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ABSTRACT 

Different experiences of family in the lives of bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults 

are explored in this thesis, which is based on data gathered from six participants, 

each of whom was interviewed twice. The sample was chosen with diversity in 

mind, and includes individuals who identify as bisexual, lesbian, and gay: one of 

whom is Mi'qmaq and one of whom is African-Canadian. In the first interview, fam- 

ily of origin experiences were the focus, leading to discussions about the process 

through which each individual's ideas about family were shaped. The second inter- 

view investigated the present-day experiences of family in the lives of each partici- 

pant. The researcher/author's experience of family appears throughout the work, 

foregrounding the nature of her interest in this topic and providing the reader with 

the oppoRunity to see the questions and experiences that have informed the project. 

Life in our families of origin is presented as the starting point for the unfolding 

of our experiences of family in our adult lives. As we clarify what farnily means to us 

now, the process through which we become family with non-biological kin is identi- 

fied. Interaction between our families of choice and our families of origin is explored 

as another dimension of Our experience of family. The ongoing process of negotia- 

tion that characterizes our family of origin relationships throughout Our lives is also 

discussed. The presentation of the seven stories continues in an investigation of 

what it is like to experience family in non-traditional ways in our daily lives, and how 

having children is a part of this for some of us. Finally, some preliminary questions 

and insights about the significance of language and discourse in the family experi- 

ences of bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults are addressed. 

The thesis concludes with a cal1 to counsellors and therapists to be aware of 

the depth and breadth of the diverse experiences of farnily among their bisexual, 

lesbian, and gay clients, and indicates several areas requiring furîher research. 

v 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I wish to express my gratitude to the members of rny committee. A special 

thanks goes to David MacKinnon, who was the first to know of my interest in this 

area, and who was unequivocal in his encouragement from the start, sharing with 

me his belief that this was a piece of work that needed to be done. Thanks also to 

Toni Laidlaw, whose blend of rigour and passionate engagement with the work 

made shooting the intelledual whitewater of Our committee meetings a pleasurable 

adventure. And thanks to Blye Frank, whose presence and voice in the academic 

world and in the community in which we live has always been an inspiration to me, 

for supporting my work in both the academic and professional realms. 

And to the six edraordinary people who gave so generûusly of themselves to 

make this project possible. It has been an honour to be entrusted with your amaz- 

ing stories. I hope I have expressed this in the way that I have woven them to- 

gether. Thanks for al1 that you've taught me. 



For al1 of us who continue to do what needs to be done 

to create the space in which we can be ourselves. 

I am in awe of ou? tenacious faithfulness to our visions, 

amazed at our resourcefulness and resilience, 

and cancerned about ouf wounds. 

May this work contribute to our healing , 

and the building of support for al1 of our possibilities. 

vii 



INTRODUCTION 

I am interested in how to put to work my skills and 
pnvileges in the service of contributing to the making of 
a space from which the unvoicedhnheeded can be saidl 
heard. (Lather, 1991, p. 124) 

Everyone experiences farnily in some way. We al1 originate from the biollogic of 

procreation, and grow up in our biological or adoptive families of origin, or with the 

state as Our pseudo-parents. Part of developing our identities as individuals is com- 

ing up with a description of our family background, like a preface to the story of our 

own life. Most of us expect to continue to experience family throughout our lives, 

whether or not we follow the prescribed conventions of heterosexual marnage and 

childrearing. Increasingly, the mythological character of The Family is being recog- 

nized. At last, we are openly acknowledging that the ernperor is, indeed, wearing 

no clothes. There is no monolithic The Family; families have a diversity of forms. 

This increasing expansiveness must not be romanticired. The institutions 

and practices of our collective political, economic, and social life still favour the 

conventional choices, and those who live in families that do not fit the norm are still 

severely disadvantaged. Single mot hers and t heir children corne to mind immedi- 

ately as members of our comrnunities whose lives are made incredibly difficult by 

archaic, patriarchal attitudes and policies. 

Even more on the margins of recognizable family life are those of us whose 

sexualities place us outside of the norm: bisexual, lesbian, gay, transgendered, 

and transsexual people. It is very difficult for us to speak about how we experience 

family, and to imagine the ways we may want to create family in our lives. Not too 

long ago, the CBC Radio current affairs program "As It Happens" covered the story 



of a Florida judge's decision to award custody of a child to her father who was a 

convicted murderer, rather than to her lesbian mother. Clearly, it is still somewhat 

unimaginable and unspeakable that persons who are not heterosexual could be 

parents and have healthy, loving family lives. 

And yet, ouf own experience tells us that we desire affiliation, cornpanion- 

ship, understanding, and intimacy. We are not psychologically different frorn het- 

erosexual people in this regard. The small but growing body of literature related to 

queer studiesl reflects this (Berzon, 1988, p. 7). 

It is these largely unvoiced/unheeded desires that I wish to create space for, 

in this study. Living Our lives as we do, in the half-light around the edges of comrnu- 

nity recognition, respect, and support, how do we experience family? What are we 

keeping, throwing away, inventing, in the creation of families in which we can be 

ourselves? How do we speak of it, and when, and to whom? And how does all of 

this shape our lives, Our choices, and our well-being in the day to day? 

The purpose of this study is twofold. Firstly, I want to explore the experience 

of family in the lives of a small sample of bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults. Sec- 

ondly, I want to offer the results of this exploration a) to others whose sexuality 

places them outside of the nom, as an affirmation and a resource for personal 

growth, and b) to counsellors and therapists working with bisexual, lesbian, and 

gay clients, to expand our awareness of the issues that Our clients may be dealing 

with and to deepen the pool of questions from which we draw in our work. 

Before introducing the people whose stories make up the content of this 

thesis, I will review some of the most significant schools of thought in past research 

and writing in the area of family, and in the area of the family-related experiences of 

bisexual people, lesbians, and gay men. Hopefully, this will equip the reader with 



lace. some sense of the theoretical context in which this project is taking p 

I will also outline the methodological tools I have used throughout the course 

of the project, explaining why I feel these particular epistemological approaches 

were most suitable. 

And I will describe the actual research methods and procedures I employed 

and why. 

Then I will introduce the reader to the seven of us whose stories form the 

substance of my discussion of this topic. We-the six participants and 1-are the 

reader's guides on a journey through this uncharted territory of being and bespeak- 

ing kin-the experience of family in the lives of bisexual, lesbian and gay adults. 

In conducting a research project on the topic of family, the first task appears 

to be to clarify my definition of the term. But it is extremely difficult to define family. 

Scholars from different academic disciplines and schools of thought approach this 

challenge in various ways. Some derive a definition from an emphasis on the legal, 

economic, or social aspects of family life. With the growing consensus that the 

ideal of a happy and healthy nuclear family has been mythologized (Rossi, Kagan 

& Hareven, 1978, p. vii), and that the outcry over the often-predicted demise of the 

family is incongruent with the research data, it has become generally accepted that 

families are diverse and subject to change. Historical accounts indicate that fami- 

lies are resilient and adaptable, largely biologically defined but also socially con- 

structed in relation to specific characteristics of their environments (p. 58). 

Brigitte and Peter Berger have pointed out that defining family is difficult 

because "human beings have difficulty defining the subjects that are closest to 

them." Berger and Berger link the issue of defining family to the practical matter of 

needing a way to talk about family and families (1 983, p. 98). 



Gubrium and Holstein further develop this link with their daim that, "while 

family has its legal and biological definitions, the everyday reality of the familial is 

produced through discourse. Thus family is as much a way of thinking and talking 

about relationships as it is a concrete set of social ties and sentiments" (1 990, p. ix- 

XI* 
The fact is that the concept of family-like the social groupings it describes- 

is contextual, dynamic, and evolving. Recently in NoRh America, the rate of change 

in families has intensified as a result of developrnents in reproductive technologies, 

the trend of more and more households depending on two incomes, the increased 

sexual activity of youth resulting in more teenage pregnancies, increasing expecta- 

tion and incidence of divorce and remarriage creating single-parent households 

and blended families, changes in the practices associated with adoption including 

more open adoptions and adoption reunions, and increases in the life-span of the 

majority of North Americans, resulting in a growing elderly population. Faint but 

present in this picture, challenging hegemony by our very existence, are those of 

us whose sexuality places us outside the norm, and our families. 

When we acknowledge that families have always been changing, it seems 

that to ask what family means to anybody today, is like asking for a description of a 

piece of land that is in the middle of an eaithquake. It is my premise that farnily, 

even in the midst of such intense change, is still a major pan of the life experience 

of most individuals. 

Acknowledging the constancy of change, I let go of the belief that I need to 

define family, and shift my focus to integrating into my awareness the theoretical 

coordinates that define the starting point for my project. 

I will look at three areas in this overview: structural functionalism and family 



theory, the impact of feminism on farnily theory, and family discourse and social 

constructionism as a theoretical framework for understanding family. What follows 

is in no way an exhaustive literature review; the farnily studies field is very broad, 

with a long history and many interdisciplinary connections. What I can do is high- 

light some of what I believe are the most significant influences shaping our ideas 

about family. 

Anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski published The Familu Among Austral- 

ian Aborigines in 191 3, using his obsenrations of sexual and familial interactions 

among the aborigines to refute the claims of social evolutionist thinkers who ar- 

gued that "primitives" were incapable of having families because they were sexu- 

ally promiscuous. Malinowski's study documented noms governing sexual rela- 

tions and parent-child relationships that indicated that Australian aborigines had 

marriage, and differentiated between rnarriage and casual relationships. Based on 

this research, Malinowski made the daim that he has becorne famous for, i.e., that 

"te nuclear family is a universal human institution because it functions to fulfill a 

universal human need, the nurturing of childrenn (Thorne & Yalom, 1982, p. 78). 

Malinowski's emphasis on the role played by the family in society foreshad- 

owed the developments in sociological theory that followed. By the 1930s, struc- 

tural functionalism was becoming the dominant theory of society, ptioritizing a con- 

cem with the ways different parts of society relate to the whole, and how equilib- 

rium is maintained (Douglas, 1973, p. 80-81). 

Talcott Parsons is credited with applying this theory to the study of families. 

By the 1950s, Parsons was integrating the widespread industrialization that had 

taken place in Europe and North Ametica into his theory. Parsons wrote about the 

function of the family, claiming that "te conjugal or nuclear family is the only type of 

family that does not conflict with the requirements of an industrial economy" (Cheal, 



1991, p. 5). Parsons believed that the nuclear family fulfilled this function through 

the socialization of children, and the "personality stabilization" or tension manage- 

ment" of adults. Another attribut0 of the nuclear family that was thought to contrib- 

ute to its usefulness in the industrialized world was its small size as a social group, 

enabling mobility (Cheal, 1991). 

These two theorists laid the groundwork for what has corne to be known as 

the standard theory of family life, in which "the family is believed to be an adaptive 

unit which mediates between the individual and society" (Cheal, 1991, p. 4). Al- 

though Parsons' ideas are largely out of vogue, his influence is still felt in current 

thinking about sex role socialization (Thorne & Yalom, 1982, p. 8). 

The next major influence on family theory came from what is often referred 

to as the second wave of feminism-the women's movement that began in the late 

1960s and which continues to this day, fueling the academic activism of many women 

working in the social sciences. Ferninists have had a profound impact on farnily 

theory. Although not the first or only critics of the monolithic ideology of the family, 

feminists are responsible for pointing out the connections between that ideology 

and the oppression of women (Thome 8 Yalom, 1982, p. 4). Feminists 'have re- 

jected the functional emphasis on a smoothly working social order and have em- 

phasized power, conflict, and change" (p. 8). To the functionalist narrative's daim 

that the nuclear family is a necessary adaptation to the needs of industrial socie- 

ties, feminists have answered that concern about the future of the family is really 

concern about the future of caregiving and nurturance in a fragmented and imper- 

sonal capitalist system. Rather than challenge the system, social control is exer- 

cised to maintain the idealized family with the nuRurant mother at its core (p. 19). 

The "family crisis" is reframed in feminist thinking as a larger social crisis which, if 

addressed, would require major political, economic, and social change. 



Feminists have also identified the social construction of sexuality, reproduc- 

tion, motherhood, gender and gender differences, and the sexual division of labour 

as elements of the "sex/gender system" that underlies family organization, and 

shown how family organization perpetuates this system (Thorne & Yalorn, 1 982, p. 

9). Feminist scholarship has raised the spectre of compulsory heterosexuality and 

called for women's right to choose not to mother and for the legitimation of lesbian- 

ism as an expression of sexuality separate from reproduction (p. 11). It is ferninists 

who have revealed what is underneath the "greeting card image of the smiling 

family" (Bridenthal, 1982, p. 234): love that is "complicated, corrupted, or obstructed 

by an unequal balance of power" (Thorne, in Thorne & Yalom, 1982, p. 13), the 

idealization of "mot herhood while isolating and marginalizing mothering" (Brident hal, 

1982, p. 232), and "the irony that ... the place where nurturance and noncontingent 

affection are supposed to be located is simultaneously the place where violence is 

most tolerated" (Collier, Rosaldo & Yanagisako, 1982, p. 36). This violence takes 

many forms: rape, sexual assault of children, battering. In short: 

the feminist perspective .. . has revealed far more 
complicated relationships within family and between 
family and other social formations than had previously 
been understood. (Bridenthal, 1982, p. 235) 

Feminist scholarship has not been the only source of the challenge to the 

monolithic concept of the family. This challenge has also corne from cross-cultural 

studies of families, and studies of families from different social classes. One study 

that is widely referred to in the literature is Stack's research into family and kinship 

in an African American neighbourhood in the Midwest. Stack (1974) found that 

kinship ties did not reflect the dominant notion of the nuclearfamily. Other researchers 

have found that "social class variations ... challenge any simple understanding of 



the family as isolated and set apart from the rest of society" (Thorne, in Thorne & 

Yalorn, 1982, p. 17). 

It is, however, feminist critiques of family theory that have shown how, build- 

ing on work in the area of the social construction of gender, the notion of The Fam- 

ily, which is founded on the "sex/gender system", is also a social construct. Others 

have taken this up and added the dimension of discourse analysis to come up with 

a theoty and method for understanding family that is framed in social constructionism 

and family discourse (Gubrium & Holstein, 1 990, p. 1 0). 

Gubrium and Holstein build on the ways in which the role of language has 

been incorporated into previous critiques of family theory. Feminists have pointed 

out the uncritical use of terms like "sex roles", "fernale role", "male role", the distoit- 

ing and protectionist connotations of terms like "family violence" to refer to violence 

that statistics indicate is most often male violence against women and children, and 

the problem with the use of the term The Family, itself, which some authors capital- 

ize as a textual technique for rendering the term problematic. [I have chosen to do 

the same, when I use the words "the" and "family" together, without qualifiers, refer- 

ring to the popular wisdom that there is one definable family forrn.] 

Gubrium and Holstein take up the questions raised in this critique of the 

language used to refer to The Family, exploring the relationship between discourse 

and the social construction of family. They posit that family discourse is "not just a 

mode of communication but also assigns meaning to the actions we take on behalf 

of social ties designated familial" (Gubrium & Holstein, 1990, p. 14), and that it is a 

discourse that "persuades as well as informs" (p. ix). Another aspect of this is that 

"If discourse assigns meaning to everyday life and thereby instructs our actions, 

life's potential meanings are limited to the discourses available" (p. 16). 

This perspective is one that may be particularly valuable in analyzing the 



words and stories of participants in this study, given the marginalization of our fam- 

ily experiences, and the silencing that is part of that marginalization. W han an indi- 

vidual's-or family's-experience is not often or easily expressed in the dominant 

discourse, what is our family discourse like? In what ways are we limited by the 

available discourse? And how does this affect how we create and experience fam- 

ily ? 

In the following section, I present a partial overview of the literature in the 

area of the family experiences of bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults. 

The publication of research and writing on the topic of family and kinship as 

experienced by those of us whose sexualities place us outside of the norm, is a 

recent phenornenon. What has been written so far has corne prirnarily from aca- 

demics who situate themselves in queer studies-not from those whose research 

interest is families. Kath Weston's work challenges the prevalent biologically based 

notion of kinship, and the view that farnily is grounded in heterosexual relations: 

If heterosexual intercourse can bring people into 
enduring association via the creation of kinship ties, 
lesbian and gay sexuality in these depictions isolates 
individuals from one another rather than weaving them 
into a social fabric. To assert that straight people 
'naturally' have access to family, while gay people are 
destined to move toward a future of solitude and 
loneliness, is not only to tie kinship closely to procreation, 
but also to treat gay men and lesbians as members of a 
nonprocreative species set apart from the rest of 
hurnanity. (Weston, 1991, p. 22) 

Weston's work on gays and lesbians and kinship has an anthropological 

flavour, indicating an emerging discourse related to gay (read: gay and lesbian) 



families, that is distinct from the dominant discourse (1 991, p. 17). This anthropo- 

logical approach suggests that the same recognition and respect is due this cultur- 

ally-defined discourse as would be appropriate vis a vis any other culture. 

The notion of kinship that Weston uses is based on David Schneider's study 

of "American kinship", in which he suggests that kinship is found in the contrast 

between "the order of naturett which manifests in blood relations, and "the order of 

law" which manifests in customary codes of conduct. Weston (1 991 ) states that 

heterosexism and homophobia place gay and lesbian experience "outside law and 

nature", and refers to this as the "cultural positioning" of lesbians and gay men (p. 

3-4). This could also be described as the social construction of the cultural space in 

which lesbians and gay men live their lives. 

To locate bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults outside of law and nature, ac- 

knowledges that we are "out of order", that Our sense of intimacy and farnily struc- 

ture is shaped by different relations with procreation and customary codes of con- 

duct. These different relations marginalize us and make us subject to discrimina- 

tion; they also place us outside of the normal constraints on human experience, 

and on human imagination. Envisioning alternatives is part of how we survive. From 

this place on the margins, a discourse is emerging that challenges the dominant 

one, 

For bisexual, lesbian and gay adults , coming out has b e n  seen to equal 

renouncing farnily, both family of origin (since coming out usually threatens these 

relationships), and parenting. In the words of therapist and writer Betty Beaon 

(1979), "from early on, being gay is associated with going against the family" (p. 

89). Not only are we considered to be outside of the realm of family, we are actually 

considered to be a menace to farnily (Weston, 1991, p. 51). This is the context in 

which studies like this one take place. 



Because bisexuality and transsexuality are only recently beginning to be- 

come visible, the published literature dealing with these is scant. Every attempt will 

be made to reference what is available, and data from the interviews will bring this 

area into the picture. Unfortunately, it will not be possible to triangulate these data 

with findings from other research to the same extent as will be possible with lesbian 

and gay men's experiences. 

Even lesbians' and gay men's experiences of family have not been studied 

very much; Weston's is the only book an the subject of farnily and kinship that I was 

able to find. The experiences of bisexual and transsexual perçons were not part of 

her research. Published research articles are few. The subjects that have received 

the most attention in the area of the family experiences of lesbians and gay men 

are: relationships, coming out to parents and extended family, and parenting. And, 

with the exception of Weston's book, Families We Choose, these elements have 

not been brought together to be analyzed as a holistic experience of farnily. 

The literature on relationships arnong bisexual, lesbian and gay adults basi- 

cally States that we share the desires of heterosexual people for companionship 

and intimacy. The factors that work against the establishment of healthy, intimate 

relationships are numerous. Fear plays a big role in Our lives. Berzon (1 988) mar- 

vals at "the ingeniousness with which people solve the special problems of sarne- 

sex relationships" (p. 3). 

Support for relationships is important. Socializing with other couples becomes 

not only a pleasantry, but the creation of space in which to be oneself with one's 

partner outside of the private sphere of the home. Increasingly, it is being recog- 

nized that public knowledge and celebration of significant milestones in the life of 

the relationship, are another important form of support: anniversary announcements 

can be found in some print publications and commitment ceremonies are becom- 



ing more cornrnon (Berzon, 1988, p. 327-329). Bisexual, lesbian, and gay couples 

are creating their own rituals. Also on the rise are supportive, community-based 

services. Psychoeducational programs, like couples workshops and parenting sup- 

port groups can be found in larger centres. More counsellors and therapists are 

promoting themselves as lesbian/gay/bi positive; couples therapy is a part of this 

(p. 7). There are now legal and financial services, in some larger centres, for exam- 

ple, insurance counsellors. And many community organizations include advocacy 

as a major part of their mandate, often with paid staff available to help cornmunity 

members. AIDS service organizations provide advocacy and counselling to people 

infected or affected by the AlDS virus; again, some of t hese services are especially 

for couples. 

The relationships that we have with our families of origin are-as they are 

for everybody-formative. For many, secrecy develops in our families of origin re- 

garding our sexuality. This secrecy can be maintained by daughters and sons who 

realize their sexual identity places thern outside of the norm, out of fear of rejection 

and in an effort to preserve a relationship of some sort (Weston, 1991, p. 42). 

