view her relationship as very similar to heteronormative relationships. When I 

asked how she saw her relationship as different from her straight friends, she 

replied “I don’t really.”  

Alex and Michelle seem to have a similar dynamic as Jamie and 

Donna. Michelle, who never thought of herself as gay before this relationship 

and still finds it hard to feel gay, bought in more than her wife to the traditional 

heteronormative notion of marriage and family. While Michelle described her 

wife once as a nurturing mother she discussed more her being able to fit the 

“traditional male role” and more like a dad than other dads she knows. 

Michelle also used heteronormative gendered notions to describe their 

children, stating that there is one that “likes being a boy” and the more flexible 

pink-liking twin as likely to be gay. Alex, who has been out as a lesbian most 

of her life, often downplayed the descriptions used by Michelle probably 

because she never saw herself fitting into the heteronormative family narrative 
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even though she always wanted to have children; she reported never thinking 

of having them by marrying a man.  

 Not all of the couples used a heteronormative gendered narrative to 

describe themselves or their family interactions. In fact, one couple in 

particular used terms that aligned with their gender but which did not fit with 

stereotypical gender roles. Kraig and Ernie, a gay couple in their fifties, 

adopted their five-year-old son when he was three years old, yet he had 

basically been with them since he was four days old. Ernie shared that having 

a child “was so not on their bucket list” but fate and love intervened when a 

young, homeless, “white supremacist,” drug-addicted couple asked the men to 

be godparents to their child when born. Only days after his birth the biological 

parents left their infant son with the two men for months. Days after being 

picked back up by his biological mother the baby was taken by social services. 

However, Ernie and Kraig got custody and eventually adopted him. They 

established early on that one of them needed to work and the other should 

stay home and care for their son. Kraig became the fulltime care-taker to their 

son and their household, and he says he “cooks and bakes.” Kraig also 

volunteers a significant amount at the school their son attends. Yet, both Ernie 

and Kraig have never used the terms wife or mother as a descriptor of Kraig’s 

role. In fact, Kraig used the phrase “stay-at-home dad” to explain his role in the 

family, a description that Ernie also used. However, to be fair, while there was 

a qualitative difference in the language choices between the other families and 
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this one, it could also be related to the fact that there is a much stricter policing 

of gender terms for men versus women. While it is true that researchers (e.g., 

Lewin, 2009; Stacey, 2011) found that men feel comfortable performing certain 

stereotypical mother roles, a woman being referred to as “the dad” has fewer 

social repercussions than a man being referred to as a “mom” and therefore is 

less likely to be used.    

NORMALIZING 

 Most of the families I interviewed unconsciously or consciously 

normalized their family experience, as Lewin suggested many do. In various 

ways they seemed to replicate heteronormative family life, although I am not 

certain that it was always for intentional reasons. The families either lived in 

the suburbs or in “gay friendly” gentrified urban neighborhoods known for 

having lots of families and good schools, with the exception of one outlier that 

lived in an extremely urban downtown location. What was perhaps most true 

of Lewin’s normalizing concept in its application to the families I interviewed, 

was that all of the families were focused on their children and domesticity.  

Alex and Michelle advised that their marriage was similar to 

heterosexual couples they knew; using their straight neighbor couple as an 

example, Alex said that “they fight as much as we do.” While this comparison 

seems to be about internalized heteronormative notions of family, it is more 

than just that, it is connected to a broader theme of normalizing their family. 
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For Alex and Michelle, it was not just that their relationship was similar to their 

straight friends, it was how it related to the overall context they understood 

their family to be in. They intentionally purchased a home in a gentrified urban 

neighborhood with good schools to raise their boys. One of the main reasons 

they selected this neighborhood was because it had some other queer families 

and lots of heterosexual millennials, many with children, that are accepting of 

gay folks. They said they do have a couple of gay families living nearby and 

that at school each classroom has at least two children with gay parents. Yet, 

being around other gay families does not really seem to be a priority as they 

seem to focus their connections more on who their children like from school or 

families that live the closest to them, most of whom are straight. As Michelle 

stated, “I would say we probably have more straight friends than gay friends.” 

They said they spend a lot of family time at home or going on camping trips 

with the nearby straight neighbors. While they did intentionally select a 

neighborhood that would be supportive of them as a gay family they also 

seemed to be living a stereotypical domestic life.   

Donna and Jamie live in the suburbs in a home adorned with lots of 

family pictures, and their children’s artwork. They spend their family time with 

nearby friends who have grandchildren around the same age as their children. 

They gave an example of a typical family outing as going to their friends’ 

family pool parties so their kids can play with other children. On the few days a 
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month that the children were with their father, the couple often has friends over 

to watch sports games. They reported being basically homebodies. 

As for the other families, two of them lived in the suburbs and one lived 

in a downtown urban area. Some aspects of their lives did seem to be 

normalized, such as the two who purposely purchased suburban homes with 

yards, and even the urban family seemed to place a focus on domesticity.  

What is true is that while it appears that for the most part, these parents 

had given up the stereotypical gay lifestyle discussed in the literature in favor 

of a family life, it appeared that none had done it with intentional desire or 

thought. None of the parents appeared to be trying to create a “normal” family 

experience; instead they all worked to achieve what they thought was a good 

home life for their children, which just happened to look like the 

heteronormative model.  

FAMILIES OF CHOICE & GAY CONNECTIONS, OR NOT 

 As part of my exploration of modern queer families I wondered how 

queer parents created positive identities when competing against conflicting 

notions of traditional families. Prior to my interviews I assumed that the easiest 

and most traveled path to get there involved surrounding their families with 

other gay families. I thought that perhaps there would be a kind of normalizing 

that this process would create, but not normalizing in the way Lewin 

suggested. Rather, I supposed that gay families would surround themselves 
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with other gay families, thereby reinforcing their family as normal. As such, I 

presumed that most families would have a support network of other queer 

families, in similar fashion to Weston’s family of choice. To clarify, Weston did 

not maintain that only queer folks could be part of chosen family, but her 

overall theory is built upon the idea that gay individuals who were estranged 

from their biological kin created families with others like themselves within the 

LGBT community.  

I found that the need for creating gay connection was for the most part 

not as important as I had thought it would be. That said, some families had at 

different times tried to build gay family networks with varying degrees of 

success. I found only one family that seemed to actively work to constantly 

maintain connections with other gay families – the blended family. While the 

blended family seemed concentrated on extending their queer chosen family, 

some of the other families did appear to have a kind of chosen family; they 

were just not specifically always targeting other gay families.   

The fact that the blended family was the most focused on connecting 

with other gay families seems to be in line with the literature. As previously 

discussed, several researchers suggested that blended families are more 

likely to seek out connections with other gay families. Due to my small sample 

size it is hard to conclusively conclude that blended families are more likely to 

pursue and maintain connections with other queer families. However, based 

on my interviews it seems likely the case.  
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As a blended family, Drew, Steve, Quinton, Elizabeth, Jyl and their 

three children all live in the same (very large) house. Drew, Steve, and 

Quinton are all gay and are together in what they call a triple, although Drew 

and Steve have been together the longest and are legally married. Elizabeth is 

bisexual and in a monogamous relationship with her lesbian wife Jyl. The 

family is also a very racially and ethnically diverse group as Drew is Latino, 

Quinton is African-American, Jyl is Asian-American, and Elizabeth and Steve 

are Caucasian. It was not their original plan to live together as one large 

blended family, or even to be a blended family, it just sort of happened. 

Elizabeth and Drew had been friends since high school so when the women 

decided they wanted a child they asked if one of the guys would assist them. 

Steve agreed to donate his sperm and Jyl got pregnant via alternative 

insemination. Their daughter lived with the women but the men would help a 

lot with her care. When the men later adopted an older son, all five adults 

agreed they did not want him to feel different, so often, both children would go 

together to each household. A couple of years later the men decided they 

wanted another child, so Jyl gave birth to another girl, this time via Drew’s 

sperm. Again, they regularly exchanged assistance caring for the three 

children. For several years this situation continued; as Quinton stated, they 

were “like a divorced family, a blended family without the acrimony, so there 

were these two households and siblings that moved between the two 
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households.” Eventually they collectively agreed that they should live in the 

same house to co-parent their children.  