One study found that 90% of parents surveyed said they would be upset if 

they found out that their daughter or son was gay. In Weston's research, talking 

about coming out to families was second only to AlDS in eliciting an emotional 

response (Weston, 1991, p. 47). For many, coming out to family is asking for ac- 

ceptance of something they have not completely accepted themselves (Benon, 

1988, p. 285). Coming out involves claiming adulthood, agency, and self-determi- 

nation. The dominant culture tends to equate heterosexual marriage with adult- 

hood; it can be extremely difficult for adults whose sexuality places us outside of 

the norm-even when we are in our thirties and older-to get our parents to see us 

as grown-up, simply because we have not done what they always thought we would 



do when we grew up (Berzon, 1988, p. 307). 

In the research that examines peoples' corning-out experiences, a theme 

that emerges is that it is a test of kinship, i.e., the person who cornes out finds out 

how connected they really are to that family mernber (Weston, 1991, p. 44). If the 

connection is not what they hoped it would be, there is loss to deal with and griev- 

ing that must be done (Berzon, 1988, p. 294). The research also documents posi- 

tive responses of family members. Some parents recognize the need to relinquish 

their adherence to the myth of the ideal family, and some go funher and value the 

experience as a major source of liberation from truncated thoughts and feelings 

(Griffin, Wirth & Wirth, 1986, p. 137-139). AH of the research concurs that coming 

out is a lifelong process for bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults. 

The option of parenting is presented in the research as a positive choice for 

us, even with its many challenges and difficulties. What are the positive aspects of 

parenting for bisexuals, lesbians, and gay men? The same as they are for hetero- 

sexual parents, and equally as hard to express in words. The rewards of nurturing 

a child and caring for them as they grow, the fascination (Pollack & Vaughan, 1987, 

p. 273), the humour and fun, the presence of a non-adult perspective in one's life. 

And what do the children think of this? Here are the words of a fifteen-year- 

old about her mom being a lesbian: 

It's really no big deal-just another fact about her. Her 
being a lesbian in itself has never bothered me. The 
way other people react to it is the problem. (Pollack & 
Vaughan, 7987, p. 268) 

And a twenty-one-year-old, about having to leave her lesbian mom at nine and go 

live with her father: 



I missed mother's friends and their close-knit world in 
which I felt safe. I kept no secrets from any of them. In 
New York, it seerned that eveiyone that Tommy and I 
knew regarded homosexuals and lesbians with disgust. 
(Rafkin, 1990, p. 88) 

The research suggests that the special problems for children of lesbians 

and gay men are no greater than those for children of any minority group (Berzon, 

1988, p. 322). and that the benefits, in terms of learning to embrace difference and 

be open minded and critical thinkers, are substantial (Pollack & Vaughan, 1987, p. 

273). 

The issue of whether or not to parent is, however, a controversial issue for 

some, and I am not referring here to homophobic responses to queer parents. The 

controversy within the ranks seems to be related to the need to critique the institu- 

tion of the family and the institution of motherhood, which has emerged out of femi- 

nist analysis. Similar to the way in which being married is a symbol of normalcy, 

having children can have the effect of giving an individual status and enabling them 

to pass as heterosexual (Pollack & Vaughan, 1987, p. 53). 

In a critical look at lesbians choosing motherhood, Nancy Polikoff refers to 

the cultural norms regarding motherhood, and suggests that rnotherhood is no more 

a matter of choice for women thao being heterosexual is. Polikoff, a lesbian mother 

herself, thinks that what has corne to be known as the lesbian baby boom is actu- 

ally a threat !O the women's rnovement, because of the loss of the energies of 

former feminist activists who become occupied wit h childrearing. She finds it prob- 

lematic that 'political action and change is not a prominent part of lesbian discus- 

sions about whether or not to have children" (Pollack & Vaughan, 1987, p. 49-50). 

Others are of the view that parenting in a way that raises a child's conscious- 

ness about the need for social change is, quite simply, good parenting, i.e. beneficial 



to the child and the community. Considering childrearing as part of a lesbian feminist 

agenda sounds exploitive and unethical. When she says that she is separating her- 

self from her lesbian sisters when she chats about children to another parent (Pollack 

& Vaughan, 1987, p. 53), Polikoff has created a false dichotomy between lesbians 

and heterosexual women that denies the diversity of our lives: what about hetero- 

sexual women who do not have children, and other lesbians who do? 

One of the difficulties repotted by lesbian mothers is the intolerance and 

exclusion of boy children, among some feminists and at some women's movement 

gatherings. Acknowledging the need for women-only space, it has been at events 

not advertised in this way that this form of discrimination has been upsetting to 

some lesbian mothers (Pollack & Vaughan, 1 987, p. 1 50-1 51 ). 

Parenting issues seem to play themselves out differently for gay men. In a 

study comparing the value of children to gay and heterosexual fathers, Bigner and 

Jacobsen faund that gay fathers were more likely to view having children as an 

enhancement of their masculiriity. The reasons that gay men might have difficulty 

finding suppon for themselves as parents, relate to the way in which gay culture is 

single-oriented. Gay peers may be more likely to consider children as an impedi- 

ment to their lifestyle. Bozett claims that gay fathers must develop "integrative sanc- 

tioning", which involves finding acceptance of t heir gayness among non-gay par- 

ents, finding support for their parenting among gay peers, and integrating these 

two aspects of their lives. One study found that 20.25% of gay men are fathers 

(Bigner & Jacobsen, 1989, p. 164). 

Another difficulty is the lack of suppoR for parenting from the parents' ex- 

tended family. Some parents report that homophobia in schools, playgrounds, 

workplaces, is not as intense or difficult to deal with as not having the approval and 

affection of the extended family. 



Disapproval from families is a reflection of societal attitudes toward parents 

who are lesbian and gay, that often leads to heartbreaking child custody decisions 

in the courts in which, too often, parents are separated from their children due to 

homophobia. Case law is beginning to accumulate t hat suppoRs the right of gays 

and lesbians to parent, by not considering sexual orientation as a criterion for as- 

sessing the fitness of a parent (Lesbian Rights Project, 1985). Some First Nations 

lesbians and gay men experience losing custody of a child due to their sexual 

orientation as a painful reminder of how many children in their communities were 

removed frorn their parents' care as part of state education and assimilation poli- 

cies (Pollack & Vaughan, 1987, p. 31 -37). 

Clearly, many adults whose sexuality places us outside of the norm have the 

desire to parent children. There are research data that suggest a correlation be- 

tween the sublimation of this desire and the disproportionately high numbers of 

lesbians and gay men in the helping professions (Berzon, 1988, p. 31 9). 

The legal issues, child custody being the most well-known, are also being 

researched and written about. Issues such as owning property together, spousal 

benefits, preferential tax treatment, durable power of attorney forthe spouse should 

their partner become incapacitated, and getting insurance, are al1 issues of con- 

Cern to lesbians, bisexual people, gay men, and their families. In order for an inti- 

mate relationship to be recognized by the state, it has to be verifiable; cohabitation 

and economic integration are the two elements of a shared life that are easiest to 

establish (Berton, 1988, p. 266-276). 

Changes are taking place, largely as a result of activism within queer corn- 

munities, that are making it more possible for bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults to 

have healthy family lives. The general trend toward demythologizing the family, 

openness to different ways of conceiving children (Rossi et al., 1978, p. vii-ix), a 



growing trend toward thinking of human sexuality on a continuum (Weinberg et al., 

1974, p. 40), and increasing consciousness of the need to embrace diversity in 

society (Hutchins & Kaahumanu, 1997, p. 1 59), are al1 part of this. 

Given the shifting landscape of family studies, and the under-researched 

and therefore largely unspoken family experiences of bisexual, lesbian, and gay 

adults, how does one approach a study such as this? In the next section, I will 

explain the epistemological ideas that combine to forrn my rnethodology. 

Notes 

1. I use the term "queer" in recognition of the limitations of the terms "lesbian", "gay" 

and "bisexual" identified by some of my participants and me. As Donna Penn says, 

The challenge of 'queer' to the hegemony of the 'normal' might provide the space 

in which to begin retheorizing categories of inclusion and exclusion that guide our 

... woik." See Penn, 1995. 



Combining Phenomenology and Feminist Poststructuralisrn 

Various rnethodologies lend themselves to a qualitative study such as this 

one: ethnography, narrative, even participant action research, if the project were to 

focus on social action like lobbying to change human rights legislation and social 

policy. Reviewing the available options, phenomenology stands out as the method- 

ology that best fits my research question: how do bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults 

experience family? Phenomenology asks: "What is the nature of the phenornenon 

as meaningfully experienced?" and emphasizes the importance of the context, or 

"lifeworld" of the research participant (Van Manen, 1990, p. 40,7). This approach is 

very compatible with the philosophical and political perspective and ensuing style 

of interviewing people and gathering data that I have evolved for myself as a re- 

searcher and writer. 

Poststructuralisrn emphasizes deconstructing established categories and 

both poststructuralism and ferninisrn insist on foregrounding the research process. 

In reflecting on and writing about the stories I have gathered, I want to combine a 

phenomenological orientation with a feminist poststructural deconstruction of the 

ideological frames that have traditionally prescfibed and limited our experience and 

learning. I view the existence of families outside the conventionai heterosexual 

norm as a concrete expression of the deconstruction of the idealized concept of 

The Family, making the use of a poststructural perspective a logical choice. 



More About Phenomenology 

I first encountered phenomenology in a book by Max Van Manen titled Re- 

searching Lived Experience: Human Science for an Action Sensitive Pedagogy. I 

was struck by Van Manen's emphasis on orienting oneself as a researcner to the 

uniqueness of the experience of the individual, to their context or lifeworld, and to 

the depth of meaning to be explored in their lived experience. 

Van Manen's research approach is largely based on the thinking of Edmund 

Husserl, a Moravian Jew who lived and taught in Germany, mostly, in the late 1800s 

and early 1900s. In 1933, he was stripped of his professorship and teaching privi- 

leges by the Nazis; after his death in 1938, his widow, several of his students, and 

the Prime Minister of Belgium had to conspire to get his manuscripts out of Ger- 

many and into Belgium where they are housed in an archives at Louvain. 

I was telling a friend of mine that 1 was working on this 
section, explainhg to her that 1 had to show where Van 
Manen got his ideas, basically trace the lineage of the 
phenomenological thought I am using in my approach. 
1 was telling her that he was a student of Husserl's ideas, 
who was influenced by Descartes, when all of a sudden 
I stopped. "This kinda sounds like the Bible, doesn 't it ?" 
1 said. "Et really does!" my friend exdaimed. 'You know, 
Descartes begat Husserl, and Husserl begat Van 
Manen, and you know what? They're al/ guys, sarne as 
in the Bible!" We had a good laugh and then agreed 
that it is a useful thing ?O esfablish the context in which 
we are doing ouf work 



Husserl's work began with an interest in the foundation of mathematics, and 

evolved into the development of his phenomenology. He died in 1938, but by the 

mid-1970s, his ideas about phenornenology were considered by many European 

scholars to be the most influential philosophical approach on their continent, and 

interest in phenomenology in the English speaking world was growing rapidiy. 

I felt an instant affinity with Husserl when I read in an introduction to The 

Paris Lectures, that his texts are considered difficult to read because "language 

and culture have failed to focus on those aspects of experience that he analyzes; 

he must consequently invent his language" (Husserl, 1975, p. ix). It has been my 

experience that the questions I am most interested in asking are often difficult to 

formulate, because the areas I want to explore are largely uninscribed in language, 

e.g., the family experience of bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults. 

Husserl, hirnself, was influenced by Descartes. Descartes' met hod of sys- 

tematic doubt is expressed in his l'Second Meditation": 

I shall proceed by setting aside all that in which the least 
doubt could be supposed to exist, just as if I had 
discovered that it was absolutely false; and I shall ever 
follow in this road until I have met with something that is 
ceitain, or at least, if I can do nothing else, until I have 
leamed for certain that there is nothing in the world that 
is certain. (Descartes, 1927, p. 95-96) 

One of Husserl's key concepts, that of the phenomenological epoche, ech- 

oes this idea. The word '%pochem cornes from the Greek word for bracketing, and 

Husserl used this term to refer to the reflective, disengaged attitude that must be 

adopted in order to apprehend the meaning of experience. A significant difference 

between Descartes and Husserl is that Descartes claimed to be laying aside al1 his 

beliefs while in the process of philosophical inquiry-hence the Cartesian version 



of objective knowledge. Husserl was slightly more realistic and claimed that in the 

phenomenological epoche, he was simply suspending judgrnent about the experi- 

ence he was reflecting on and analyzing. 

While Descartes and Husserl shared a sense of the significance of subjec- 

tivity, i.e. the ego as central in the process of pursuing philosophical insight, they 

differed in their method. Descartes applied the principles of deductive reasoning in 

his thinking, and Husserl distinguished between the deductive nature of mat hemat- 

ics and the more mystenous aspects of experience, leaning toward description as 

the way to learn more about a particular experience (Husserl, 1975, p. xvi-xix). 

There are several key concepts in Husserl's phenomenology that seem rel- 

evant to my project. One is the aforementioned phenomenological epoche, which 

refers to the bracketing and setting aside of beliefs, theories, and judgments about 

the experience we are investigating, in order to engage with that experience as 

presupposifion-less as possible. While I understand the importance of referring to 

past scholarship that relates to my topic of inquiry, I am most interested in engaging 

with and reflecting on the expenences of my participants and myself without theo- 

ries or hypotheses. I believe this is especially necessary when the subject matter 

has been so ignored in academic work that has been done, to date, in related 

subject areas. I wish to avoid the imposition of a theoretical framework on an as- 

pect of lived experience about which we know so little. There is a quality of fresh- 

ness in this approach that seems appropriate. 

What first of all characterizes phenomenological 
research is that it always begins in the life world. This is 
the world of the natural attitude of everyday life which 
Husserl descnbed as the original, pre-reflecüve, pre- 
theoretical attitude. (Van Manen, 1990, p. 7) 



The concept of intentionality is also central in Husserl's thinking. By inten- 

. tionality, Husserl (1975) was referring to the "active participation of the ego in the 

structuring of our experience" (p. xxx). lntentionality signifies the outward moving , 

projecting quality of consciousness, the relating of self as subject to the object of 

our attention. In Husserl's view, intentionality is the structure of consciousness. And 

the intentionality of our experience emerges when we apply the phenomenological 

epoche to the act of experiencing and perceiving, when we pause to observe Our- 

selves (p. xxxi). Moments of conscious intentionality are woven throughout the text 

I have created: when I interrupt my own narrative with a personal reflection, trying 

to make transparent the ways I am relating to the work. 

This leads to the next concept in Husserl's phenomenology that relates to 

my work: transcendental subjectivity. Transcendental subjectivity refers to the ob- 

server that is always present in our perceptions, thoughts, and feelings. Husserl 

described the integral nature of subject and object, neither existing without the 

other, and both becorning one-a unity of experience-in the act of relating to each 

other. 

There is no meaning ta the pure subject or isolated ego. 
A subject is what it is because objects are presented to 
it. To be a subject means to confront an object, just as 
to be an object means to be perceived by a subject. 
(Husserl, 1975, p. xxvii) 

I have chosen to foreground myself as the researcher in this project, partly 

for reasons that are explicated in poststructural thought and which I will discuss in 

the next part of this chapter, and partly because I ascribe to this tenet of Husserl's 

thought. In Husserl's own words: 



the epochechanges nothing in the world. All expefience 
is still his [sic] experience, al1 consciousness, his [sic] 
consciousness. (1 975, p. 12) 

In phenornenology, the person asking the question becomes part of the experience 

that is being studied, acknowledging that the act of asking and perceiving changes 

that which is being perceived. While there is an attempt to engage with that which 

is being researched as presupposition-less as possible, there is also the inalien- 

able presence of myself as a person, with al1 that I bring to the question: 

phenomenological research does not start or proceed 
in a disembodied fashion. It is always a project of 
someone: a real person, who, in the context of particular 
individual, social, and historical life circumstances, sets 
out to make sense of a certain aspect of human 
existence. (Van Manen, 1990, p. 31 ) 

In my synthesis of Husserl's and Van Manen's ideas about phenomenology, 

I attempt to bracket theories, assumptions, and judgments, but 1 question at the 

very same time, the extent to which I can make myself presupposition-less. I ac- 

cept that as a goal, and make my limitations apparent as I strive for it. 

Van Manen takes Husserl's phenomenology and adds a couple of other di- 

mensions to it, namely hermeneutics and semiotics. He describes the roles of the 

three elements of his research approach as follows: 

Phenomenology describes how one orients to lived 
experience, hermeneutics describes how one inteprets 
the "txtsn of life, and semiotics is used here to develop 
a practical writing or linguistic approach to the method 
of phenornenology and hermeneutics. (1 990, p. 31) 
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In my view, this enriches Husserl's approach by further developing his ideas 

about subjectivity to inciude reflection on how interpretations are made, and by 

flagging the rich domain of language and its role in the construction of knowledge. 

I have tried to integrate both of these dimensions into the process of doing rny 

research and writing this text. 

According to Van Manen (1990), "phenornenological research consists of 

reflectively bringing into nearness that which tends to be obscure, that which tends 

to evade the intelligibility of ouf natural attitude of everyday life" (p. 4). This reso- 

nates so clearly with the task of exploring the experience of farnily in the lives of 

bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults. 

So phenomenology is not about coming up with answers. It is more aimed at 

broadening the field of perceived experience about which we may want to ask 

questions. This makes it an appropriate choice as part of the methodology that 

informs my work. 

In his or her phenornenological description, the 
researcheVwriter must "pull" the reader into the question 
in such a way that the reader cannot help but wonder 
about the nature of the phenomenon in the waythat the 
human scientist does. One might Say that a 
phenomenological questioning teaches the reader to 
wonder, to question deeply the very thing that is being 
questioned by the question. (Van Manen, 1990, p. 32) 

The one aspect of phenomenology that does not ring true for me is an em- 

phasis on trying to apprehend the essence of the lived experience. While not as 

linear in his thinking as Descartes was with his deductive reasoning, Husserl still 

believed that through the process of philosophical reciuclion -the step-by-step 

detaching of all philosophical theories from the object of inquiry, the researcher 



could arrive at the core or essence of the experience. The concept of the essence 

of the lived experience is present in Van Manen's t hin king, too, although his under- 

standing of being presupposition-less seems to make room for the possibility of 

deconstructing that frarne as well: 

The methodology of phenomenology is such that it posits 
an approach toward research that aims at it being 
presupposition-less; in other words, this is a 
methodology that tries to ward off any tendency toward 
constructing a pre-determined set of fixed procedures, 
techniques, and concepts that would rule-govern the 
research project. (1 990, p. 29) 

If we consider the concept of a fixed essence at the core of every experience 

as a concept that could, potentially, urule-govern" my research project, and we adopt 

instead the notion that deconstructing these frames is necessary if we are to really 

open up our work to al1 the possible interpretations, Van Manen has provided a 

segue into a discussion of the relevance of poststructuralism. 

More About Poststtucturalism 

The terms 'postmodernismnl upoststnicturalismn, and "postpositivismn are 

often used interchangeably, which can be quite confusing. For the purposes of this 

discussion, I have opted to use the definitions of these terms that feminist 

poststructuralist Patti Lather (1 991) uses. She uses the terrn 'postmodernn to refer 

to the present era we are in, which is characterized by "a crisis of confidence in 

western conceptual systems" (p. 87), and a growing acceptance of the limits of 

rationality. In epistemological thought, the modern era, brought on by what is called 

the Enlightenment was a time when positivism reigned and was thought to be the 



"one best way" (p. 87). 

Positivism refers to the work of Comte in the early 1800s to extend estab- 

lished scientific methods to the social sciences, so postpositivism is the "opening 

up of paradigrnatic alternatives for the doing of social science" (Lather, 1991, p. 87) 

and includes many met hodological approaches, e.g., symbolic interactionisrn, phe- 

nomenology, hermeneutics, feminist, participatory, critical, poststructural. 

Postpositivism covers the range of methodologies available in this time of episte- 

mological shakedown, and describes the atrnosphere in which scholars are engag- 

ing in critical thinking and in which the limitations of positivism are beginning to be 

understood. An increasing interest in the role of language in the construction of 

knowledge is part of this, too. 

To be clear, positivism is still dominant as a way of thinking about the social 

sciences, but the notion that it has to be measurable and quantifiable in order to be 

fact no longer holds sway with the majority of researchers. Even if we have yet to 

become really adept at understandi ng and utilizing new met hodological approaches. 

Lather defines poststructu ralism as the practice of working with academic 

theory, in the postrnodern environment or culture. It is an approach that favours 

"gaps, discontinuities and suspensions of dictated rneanings in which difference, 

plurality, multiplicity and the coexistence of opposites are allowed free play" (Lather, 

1991, p. 91). 1 feel that rny textual choices, which inform and are informed by my 

analysis, reflect a poststructuralist perspective, in that I am committed to interrupt- 

h g  the conventions of text and the reading of text. By doing this, I am hoping to 

underrnine of the authority of my own voice as the researcherlwriter, and create 

space in which the authonty inherent in my participants' experiences can be heard, 

as multiple voices with different interpretations. 