Since the five parents had been active in the queer community prior to 

having children they felt it important to make connections with other gay 

families. They shared that they try to surround themselves with other queer 

families and friends; as Drew reported they have “queer-cultured families and 

extended friends” that they spend most of their family time with. Queer family 

connections are such a large part of their lives that Quinton said they “live in a 

queer-culturated bubble” he explained further that “most of our friends, most of 

our family, ya know, our extended support network, the people we interact with 

when we go out with…socially are all pretty queer.” They make it a priority to 

regularly invite other queer families over for dinner or coordinate group outings 

to the beach or amusement parks with other gay families. They stated that the 

majority of the time they spend time only with other queer families.  

The support they give and receive from a few of the other queer 

families in their social network is in line with the criteria of kinship that Weston 

encountered in her research; they shared emotional and material resources 

with other families and they shared a common past and a sense of future 

(Weston, 1997). Drew and his family members regularly provided emotional 

support to several of the queer families in their social network; one example is 

that they commonly provided respite care for families with a sick partner or 

child. They also provided material support and would pay for other families 
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(whom they considered family) who did not have money to join them for 

activities. The families within their extended chosen family shared a common 

past and a planned future, they had supported and been there for past joys, 

tragedies, and everyday life and had set plans to share holidays and 

celebrations together. 

 Other gay families tried to varying degrees to incorporate other gay 

families into their social circles, although always to a lesser degree or with less 

long-term success than the blended family I interviewed. Michelle and Alex 

shared that when their boys were younger they would have weekly dinners 

with several of their gay friends because “we all had children.” However, Alex 

said that because “one family imploded and there was casualties,” gay family 

dinner get-togethers became less frequent. Michelle said “we don’t really do it 

anymore” but added that they still try to have a group of gay families get 

together to have dinner “every couple of months.” Yet, they implied that these 

dinners are very irregular and may not even happen that often. During my 

discussion with them it seemed that perhaps at one point the idea of 

connecting and maintaining ties with other gay families might have held more 

importance when their boys were younger but it less important now. Instead 

they seem to focus more on their own biological families for kinship.  

 Stephanie, a bisexual Italian American, and Jillian, an Asian-born 

genderqueer woman, had been together over ten years at the time of my 

interview. After trying for seven years to have or adopt a child they were finally 
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able to adopt their African American son. They do not have a lot of queer 

family connections. In fact they readily admit they have “lots and lots of 

straight friends.” Yet, they also work hard to surround their son with different 

kinds of families in an effort to show him that he is not alone in having a 

different family form of family. Stephanie told me “we actively seek out other 

unique families…we actively seek out diversity and we actively seek out gay 

families” to be part of their created family. She went on to share that they are 

always looking for additional diverse families to add to their social network, 

stating that “we literally look at our list of friends” during certain times in their 

lives “and we say, you know, we need more brown people, we need more 

black people” in their circle. She said when they recognize representation is 

lacking, “we’ll say to ourselves we need to reach out, we need to reach out, 

and we have, we need more gay couples in our lives.” She seemed to have an 

apparent epiphany about not having enough gay families on their “list of 

friends” while making that statement, which was obvious when she continued 

with, “we do, in fact we do, you know not gay couples so much as, gay couple 

parents, gay parents.” They did indeed seem to have a diverse group of 

families in their network which also included an evangelical Christian 

missionary family that lived directly across the street. While they did not live in 

a queer bubble like the blended family, their efforts seemed to be after the 

same results. By surrounding their son with examples of different kinds of 

families, they sought to lessen the difference of their family to the traditional 
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heteronormative model. Their diverse family social network supported both 

their family, and especially their son’s intersecting identity.  

While their diverse family social network was not solely focused on 

queer families, diversity and choice were driving values in the creation of their 

chosen family. As Stephanie pointed out “we call our friends familia because 

we are huge, huge advocates of the idea we create family for ourselves. And 

we get to, well we got to as children too, but especially as adults we get to pick 

and choose our family and knit together our own family and some of that 

family may be our blood kin and many of them may not be.” She explained 

that they assign the same extended family terms they use for their biological 

kin to their chosen family, “familia refers to cousins, and the uncles and 

aunties, and all the people we call cousins and aunties.” I asked Stephanie 

whether the people they consider and call familia are “fictive kin.” Her 

response was that they were something more than just fictive kin, “they’re 

chosen family. So anybody we really love we call uncle or auntie even if [their 

son] just met them, he instantly knows what that means when we call them 

uncle or auntie, is that we love them.” Mutual love was offered as the criteria 

for “familia”. In her explanation Stephanie did however make a distinction 

between her chosen family or “familia,” and biologically related individuals for 

which she reserved the term “family” as a reference.  