The proponents of postmodernism declare that bias in scholarship is inevi- 



Shouldn't one therefore conceive al1 problems of power 
in terms of relations of war? Isn't power a sort of 
generalized war which assumes at particular moments 
the forms of peace and the State? (p. 123) 

table; the terminology of postmodernism includes reworked rneanings for location, 

site, and frame. What I resonate with most strongly in postmodern thinking is the 

clear naming of the power that is exercised in the name of objective science. By 

pointing out that the formation of criteria for determining the legitimacy of knowl- 

edge is a political act, postmodernists have shown us that power is exercised in 

pervasive and sometimes subtle ways in the construction of knowledge. 

In fact, Foucault ( 1  977), in an interview included in the Power/Knowiedge 

collection, wonders whether there is any difference between power relations and 

warlike domination: 

By naming the power relations inherent in our collective life together, 

postmodernists make the status quo problematic. Assumptions are to be ques- 

tioned and underlying biases are to be exposed. Sometimes this is called 

"foregrounding". Because I am a poor observer of my own biases, I have tried to 

provide enough personal glimpses of myself in the work so that the nader may be 

able to perceive my biases, even when I cannot. 

Patti Lather is a woman who taught high school for several years and loved 

it except that she was prevented by the bureaucracy of the system from being as 

creative as she wanted to be in her teaching. She went back to school to become a 

teacher of education and teach teachers, hoping to change education so that teach- 

ers can bring their full potential to the classroom. Her probing questions about the 

nature of learning and the politics of the production of knowledge have led her to 

become a researcher and teacher of research. 



Her book, Getting Smart: Feminist Research and Pedagogy witMn the 

Postmodern, was very useful to me as I clarified my thinking about what I would be 

doing in this research project. She has been influenced in her thinking by Habermas, 

widely regarded as the source of the beginnings of critical theory, French 

postçtructuralists Foucault, Derrida, Lacan and Irigaray, and feminist inquiry in wom- 

en's studies, which also challenges positivist hegemony. The work of the feminist 

philosopher of science, Sandra Harding, is often referenced in Lather's thinking. 

From Lather, I gain a sense of the importance of vigilance in Our attempts to 

stay aware of our use of our power as researchers, and innovation in subverting the 

relations of power of which we are a part. This requires a radical honesty and a 

workable comfort level with my limitations, and the reward is better, more grounded, 

work that avoids perpetuating privilege as much as possible. 

Given the postmodern tenet of how we are inscribed in 
that which we struggle against, how can I inteivene in 
the production of knowledge at patticular sites in ways 
that work out of the blood and spirit of Our lives, rather 
than out of the consumerism of ideas that can pass for 
a life of the mind in academic theory? (Lather, 1991, p. 
20) 

Lather (1 991) sees in postmodernism an opportunity for the marginalized to 

daim some space in the 

conjunction of de-centred subjectivity and multi-sited 
agency within a post-paradigmatic diaspora. The 
resultant opening up of ways to produce and legitimate 
knowledge has profound implications for research and 
pedagogy aimed at interrupting relations of dominance. 
(p. 121 -1 22) 



This resonates with my vision of making space-psychically, socially, linguistically, 

textually-for stories of the experience of family in the lives of bisexual, lesbian, 

and gay adults. 

I also resonate with Lat her's sense of the importance of not being certain, of 

leaving questions open. It seems to me that it is our orientation to learning and 

creating knowledge that matters. Lather quoted her colleague, Grosz, saying of 

Luce Irigaray's writings, that they "resonate with ambiguities that proliferate rather 

than diminish readings" (Lather, 1991 , p. 10). She writes of her own work, "My hope 

is to create a text open enough, evocative enough on multiple levels, that it will 

work in ways I cannot even anticipate" (p. xx). It is my hope to do this, too. 

One of my strategies is to deconstruct the authority of the text by featuring 

the voices of the six participants in regular, dialogical excerpts. My wish is that the 

reader can "hear" thern speak as free from the filter of my involvement as possible. 

a deconstructive approach links Our "reading" to 
ourselves as socially situated spectators. It draws 
attention to the variety of readings, the partiality of any 
one view and our implications in historical social 
relations. This works against naturalizing, essentializing 
and foregrounds positionalities. (Lather, 1 991 , p. 142) 

Deconstruction subverts the dominant discourse and provides space for as 

yet un heard voices. 

To deconstruct the desire that shapes a particular act of 
enframing is to probe the libidinal investment in form 
and content of the author-text relationship. lt is to mark 
the belief that our discourse is the meaning of our 
longing. (Lather, 1991, p. 83) 



Lather also integrates language into her inquiry, describing it as "the terrain 

where differently privileged discourses struggle via confrontation and/or displace- 

ment" (1 991, p. 8). This is another point of connection to my work, specifically to my 

conviction that I must incorporate some reflections on language when 1 write up our 

stories-knowing that discourse is a daily site of struggle for us, whether it is decid- 

ing whether or not to speak, what to Say, when to Say it, or how to Say it. 

More About Combining the TWO Methodological Appioaches 

In reading Van Manen's Researching Lived Experience Human Science for 

an Action Sensitive Pedagogy, and Lather's Getting Smart: Feminist Research and 

Pedagogy withhn the Postmodern 1 he reader discerns echoes of each other's un- 

derlying principles. 10 illustrate this, I will now present some of their words in a 

dialogue I have constnicted. I locate myself in the dialogue as a speaker stating the 

nature of my interest in research, and then in comrnentary in which I explain the 

significance of these methodological ideas to my study. 

Van Manen: the method one chooses ought to 
maintain a certain hamony with the deep interest 
that makes one an educator [researcher] (1 990, 
P* 2). 

Me: My interest is in creating a space in which 
marginalited voices, including my own, can 
engage in expanding our collective sense of what 
is possible, as we go about the task of creating 
healthy communities on this planet. This 
inevitably involves confronting and challenging 



existing power structures, to make space for our 
speaking, and ouf actions for healing and change. 

Lather: For many of those second wave feminist 
researchers, the methodological task has 
become generating and refining more interactive, 
contextualized methods in the search for pattern 
and meaning rather than for prediction and control 
(1 991 , p. 72). 

Van Manen: Phenomenology aims at gaining a 
deeper understanding of the nature or meaning 
of our everyday experiences. Phenomenology 
asks, 'What is this or that kind of experience like?" 
(1990, p. 9). 

lather: Context and meaning in everyday life are 
posited as CO-constructions, multiple, cornplex, 
open and changing, neither pre-given nor 
explainable by large scale causal theories, but 
made and re-made across a multiplicity of minor, 
scattered practices (1 991 , p. 42). 

Van Manen: rneaning questions can never be 
closed down, they will always remain the subject 
matter of the conversational relations of lived life, 
and they will need to be appropriated, in a benefit 
from such insight (1 990, p. 23). 

Me: That's a lot of openendedness and 
uncertainty to accept as part of the process of 
leaming more about something. 

Lathw: The courage to think and act within an 
uncertain framework, then, emerges as the 
hallmark of liberatory praxis in a time marked by 
the dissolution of authoritative foundations of 
knowledge (1 991, p. 13). 



White phenomenology and poststructuralism are compatible, there are as- 

pects of the research process that phenomenology speaks to more clearly, and 

aspects of the process that poststructuralism speaks to more clearly. What cap- 

tures my sense of the interaction of the two epistemological approaches is the 

metaphor of the lem-making machine at the optometrists office: the big apparatus 

that the person getting glasses looks through while the optometrist figures out their 

prescription by flipping different kinds of lenses on and off, untit the combination 

that makes for optimum sight is found. I predict that I will use several 

phenomenological "lensesn and several poststnicturalist "lenses", in different corn- 

binations, at different points in the research process. 

Drawing from both Van Manen and Lather, I propose the following eleven 

operative assumptions as guidelines for rny work. 



Operative Assumption #1 

This study is taking place in a historical moment in which dominant 

epistemological piactices aie being challenged. 

Van Manen: Much of social science produces 
forrns of knowledge which fixate life by riveting it 
to the terms and grammar of forms of scientific 
theorizing that congeal the living meaning out of 
human life (1 990, p. 17). 

Lather: Western logocentrism with its 
dependence on oppositional relations with 
Otherness, its assumptions of self-presence, its 
pretensions toward mastery, totalization and 
certitude has begun to implode (1 991, p. 163). 

The foundational assumptions of Western knowledge are being questioned 
and this makes space for creative possibilities. This period of change in the history 
of epistemology is part of a broad-based change that can be seen in other disci- 
plines, e.g. quantum physics. Quantum physics has opened its borders and be- 
come more friendly with its neighbours, mysticism and spirituality. The categories 
in which we have organized our thoughts end experiences for many years are 
collapsing into one another. 

The bigger picture is the rapidly changing political and social face of the 
world. The dissolution of the U.S.S.R.. the fall of the Berlin Wall, the evolution of 
women's consciousness through the second wave of feminism and the challenges 
this has presented to men in the Western world. the challenges presented to West- 
ern feminists by women fmm developing countries, and the developments in com- 
munication technologies that are happening so fast it has become almost impossi- 
ble to keep up-these are just a few examples of the kinds and degree of change 
the global community is experiencing. Economic and environmental crises charac- 
terize our clumsy attempts to adjust to al1 this intense change. 



Operative Assumption 92 

What I am constructing is a lens, or combination of lenses, 

rather than a frame. 

Van Manen: The methodology of 
phenomenology is such that it posits an approach 
toward research that aims at being 
presuppositionless; in other words, this is a 
methodology that tries to ward off any tendency 
toward constructing a predetermined set of fixed 
procedu res, techniques, and concepts that would 
rule-govern the research project (1990, p. 29). 

Lather: the business of those engaged in 
experirnents at the limits of their disciplines is to 
resist the rigidity and pretention of rules, 10 
interrupt received categories and procedures 
(1991, p. 98). 

In times of epistemological uncertainty, it has been suggested that practice 

is what rnoves innovation forward. Poststructuralism rejects al1 the current catego- 
ries as inaccurate, distorting and limiting, and rather than create another frame- 
work, focuses instead on techniques of knowledge production that can create a 
"becoming spacen for not only new understandings, but new ways of understand- 
ing. Luce lriguay refers to this as a udetour into technique" necessitated by the 
transitory nature of epistemology at this time (Van Manen. 1991, p. 7). 1 will be 
using phenomenological and poststnictural techniques to explore the experience 
of family in the lives of a small number of bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults. 



Operative Assumption 13 

This study will focus on the creation of space in which the participants' 

experiences can speak to the reader, as theoretically unfetteied as 

possible. 

Van Manen: What first of al1 characterizes 
phenornenological research is that it always 
begins in the lifeworld. This is the world of the 
natural attitude of everyday life which Husserl 
described as the original, pre-reflective, pre- 
theoretical attitude (1 990, p. 7). 

Lather: [we need to] take responsibility for 
transforming our practices so that our empirical 
and theoretical work can be less toward 
positioning ourselves as masters of truth and 
justice and more toward creating a space where 
t hose directly involved can act and speak on their 
own behalf (1 991 , p. 1 64). 

Although I am interested in the ways in which these data relate to already 
established theories of family, I will be more attentive to the ways in which these 
data open up spaces that may not have been theoretically categorized to date, and 
the ways in which I ,  as researcher, can use my position to facilitate this. To the 
extent that my research takes place within an academic context, and in a language 
that overtly and covertly signifies power inequities, my ability to eradicate unequal 
power relations is limited. However, attention to, and innovation in analytical and 
textual technique is the best strategy available for deconstructing these power rela- 
tions and making as much space as possible for the creation of new meanings. 



Operative Assumption #4 

Doing research in this way is a political act. 

Lather: We must shift the role of critical 
intellectuals from being universalking 
spokespersons to acting as cultural workers 
whose task is to take away the barriers that 
prevent people from speaking for themselves 
(1991, p. 47). 

It is a basic tenet of postmodernism that we are inscribed within that which 
we struggle against. Lather takes us beyond this realization to suggest that we 
must now minimire the ways in which we, as researchers and writers, get in the 
way of the work that needs to be done. This means abandoning rhetoric and trying 
to think outside of existing frameworks, while realizing-and foregrounding-that 
this is impossible. There are strategies that are beginning to be developed, such as 
increasing specificity and emphasizing context, in an attempt to bring participants' 
concerns and aspirations to life in the work. I want to make use of the strategies 
already being tried, as well as evolve some of my own in the research process. 

The fact that I am also responding to the research questions I am asking 
places me alongside the participants, as CO-contributor of data. In the writing up of 
rny findings, I will play with form to expose the dominance of my perspective, and 
allow who is speaking to corne across just as clearly as what is being said. Combin- 
ing this with excerpts from the participants' responses to the questions, I hope the 
reader will hear multiple voices, and that the power and authority usually inscribed/ 
ascribed to the researcherlwriter will be dislodged. 



Operative Assumption #5 

There is a dynamic, epistemological relationship 

between the particulai and the universal. 

Lather: By resonating with people's lived 
concerns, fears, and aspirations, emancipatory 
theory serves an energking, catalytic role. It does 
this by increasing specificity at the contextual 
level in order to see how larger issues are 
embedded in the particulars of everyday life 
(1991,p.61-62). - 

Van Manen: A universal or essence may only be 
intuited or grasped through a study of the 
particulars of instances as they are encountered 
in lived experience (1990, p. 10). 

It is not one of my goals to generalize from this study to corne up with state- 
ments that could be applied to al1 adults whose sexuality places us outside of the 
nom. However, it is one of the tenets of phenomenology that the greater the 
specificity in the phenomenological description, the more possibility there is that 
readers may be able to take something from it that applies in their own context, or 
in the situation of someone they know. I have tried 10 represent the stories of the 
seven of us with enough detail to enable the reader to be able to at least approxi- 
mate Our lifeworlds, in their imaginations. The degree to which the reflections the 
participants and 1 offer will apply to others will be determined in the interaction 
between the reader and the text. 



Operative Assumption #6 

There are limits to what is availabte to our understanding; I accept the 

existence of mystery. 

Lather: quoting White, 1973, 32: [there is] the 
crucial disparity between the being of the world 
and the knowledge we might have of it (Lather, 
1991, p. 66). 

Van Manen: The project of phenomenology is ... 
to bring the mystery more fully into our presence. 
Such a project has to make use of language in 
such a way as to make present to us what is 
inherently pre-linguistic and therefore essentially 
not transportable into a set of precisely delineated 
propositional statements (1 990. p. 50). 

The limitations I will be dealing with in this study will be delineated in part by 
the silence out of which the data will emerge. Family theorists have long discussed 
the indefinability of family. and the difficulty people have seeing clearly that which is 
so close and fundamental in Our [ives. It is my view that the marginalization of my 
participants' experiences of family, and my own, and the silence around these ex- 
periences, situates them in an even more remote pre-linguistic place. I find it useful 
to foreground the notion of mystery, as a way of keeping rny own limitations in 
mind, as well as the limitations of other researchers and writers. 



Operative Assumption #7 

What I will corne up with will be some possible meanings of the family 

experiences I explore with my participants. 

Van Manen: We need to realize, of course, that 
experiential accounts or lived-experience 
descriptions whether caught in oral or written 
discourse-are never identical to lived 
experience itself .... So the upshot is that we need 
to find access to life's living dimensions while 
realizing that the rneanings we bring to the 
surface from the depths of life's oceans have 
already lost the natural quiver of their undisturbed 
existence (1 990, p. 54). 

Lather: Deconstructive pedagogy encourages a 
rnultiplicity of readings by demonstrating how we 
cannot exhaust the meaning of the text, how a 
text can participate in multiple readings without 
being reduced to any one, and how our different 
positionalities affect our reading of it (1991, p. 
145). 

Experience is transformed, as well as described by, language. I find the 
semiotic terminology-signs, signifies and codes-useful in this sense. The con- 
notation of these terms is that al1 our attempts to clearly express an experience or 
thought use signs and codes that must be read, intrepreted, decoded. The process 
of intrepretation is subjective, inforrned by factors which Vary with each reader or 
iistener. Therefore, any derived meanings are examples of possible intrepretations, 
of which there could be many. 

Again, the usefulness of the work depends on the degree of specificity in the 
descriptions of the process and the phenomena being studied. Every detail pro- 
vides a possible entry point for the reader who, it is hoped, interacts with the text by 
relating what they are reading to their own experience and forming their own 
intrepretation. 



Operative Assumption #8 

All texts are social constructions. 

Van Manen: If ail experience is like text then we 
need to examine how these texts are socially 
constnicted. lntrepretation that aims at explicating 
the various meanings embedded in a text may 
then take the form of socially analyzing or 
deconstructing the text and thus exploding the 
meanings (1 990, p. 39). 

Acknowledging that the text I will produce in the study is a social construc- 
tion is what makes deconstructive practices necessary. My stamp is on this re- 
search project, indelibly, beginning with the choice of topic, through the choice of 
cornmittee members, the choice of metholodogy and the development of the re- 
search design, the choice of questions that formed the interview guide, the dynam- 
ics of the interviews in which I have picked up on certain responses and chosen to 
probe certain areas further with the participants, and-most of all-in the analysis 
process where my own background and values inform what I perceive to be signifi- 
cant in the data. 

The deconstructive practices of poststructuralism draw attention to the so- 
cial construction of the project. Interrupting the text with personal reilections, play- 
ing with language in ways that render taken-for-granted terms problematic-these 
are techniques to m a t e  the atmosphere of a construction zone around the project. 
The text is not a fixed entity; it is under construction and the reader is made aware 
of it. 



Operative Assumption #9 

The text I create must foreground what forms the boundaries around my 

understanding, and at the same time, leave the borders open. 

Lathei: lnstead of commenting on a text or 
practice in ways that define it. a deconstructive 
approach links ouf 'reading' to ourselves as 
socially situated spectators. It draws attention to 
the variety of readings, the partiality of any one 
view and ouf implications in historical social 
relations (1 991, p. 145). 

Van Manen: The essence of the question, said 
Gadamer (1 975), is the opening up, and keeping 
open, of possibilities.- But we can only do this if 
we can keep ourselves open in such a way that 
in this abiding concern of our questioning we find 
ounelves deeply interested (inter-esse, to be or 
stand in the midst of something) in that which 
makes the question possible in the first place 
(1 990, p. 43). 

This is the desired effect of employing deconstructive practices. As the reader 
is made to see (in ways that may sometimes feel awkward or uncornfortable) that 
this text is not claiming to be authoritative in the way that conventional academic 
texts often do, that the researcherlwriter is visible and is owning her limitations as 
well as her insights, then the possibility of the reader creating their own intrepretation 
is also there. I actually hope to go further than this in the text and create a sense of 
invitation and respect for the possible intrepretations that will not corne from me. 



Operative Assumption 110 

Language is ptoblematic, and all of O u r  discourses 

are politically uninnocent. 

Lather: The recent linguistic turn in social theoiy 
focuses on the power of language to organize our 
thought and experience. Language is seen as both 
carrier and creator of a culture's epistemological 
codes. The ways we speak and write are held to 
influence our conceptual boundaries and to create 
areas of silence as language organizes meaning 
in terms of pre-established categones (1 991, p. xx). 

Van Mansn: Phenomenology, like poetry, intends 
to be silent as is speaks. It wants to be implicit 
as it explicates. So, to read and to write 
phenomenologically requires that we be 
sensitively attuned to the silence around the 
words by means of which we attempt to disclose 
the deep meaning of our world (1 990, p. 131 ). 

Language gives shapes to our thoughts, even before we attempt to share 
thern with others. Sometimes I find myself prefacing a contribution to a discussion 
with, '1 haven't really thought this through yet, but...", when, quite often, what I 
mean is that I have been unsuccessfully groping for the right words to express rny 
thoughts. Language regulates and polices our imaginations. It is a very important 
to be aware of this when exploring an area that is still as taboo as the family lives of 
adults W ~ O S ~  sexuality places us outside of the nom. 

A worthwhile exploration of my research questions must include an exami- 
nation of the language used in the expression of rny participants' responses, as 
well as in my own writing and reflection. The limitations of language inform the 
discourses that particular uses of language create. What is said and what goes 
unsaid is just as important to examine as how what is said, gets said. 



Operative Assumption #11 

It is my responsibility to use my privilege as a researcher to find the 

connections between my research and action for change. 

Van Manen: to becorna thoughtfully or attentively 
aware of aspects of human life which hitherto 
were merely glossed over or taken-forgranted 
will more likely bring us to the edge of speaking 
up, speaking out, or decisively acting in social 
situations that cal1 for such action (1 990, p. 154). 

Lather: The question of action, however, remains 
largely unaddressed in postmodern discourse 
(1991, p. 12). 

Lather echoes the often heard feminist critique of postmodernism that it is a 
diversion into the quagmire of relativisrn and away from the agenda of social and 
economic change that has been identified by feminist, critical, and participant-ac- 
tion oriented epistemologies. Does not being able to know anything with certainty 
preclude working for social change? Like Lather, I don't think so. The epistemologi- 
cal landscape has always been shifting; it is just Our awareness of this now, and 
postmodernism's rejection and deconstruction of the illusion of certainty, that is 
different. Our capacity to work for change is no different than it ever was. I am 
reminded of the post-Cold War bewilderment of a Canadian Forces general who 
was once quoted in the Globe and Mail as saying that he fe l  he had lost his sense 
of purpose. Does the fact that we no longer have a monolithic enemy mean that 
there is no longer a need to be concerned about world peace and quality of life? 

Questions and reflections about needed change will be part of the inter- 
views in this study. Specifically, I hope to produce a text that will be useful to those 
whose lives are similar to our's, as we grow in our understanding of ourselves and 
our families, and to therapists and counsellors who are working with adults whose 
sexuality places us outside of the norm. It is my hope that my work will assist thera- 
pists and counsellors to wonder more deeply about family in the lives of their queer 



clients, in ways that will enhance the therapeutic process. 
Other possibilites for action for change may emerge through the course of 

this study. My cornmitment is to examine my role and responsibility vis a vis these 
possibilities. 



METHODS AND PROCEDURES 

The main methods I have used in this study are taped and transcribed open- 

ended interviews, and coding of these transcripts in a way that combines tech- 

niques developed in conventional ethnography with a phenomenological reading 

for themes (Van Manen, 1990, p. 87-88). 1 also attempt, in the last chapter, a pre- 

liminary discourse analysis of the text generated by the participants and 1. 

I conducted these interviews with a sample that I knew, from the beginning, 

would be srnall. Seeking to get as much diversity in the sample as I could, given its 

size, 1 began by interviewing a gay man in his mid-twenties and built the sample as 

I went along, following the questions that emerged in the process. Word-of-mouth 

was the only form of publicity for the study that I used. I sought diversity in current 

life situations (that is, single, partnered, with and without children, living in familial 

settings with a family of choice), ages, cultural backgrounds, and socioeconomic 

classes. I also created a gender balance in the sample. 

I ended up with a sample of six people: two men who identified thernselves 

as gay, one woman who identified herself as a lesbian, one man and one woman 

who identified themselves as bisexual, and one woman who vacillated between 

identifiying herself as a lesbian and as bisexual. One of the participants is Mi'qMaq; 

one is African-Canadian. They range in age from twenty-one to forty-eight. Unfortu- 

nately, I did not manage to include experiences from a range of socioecomonic 

backgrounds; only one participant came from a low-income family, the rest, includ- 

ing me, would identify as middle-class. 

Still, the emphasis is clearly on diversity. I am not seeking to formulate gen- 

eralizations. Hopefully, as stated earlier, the specificity of the descriptions of these 

different experiences will keep open the possibilities of connection with many read- 



ers' life situations. 

I inteiuiewed each participant twice, for two reasons. In my experiences in- 

terviewing lesbians and bisexual women about their health care experiences, many 

of the participants mentioned how stimulating the interview process was and how it 

made them think about things about which they did not often reflect. The same held 

true in this project, because the dynamic was sirnilar: the inteiviews became oppor- 

tunities for the participant to think about and talk about issues that, in the day-to- 

day, are taken for granted, acclimatized to, or socially unspeakable in the settings 

in which participants find themselves. The second interview provided a way of pick- 

ing up on remembrances and thoughts that surfaced in the participants' minds as a 

result of the first interview. 

Secondly, I needed to ask the participants about the families they grew up in 

as well as who family is to them at this point in their lives. I discovered, during my 

pilot interview, that the family of orîgin stories are so powerful and many people 

have such a need to talk about that aspect of their experience, that it was not 

possible to move the focus of the interview to the experience of family in the present, 

within one interview. So I conducted one interview which focused on the partici- 

pant's experience of family in their family of origin, and a second interview in which 

the participant reflected on their experience of family in the present. In the first 

interview, I constructed a family genogram with each participant. A genograrn is a 

diagram of a family's history, designed to illustrate relationships and patterns across 

generations: 

The genogram helps both the clinician and the family to 
see the "larger picture", both currently and historically, that 
is, the structural, relational, and funetional information 
about a family on a genogram can be viewed both 
horizontally across the family context and vertically through 



the generations. (McGoldrick & Gerson, 1985, p. 2-3) 

I also invited each participant to read the transcript of their interview, and 

provide me with written comments, that may highlight certain points, shift the em- 

phasis, clarify, add, or delete certain parts. My intention was to allow the partici- 

pants to do an initial layer of reflection on their interviews, before I began to read 

them for themes. Four of the six participants did this; one participant lost his partner 

to AIDS shortly after his second interview and did not, and another participant moved 

away and was unable to follow up on this. 

After receiving these reflections from the participants, I read each transcript 

carefully, making notes about the content of their comments in the margins. Then I 

compiled those notes, including transcript and page references, into a master list of 

themes, grouping the participants' comments in subject areas. The chapters emerged 

from the subject areas, or themes that came up most frequently in the transcripts. 

In writing up the process and the data, I employ some creative textual prac- 

tices to subvert my authority as the researcher/writer to the extent that this is pos- 

sible. My own personal reflections on what I am writing appear, italicized and in- 

dented, interrupting my report on the participants' stories and making it evident that 

the author is interacting with the material she is working with in a very personal 

way. Using what some people have referred to as a magazine format, I have placed 

quotes from related literature in a large margin on the left-hand side of the page, 

forming an alternate text that is intended to dialogue with the stories of the partici- 

pants' experiences. I also use the space in that margin to point to areas in the work 

that need further investigation, beyond what I am able to do within the scope of this 

project. And I use the same space to insert brief reflections related to discourse, 

bringing this into the consciousness of the reader as they read the text, so aware- 

ness of discourse dynamics is in place when they come to the discourse chapter. 



ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

I have identified and addressed three major ethical concerns in this project: 

1) confidentiality, 2) sensitivity to the emotional nature of the subject matter and 

what it is like for participants to explore and talk about these issues with me, and 3) 

the question of who will benefit from this study. 

In regard to confidentiality, each participant read and signed an informed 

consent form before the interview process began. The informed consent clearly 

explained to the participant that I am the only one who will listen to the tapes, that 

they will be stored in a secure place where nobody else will have access to them, 

and that I will destroy them at the end of the project. I also took tirne to discuss and 

resolve any confidentiality-related concerns they had, prior to beginning the inter- 

view. In reviewing the informed consent form with them, I also made it clear that 

each particpant had the right to choose not to answer any question, the right to ask 

that the tape be stopped at any time during the interview, and the right to terminate 

the interview at any point. I assured them that even after signing the form, the 

invitation to raise and address any concerns with me was always open. 

In attending to the issue of the well-being of the participants, especially re- 

garding the possibility of emotional or psychological distress that could anse for 

them in their exploration of the meaning of family in their lives, I used my skills as a 

counsellor and facilitator to create an atmosphere of safety, trust, empathy, and 

respect, while being clear about my role as researcher, i.e. I was not in the role of 

counsellor/therapist in the interview setting, or in the working relationships I devel- 

oped with the participants in the course of the project. I let each paflicipant know 

that if a situation arose in which it seemed that they needed some support, or 

further opportunities to work feelings through, beyond what I could offer in the lim- 
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ited role of interviewer, I would take responsibility for ensuring that the participant 

had access to the appropriate services in the community. 

I stniggle with the issue of who will benefit from this project. It is clear to me 

that the most concrete benefits will come to me, granting that this thesis satisfies 

the requirements for the Masters of Education (Counselling) degree. I will provide 

copies of the thesis to al1 the participants, but this does not really satisfy my require- 

ments for sharing the benefits of this work. I also want to make soma copies avail- 

able to professionals working in the field of counselling and therapy. There will be 

opportunities to share what I have learned through the project, with interested par- 

ties. 

I am still living with the question: how can I honour the depth and breadth of 

what these six people have shared with me in their interviews, in a way that maxi- 

mites the benefits for as many people as possible? How can I take these amazing 

stories and use them to create more space for the family experiences of bisexual, 

lesbian, and gay adults? I am committed to continuing to explore the ways this 

project could be of use, especially to adults whose sexuality places us outside of 

the nom, and to counsellors and therapists working with clients like us. 

Now I am ready to introduce to the reader the six individuals whose contri- 

butions form the substance of rny work. Their voices will join with mine, throughout 

the text, in a discussion of various aspects of our experience of family. I hope you 

will come to appreciate their uniqueness, their courage, their humour, and their 

cornmitment to moving toward a more inclusive vision of family ..... as I have. 



Daniel 

"My idea of family, today, has taken on a whole new dimension. - 
and her dog are my famlly. My best friend, , is my family. Her kids are 
part of rny family. , the first woman I ever told I was gay, is part of 
my family. I've taken the definition of the relationships, the importance of the 
relationships within a farnily, like your abilities to rely on people, your ability 
to trust people. You know, the links that are supposed to be there in what we 
cal1 a traditional family. I've taken those links, and just applied them to people 
wha aren't in my immediate family. So for me It's the same thing, except they're 
not blood-related." 

Daniel is a twenty-six-year-old gay man of European descent currently living 

in Halifax. He is a fun-loving penon, as well as a serious, critical thinker. He enjoys 

explofing gay culture, from the latest art, cinerna, and literature created by queer 

artists, to the bar scene which he navigates with ease. He sometimes questions the 

dominant values in the gay male world, which he feels emphasize physical appear- 

ance and sex, yet he remains optimistic about meeting a mate with whom he can 

connect in greater depth. 

After completing his undergraduate education, he did social work for a few 

years . At present, he is attending a cornputer studies program and is hopeful about 

getting work in that field. He was raised in an affluent family, and his expectations of 

cornfort in his life have been shaped by that experience. 

Daniel grew up in a rural Maritime cornmunity, in a traditional Catholic family. 

He has two sisters and his mom and dad are still together. Daniel knew he was gay 

at a very young age and had an active sexual life as a young boy. He has had a 

positive sense of himself for as long as he can remember. Although ha felt isolated 

and unknown in his immediate family, he never thought there was anything wrong 



with him. 

At the time of the first interview, one of his sisters was still living at home; she 

has since moved out. Daniel still stmggles with traditional expectations from his 

family of origin. They expect him to be in touch regularly and to corne home for al1 

the traditional holidays. Since coming out to his friends about six years ago and 

beginning to participate openly in the gay cornrnunity, he has corne out to his two 

sisters. Coming out to his parents is something he wants to do, but the right combi- 

nation of circumstances and the groundedness and energy required has not yet 

presented itself. 

Daniel relates to the term 'family of choice" and has given a great deal of 

thought to what it means to be family. He speaks enthusiastically about the people 

who have become family to him. So far, the people in his family of choice are al- 

most al1 straight friends, mostly women. He is finding it quite challenging to find and 

ma te  family with other gay men. Just as he is aware of how his family of origin 

experience has shaped what he is seeking in his life in a family of choice, he is also 

aware of how the quality of his relationships with members of his family of choice 

have affected his relationships with members of his family of origin. He hopes for a 

deepening of those relationships and looks foward to a future in which al1 aspects 

of family in his life can be integrated. 

"And I've often said to people, the day that I tell my parents will be the 
day that I am fully confident In my family of choice. I don7 use that term, but 
I know that's the expression. When I know, that I have a suppor! system un- 
derneath me that will hold me up in a time of crisis ... like my family has done 
for me at times." 



Sara 

"1 guess it's clear that, as fer as most families go, 1 had a really good 
one. And, although we had some bad things, and some difficult things, for 
me, in particulai, I think ... uh, I think I'm pretty lucky. As far as families go. 
And, uh ... generally, I think my parents are very supportive, in most cases." 

Sara is a thirty-two-year-old lesbian of European descent, who grew up in 

the Halifax-Dartmouth metro area and has settled in the area with her partner of 

eight years. They own a house together, where they live with their daughter and the 

family dog and cat. 

Sara is the oldest of five children; she has two brothers and two sisters. The 

two youngest children are adopted, one of whom is hearing-impaired. Sara's farnily 

of origin held family meetings to set house rules, make vacation plans, and even to 

consider and decide about adopting the two youngest kids. There were also often 

other children living with them for awhile; Sara's dad was a school principal and 

sornetimes brought children home who were in need of a caring living environment. 

There was a large extended farnily on both sides and, as a child, Sara and her 

siblings spent lots of good tirnes with their cousins at big family gathenngs. 

Sara's partner's farnily background was not as happy. Her paRner was the 

youngest of several chiMren in a poor family, an unexpected child, and remembers 

feeling that her presence meant that there was less for everybody. It took some 

doing for her to agree to comparent a child with Sara; the decision-making process 

lasted several years. 

Sara and her partner accessed alternative insemination services from the 

infertility clinic at the local hospital after being referred there by their ph ysician. 



After a couple of tries, Sara conceived and al1 was going well for the first five months 

of her pregnancy. Then, at twenty-three weeks, there was a series of complications 

that resulted in the baby being born, barely viable, at just over twenty-five weeks. 

The story that Sara tells of the months that followed is an incredible story of hope, 

despair, fear, and courage, focused on the amazing determination and resilience of 

their (very) little baby girl. Needless to say, the experience was certainly not what 

Sara and her partner had prepared for, in al1 the thought that they had put into 

becoming lesbian parents. 

Life has settled down for Sara and her family since then. The little one is 

doing very well, and they are thinking about having another child. Farnily life, for the 

three of them, revolves around meeting the daily challenges of parenting and run- 

ning a two-career household. Their sense of family is grounded in the three of 

them, extends outward to include close relationships with rnost of Sara's family of 

ongin, and incorporates some particularly close friends who have crossed over into 

being considered family. 

"1 think the thing that l leel most proud about is that ... we're doing 
what we want to do, anyway. You know? We wanted to make Our own famlly, 
and we're dohg It. And we wanted Our own house, and oui own spot, and 
we're dolng it. And ... theie's been a lot of hard things along the way, and it 
would have been, in a lot of ways, a lot easier just to not do It. Just to ... I 
mean, l could have married a man, and ... been ... content. You know? No, no. 
I'm not going to say content. But, I mean ... I could have ... I could have done 
it, and gone through the motions. And in a lot of ways, It would have been a 
lot easler. And I'm proud that I didn't." 



Peter 

"1 can remember coming to vislt my mothei when I was fouiteen, and 
she was living here in Halifax, and I was here one summer and I was, uh, very 
sad and I was depressed. And during my life I had a couple of ... if not break- 
downs, close to breakdowns where there wen  two or three suicide attempts 
in my life. And this was after one of the suicide attempts end, I came and ... 
and I trled to tell her what was wrong. Why I was so unhappy. That I was in 
love with thls man but he was married, and, uh, he could never love me. And 
she said, you'll find somebody eventually that will. She ... you know, that was 
the first time that I had ever talked to her, really, about it. And she was, uh, 
quite accepting ... But et the mme tirne, she said, you know, the sad part 
about this, Peter, 1s that once we die, we'll never be able to be together again, 
because l'II be Ln heaven and you'll be fn hell." 

Peter is a forty-eig ht-year-old African Canadian who grew up in New Bruns- 

wick. His mother was chronically ill; he and his sister were adopted. Both children 

are biracial, bom of white mothers; the societal stigma associated with having a 

biracial child led to their being given up for adoption. Actually, Peter's sister was 

abandoned as an infant, but, thankfully, found soon afîer in the shed where she had 

been left. 

Peter's father is Black, his parents having ernigrated from Barbados in the 

late 1800s, his mother as an indentured servant. Peter's mother's cultural heritage 

was mixed. Akhough her father was East Indian, and her mother Black and Mi'qmaw, 

she identified as Black. 

As an African Canadian, Peter grew up with many experiences of racism, 

systemic and invisible, and oveR. Peter spent his childhood in the relative safety of 

the Black community, in which his family had a certain amount of status due to his 

father being the first Black man to own his own business in New Brunswick. 



Peter's memories of his childhood are full of ambivalence. Pride and appre- 

ciation of his father's achievements are mixed with negative feelings about his fa- 

ther's behaviour. Peter refers to bis father as sex-aholic, who has had numerous 

children with numerous partners over the years. His mother was expected to bear 

all this, while being il1 herself, and her interactions with her children were not always 

nurturing. Peter has had to come to terms with what was actually an emotionally 

abusive relationship with her. All the while, Peter's nuclear family maintained the 

image of being a successful, upstanding farnily in their community. Between his 

mother's health problems and his father's affairs, his emerging homosexuality, and 

being Black in the Maritimes ... growing up in this family was difficult for Peter in 

many ways. He has worked hard at being healthy and is emerging with enough 

self-love to be able to have some compassion for his parents. He has, however, 

pretty much rejected the language associated with family when referring to his own 

life as an adult. He doesn't want to cal1 these people "family" because of the am- 

bivalent connotations that word has, for him. 

Peter recalls happy times in his childhood, when he and his sister visited 

their grandparents. His memories of times spent with friends includes resourceful 

adaptations to racism that sometimes turned out to be fun, like the ritual of getting 

together to go to a dance as a group. 

He refers to the people who are in the inner circle in his life as his loved 

ones. His closest loved ones are some of the African Canadian women and men 

who grew up in the same community as he did. Part of what distinguishes these 

relationships from other close friends is the fact that they have a shared history and 

understand where each other has come from. This is very significant for Peter. 

Peter was married as a young man for a short time. His first long-term reia- 

tionship was with a man and lasted eight years. He was on his own for several 



years before meeting his partner of six years, who died of AIDS during the course 

of this research process. As I write this, Peter is grieving and sorting through the 

details one is leR to attend to when a spouse dies. My heart is with him. 

Recently, Peter's time has been spent caring for his ailing mother, who died 

last year, and his panner. He has experienced the death of two of his farnily mem- 

bers in a short period of time. 

Although Peter has not had any children of his own, he has several commit- 

ted relationships with the children of some his loved ones. In some of these rela- 

tionships, Peter regards himself, and is regarded, as a CO-parent. He really values 

having children in his life. 

Peter's family consists of his loved ones, who are closest to him, his father, 

his sister, his nieces, and their families. 

"And I dongt regret any experience. I teel that experiences are ... there 
... there's a reason why we experience everything that we experience. It en- 
riches out lives." 

"1 think that I've done a lot of Integrating of things for rnyselt. Based on 
a lot of the stutf with my parents, the posltive stutf with my parents, that 
anybody who's family Io somebody of rny choosing. Uh 8 8 .  it has to be sub- 
stantial. It has to be something that's real. In other words, it's Iike, the closer 
I get to them, the more they know about me. I don't really believe in farnily, to i  
tamily's sak.  And when I met , one ot the flrst things I had to do and I 
almost shit in my pnts, was corne out to her. I was Iike, I'm bi. And it was, 
like, oh yeeh? I am, too. And I went, what?! One of the down sides ot being bi 
was that I fantasized about relationships but I didn't really think that I'd meet 



another bi person, or person who would understand." 

Lu ke is a twenty-seven-year-old bisexual man of European descent, cur- 

rently living in the Halifax metro area and attending university. He was born in the 

States and lived there for much of his childhood. He is an only child of parents who 

are estranged and distant from their families of origin. His father was also an only 

child. Now that both of his paternal grandparents are dead, there are alrnost no 

connections to extended farnily on Luke's dad's side. The extended family on Luke's 

mom's side has experienced a great deal of tragedy and abuse: his mom's three 

brothers al1 died in accidents in their late twenties or early thirties, in three separate 

incidents. Luke's materna1 grandfather is a power-monger within the farnily and a 

perpetrator of sexual abuse who has victimized almost al1 of his children and grand- 

children over the years, including Luke. Luke has periods of lost time in his child- 

hood, yean for which he has no conscious memories. 

He describes the atmosphere in his immediate family as characterized by a 

what he calls a siege mentality, a shared sense of having been victimized and 

continuing to be victimized by life. Luke experienced some personal tragedies as a 

teenager that could have rei nforced this: His first male lover committed suicide 

when he found out he was HIV+ and a close female friend and lover was murdered 

shortly thereafter. In spite of al1 of this, Luke has managed to differentiate himself 

from the generalized feelings of disappointment, distrust of people, and lack of 

hope that still define his parents' lives. He sees himself as being in a position now to 

try to teach them how to think positively. 

Luke became aware of his bisexuality as a teenager. The social group of 

young men and women he was a part of at that time were open 10 many variations 

on friendship and intimacy, and the seven of them had a shared sense of 



connectedness to everyone in the group. When Luke moved with his parents to 

Canada and went to university, he found his social comfort zone at the campus 

women's centre. 

Luke is now married to a woman. His partner is also bisexual, and they are 

both still interested in experiencing intimacy with a same-sex partner. They have 

talked about how other relationships could be incorporated into their life together 

and remain committed to supporthg each other in this. They both see their relation- 

ship with each other as primary. 