 At one point Kraig and Ernie had a of lot gay family friends, although at 

the time of the interview for various reasons they seemed to rely more on 
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Kraig’s parents and their large network of straight friends (both single and 

couples) that lived in their neighborhood for support. Kraig and Ernie did not 

originally plan on creating a queer family social network after they got their 

son, Kraig just sort of fell into one. Soon after the unexpected arrival of their 

son, Kraig realized he needed help figuring out how to be a parent, stating 

“when I got him I started looking for places that I could go, kids don’t come 

with an instruction manual.” He shared that the straight mommy groups that he 

first found would not “accept me being male.” Yet, he was able to find help in 

the gay community, stating, “all the lesbian mothers took me under their 

wings,” which is why they got involved in the queer family program at the 

LGBT center. For several years they were very active in the program which 

allowed them to create close friendships with other gay families. But, over the 

years things changed, and they no longer spend time with other gay families 

they met through the center. Kraig said that once their son started school they 

devoted most of their time to making friends there since it was important for 

them to feel connected. Although, in addition to their new school family friends, 

Kraig and Ernie pointed out that they still maintain and rely on numerous 

friendships they have with straight neighbors. As Kraig said, “it takes a village,” 

so they have always been grateful for the support of their friends who are the 

regular patrons at “the pub down the street” where their son is considered “the 

pub mascot.” Kraig admits that it seems an unlikely place for support saying 



70 
 

“it’s funny because they are all straight men [yet] they all took us under their 

wings.”  

For Ernie and Kraig’s family, the close relationships they made and 

maintained with the bar patrons seemed to fit the criteria of chosen family. 

They explained when they had a years-long court battle these were the people 

that showed up and filled the courtroom in a show of support for the couple’s 

adoption of their son. This chosen family is so much a part of their lives that 

the one request their son had after the judge finalized the adoption was to 

have a party at the pub with them all. Kraig said their chosen family has been 

a huge source of support throughout the years which they have worked to 

reciprocate as well. 

 The families I interviewed all seemed to have not only different needs 

around connections with other gay families and creating chosen families, but 

they all had varying levels of success at maintaining those relations. With 

regard to gay connections, the small sample size made it difficult to ascertain if 

there was less of a need among lesbians to have a queer family support 

network, as Lewin suggested (Lewin, 1993)(Lewin, 1993)(Lewin, 1993). Yet, 

based on what was reported by the families it was evident that all of them 

(including the lesbian households) had a desire on some level to connect with 

other queer families. One family was not sure how to go about it but 

recognized the possible value in connecting with other queer families; as 

Donna stated, “I felt a need a while back and I guess we kind of got 
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sidetracked and now I’m feeling like, yeah we need to start connecting up with 

other [gay] families, but I don’t know how to do that.” Ultimately, based on 

what the families shared it appeared that the blended family was most 

proactive around connecting with other queer families, to the point that they 

aptly described their social network as a “queer bubble.” The blended family 

was also the only one that seemed to have a chosen family that primarily 

consisted of other queer folks. This could likely be a reflection of the fact that 

this family (a gay polyamorous triple and a female couple living as one 

household) was the least heteronormative of all the families I interviewed. It is 

understandable that they would work to have a chosen family of mostly queer 

families since they would likely find more acceptance and support by other 

queer families. Two other families did have chosen families but since those 

families did not place as much emphasis in making and maintaining gay 

connections they were chosen according to other criteria.  

All the families who had chosen families indicated the significance of 

them in their lives, but all of them also discussed the prominence of their 

biological kin; they separated biological kin from chosen family in discussions 

and in levels of importance. This contrast should not be taken to necessarily 

imply a difference between Weston’s (1997) model and these families’ notion 

of chosen family. Weston never said that the two are mutually exclusive. 

Formation of a chosen family does not preclude individuals from maintaining 

biological kinship ties. However, these families did seem to hold biological 
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family in a deeper regard, holding a different position than that of their chosen 

family, as could be seen in Stephanie’s distinction between “familia” and 

“family.” There was one obvious fundamental aspect of Weston’s model 

missing from their stories; none spoke of fear of being disowned or loss of love 

from biological kin due to their sexuality as Weston discussed (Weston, 1997). 

Instead, most of them spoke of strong positive connections with their biological 

(or in one case adoptive) families, to the point that they did not need chosen 

families. It seemed that for these families creating a chosen family, whether it 

was mostly queer, extremely diverse, or geographically close, was more about 

finding people that supported their form of family unconditionally and that 

helped to minimize their difference.   

 BIOLOGY & BIOLOGICAL KIN 

 While discussing chosen family during my interviews, I noticed a 

common theme among all these families; biology and biological kin holds a 

significant place in their lives and ideas. Not every couple discussed their 

biological family. The ones that did varied in the level of detail they shared but 

they all emphasized the importance of biological kin. 

 Alex and Michelle probably shared the least about their biological 

family. Alex said that all of her “family is exceptional” although her mom tends 

to be the most involved with their children. Michelle shared that when it comes 

to support for them as a couple “we are super lucky…our families are 
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amazing.” However, she did add that it would be difficult for her family not to 

be supportive of her form of family, because her family maintained their 

supportive nature for her siblings when her sister married her brother; a form 

of family that is generally considered not socially acceptable in our society.  

 The blended family members said that all of their parents are supportive 

and involved in their family’s lives. In fact, they shared that one of the 

considerations for buying the exact house they did was that it had land in the 

back, in which they plan to build an additional unit as an aging-parent home. 

They agreed that they all want to have their parents live with them as they get 

older and they stated that just like their co-parenting they will all share elderly 

parent care duties together.  

 Biology was mentioned as important to this family in other ways, too. 

They pointed out that they originally used terms like “bio dad” or “donor dad” to 

recognize a difference between “Daddy Drew” and “Daddy Quinton.” They also 

felt it important to acknowledge that their two daughters “were sisters because 

they did share a biological mother.” 

 Kraig said that he and his husband’s “whole family have been very 

supportive” of them and their son. Kraig’s father is an attorney and did all the 

work to get them through the legal ordeal to be able to adopt their son. He said 

his son and father have a special bond which he thinks is because their son 

“kind of knows that Grandpa was there for him” even though the boy was 
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never at the court proceedings. Kraig’s mother also regularly visits his family 

and takes their son for rides in her Corvette. Sadly, Ernie said both of his 

parents were deceased but that his siblings are very involved in their lives, 

albeit from a distance since they live out of state.  

 Beyond their own biological families Ernie and Kraig attempted to 

preserve their son’s own biological relationships through the years. They said 

that for many years they worked at maintaining communication with the 

biological mother, but have since given up after too many disappointing 

interactions with her. They have also managed to share occasional 

communications with the boy’s biological grandmother.  

 Biology seemed to hold deepest meaning for Stephanie and her family. 

As mentioned earlier Stephanie and Jillian felt very connected to their chosen 

family, but they still make a distinction between chosen and biological kin. 

Stephanie placed great emphasis on how connected they were with both of 

their own biological kin and their son’s birth parents. She said that her “dad is 

in love with Jillian” and with regard to their son’s biological parents she stated 

that “we have a full on love relationship with them.” They have regular visits 

with their own families and frequently Skype with their son’s birth parents. 

Yet, Stephanie also seemed to struggle with the complexity of biology 

and her use of the term “family”. She shared that when they use the word 

family, “we are typically talking about blood family for the most part but not 
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entirely because birth mother and birth father are part of our family and [their 

son] is not biologically connected to us but he is a hundred percent connected 

to us spiritually.” In her statement she seemed to both connect and separate 

blood, birth, and spiritually; it all gets very convoluted. She offered the term 

“family” as “blood family” but separated her and her wife’s own relationship 

from their son’s relationship to his birth parents. She held biology at a higher 

level when it came to her and Jillian’s biological kin, and on the other hand she 

pushed against it to validate her own feelings of connectedness to their son. 

Perhaps this reflected some internalized heteronormative notions of the 

importance of genetic connection? Maybe it is just that the notion of family is 

becoming murkier no matter how hard one tries to define it, even when starting 

with biology.   