Having recently moved to the Halifax metro area where his partner's family 

of origin lives, Luke's experience of family these days is largely about being part of 

that extended family. He speaks appreciatively about the healthy things he is learn- 

ing from this family. He hopes to share some of this with his parents over time. He 

also has a few very close friends whom he considers to be family as well and is 

interested in the potential for discovering and developing more of those types of 

relationships. 

"My experience of family in the present is one of a dynamic ... con- 
stantly in flux, sort of ... k i n g  alive ... the very essence of being alive. the 
way l look at family now, is sort of ... a support system. I guess the predomi- 
nant thing I think of when I think of a family is lova And understanding. Hon- 
esty. Support. Things like that. But it's something that's dynamic, because 
new people will corne into my life, or l'II move, or something like that will 
happn. lt's ever changing. So, in that sense, it's vety alive, always growing, 
never quite the same." 



Natalie 

"My earliest thoughts about farnily ... I always wanted kids. Urn ... I 
always wanted something stable and the white picket tence kind of way. I 
mean, I guess it changed over time, too. When I was a little kid, I just thought 
I was going to get married to some man, and that was going to be the way it 
was going to be. And then ... probably at twelve, thirteen, I had these mo- 
ments of panic, going, oh my god, I'm attracted to women. If anyone finds 
that out, l'II never be able to get married. And ... since then, I've kind of gone 
way to the next ... no, 1 don't think l'II ever get married. But I've always seen 
myselt in this partnered, stable, long-term type of thing." 

Natalie is a twenty-four-year-old bisexual woman of European descent, liv- 

ing in Halifax and working on a Masters degree. She grew up in Toronto with her 

two parents and a younger sister. Her mom worked full-time and was away from 

home a lot; her dad was self-employed and was the primary care-giver. 

Natalie's rnom's farnily of origin also live in the Toronto area, and extended 

family gatherings were common if not pleasant. Natalie describes her mom and her 

siblings as having difficulty coping with the expectations of their parents, who em- 

phasized material success. Her morn and her mom's siblings struggle with this in 

different ways, relying on prescription and illegal drugs among them. Natalie speaks 

candidly about the superficiality of this extended family's relationships with each 

other. 

Herdad's family al1 live in Europe, and she spent sumrners with them through- 

out most of her growing up years. This provided her with a completely different 

experience of family, more traditional, and, she feels, more genuine. 

She was thirteen when she first became aware of her attraction to other 

adolescent girls. She consciously repressed these feelings out of fear of what would 



happen to her if anyone knew. She continued to date guys, moved away from her 

family, and eventually became engaged. By this tirne, she had decided that what 

she needed was an open maniage with a male partner who would understand her 

need to have women lovers "on the side." Her fiancé was agreeable to this. 

During a period of separation from her fiance, she became involved with a 

woman and fell in love. Natalie struggled with remaining loyal to her fiancé and with 

being true to herself and her female lover in their relationship. The outcome of this 

was that she broke off the engagement and entered into what she hoped would be 

a meaningful and lasting relationship with her lover. At the time of the interviews, 

the dissolution of this relationship was fairly recent, and Natalie was still feeling 

stung by the experience. 

She is now grappling with questions about how to integrate the stability she 

wants to have in her life and in a relationship with her need for openness to growth 

and change. At this time in her life, she identifies change as the oniy thing she can 

count on. 

"There was a real switch of gears for me when I told my mothei, If you 
can't deal with who I am, if you're going to make my life hell, then we're not 
going to be close. Regardless of whether we're blood-related or not" 

Ellen 

"1 remember a lot of good times, like when every Sunday, it would be a 
family thing. We would go for drives, and most times, we would go to Eskasoni, 
and of course, Eskasoni has beautiful beaches. And when we would go on 
these little outings, if we would see oui filends on the Street, we would pick 
them up and take them with us. We had this great big station wagon, and it 
would be just packed with kids. And al1 the kids would just be on the beach, 



having a grand old time. And I think that's where the drinking started. So 
there was, like, the extremes. All those good times, when there was no alco- 
ho1 involved, and where the alcohol was involved il was very violant. I te- 
member those tirnes, that fear." 

Ellen is a forty-year-old Mi'qmaq woman, who sometimes identifies as les- 

bian and sometimes as bisexual. She is the fourth oldest in a family of five girls and 

four boys. One younger brother died when he was sixteen from a hean attack 

caused by complications related to cancer. Ellen has good relationships with al1 her 

siblings. One of her sisters is bisexual, and another sister is just beginning to come 

out as a lesbian. 

Both Ellen's rnom and dad came from large families. Her mom was the Young- 

est of ten and the only child in her family that did not attend the Shubenacadie 

residential school. Her dad was the oldest of five children from his father's first 

marriage; there were four more siblings from a second marriage. These younger 

siblings were very close in age to Ellen and her brothers and sisters and they grew 

up together more like cousins than aunts, uncles, nieces, and nephews. 

Ellen has many happy memories from her childhood. She also remernbers a 

lot of violence during a period of time when both her parents were drinking. Eventu- 

ally, they stopped drinking and their family life irnproved. This experience had a big 

impact on Ellen. It is the one thing she wishes could have been different in her 

family, yet she acknowledges that she learned a lot from it. 

Close relationships with extended family mernbers is the norm in Ellen's 

community, Her mom and her dad come from two of the largest families on the 

reserve, so Ellen is related to a lot of people in the community. 

She has a daughter who is now in her early twenties and still lives in the 

home Ellen and she have shared since she was a little girl. Ellen's daughter's boy- 



friend has moved in, too, and it looks like they intend to stay for the foreseeable 

future. 

Ellen has been in a long-term relationship with another woman in the com- 

rnunity for the past eleven years. Her partner, who is a survivor of sexual abuse, 

has three teenage daughters. She and Ellen maintain separate homes. Ellen has 

worked in Halifax for the past four years, going home for weekends as often as she 

can. When she is home, her partner cornes and stays with her at her house. Ellen 

is finding it hard that she and her partner do not live together. In fact, she identifies 

this as a major issue that they are currently trying to figure out. 

Ellen and her partner are out to their families and experience their support to 

greater and lesser degrees. Ellen is particularly close to her mom. Ellen's family 

considers her partner and her partner's daughters to be part of their family. 

Ellen also has a sense of family with a close network of other gay, lesbian, 

and two-spirited Mi'qmaq men and women. This family is quite separate from the 

family she connects with when she is back home in her community. Although most 

of these family of choice members have met her family of origin, they tend to get 

together mostly in the city. 

Ellen and her partner both had children when they met, so they have never 

been together without having to juggle parenting responsibilities. She looks for- 

ward to a tirne when al1 their children are independent and they can spend some 

time, just the two of them. 

"My vision of my future? I know there's going to be some old dyke 
sitting there, me and on the beach. (laughs) We talk about that. We talk 
about those times. You know, how we're going to be. In, like, Our future. And 
I know, I redite that, I mean, we're just heving some dlfficulties now, but I 
think, even when I think about it, I think we're qoing to be together, um, for- 



ever. 'Til ... we're going to be little old ladies, I think, together. Even if we're 
not together. If we happen to break up, I think that we will remain friends, for 
the rest of our lives. Regardless of whether or not we're together. But I think 
Our lives will still be together, and I want them to be that way." 

These are the six people whose stories are the basis of the following discus- 

sion of how bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults expenence family. They will appear in 

the text, speaking in their own voices. I have tried to create textual conditions that 

maximize the ways in which they can speak for thernselves. Unavoidably, however, 

what is most interesting and important to me will shape this work, more than any- 

thing else. This is not necessarily a bad thing, as long the reader is aware of that. I 

will try to create a text full of reminders that there are many different ways to think 

about these things, and that invites the reader to engage in their own way. 

Part of how I must equip the reader for this journey into my work is to provide 

background information about myself. In this way, the text that I m a t e  can be 

understood as ernerging from rny own experience of family, and interpreted ac- 

cordi ng ly. 

Andrea 

I am a thirty-seven-year-old bisexual woman of European descent, living in 

Halifax, and finishing up a Masters degree in Counselling. I have lived in Nova 

Scotia for almost twenty years and it has become home. Most of my work has been 

with marginalized groups of people in community-based organizations, working for 

social change and community development. 

My birthmother was a Franco-Manitoban working-class woman, who had 

seven children before she had me. The first five went into the care of the child 



welfare systern. She and my father had two children before me whom they kept. I 

was given up for adoption and adopted at the age of eight months. 

i grew up in a traditional, middle-class family in the suburbs of Winnipeg. My 

parents made some very conscious attempts to have a healthy farnily life: lots of 

time spent together doing recreational things like camping, going to the cottage, 

making music, having extended family gatherings. This was anchored, for my par- 

ents especially, in active involvement in our Catholic parish community. 

All of this was drarnatically marred for my younger brother and I by frequent 

corporal punishment (spankings) that evolved into less frequent, but more frighten- 

ing physical assaults as we got older. I have worked long and hard to tiy to make 

some sense of the beginnings of my emotional life. Although rny mother and I enjoy 

a loving and mutually supportive relationship now, my relationship with her during 

my growing up years was a constant source of un happiness, stress and loneliness 

for me. 1 do not know what or why, but there was definitely something about me that 

rny mother strongly disliked. She did and said many things to me over the years 

that made it very hard for me to feel good about myself. I began to feel cornfortable 

with myself only after I left home. My dad is absent from so many of my mernories, 

off on the sidelines sornewhere, dangling between innocence and culpability. 

I believe that my parents did the best they could, but both had inherited a 

rigidity that precluded reconsiderhg the parenting tradition of "moldingn your chil- 

dren into the people you believe they should be-even when this was obviously not 

working! I was a sensitive and intelligent child, and as soon as 1 was able to articu- 

late my feeling that something was wrong, my motherts attempts to undermine my 

sense of myself became more overt. 

The reliance on physical force and coercion to gat cooperation from my 

younger brother broke down when he became a teenager and it was more difficult 



to overpower him physically. My parents' efforts to deal with this dilemma resuited 

in him being made a ward of the state again, when he had just turned fifteen. I left 

home as soon as I couM after that, at seventeen, without my parents' knowledge or 

permission. My parents and my older brother functioned much more harmoniously 

as a family unit without us. 

Up until a little over a year ago, my younger brother had been purposely out 

of touch with everyone in the family for a period of about ten years. ln August of 

1 996, he and I reconnected and re-established a relationship as sister and brother 

that is more precious to me than words can express. My parents' denial of their 

violence toward us as children is deeply disturbing. We have both spent a lot of 

tirne, as adults, leaming how to deal with its effects on us. He and I are unique to 

each other, in that we can and do affirm each other's speaking of the truth of our 

experience, as well as ouf resourcefulness and resilience in becoming heakhy adults. 

My renewed relationship with him has shifted things in the family constella- 

tion. I have broken the silence my parents have imposed on us regarding the nega- 

tive aspects of the past. When my mother pressed me, on a receM visit, to tell her 

what I think his absence has been about, I told her and my dad about how he and 

I have both had to struggle to corne to terms with our childhood experiences of their 

violence. They seem to have no idea of the impact this had on us and no willing- 

ness to acknowledge any responsibility. In fact, they daim to have no memory of 

most of it, although they sometimes contradicted themselves in the discussion so it 

wasn't really clear how much they nmembered and how rnuch they forgot. 

Even though there was no resolution, speaking my truth with them was in- 

credibly freeing for me. The relationships I have with them have become more real 

since then, because I am present in them as a whole person. 

I have always wanted to have a child. It is a longing in me that I have lived 



with for many years. I have tried to conceive three times, unsuccessfully. I currently 

do not know if or how I will fulfill my longing to be a parent. It is a deeply emotional 

issue for me. I have a strong sense that I am meant to be a mom. 

During the course of this project, I have undergone several profound shifts 

in my own experience of family. I reconnected with my younger brother after many 

years without contact, I talked with rny parents about my experience of their vio- 

lence, I spent a year-and-a-half trying to conceive a child with a much-loved friend 

and then decidad to stop trying, and my dad was diagnosed with an incurable lung 

disease and is-as I write this today-nearing death. 

Throughout al1 of this, the extraordinary people-of which there is an abun- 

dance-with whom 1 share my life on a daily basis have continued to be and be- 

corne family to me. Their companionship, caring, and support give shape to my life 

on a daily basis in ways that fiIl me with gratitude. 

How al1 of this cornes together as an experience of family is still evolving, 

and is the ground in which rny questions grow. 



STARTING AT THE BEGINNING: 

LlFE IN OUR FAMILIES OF ORlGlN 

The families we grow up in are our first teach- 

ers about what family is. For most of us, the lessons 

we learn about family in our family of ongin are taught 

without much conscious deliberation, or acknowledg- 
The longer 1 pursued my 
research, the more I became ment that we are learning something that will continue 

convinced t hat gay f amilies to shape our lives for yean to corne. Family gets talked 
could not be understood apart 
fmm the families in which about, and there is a discourse about family that we 
lesbians and gay men had learn, the who's who of roles and relationships. There 
grown up. (Weston, 1991, p. 
3) are also the messages that never get articulated ver- 

bally because they function on the level of assump- 
Octen what is =Ot said but just tion. For instance, the idea that the people in your fam- 
implied, is more powerful 
hypnotically, because it goes ily are t hg people you cele brate the mi lestones in your 
in without resistance, so if I life with, is an example of a message that gets corn- 
don't ask my client anything 
except about their trauma, I municated in the subtextual spaces in our farnily of 
am implying that they are their 
trauma. (Yvonne Dolan, ongin interactions. 

therapistlauthor, in a talk The tacit nature of this learning contributes to 
given in Halifax, June 1997) 

its power. It's not as if the ways of our family are pre- 

sented to us as children as one of many possible ways 

of being family. 

I have a vivid memory from the early days of 
Grade 5, when I had jus? started school in a 
new neighbourhood and was making new 
friends. One day aiter school, l wmt over to 
Susan's house to play. During the course of 



our conversation, Susan mentioned to me 
that her family didn' go to church. I have 
always rernembered how 1 felt at that 
moment. 1 couldn Y tell you which roorn Ni her 
house we were playing in, or what we were 
doing. But 1 remember the shock 1 felt at the 
realization that not everybody went to church. 
I had been encased in the hegemony of my 
family of origin 's beliefs, and that day, a crack 
appeared and a red fiag went up in my brain 
to mark if. For the first ten years of my life, 1 
thought everybody went to church. What 
other differences among people was 1 
unaware of? 

Until we have an experience that leads us to 

question the authority of what we are learning about 

family, what we see and live at home is al1 there is. 

Personal experience, hearing stories from other peo- 

ple, and studying developmental psychology have led 

me to see this as part of the natural, developmental 

course for children: the universe, as perceived by chil- 

dren, starts off being very small and gradually gets 

bigger and bigger. 

How is this experience different for those of us 

who corne to know ounelves as bisexual, lesbian, and 

gay? What were our childhood experiences of family 

like, and how did we integrate those experiences with 

our evolving self-knowledge? What kinds of families 

did we think we would be a part of when we grew up, 

and how has that changed? And how has al1 of this 



contributed to who we are and who Our families are in 

our adult lives? 

In exploring these questions with the six par- 

ticipants in this study, and in myself, the first thing that 

became evident is the diversity in our experiences. 

We were each taught, explicitly and tacitly, that a fam- 

ily is a heterosexual couple with children, and we each 

worked with this in different ways. First, we envisioned 

ourselves in families of Our own as adults, and later, 

we moved into actively shaping our adult lives. 

Some of us certainly thought we would eventu- 

ally meet a mate of the other sex, marry, and bear and 

raise children together. 

Natalie: I just thought I was going to get married to 
some man, and that was going to be the way it was 
going to be. I always wanted kids. 

Some of us were aware of our attractions to 

people of the same sex at a very young age and tned 

to imagine our future relationships and family lives 

accordingly, adapting the information we had about 

Our options as best we could. The traditional roles of 

husband and wife were present in the imaginings of 

some of us, and less so for others. 



Oiscourse Analysis: Daniel: I could see ... I envisioned myself with, like, 
living with a man ... and having a male ... having a 

'LI could see husband ... and that's al1 from the traditional farnily, 
havlng a husband." you know? I think as a kid I thought about having a 

husband. 
The heterosexist constriction 
O! imaginable adun roles Ellen: When I thought about, uh ... family ... 1 always 
begins IimRing us at a ver '  thouaht that I would be with a woman. w 

young age, "bonsai-ing" our 
visions of the future Io try to 
ensure that we grow in an Luke grew up in an atmosphere of cynicism 
acceptable direction. 

about family, and for him, an emerging consciousness 
By "fixing" the world conceptu- 
ally, language at once frees 

of being bisexual introduced a sense of flexibility and 

to tbink in only one of an 
infinite number of logically sexual intirnacy and companionship could be corn- 

if discourse assigm meaning Luke: I also thought about having companions, as in 
to everyday Me and thereby a commune. 
instructs our actions, Iie's 
potential meanings are limited 
to the discourses available. For Peter, growing up as an African Canadian 
(Gubrium and Holstein, 1990, 

P- 16) 
meant that concerns about his future, when he was a 

child, ofien centred on how best to escape the crip- 

pling effects of racism. Racism, externally experienced 

and intemalized, and heterosexism combined to form 

layers of prescriptions for the future. 

Petei: They would ask me ... who are you going to 
marry? They didn't really want me to many Black. They 
didn't want my sister to many Black. And ... my brother- 
in-law is a very dark man. You know, at least you could 
have got a Iighter one. 



Ironically, much of what I've 
learned about color I've 
learned because I have a 
mixed-race child. Because 
she is lighter-skinned, 
straighter-haired than 1, her 
life-in the racist, colorkt 
society-'s infinitely easier. 
And so I understand the 
subtle prograrnrning 1, my 
mother, and my grandmother 
before me fell victirn to. 
Escape the pain, the ridicule, 
escape the jokes, the lack of 
attention, respect, dates, even 
a job, any way you can. And if 
you can't escape, hefp your 
children to escape. Don't let 
thern suffer as you have done. 
And yet, what have we been 
escaping to? Fmdorn used 
to be the only answer Io that 
question. 8ut for some of our 
parents it is as if freedom and 
whiteness were the same 
destination, and that presents 
a problem for any person of 
color who does not wish to 
disappear. (Alice Walker, 
1983, p. 291) 

TO BE EXPLORED 
FU RTHER ............. 

There was a double-barrelled prompt in this 

social script: to marry and to mary away from Black- 

ness. As a Black young man who was attracted to 

men, these directives from his parents alienated Fe- 

ter from hirnself in two ways. There was also, in this 

message, an emphasis on the form rather than the 

substance of a relations hip, that trou bled him. 

The reality of living in a racist culture dominated 

Peter's family's thoughts about the future in other ways, 

too. Talk about the future often meant discussing , not 

marriage and family, but access to an education, and 

debating whether or not it was a good idea for a young 

Black man to pursue post-secondary education. The 

role of education in shaping the future did not cary as 

much weight in the thoughts and discussions of chil- 

dren of European descent and their parents. In my 

interview with Peter, we reflected on how it can take a 

few generations for the imaginations of the people to 

catch up with expansions in the realm of possibilities. 

There is much to be explored in this area of under- 

standing. Peter found talking about mernories of rac- 

ism as a child very painful, so we didn't spend a lot of 

time on it. 

What I learned from Peter in this area of my 

questioning is that experiences of racism add com- 

plex layers of prescriptions to the heteronormative 



model of family we are al1 p resented with as children. 

Lessons about how to deal with or escape racism are 

interwoven with lessons about family, in the lives of 

children who grow up as targets in a racist culture. 

Each of us assimilated the heteronormative 

model of family, provided us by our family of origin, to 

varying degrees and in different ways. Adding to the 

diversity of our experience and ideas about family, 

were specific characte ristics of our fam ilies of origin 

that made their way into what each of us thought fam- 

ily was about. For instance, a family that has a tradi- 

tion of family secrets may not overtly teach the chil- 

dren in the family that keeping secrets is a good thing. 

However, the children grow into a tacit understanding 

of what does not get discussed, and this shapes a 

penon's sense of openness, trust, pnvacy, confidence, 

and shame. Different individuals will integrate this type 

of lesson differently. 

Five out of the seven of us have experienced 

keeping family secrets in our family of origin, and the 

effects of this experience rnanifest in our adult lives in 

different ways. Peter chose to keep most of his loved 

ones (loved ones is his term for what I am calling fam- 

ily of choice) quite separate from each other. When 

asked about this, ha talked about needing to maintain 



a sense of privacy and perhaps even mystery in his life. 

Peter: I was always very protective of my territory and 
of my space and of my fnends. And I'm not completely 
sure, though, you know, through therapy, I'm statting 
to understand that a little bit better. What that's al1 
about. It's a control issue, among other things ... 

He expressed some uncenainty about why this 

was important to him, but noted it with interest. 

Natalie's response to family secrets in her family of 

ongin has been to decide consciously to try to live in 

such a way that she doesn't need to hide anything. 

And yet, even though she has made that decision, 

when she read over her transcript, she was amazed 

at how guilty she feH about seeing so much informa- 

tion about her family of origin on paper. 

In my famiiy of ongin, my parents never 
disagreed about anything in front of us kids. 
The on& time I nmember them arguing, in a 
heated whisper, was about me; they had 
different respunses to something that 1 had 
asked permission to do. To this day, I feel 
intense anxiety and insecurity about anyone 
hearing or knowing when I'm arguing with my 
partnec I think this has cornbined with other 
factors, including heterosexism, in making me 
feei very isolated when there is conflict in a 
relarionship with a same sex partnec I still 
function as if 1 beiieve that conflict shou/d be 
kept secret. This affects both the conflict itself 
and the possibilities for its resolulion. 



Sara learned, in her family of origin, that differ- 

ences that could lead to conflict could and should be 

talked out between the people concerned and that a 

collective cornmitment to something could be achieved 

this way. Her family of origin had family meetings to 

decide where to go on vacation, or whether or not to 

adopt a baby sister with serious health problems and 

special needs, among other things. In her interview, 

Sara spoke about discussing her desire to have a child 

with her partner-a process that took years-and evi- 

dently had faith that they could work out their differ- 

ences on this question. 

Sara: And ... probably ... about three or four years, I 
talked about it just more and more frequently, it was 
more and more important, and I think she realized it 
wasn't going to go away ... And then we began to re- 
ally talk about il. 

Ellen's mother taught, as a very strong value, 

that difference is to be accepted and everyone is wor- 

thy of appreciation: 

Ellen: My mother is very understanding of people that 
are different. And I think, even when we were kids, 
um, she wouîd get upset at us, if we would tease some- 
one that was either, like, mentally challenged, or any- 
one that had a disability. She always told us that peo- 
ple are different. You have to appreciate people for 
who they are. 



Ellen's adult life reflects this value in many ways: her 

appreciation for her parents, relatives, and commu- 

nity members, as wonderful human beings, her corn- 

passion for those who have wrestled with substance 

abuse; her home that has expanded to encompass 

her daughter's partner; her work in an AlDS service 

organization in a marginalized community; her emerg- 

ing role in her community as a person from whom 10 

seek counsel. Her ability to accept and feel part of 

several different types of families in her life now, could 

be evidence of the effects of early exposure to this 

tolerance of difference. 

Some of us learned values in the conventional 

context of our families of origin that metamorphosed 

into meaning something important in our unconven- 

tional lives. 

Daniel: My mom, always was, you know, as a Catho- 
lic woman, talking about the need to be truthful, to 
others and to yourself. And often talked about not car- 
ing what other people think, and doing what's right 
and what you know is right. Hei version was within 

... the church. My version was within me 
I often Say to her, but, you know, what you 

taught me to do, and I'm so happy you taught me to 
be true to myself, and to listen to rny own instincts and 
to not pay attention to what other people have to Say 
but to go with what is true in me, and explore that. 

For those of us who have left a great deal of 



what we learned in our families of origin behind, the 

values we hold dear as adults that can be traced back 

to our families of origin can be very precious. 

We encounter ouf families of origin as our first 

teachers about family. Everybody does. We are taug ht 

specific things about what a family is and how it works, 

as well as things that, while they may not be about 

family per se, will affect our experience of family as 

adults. 

Those of us whose sexualities are other than 

straight have some experiences that are not shared 

by Our straight brothers and sisters unless they, too, 

are marginalized in some way, for example, due to 

being abused, or ostracized for being differently-abled. 

I have identified three particular types of experiences 

that came up so much and so consistently in the inter- 

views that I have called them teachers in thernselves; 

these are: isolation, danger, and coming out. Experi- 

ences that can be grouped into these three areas also 

teach us about family. Isolation teaches us about the 

importance of connectedness, danger teaches us 

about the importance of safety, and corning out teaches 

us about the importance of finding or creating space 

to be ourselves. 

Note: To say that isolation and dangerteach us things, 



is not to Say that they are, in fact, positive in some 

way. If the human spirit can prevail under such stark 

circumstances, imagine what could evolve if there were 

less hindrances and more encouragement. 

Isolation 

As a young boy, Daniel loved to dress up in 

women's clothes. Hallowe'en was often the only time 

he could do this without reproof, so he looked forward 

to the holiday every year. He tells stories of how un- 

cornfortable bis father was with his annual choice to 

dress up as a female character. For Daniel, this and 

similar expenences translated, over time, into living in 

an atmosphere in which he was aware that members 

of his immediate family were uncornfortable around 

him. This led him to keep the almost constant harass- 

ment he experienced at school to himself: 

Daniel: There were days when l'd corne home off the 
school bus when I was in elementary school, and sit 
behind the house and ciy and not want to go to school 
anymore. And I never showed that ... never shared 
that with anyone. - 

What does it mean to experience such private 

pain as a child? In Emotional Intelligence, author Dan- 

iel Goleman refers to the work of psychiatrist Daniel 



Stern, who developed the concept of attunement. 

Children need 10 have a direct experience of express- 

ing their feelings to an adult or adults, and receiving 

some communication back that lets them know that 

the adult has gotten the message about how the child 

feels. According to Stern, these interactions take place 

repeatedly in each day of a child's life, forming the 

child's first emotional lessons. Stern calls this 

attunement, and Goleman suggests that it is a neces- 

sary component of healt hy emotional development in 

children. 

Daniel: I never, ever, in twenty-two years, of being a 
member of my immediate family, ever felt like anyone 
understood me. 

Daniel's resourceful response to this was to find 

space in which he could be himself. Spending time 

with his cousins at their grandmother's house, where 

they oiten slept over to keep her Company after their 

grandfather died, was a reprieve from the discornfort 

and emotional flatness of home. The cousins' good 

times toget her included lots of sexual exploration t hat 

Daniel remembers as a positive experience of his ho- 

mosexuality in the context of true caring. In fact, there 

may be a connection between the isolation experi- 

enced by a queer child, and the availability of space 



in which to be oneself, and explore one's sexuality in 

TO BE EXPLORED 
FURTHER ............. 

childhood. Peter also spoke about a private social but 

primarily sexual world he inhabited, which he says 

began in elementary school: 

Peter: Well, there were always older men. A taxi driver 
... and then it was the janitor at the school. And that 
went on for a year or two ... And then it was boys my 
own age. You know, by the time I was thirteen, I was 
having regular sexual activity. Every single day, with 
one person of another, for a period of three or four 
years. 

The isolation experienced at home can make a 

young person vulnerable-through their longing to be 

known, to explore their feelings and desires, and to 

feel connected with others-to social and sexual rela- 

tionships in which there is an imbalance of power. It is 

not always with one's peers that this space to be one- 

self is found. Daniel's and Peter's feelings seem to be 

qualitatively different : Daniel remem bers tenderness 

and fun; Peter feels preny ambivalent. The need of 

children and adolescents with erotic feelings, includ- 

ing homoerotic feelings, to have some space in which 

to experience these feelings without judgment or 

shame, needs to be much better understood. 

Isolation is created by, among ot her things, the 

unsatisfied need to be known. Natalie tells a story of 

how her father read her journal when she was four- 



teen, "which was just screaming, you know, I'm not 

happy, help me, I'm not happy", and her father's re- 

sponse was so supetficial that she was left to figure 

out what to do. Although the act of reading her journal 

was invasive, Natalie's need to be known was more 

powerful than her need for privacy. This raises ques- 

tions about the possibility of developing a healthy 

sense of personal boundaries when one bas a deep 

longing to be known, another indication that isolation 

can make us vulnerable. 

A couple of years later, Natalie asked if she 

could move to Berlin on her own. Her parents con- 

sented because they thought it would help her grow 

up, and she lived in Berlin by herself at the age of 

sixteen, for just under a year. White she recounts this 

time as a good experience overall, she has negative 

feelings about the fact that her parents were so out of 

touch with her and apparently unconcerned. 

Experiencing isolation in our family of origin led 

some of us to having a clearer sense of what we need 

and want in our experience of family in our adult lives. 

This may not happen for everyone, but the people I 

interviewed seem to have taken something from their 

experience of isolation in their families, and trans- 

formed it, in their emerging definitions of what family 



is, into an emphasis on the importance of being known 

and experiencing connectedness with others. This 

came through in sorne of their descriptions of what 

family means to them in the present: 

Natalie: It's that gut connection to someone. 

Daniel: We were understanding what it means to be 
rejuvenated by nature. And what it means to be a part 
of your world, and the earth, and to be a part of the 
cosmos. That's a very spiritual thing. 

Luke: It has to be substantial. Something that's real 
... the closer I get to them, the more they know about 
me. 

Peter: Over the years, I have developed really close 
friendships with four or five people. These friendships 
have lasted, one, thirty-eight years, another, thirty, an- 
other, twenty-five. And I feel a very deep connection 
with these people. I consider them family. 

Luke: I wanted a companion where ... it was corn- 
plete sharing. 

Natalie: f he family relationships I have take place at 
a deeper level. There is a tangible connection and 
exchange of energy. 

Danger 

For those of us whose sexualities fall outside 

the heterosexual norm, there was a tension, as we 

were growing up, between being known or remaining 

unknown in our families of origin. We lived with this 



tension as a constant. It coloured our childhood and 

adolescent experiences with different shades of dan- 

ger and safety. 

Natalie knew, as a thirteen-year-old, that no- 

body could know about her feelings for other girls: 

Natalie: We were sitting one day and I was talking to 
my mother saying, isn't Diane beautiful? I think she's 
the most beautiful girl on our street, or whatever. And 
my mother looked at me and said, you know, you 
shouldn't be ... why are you saying that, or why are 
you thinking stuff like that? And I went, oh my god! 
Why am I thinking this, oh my god! That would be like 
... and then al1 of a sudden, it was sort of a flash of- 
oh, wait a minute-those lesbians are people who, 
you know, like other women. Oh my god! And they're 
bad. And I just can't let anyone else know about that. 

Natalie was in danger of being painfully ostra- 

cized by her family and friends. Peter's life was thnat- 

Petrr: He said, if I ever hear of you being with a man 
again, I will cut your head off with an axe. That's what 
my fat her said to me. 

After coming out to her parents, Sara felt that 

her sense of self would be in danger if she continued 

to live at home: 

Sara: I guess I felt my sense of self was threatened 
there. And I didnY feel strong enough to defend it. And 
for that reason, didn't feel I could go back home. 



How can the experience of fearing for your 

physical and psychic safety within your family of ori- 

gin be adequately described? I don? think it can. 

Another person l know, not among those 
interviewed for this project, was chased out of 
her home by her father, brandishing a 
shotgun, when she came out to him What do 
you do with that? Ho w does a person 
reconcile the experience of feeling unsa fe 
with the people in their immediate fami05 with 
what we are al1 taught about the family as a 
sheltering, nuriuring source of unconditional 
love and guidance? How does this affect the 
way we move in the world? 

My memories of fearing for my physical 
safety as a child were expanded, with the 
heip of a skilled therapist, to include 
memories of myself achieving an inner 
equilibrium that / retreated into when vety 
afraid. Safety became associated with being 
in ward and alone, 

As 1 write this, I am amazed at our resilience, 
and concerned about our wounds. 

* * * . + + * + * * * *  

Daniel drew upon his inner resources, the 

source of which he was unable to identify in the inter- 

view, to keep his sense of himself intact: 

Daniel: I thought they were off from the time I was, 
like eight, until I left home. I never, ever once said I'm 
the one with the problem. 

S o m  of us are helped by the interventions of 



Cohort n. Roman military unit, 
one tenth of a legion; band of 
warriors; persons banded 
together [F or L] 

the angels in human form that we may be fortunate 

enough to meet along the way. With these significant 

cohorts, we are able to establish a provisional sense 

of safety, enough to get us through until we can cre- 

ate our own living environment. In Ellen's case, one 

of the people who was a significant presence in her 

life growing up, whom she later found out was two- 

spirited, had purposefully befriended her because he 

thought she might be lesbian or bisexual, and knew 

that she would need support: 

Ellen: A lot of them guided me, without me knowing. 
This one guy in particular. Every time we met each 
other, he would sit and talk to me, and he would tell 
me about the old times, and stutf like that. And I never 
really knew that this guy was two-spirited, Yi l  only a 
few years ago. 

Based on what the seven of us have experi- 

enced, it seems that surviving danger in our families 

of origin c m  help us-some of us, anyway4evelop 

a capacity for critical thinking early in life. Survival re- 

quires a bottom-line kind of self-knowledge; we learn 

that we exist apatt from what goes on around us be- 

cause the need to figure out how to survive acquaints 

us with ourselves, however vaguely. For some of us, 

this leads, eventually, to the ability to see that we can 

choose to exorcise the problem from Our identitv, and 



reject its implicit message that there is something in- 

herently wrong with us. This need to becorne critical 

thinkers can contribute to the development of a sense 

of autonomy: we can corne to see ourselves as the 

authors of our own lives, because, without rewriting 

the story, Our lives are unlivable. Sometimes it takes 

years of therapy to achieve this, however. Some of us 

get there on Our own. Some of us nevet achieve it. 

Sorne of us commit suicide. 

I'm thinking about 
The ones who aren't here 
And wont be coming in late. 
Home al1 alone 
And the family 
And won? be coming out tonight. 
Wish I could know ail the lovers and friends 
Kept from gathering. 
I think of you now 
The ways you could go 
We're al1 of us 
Ref ugees 

Telling myself 
And the farnily 
My friends and the folks on the job. 
One by one 
And it's never been easy 
And me and everyone changed. 
The hugs and the tears 
When they show you their hearts 
But some never speak again 
Every pot off the wheel can't bear the kiln 
And every love can't bear the pain 

So let's pass a kiss 
And a happy sad tear 



And a hug the whole circle round 
For the ones who aren't here 
For the hate and the fear 
For laughter, for struggle, for life. 
Let's have a song now for me and for you 
And the love that we cannot hide 
And let's have a Song 
For the ones who aren't here 
And won? be coming out tonight. 

-Meg Christian 
* * * + * * * * * * * * *  

Those of us who survive corne out on the othei 

side of our experiences of danger with some definite 

ideas about the safety we need, in our lives in gen- 

eral, and especially in our familias: 

Daniel: Safety's a big thing. Understanding, safety. 
Just total acceptance. 

Andrea: Who the people you can count on are ... And 
for a lot of people whose sexualities fall outside of the 
heterosexual nom, your family of ongin aren't neces- 
sarily the people you can count on. 

Sara: Family? Connotations to the word, for me, are 
... security ... warm, happy feelings ... 
Natalie: What I get out of my family of choice relation- 
ships is this ... steadiness, security, um ... sense of a 
non-judgmental place to be. 

Peter: We've found ourselves in situations where ... 
where other people may have doubted, or other peo- 
ple may havs stood back. They [his loved ones] didn't. 
They were just there. 

Ellen: If you don? have your family to back you up, 
who have you got? 



Coming Out 

We grow up in a culture that is either silent about 

For the person who maintains 
an exclusively biogenetic 
notion of kinship, corning out 
can mark the renunciation of 
kinship, the shift from "family" 
to "no farnily." (Weston, 1 99 1, 

P* 29) 

At the same time, however, 
the fear of being disowned 
that so often accompanies 
coming out carries with it a 
potential for distinguishing the 
social tie of kinship from this 
biogenetic connection. 
(Weston, 199 1, p. 78) 

Many, if not most, lesbians 
and gay men of colour did not 
experience coming out in 
terms of any one-on-one 
correspondence of identity to 
cornmunity.. . . Whites without 
a strong ethnic identification 
often described coming out as 
a transition from no commu- 
nity into community, whereas 
people of colour were more 
likely to focus on conflicts 
between diîferent identities 
instead of expressing a sense 
of relief and arrival. (Weston, 
1991, p. 134) 

homosexuality, or overtly damning. One thing I and 

the six people I interviewed have learned, is that we 

sornetimes have to speak out loud about who we are 

in order to see who we can count on, and to identify or 

create space in which we can be ourselves. The fear 

that our families might disown us is a huge weight on 

the hearts of most of us when we are coming out to 

people in our farnily of origin. For many people, corn- 

ing out to their families of origin means being prepared 

to be without family at all. Living in these conditions is 

like being surrounded by sharp knife blades and only 

one way through without getting cut. Loss of family is 

a d88p cüt. 

For people of colour, the threat of loss of family 

extends outward to include the threat of loss of ex- 

tended family and cornmunity in which their racial and 

cultural identity is acknowledged, supported, and cd- 

ebrated, and in which they can feel safe. 

For al1 of us, as Our self-knowledge grows, we 

begin to think about if, when, and how to corne out to 

our families. In the space in time in which we are con- 

sidering these questions, secrecy develops in our fami- 

lias of origin regarding our sexuality. This secrecy can 



be maintained out of fear of rejection and in an effort 

to preserve a relationship of some sort (Weston, 1991, 

p. 3, 51 ). It can also be the result of conditioning that 

prohibits talking amongst family members about any- 

thing related to sex (Beaon, 1988, p. 302). Whatever 

it is that props up this secrecy, its effects on us are 

destructive. We suffer from a lack of confirmation of 

Our reality in our interactions with our families (Weston, 

1991, p. 49), and the interactions we do have become 

unreal. Our silence buys into and reinforces the moral 

judgment that tells us that we are "bad (Berzon, 1988, 

p. 96-298). It is impossible to cooperate with this si- 

lence and not be psychically wounded by it, to some 

extent. Besides having a negative impact on our well- 

being, this secrecy profoundly affects our experiences 

of family with our families of origin. We experience 

the secrecy in degrees; coming out does not elimi- 

nate it completely. 

As time goes on, we come up against barrier 

after barrier, each of which must be negotiated some- 

how, if we are to be true to ourselves and not resign 

ourselves to being remade in society's heterosexual 

image. I describe my experience of this as living with 

the question of whether or not I can be myself front 

and centre, at al1 times; there are always decisions to 

be made. 



Our coming out experiences teach us many 

things. Through these experiences, we gather spe- 

cific and intimate knowledge of the exact dimensions 

of our oppression: its depth, breadth and scope, and 

where the cracks are wherein we might place a wedge. 

Several of the people I inteiviewed spoke about the 

information-gathering and relationship-testing func- 

tions of coming out: 

Coming out to biological kin Luke: As far as I was concerned, coming out to my 
produces a discourse des- parents and my aunt had to have an effect on those 
tined to reveal the rruth" not relationships. I wanted it to make them more real. It 
merely of the self, but of a was like, it was almost a test. Okay, you know, it was 
person's kinship relations. like, this is who I am. And I'd see what their reaction 
(Weston, 1991, p. 44) was. 

The process of coming out can illuminate: the 

quality of our relationships, the attitudes of our family 

and friends, their capacity for openness and growth, 

and how the weight of assurnption favours t ha difficul- 

ties these people may have with who we are, rather 

than Our own difficulties just finding the space to be. 

Sara had corne out to her parents and had worked 

very hard to maintain healthy relationships with them, 

but was still feeling unhappy about how things were 

going with her dad: 

Sara: I wrote him another letter that basically said, 
I'm tired of being the adult in this relationship, and 



Aside from AIDS, no other 

being responsible for the relationship, and if you want 
to have a relationship with me you're going to have to 
do it. You're going to have to take it over and look 
after it. And gave him the letter and sat there while he 
read it. 

And ... that was hard. And he had a hard time 
with that, and I said in the letter a lot of things I had 
wanted to Say to him for years. And, I don? think he 
realizes ... well, he said, after reading the letter, well, 
you can't expect me to just accept this overnight. And 
at the time, it had been eleven years since the first 
time it had come up. Eleven years. 

In spite of al1 this, the inner impetus is strong- 

twic encountered durin9 my the longing to be known and to be connected with 0th- 
fieldwork generated an 
emotional response compara- ers and to know we are safe. We often stake what is 

ble to coming Out to (Or most precious to us-relationships, work, home-on 
adoptive) relatives. (Weston, 
1991, p. 43) ouf hope that we might be able to expand the space 

in which we can live in synch with ourselves. 

There are so many aspects of people's coming 

out experiences that could be explored. For the pur- 

poses of this project, I have chosen to highlight those 

which seem to contribute most to clarifying what fam- 

ily means to us. For instance, the energy it takes to 

prepare to come out to one's family of origin is one 

such aspect. 

Some of us tned to find allies, both within and 

outside of our families of ongin. Sara had two bad 

experiences trying to find an adult in her school that 

she could talk to; her gym teacher, who Sara guessed 

was a lesbian, listened to her disclosure then ignored 



it completely and asked her if she was coming ta vol- 

leyball practice, and the guidance counsellor broke 

confidentiality and toid her parents about her visit. 