As mentioned before, several of these families had created chosen 

families to provide them support, yet the overall majority of these families 

seemed to place biological kin at a higher level. Most acknowledged the 

importance of biological kin both in shared support during times of need and in 

everyday life, for them biology was relevant.  

GENDER ROLES 

 In general as a society it appears that we have slowly started to move 

away from the traditional notions of the role of women as the mother and the 

role of men as the father, that are associated with the heteronormative model 
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of family. Yet, queer families still exhibit a more egalitarian model of parenting 

than the overall shift in society. In line with the literature (viz., Hayden, 1995; 

Stacey, 2011) the families in this study were egalitarian with their parental and 

household roles and duties. Most of families interviewed explained that duties 

were divided based on skill set, convenience, or desire.  

 For the blended family school duties were mostly divided based on 

convenience. All of the parents did try to help with school related duties when 

possible, but it was mostly handled by just two of them. Elizabeth shared that 

she and Drew “are kind of the go to” when it comes to attending things like 

parent teacher conferences and volunteering at school because “we are the 

ones who have stay-at-home time.” In addition to his school duties, Drew 

handled the entire family’s master calendar; he stated that it was his job of 

choice to keep track of planned events for the parents and children. The 

majority of the duties were determined in relation to strengths and 

weaknesses, or each parent’s skill set, as Drew explained “if they [the 

mothers] were down somewhere we [the fathers] were a plus, and if we were 

down somewhere they were a plus.” Getting more specific Elizabeth added 

that they “pretty much have a parent for just about everything.” The example 

they offered was that Quinton is the parent that plays and helps their children 

when it comes to sports and electronic games. When asked if they could use 

another parent to fill in a role, once laughter stopped, Drew responded with 

“any new parent needs to come with an income.”  
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 Stephanie and Jillian also determined family duties along the same 

lines as the blended family. Jillian said that “it’s mostly based on our natural 

skill set” and also that “there’s a great amount of balance” in duties. Stephanie 

shared that she cooks more, and her wife “fixes more things.” But, she quickly 

added that her cooking is not a gendered thing, she said “cooking happened 

by default, not like I’m more the mother, oh I’m going to cook dinner.” She 

explained that her cooking by default started because she had a desire and 

need to learn healthier cooking when she was diagnosed with cancer just after 

they adopted their son. As far as taking their son to his swimming and soccer 

lessons, they divide it based on convenience of scheduling. Jillian shared that 

for the most part, for the normal duties of family life, such as “cleaning, reading 

[their son] stories, and everything else, there seems to be a great deal of 

balance here.”   

 Equality of roles and duties was a common theme within all of these 

families. Even with those few notable points of Alex and Jamie’s partners 

saying they played a father role to their children, they still agreed that the 

majority of family and parental duties were equally shared. Egalitarianism 

seems to be an important aspect of these families’ lives.  

STIGMA OF QUEER FAMILIES 

 Even with the cultural shift in acceptance of queer families, several of 

these families recognized that their families, and by extension their children, 
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are still part of a stigmatized group. It seemed to be more of a concern among 

families who had the most intersecting identities such as Stephanie and Jillian 

and the blended family. Why is this? First thought might be to speculate that 

because of their own personal experiences they had an acute awareness of 

the stigma that can be attached to differentness and they worried for their 

children. However, notwithstanding the intersecting identities, they also 

understood that there is stigma that their families face solely from being queer.  

 While the blended family acknowledged that they had a lot of 

intersecting aspects to their family, Quinton said that queer is “the main 

identity.” He shared that at school their children “had one incidence of bullying 

and real problems around the parents, and that it was just more that they had 

gay parents, it wasn’t specifically that they had three and two or anything like 

that.” They reported that they had only the one incident so far, but suspect that 

they will encounter more discrimination at some point. When asked if they feel 

threatened that society will make their children “feel less than”, Drew 

responded with “I don’t think I would use the term threatened, but I am really 

aware that it is a fear, more of a fear like I don’t want this to happen.” 

Recognizing that his family is far from the heteronormative model, he 

explained that he hopes that their queer bubble with help to buffer their 

children from their family’s difference.  