When she decided to come out to her parents herself, 

she wrote a long letter explaining everything and took 

out the best books she could find in the library to give 

them with the letter. Before giving them the letter, she 

called her sister into her room and asked her to read 

it: 

Sara: Well, she wasn't ... she wasn't supportive as I 
had hoped. She wasn't at all prepared for what she 
was going to read. She had no ... point of reference 
with which to compare what I had told her. She really 
did try. But I knew that she didn't approve, I mean, it 
was obvious. I guess what I was looking for was some- 
one to go and stand beside me while I gave this to 
Mom and Dad. I didnlt get the response I wanted. 

Once we corne out, we often end up being the 

caretakers of those we have told, when we are the 

vulnerable ones who have corne to them with our need 

for recognition and support. With parents, this some- 

times amounts to a reversal of the roles of parent and 

child. Daniel experienced this when he and his mother 

stumbled into a conversation about the church, which 

led to his mother declaring that homosexuals 'brought 

us AIDS." 



lndividuals from working C ~ S S  

backgrounds tended to 
experience coming out some- 
what differently. If they had 
determined to live openly as 
lesbians or gay men, they 
often perceived this not so 
rnuch as declining to copy 
their parents' lives, but as 
departing fmm their parents' 
dream of upward mobility. 
Believing lhat heterosexism 
and anti-gay discrimination 
might render that dream 
unattainable, they saw thern- 
selves failing to reproduce not 
their parents' situation but 
rather their parents' ambitions. 
In the process, they some- 
times began to question the 
value of those ambitions 
(Weston, 1991, p. 202). 

Daniel: And I remember sitting down and gripping the 
towel in the bathroom and holding it really, really tight, 
and laying my head against the wall and thinking, 
where do you go from here? We're starting at fuckin' 
step number one. You know? If that's what she really 
believes, then she is stupid. And I'm going to have to 
start teaching. And it's the reversal of the roles. Of 
parent to child, that happen at that moment, that re- 
ally freak you out. 

The process of coming out is continuous and 

unending. How this gets played out in our families is 

affected by a combination of variables like gender, 

race, class, and family history. A unique combination 

of these variables makes up our own particular con- 

Sometirnes, coming out happens in stages, Le. 

some family members know before ot hers. It could be 

that our immediate family know first and then we have 

to figure out how to let everyone else know. Or, in some 

cases, we tell members of ouf extended family first, 

and they rnay even help us tell our immediate family 

memben. Ellen found it very hard to broach the sub- 

ject of her lesbianism with her daughter. 

Ellen: What happened was that my mother and my 
sister, they sat down with her, and they explained to 
her that, okay, um, your rnom's a lesbian. Live with it. 
Adjust to it. And, afîet she was told that, by my mom 
and my sister, she was able to adjust better. 



At any rate, coming out is fraught with conceiled 

energy, strategizing, and worry. And sometimes, there 

is the mixed blessing of realizing afterwards that we 

had underestimated our family of origin member. Mixed 

because although it is good to feel accepted beyond 

what we hoped was possible, the fact is we have al- 

ready suffered through our fear. 

Several years ago, at a time in my life when I 
identified as a lesbian, 1 came out to my 
mother; Ti map out the afiermath in myself, 1 
wrote the f o b  wing poem: 

the day 1 told my mother who l am 

the day I told my mother who / am 
was a plain day 
/ was tked and distracted, 
my mind cro wded and blank, 
she was quiet& waiting 
and ordering food. 

fear: 
sharp as sudden lighr. 
i peer a? her through the slats of our small 
talk 
what is it that she saves me from? 
i speak, 
fumbling in and out of focus. 

then, 
politek she asks, 
tell me, dear, 
are you lesbian ? 

the wordr 
a protmding mot she trips on. 
her mind is squinting, her heart 



i control my panic, 
caught like a breath in my throat. 

scrarnbling around now, 
for the beginning of this stoty 

i continue: 
visions, practicalities, justice, intimacy. 
love made more real wifh women, 
trust corne undone with men. 
she asked intelligent questions. 
in between tender and dangerous moments, 
a waitress brought us lunch and coffee, 
cleared away plates. 

my body: 
a Ioose bundle of shivers, 
shaking out my words. 
words which refuse to speak of my body. 

se veral years of stumbling 
in a fog of what we thought we knew, 
ended, withouf ceremony. 
the tension gathered itself up and /M. 
we wiped the corners of our mouths with the 
linen napkins. 

she: anchored by mofherhood. 
1 wobble and float 
in the space 1 have so bravely cleared. 

i stood up and put on my mat, 
light-headed, 
as if 1 hadnl just eaten. 

as we left the restaurant, 
she composed a grocery list out loud. 



Living with the fear that keeps us from being 

ourselves affects the quality of al1 of our relationships. 

Daniel reflects on how not being out to his mom limits 

their relationship: 

Daniel: It makes it tough because, um, sometimes I 
... I don't think she understands or believes how much 
I love her. And it makes it really hard for me to express 
love and, um ... and be ... it's really difficult to love 
sorneone and not be able to tell them everything about 
yourself. 

Even our relationships with people to whom we 

are out are affected by the fear we live with about be- 

ing found out. Wth queer friends who are out to greater 

and lesser degrees, we have to negotiate how out we 

are when we are together. With straight friends, we 

have to watch for assumptions they might make about 

ouf comfort levels being out in different situations we 

might find ourselves in together. Living with this fear 

also affects our well-being in more fundamental ways: 

The alternative to fantasy is reality. The 
alternative to denial is truth. The alternative to 
silence is disclosure. It is my belief that 
fantasy, denial, and silence about who we 
really are represent the enernies of growth in 
the development of every gay and lesbian 
person. (Berzon, 1988, p. 296) 

In fact, simply wanting to reduce the amount of 



Through the fear and sorne- 
times the experience of being 
disowned or rejected after 
coming out to blood relatives, 
many lesbians and gay men 
corne to question not so rnuch 
the "naturalness" of a biologi- 
cal tie, but rather the assump- 
tibn that shared biogenetic 
substance in itself confers 
kinship. This heightened 
awareness of the selectivity 
incorporated into genealog ical 
modes of calculating relation- 
ship has shaped the constitu- 
tion of gay families as families 
we choose, and allowed gay 
people to argue that their 
chosen families represent 
something more than a 
second-best imitation of blood 
ties. (Weston, 1991, p. 211) 

fear we feel, and the scope of its influence in our lives, 

is a major factor in our motivation to corne out. 

How do our experiences of coming out shape 

Our emerging sense of what family means to each of 

us? What some of us learn through coming out, about 

the environment we live in and Our family and friands, 

is that being able to be ourselves really matters, that 

finding or creating the space in which this is possible 

is really important, and that our quest for this space 

and for companionship in it, may lead us beyond tra- 

ditional notions of family. These learnings were also 

reflected in descriptions the seven of us carne up with 

what farnily means to us in the prssent: 

Daniel: What makes my relationships with people in 
my family of choice different from other friendships? 
They know. That I'm gay. They know what it means to 
me to be gay. And not only do they know. They accept 
everything about me, unconditionally. I never have to 
explain. I can be just 100% me. 

Ellen: I have friends here that are Native and that are 
No-spirited. And ... I find a closer kinship with them, 
than I would with anyone else. They're my family. They 
have a better understanding of who I am. 

Andrea: The people in rny family accept me, but they 
also stretch me ... when I am with them I am not al- 
ways the one on the margins, presenting the challenge. 
They challenge me to further growth. 

Luke: I thinkthere was such a focus on structure, when 



Metamorphosis (pl. meta- 
morphoses) change of form, 
esp. by magic or natutal 
development; change of 
character, conditions, etc. 
(from the Greek (morphe 
form)] 

Discourse Anelysls: 

In the absence of language, 
meaning has its beginnings in 
areas of ouf experience that 
are beyond our cognitive 
reach, like a psychic itch, that 
our minds have to stretch to 
scratch, 

it cornes to farnily, and, you know, that's what's got to 
change. Because more and more people are being 
honest about it and saying it's not structure, it's mean- 
ing. 

Knowing what we need and want fuels the 

metamorphosis of family in our lives. Some of our 

knowledge cornes through our family of ongin experi- 

ences and the particular teachings of isolation, dan- 

ger, and coming out. Sorne of our knowledge exists in 

us in vague intuitive bits that we know are there, but 

which we can't always see clearly in the half-light gen- 

erated by our truncated imaginations. 

For instance, many of us experience a gaping 

disparity between the expectation that we will place 

top priority on our relationships with our families of 

on'gin, and the fact that it is only with our friends that 

we actually feel able to be ourselves. In the absence 

of language to express how this feels, we find Our- 

selves unconsciously, or semi-consciously cornparing 

ouf experiences of going 'home' for visits with our fami- 

lies of origin, to our experiences of corning home to 

the lives we have created since we left. This stresses 

the system of beliefs about what family is and means 

that we each have absorbed in both subtle and ex- 

plicit ways. The frarnework for family that we have 

grown up with starts to crack and get shaky, and we 



begin to sense that our foundation and support may 

not corne primarily-or at all-from Our families of ori- 

gin. We are becoming family with other people in our 

lives. 



In the interviews, participants identified several 

aspects of becoming family. For some, having a long- 

term partner is central in their vision of family for them- 

selves. For others, their sense of family could include 

a partner but is not dependent on whether or not they 

have a relationship of this type. For al1 of us, thinking 

about whether or not we will have children is part of 

the process of creating and becoming family. 

The whole notion of a family of choice was 

talked about differently by different people. Several of 

us find the term helpful and use it comfortably. The 

three people who are in long-ten partnerships, two 

of them with children, put less ernphasis on the con- 

cept of a family of choice, although they use it to refer 

to the inner circle of close friends that surrounds the 

nuclear families they have created. One person re- 

jects the term completely, because his family of origin 

experionce was not positive and so the word "family" 

has negative connotations for him: 

Petei: I feel closer, I feel much closer, in some ways, 
to the people who I've developed deep, meaningful 
relationships with, over the years. U h, than I do ... my 
family, my blood family. When I include these people 
that I have deep feelings for ... if I staR including them 
under the word, or along that text, as Yamily," it's al- 
most like a disservice to them. 



We al1 find some way to describe our expen- 

ence as accurately as possible, with whatever lan- 

guage we can find. Whatever our lifestyle choices and 

language, we are al1 creating families of our own by 

becoming family with the people who are most impor- 

tant to us. And because the heterononative way of 

being farnily is presented as the only way, we are al1 

social outlaws: 

Familial ties between persons of the same 
sex that may be erotic but are not grounded 
in biology or procreation do not fit any tidy 
division of kinship into relations of blood and 
marriage. (Weston, 1 991. p. 4) 

This results in the cultural positianing of bisexu- 

als, lesbians, and gay men "outside both law and na- 

ture" (Weston, 1991, p. 5). It needs to be noted that 

this is experienced somewhat differently by bisexual 

people when they are in relationships with people of 

I use the phrase "te other the other sex, and may enjoy the benefits of having a 
sexn because I do not want to 
reinforce the dualistic, polar- relationship that is considered socially acceptable. For 

ized way Of thinking Luke and his partner, this includes the legal sanction 
and gender differences 
connoted by the phrase 'the of marriage. In my experience of being in a relation- 
opposite sex." 

ship with a man after several years of only being in- 

volved with women, this acceptance and approval is 

tenuous at best. I was acutely aware of how quickly 

social support would disappear i f  my relationship sta- 



tus changed and I found myself in a same sex rela- 

tionship again. History bore this out. 

Those of us whose sexualities fall outside of 

the heterosexual norm are al1 in unchaned territory as 

we create and become family. Let's begin by looking 

at how having a partner figures in this. 

Partners 

Only two of the seven of us whose thoughts 

and experiences are represented in this project have 

a vision of family in which having a partner is not cen- 

tral. Three participants are in relationships wit h part- 
Dfscourse Analysls: 

ners with whom they have made a life-long commit- 
"... we wIII mate..." ment. The other two are hoping to find someone with 

Language is delimitation, a whom they can make that type of cornmitment. In our 
strategic limitation of possible 
meanings, It frames; it brings culture, most of us grow up thinking that we will mate 

intofocusb~~hatwh~chgoes andspendmostofouradultliveswithapersonwith 
unremarked. (Lather, 1991, p. 
xix) whom we will share love and support, sexual intimacy, 

family ntuals, and economic ties. People in general 

These ideological trames that are less cornfortable with aduits who have chosen to 
some of us speak ouiselves 
into-in the context of corn- remain single, or who have ended up single for cir- 

PuIsorYheterosexualfiY-are cumstantialreasons. In MaryOIBrien andClare 
fictions, social constructions. 
Even in our resistance to Christie's anthology of essays by women, Single 
them, these frames are Women, Mary Ann Cejka wntes about how women 
organizing principles in our 
lives. often experience this: 



But many of us who are single do not need to 
look to scientific studies to know that we often 
face prejudice-usually subtle, but 
someti mes blatant-sirnply because we are 
single. The prejudice stems f rom stereotypes 
based upon the suspicion that something is 
psychologically wrong with women who never 
marry. (O'Brien and Christie, 1993, p. 4) 

For those of us who want to establish healthy, 

long-term intimate relationships, the factors working 

against this are numerous. They include: the lack of 

social and legal support, the lack of visible role mod- 

els (Berzon, 1988, p. 7, 14), the IacWinadequacy of 

language in which to express and thereby make vis- 

ible our relationships (Currie, 1 987, unpublished), the 

lack of gender role guidelines and confusion about 

gender roles resulting from socialization based on 

gender stereotypes (Berzon, 1988, p. 82-88) , and the 

tradition of failure that permeates our consciousness 

and ofkn manifests in a pervasive pattern of using 

the threat of dissolution as a way to deal with conflict. 

The process of identity formation and the stwggle to 

grow with a positive sense of oneself, in a heterosexist 

and hornophobic culture, also affects the process of 

establishing healthy relationships. (Berzon, p. 10,15, 

As already rnentioned, fear plays a big role in 

our lives and weaves itself into the very texture of our 



intimate relationships. Betty Berzon, a therapist and 

writer who specializes in gay and lesbian issues. mar- 

vels at "the ingeniousness with which people solve 

the special problems of same-sex relationships." 

(1 988, p. 3) 

One of the women who is in a long-term rela- 

tionship with another woman spoke of a strategy that 

she and her paRner use to help ensure longevity in 

their relationship: 

Sara: Well, after the first couple of years, this was a ... 
for the both of us, we wanted this to be a forever thing, 
and that breaking up was not an option. And it wasn't 
something that we allowed each other to use as a 
weapon ... We agreed, a long time ago, neither of us 
will do that. And we've stuck to that agreement. We 
might have a bad month, we might have a bad year. 
But that we were committed to working at it. 

For a great many same sex couples, breaking 

up is a familiar part of the repertoire of possible solu- 

Significantly, many lesbians tions that is brought to conflict resolution. For Sara 

and gay in the Bay and her partner, not entertainhg this possibility on a 
cited a relationship's ability to 
weather conflict as itself a regular basis may be part of what has enabled them 
sign of kinship. (Weston, to get through rough times and stay together for the 
1991, p. 196) 

past nine years. 

For Ellen, growing up in a Mi'qmaq community 

meant intemalizing values that place family as a very 

high priority in one's life. Even though there was vio- 



lence in her home, and in the homes of some of her 

relatives, there was also a very strong family bond: 

Ellen: I don? think I can ever remember saying orthink- 
ing that I want another family. I knew that this was my 
family, and I had to take them. 

Ellen's parents are both in recovery from alco- 

holism, which is one of several things that makes her 

proud of her family of origin. The way her family works 

now, the extended family does not permit senous rifts 

to take place among family members that could 

weaken the sense of connection among the whole 

family. If two people are in a conflict situation that per- 

sists, members of the extended family will intervene. 

Ellen has maintained this belief in the impor- 

tance of family in her relationship with her partner. The 

two women have maintained separate houses for the 

eleven years they have been together. Initially, this 

had to do with their being closeted; more recently, it 

has been about keeping the home environment as 

stable as possible for her partner's teenage daugh- 

ten. Ellen feels a great need to live with her partner 

now, which she associates with getüng older; her part- 

ner is not eager to rnake this change. Even though it 

isn't clear what will happen, Ellen brings to this di- 

lemma the same kind of belief in the importance of 



family, and acommitment to each other over time, that 

Only one participant inte- 
grated non-monogamy into 
his vision of family for himself. 
It is evident in the literature 
that many lesbians, gay men, 
and bisexual people have 
chosen to explore non- 
monogamy, and take up the 
challenge of learning the skills 
needed ta have healthy 
relationships with more than 
one lover. For some, this 
rneans having several lovers 
at any given tirne. For others, 
like Luke, a committed pri- 
rnary relationship is what they 
want, with both paitners being 
open to either one having 
other Sexual and/or othewise 
intimate relationships. 

she experiences in her family of ongin and their ex- 

tended family. 

One of the bisexual people I interviewed talked 

about how permanence with his partner, who is also 

bisexual, means creating space in their relationship 

for the possibility of each of them pursuing a same 

sex relationship at some tirne. For each of them, what 

they desire is an intimate relationship of some depth 

with a person of the same sex, that could include sex, 

without the emphasis being on the sexual aspect of 

the relationship. 

Luke: When I reflect on my life, it seems that most of 
my relationships with women have been kind of in 
depth, and my relationships with men have been more 
sexual. I still want to experience intimacy that is more 
than sex, with a man. 

Luke and his partner, to whom he is married, 

talk about how they would distinguish between other 

relationships and their relationship with each other. 

They have decided that they would only be willing to 

conceive children with each other. Like Natalie, the 

other bisexual person I interviewed, Luke expects 

change to be his constant cornpanion, as he navigates 

life as a bisexual man: 



The hardest aspect of being 
bisexual is that there is little 
known precedence. But in the 
free flow of feelings there are 
tirnes when one would like to 
be the wife of a wife or the 
husband of a husband. And 
the lack of precedence pro- 
vides tremendous freedom 
and flexibility on the one 
hand, but also from time to 
tirne creates a tremendous 
vacuum. (Girard, 1991, p. 
1 69) 

Luke: But I'm not a person who, um ... some people 
like to just be satisfied and be tranquil, and, uh, sort of 
reach a space of contentment. For me, life isn't that. 
And especially family isn't that ... Life and family is 
something that's always happening, it's always chang- 
hg, and, uh, I feel like it's going in very positive, open 
ways. 

Natalie is less certain about living with constant 

change: 

Natalie: Some days I'm thrilled with that. That there 
are no parameters. H's amazing, it's fun, it's far more 
free in a lot a ways ... and then I have other days when 
I just haven't got the energy to even visualize which 
way I should be going. 

Peter, like myself, places less emphasis on 

having a partner when speaking about family in his 

life. His loved ones-the friends he grew up with in an 

African Canadian community in a New Brunswick city, 

and some friends he has made since then that have 

been important to hirn for years-are the constant in 

his life. They have been there through his coming out 

as a gay man, through an earlier relationship that 

lasted eight years, through periods in his life when he 

was single, throug h his most recent relationship which 

lasted six years, and throug h this last pattner's recent 

death due to AIDS. The centrality of these loved ones 

in Peter's sense of farnily came through when I asked 

him to describe his experience of family, in the present: 



Peter: Well, you know, there still is the, uh ... the fam- 
ily in the traditional sense. You know, I still have my 
dad and my sister and my nieces, uh ... on a more, I 
dont know if you'd cal1 it a more spiritual level, I think 
I have family with friends, that, uh, 1 have had for a 
long penod of time. Over the years, I have developed 
really close friendships with four or five people. These 
friendships have lasted, one, thirty-eight years, an- 
other, thirty, another, twenty-five. And I feel a very deep 
connection with these people. Uh ... I consider them 

Shared history testifies to family. And 1 consider their families-whether it be tra- 
enduring solidaiityl which ditional or people t hat they know and are close 10- 
~rovidethebasisforcreating thatI'mnowcloseto,asfamjly, 
familial relations hips of a 
chosen, or non-biological sort. 
(Weston, 1991, p. 36) The significance of having a paiiner in a per- 

son's overall sense of family varies. CeRainly, we have 

al1 been affected by the social prescription that says 

that normal adults should be with a mate. But some of 

us are naturally inclined to put our aduft lives together 

in a different way, and some of us question our expe- 

riences in relationships to the point of wondering 

whether a long-term cornrnitment makes sense in the 

context of our lives, 

l have wondered, for some time now, if l will 
ever have a healthy. long-term relationship. 
Maybe, unlike the loons and the Canada 
geese, 1 will not mate for life. lncreasingly, 
when I visualize my life a few years down the 
road, l am still on my own, at least in terms of 
a relationship. These visions do not trouble 
me. They do not appear in my imagination to 
be missing anflhing. There may be a child or 
children in the scene. Whether or not 1 am 



paren ting, there are numemus connections ta 
a spiendid array of wonderlu1 people. And a 
strong, passionate relafionship to a place, a 
piece of land, with woods, and a body of 
water of respectable size nearby. And there is 
always work that 1 love, in my vision of my 
future. I am finally feeling like being on my 
own is something I can explore, rather than 
take as a sign that there is something wrong 
with me that 1 need ta fix. 