 Stephanie and Jillian understand that they have several layers of 

stigma attached to their son and family. They are also extremely aware that 
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they do not fit the heteronormative model of family, and so they worry more 

about the queer aspect of their family, as Stephanie shared “I feel like 

homophobia trumps the racist card more.” She said that homophobia “is 

exacerbated by being a same-sex couple with children” adding “that’s when 

people’s bias and people’s fears…starts making them act like jerks.” 

Stephanie said that people have been conditioned to believe that being queer 

is wrong because we have an instilled “fear of the other” in our society. She 

said that they are “on alert all the time in terms of protecting, and being 

protective” of their son because they “sort of anticipate homophobic attitudes 

and dissentions.” They work to mitigate any damage to their son with frequent 

discussions explaining and reinforcing the idea that there are all kinds of 

different forms of family.   

 Since queer families do not fit our society’s heteronormative notion of 

family, they have a stigma attached to them. Overall, the families had an 

awareness of that stigma, but queerphobia appears to be more understood 

and acknowledged in the families with intersecting identities. Understanding 

that stigma comes from outside the family, not inside (Golombok, 2015), these 

queer parents attempted to shield their children from discrimination against 

them and their families in various ways. 
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PART V: CONCLUSIONS 

 For more than a century, heteronormativity has and continues to be the 

dominant model of family in our society. Consequently, these notions of family 

had been a starting point for the study of kinship. In recent decades, 

academics have made progress around studying the changing notions of 

family, and have used this awareness in discourse around kinship and family. 

Although these changes have occurred, even the most well intended 

researchers continue to use language and references biased by traditional 

ideas of family. Kinship studies should continue to move forward with studying 

new forms of family as something separate from the heteronormative model, 

as our past mode of analysis and thinking marginalizes families that struggle 

for and deserve legitimacy.  

 Just as the field of anthropology and the broader kinship studies have 

changed their views on kinship, American culture continues to change, and 

with it the concept of family. While heteronormative notions of family are still 

pervasive in most aspects of our society, the cultural understanding of family is 

starting to change. Now more than ever, there is an inclusion and acceptance 

of new forms of family, especially queer families, in part because of the 

lessened religiosity of the millennial generation and our country’s strong ideals 

around individualism.  
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This ethnographic study provides evidence that heteronormative 

notions of kinship still have an influence on the families that participated in this 

study. Queer families are, more often than not, still trying to fit into the 

heteronormative model of “family”. Hegemonic forces influence these families 

to want to fit into societal notions of a “normal” family. Parents who felt less 

connected from queer labeling or who lived a heteronormative family 

experience in their past were more likely than parents who adopted queer 

labeling or who lived only a queer family experience to understand and 

discuss their families within a heteronormative model.  

This study provided a larger exploration of modern queer families. 

Findings of this study suggest that there queer families have a desire to make 

connections with other queer families, but success in creating and maintaining 

those connections vary. Successful connections led to the creation of families 

of choice that were either predominantly queer, or ethnically and racially 

diverse. These chosen families acted as a protective mechanism to lessen the 

stigma and marginalization their children might feel. But even for the families 

that had chosen families, biology held a more esteemed place. Biology and 

biological kin was significant for queer families. Even parents who are not 

biologically related to their child spoke of the importance of biology and 

biological kin because biology is considered important in our culture.  

Some aspects of modern queer families can be seen in the literature 

and other aspects are still missing. Since the Supreme Court ruling on gay 
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marriage has had a large effect on laws that impact gay families and the 

cultural shift of inclusion of queer families in our larger notions of family, further 

research needs to be done to understand how these changes affect these 

families’ experiences. Additionally, there is a dearth in the research of blended 

families and Trans parent families. To fully understand the wider experience of 

queer families more research needs to be done looking at these two types of 

family.  

As we move forward in our study of new forms of family, especially 

queer families, we need to remember that kinship and family are notions that 

communities want to define for themselves and not by a comparative 

understanding to the heteronormative model. Being aware of fluidity in kinship 

and understanding these families as their own model rather than the “other” 

would help provide them the legitimacy they desire. They are as much a family 

as the heteronormative model. As Anthony Good noted “kinship is not a clearly 

delimited ‘thing’ but an amorphous polythetic concept” (Good, 1996). 
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