Just as we al1 engage with the idea of having a 

partner, whether or not we end up seeing that as cen- 

tral ta our experience of family, we al1 also engage 

with the idea of having children, whether or not we 

end up being parents. 

Thoughts About Having Childnen 

This section is titled the way it is because I am 

making a distinction between thinking about having 

children-which is something al1 seven of us do or 

have done-and actually having children, an experi- 

ence that is not shared among al1 of the six partici- 

pants and myself. Whether or not we are, or want to 

be parents ourselves, ouf stories speak to the ways 

that our thoughts about having children shape our fami- 

lies. I will treat the subject of actually having children, 

later. 

As for our different ways of thinking about chil- 



So many of us simply subli- 
mate the natural need to 
parent by working in occupa- 
tions that give us the opportu- 
nity to nurture others. It is no 
accident that so many millions 
of gay men and lesbians are 
teachers, nurses, doctors, 
social workers, psychologists, 
or in some other helping 
profession. (Berzon, 1988, p. 
31 9) 

This quote is problernatic. I 
have a strong, negative 
reaction to Berzon's use of the 
word "naturai" to refer to a 
person's need to parent. It 
certainly raises the spectre of 
the "nature vs. nurture" 
debate, But more than that, it 
doesn't fit with my experience 
that there are people who are 
able to envision t hemselves 
as equally happy with or 
without children and people 
who feel a distinct need to not 
be parents, 

Still, I include this 
quote because I find the 
correlation Berzon makes, 
interesting. Is there a dispro- 
portionately high number of 
queers in human service 
occupations? 

TO BE EXPLORED 
FURTHER ...m......... 

dren, whether or not we want to be parents, and how 

that has shaped and continues to shape our lives, I 

will present a bief profile of each person's thoughts 

and experiences. There are many ways to approach 

the questions associated with procreation and/or 

parenting, and other questions that we engage with, 

too, such as those related to having significant friend- 

ships with children, without being parents. The seven 

of us portray some of these different approaches. 

Daniel: Thoughts about kids corne in and out. When 
my best friend, , used to @art talking to me about 
kids and wanting kids, that's when I started to think to 
myse!f, how's this gonna ... what am I going to do? 
What will my life be like on that level? Part of becom- 
ing a teacher, for me, was to fulfill the role that I wanted 
to have, with kids. But there's something else I've had 
to acknowledge about myself which is, I think, some- 
thing a lot of people don? think of before they get in- 
volved with having a child ... I don? think the lifestyle 
that I want to lead is conducive to having kids. Um, I 
want to travel. And I want to see this world. And I want 
to explore and do a lot of things. And a lot of what I 
want to do just doesnY go with it. 

Daniel wants to enjoy relationships with chil- 

dren in his life, but he doesnY see himself becorning a 

parent. He had a moment of seriously considering 

making a cornmitment to coparenting, when a mem- 

ber of his family of choice thought that she might be 

pregnant. She wasn't. Since then, he has moved more 

decisively into a lifestyle that precludes parenting. 



Daniel has moved twice since I began this project, 

and he plans to move again, to a large urban centre, 

in less than two months. He has entered a career that, 

if he wants to enter into it fully (and he does), will de- 

mand even more flexibility and mobility. He will be pre- 

sented with opportunities that will depend on his abil- 

ity to make himself available. He also hopes to travel 

to Amsterdam regularly, and he has identified other 

travel destinations as well. 

Daniel knows that he will be a favourite uncle 

of his sister's children; he intends to spoil them. 

Daniel also knows that having relationships with 

people younger than ourselves can be a source of 

C O ~ ~ O R  when we are old. Of the six people I inter- 

viewed, he was the only one whose thoughts about 

children were linked to his thoughts about getting old. 

He sees family as being very important to him, in his 

old age: 

Daniel: When 1 feel full confidence in my family of 
choice, I will feel much better about growing old. It's 
got something to do with loneliness, and how to com- 
bat loneliness. As a gay man, 1 mean, I've often thought 
about growing old and not having that network of farn- 
ily around me. At ... at a time when, you know, my 
family of origin probably will have it. You know, my 
sisters are going to have children, who will have ... 
you know, they'll have grandchildren, and they will have 
that when they're sixty-five and seventy and seventy- 
five that I ... probably-not necessarily-but I ... you 
know, at this point I'm optimistic, but I don? know that 



l'II have it, where they're quite confident that they will. 
So I ... I'm looking for that type of stability. 

Sara: Not having a child wasn't an option I consid- 
ered. I knew I wanted to have kids. When I met , 
she didn't. And I was very up front about the fact that 
I wanted to have kids, and ... no, I knew I would, one 
way or another. And I was prepared to go out and sleep 
with sornebody i f  I had to. I didn't know that you could 
get pregnant any other way. It was something I was 
going to do. 

Sara ended up convincing her female partner 

that they should have a child, and conceiving through 
One result Iof what 'Orne alternative insemination. She would have been pre- 
to be known as the lesbian 
baby boom] has been the pared to leave the relationship if her partner had flatly 
subt le reincorporation of 
biology and promation within refused to welcome a child into their family. 

gay families as conceptual- As it turned out, Sara's baby was born prema- 
ized as the products of unfet- 
tered creativity and choice. turely, not expected to Ive, hospitalized for the first 
(Weston, 1991, p. 168) several months of her life, and sent home with an oxy- 

gen tank when she finally could go home. It was a 

crisis that lasted for months, and Sara's partner was a 

stalwart source of optimism and strength for Sara, and, 

with Sara, an abundant and consistent source of life- 

enhancing love for their baby. The little one pulled 

through against incredible odds and is now doing very 

well. 

Sara's life is taking the shape she wants it to: 

raising a child with her partner in their home, suppoRed 

by extended family and friends, and financed by the 



two incomes of her and her partner, now that her ca- 

reer is getting underway. It is a picture of home and 

family that is very much like the one she grew up with, 

except that her partner is a woman, and she is not a 

stay-at-home mom. 

She would like to have another child; she feels 

that she missed out on the experience of being preg- 

nant the first time! And she was one of five siblings 

who had lots of cousins to play with, so she wants her 

daughter to have some cornpanions in her own gen- 

eration. Her love for children is linked to her desire to 

explore the potential of what she has to give: 

Sara: The role that having a child plays in my life? I 
think, the biggest thing for me, is that I think I have a 
lot to offer a kid. I think I'rn a really good mom, and ... 
I imagine a lot of people think sirnilarly when they have 
their own kid. That there are lots of things that they 
won? do that their parents did ... I think I came from a 
really great, supportive family. And, there are certainly 
parenting things that I have taken from them, and 
therets lots of things that I have leamed ... that I don? 
like. That I work harû at getting rid of. And one of those 
is a quick temper. And so I'm very ... well, I try to be 
aware when these things happen. And they do. But, 
al1 in all, I think my instincts are good. I think I'm full of 
genuine love and concern and car8 for other people. 
And I think I have a lot of really wonderful things to 
give a kid. Besides al1 the love and the warmth and 
that soR of stuff. You know, I think I have a sense of 
social ... justice that I want to pass on to somebody 
else. And I think that's really important to me. To be 
able to ... not that I want to tell what to think, 
but I want to be able to talk with her about issues and 
try and have her think critically about what people Say 



to her or tell her or show her. And be able to make 
intelligent decisions about her own life, and how her 
life intersects with other lives, and to be able to do 
t hat responsibly. 

Peter: [one of Peter's loved ones] and I have 
gone through a lot of, uh, wonderful, wonderful expe- 

's family- riences together. had six chil- 
dren-uh, I've been there for the biRh of three of those 
children. I've named two of the children. I've been close 
to ail of the children. The children are now-she has 
one daughter in India, who, like, I received two letters 
from in the last three days. She has two daughters in 
Toronto, uh, you know, I still get calls from thern, and 
... the kids that are here with her now, uh, there's al- 
ways been a close connection. 

Peter has no biological or formally adopted 

children of his own. None of his partners have had 

children, either. Peter is the only participant who said 

nothing about having thoughts of having children of 

his own. His relationships with children are a major 

part of his life, however. Along with the two women in 
Throug h cooperation in 
alternative insemination and the study who are biological rnothers, and unlike the 

coparenting arrangements, rest of us, Peter has ongoing parenting responsibili- 
lesbians and gay men have 
challenged the centrality of ties. He has taken this on, voluntarily; it is part of how 
heterosexua' intercourse and he commits himself to his relationships with his loved 
a two-person, "opposite" 
gender model of parenthood Ones. 
to kinship relations. (Weston, 
1991, p. 19) 

Peter sometimes wonders about where the 

boundaries are, between his chosen lifestyle of not 

having kids of his own, and the committed relation- 

ships he has with the children of his loved ones. How 



much support can he provide to a loved one who is a 

Discoutse Analysis: 

One of my questi~ns about 
the significance of f amily- 
related language and dis- 
course is this: to what extent 
does the lack of language for 
anything but the 
heteronormative familial roles 
affect the evolution of these 
roles? 

When the gay men and 
lesbians I met spoke of blood 
ties, they did so in ways that 
generally did not challenge 
cultural notions of biology as a 
static, material "facl." How- 
ever, they considered a 
nonbiological mother, father, 
or coparent no less a parent 
in the absence of legal or 
physiological connectiin to a 
chiM ,.. Biological relatedness 
appeared to be a subsMiary 
option ranged alongside 
adoption, coparenting, and so 
on, within the dominant 
framework of choice that 
constituted families we create. 
(Weston, 1991, p. 188-189) 

parent? How much time, ernotional companionship, 

and financial help is reasonable? At times, he feels 

that he lives it right on the line beyond which he might 

begin to feel resentful. Sometimes, he enjoys getting 

an occasional break from these commitments, much 

like a parent. He is in a role for which no social script 

exists; he has to figure it out for himself, in the context 

of the most important relationships in his life. 

I found it fascinating to hear someone who is 

not interested in having children of his own, speak so 

strongly about how important children and young peo- 

ple are in his life. It excites me to think about al1 the 

different ways we could be connected to and support- 

ive of each other, in Our communities. 

Peter: The relationships I have with children play a 
very meaningful role in my life. Um ... I find quite often 
that, with children, I do a lot of reflecting. On my own 
life and my own past. I love the honesty, that comes 
with being a child. And, um, I like listening to children, 
because, if they, when they Say something. they mean 
it. I love that they're so free to show their emotion, 
most of the tirne, which as you get older, you tend not 
to do as openiy. So when you ask what role children 
play in my life, they bring a quality of honesty, that's 
refreshing, that's unique to children. And I think chil- 
dren need to have supportive people in their life ... 
And this may be a bit egoistic, to even think this way, 
but I like il when ... you know, sornebody cornes back 
to me, whether it be a year or two years later and they 
will say, you know, thanks, I'm really glad that we had 
that talk that day because ... or whatever. And that 



does happen quite a bit. You know, one way or an- 
other, it sort of cornes back and you feel that you've 
done something worthwhiie. 

Luke: f always thought that children would be part of 
my life, but not necessarily mine ... The issue of hav- 
ing my own kids didn't really come up until recently, 
and it always seems to be people's second question 
when they hear that you're married. It's like ... this pres- 
sure to be a breeder. Aaagh! And it's just like, if I have 
kids, l'Il have kids because I want to. I think just to 
have kids out of duty is the biggest mistake you can 
make for them, and for you, and your whole life. 

For Luke, thoughts about having children of his 

own corne and go. As a bi man, who is manied to a bi 

woman, he is acutely aware of how the heterosexist 

script is handed to him and his partner to play out. He 

wants to maintain his queer identity in the face of this. 

He is also focused on getting post-secondary educa- 

tion and professional training in education and psy- 

chology. Still in his twenties, he has no intention of 

becoming a father in the near future. 

As a chikl, he grew up in a family in which al- 

most al1 of the women and children were sexually 

abused by his grandfather. He didn't know a lot of 

happy and healthy children. Since moving to the city 

where his partner's extended family [ives, he has de- 

veloped relationships with his partner's younger sis- 

ter and brother that have inspired him to think more 

positively about having children of his own. 



only have children with each other. 

He enjoys children, as evidenced by his volun- 

teer teaching in the religious education program ai his 

church. Although he and his partner want to stay open 

to each of them having intimate relationships with same 

sex partners, they daim primary status for their rela- 

tionship with each other, partly through a decision to 

Luke: And it's interesting because I see more and more 
gay couples having kids. One way or the other. There 
again, I think, people who are, I guess, gay, queer, or 
non-traditional, if they're having kids, they're having 
them because they want to have kids. Not because 
it's an obligation. Because they want to pass that feel- 
ing of being cared for, of being family, on. 
* + * . + + + * * *  

Natalie: I maan, right now, having a relationship with 
children has absolutely no interest to me. It's, um, the 
times that I've spent with friends'kids ... um ... I find 
more draining, energy draining, than I have the en- 
ergy for. They're just too al1 over the place, and they 
talk too much, and they just require too much atten- 
tion. 

Natalie's life, in the past couple of years, has 

demanded g reat attentiveness to herself and her own 

growth: her decision to break off her engagement with 

her boyfriend of many years, an intense relationship 

with a woman that did not work out in the way she had 

hoped it would, and coming out to her family of origin 

in the rnidst of al1 this change. Having children is about 



the last thing on her mind, right now. 

When she thinks back to how she imagined her 

life as a grown-up, when she was a child, Natalie al- 

ways thought she would have kids. She still thinks she 

will have children some day. For now, she is more fo- 

cused on finding a way to integrate the change and 

fluidity that seem to accornpany her bisexuality at this 

point, with the stability she wants in her personal life 

in the long-term. 

She also mentioned, more than once, that she 

has no idea how wornen manage to have a career 

and still raise healthy and happy kids. She feels that 

she still has lots of time to figure this stuff out. She is 

twenty-four years old. 

Natalie: Children? Not yet. Talk to me in ten years 
from now and I may be more on that wavelength. Be- 
cause I certainly want kids. And if it means having 
them without a relationship, well, that would be fine, 
too. I mean, I don7 know exactly how 1'd negotiate 
that but ... 

Ellen: Oh god. I love children, actually. (laughs) Yeah 
... I wish I had, at the time, when I was younger ... I 
wish ! had a couple more children at the time. But ... I 
wasn't really ready, but ... now when I look back at it, 
you know, I would have liked to have had a couple 
more children. And that's not to Say that it wouldn't 
still happen, right? But I c m  always remember my 
daughter asking me for, like, a brother or sister. And I 
said, no, I don't think so. (laughs) But I find that, in my 
own family, I'm really close to one of my sisten, and 
Our kids have been brought up. sort of like, together. 



The very variety of these 
arrangements reinforced the 
belief that no models or code 
of conduct applied to gay 
families (aside from love), 
leaving lesbians and gay men 
freer than heterosexuals to 
experiment with alternative 
childrearing methods and 
novel parenting agreements. 
(Weston, 1991, p. 191) 

So they're almost like brother and sister, although 
t hey're first cousins. 

Ellen had her daughter when she was seven- 

teen, and continued to live at home, in her mom's 

house, with her daughter for another six or seven 

years. She met the woman who has been her partner 

for eleven years now, while she was living at home 

(her mom's house) with her little girl. They had been 

seeing each other for two years before she moved 

out of her rnom's house into her own home on the 

reserve, just a few housos down the road. Ellen's 

daughter still lives at home, though she works and 

looks after herself. Her daug hter's boyfriend has 

rnoved in, too. 

E llen's early thoughts about having a child were 

mixed up with anger at her mom, and wanting to get 

back at her by getting pregnant. When she had her 

daughter, she realized what a great thing it was to be 

a mother, and she settled down and reorganized her 

priorities. She credits having her daughter when she 

did with preventing her from getting involved in Street 

culture in a way that she now sees would have been 

destructive for her. 

Ellen's partner has three daughten, and their 

life together has been subject to some ups and downs 

due to their mother's struggle with substance abuse. 



Ellen shares some of the pwenting responsibilities, 

... thinking of Sara, Ellen, 
Natalie, and 1, and wondering 
about this: 

Are lesbians immune to a 
culture of compulsory mother- 
hood? Of course not. We 
were girls before we were 
aware lesbians, and we were 
raised by families that ex- 
pected us to become mothers. 
(Polikoff, 1987, p. 49) 

but the two wornen and their daughters maintain sepa- 

rate households, 

Ellen and her partner have no idea what it would 

be like to be together without having to attend to the 

needs of their children. When they think about their 

life together in the days to corne, they really look for- 

ward to having time without kids. 

Ellen, like Sara, always knew she would have 

a child. As a teenager, her motives got tangled up in 

the rough tirne she was having with her mother, but 

underneath al1 that, was a strong sense that she was 

meant to be a parent: 

Ellen: I knew, at a young age, that I would have chil- 
dren. But I didn't know, um, at what stage, or when, or 
how many, or anything like that. But I knew that, um, 
that was a really big calling. 

When Ellen said that in her interview, about 
having children being a really big calling, 
bels wenf off inside me. That's ho w I feel, 
tao. 

1 can feel the part of me that is a mother, 
ready to corne to the sutface. I have had, and 
still have, very rneaningM relationships with 
children in my life, on a personal le vel. 1 have 
also worked with children of al1 ages and 
different abilities and challenges. At one 
point, 1 remember thinking that the on& age 
group 1 did not feel vety confident with was 
teenagers. In the universe's sometimes qoite 
marvellous way of addressing ouf needs, my 



"...lVd like to have another 
word, loved ones, or what. 
eve r. " 

Irnplicit in a phrase like "loved 
onen is an open-ended notion 
of kinship that respects the 
principles of choice and self- 
determination in def ining kin, 
wiîh love spanning the ideo- 
logically contrasting domains 
of biological family and 
families we choose. (Weston, 
1991, p. 183) 

work for the follo wing several years was with 
youth, in a number of different settings. 1 
disco vered a special love for these brave and 
funny people finding their way through the 
mine field of adolescence, and can honestly 
Say that no aspect of parenting intimidates 
me now There is nothing I can do to be more 
ready The extent to which one can ever be 
ready for the dramatically life-changing event 
of becoming a parent, is limited , at best. Still, 
1 have done al/ 1 can to prepare: found the 
right partner; got myself well-situated in the 
way of professionai qualifcations and work, 
settled into a good housing situation, and 
developed a broad, strong, and beautifully 
eclectic support network. 

Send a sou1 my way, universe. 1 would be a 
good gateway 

* * * * * * * * * * * *  

Making choices related to having a panner, or 

not, and having children, or not, are only two dimen- 

sions of the process the seven of us have engaged in 

as we create family in our adult lives. 

While not al1 of us choose to use the term 'fam- 

ily of choice', we al1 share experiences of having close 

friends move into an inner circle in our lives, in a way 

that makes us family. Once again, the lack of language 

leaves me in a dilemma: I don't want to use a term 

that one participant, Peter, has rejected, and I see his 

point. 

Peter: I donPt know if there's another word that I would 
prefer to use ... I'd like to have another word, loved 
ones, or whatever. You know? And then, if I want to 



The language we invent (or use that term to describe my feelings, or whatever, for 
reinvent) to refer to our non- certain farnily mem bers, then that's okay, too. 
traditional f arnily relat ionships, 
may also enable us to speak 
about our family of origin Still, I need some way to refer to our created 
relationships more precisely. 

families. Uncomfortably, I will use "farnily of choice" 

The point is that the defini- since the rest of us find it either suitable or tolerable, 
tions applied to our relations 
with others are not only ways and use Peter's term, "loved ones" when referring to 
of naming and mking sense him specifically, 
of them, but also provide 
courses of action, (Gubrium 
and Holstein, 1990, p. 16) 

Creating a Family ot Choice: 

How Friends Become Family 

Discourse Analysls: 

Beyond the range of ou? 
ordinary speaking and writing 
there is the rich domain of the 
unspeakable that constantly 
beckons us ... We may have 
knowfedge on one level and 
yet this knowledge is not 
available to our linguistic 
competency. (Van Manen, 
1990, p. 113) 

It was always interesting to ask, in the inter- 

views, what disting uished close friends hips from t hose 

relationships with close friends t hat becarne family. 

The looks that crossed the faces of the six people I 

interviewed, the quality of t heir silence before they 

began to speak, if I were able to convey this, would 

say more than the participants and I are yet able to 

put into words. Their responses to this question came 

from a place in themselves whe reand  they al1 this 

experienced this-they know something but they can- 

not yet express it. I had the feeling, with each of them, 

that I was digging deep, yet each person seemed to 

welcome the opportunity to try to bring their under- 

standing of this process to the surface. The ideas that 

I present here are the product of these fascinating, if 



awkward, discussions. 

One aspect of the distinction between family of 

choice members and other close friends, according to 

the people I interviewed, is a combination of the 

amount and quality of time spent with these people: 

Petei: I think it's the time invested in a relationship. 
The, you know, the history that goes along with it, I 
think plays a big, big part. 1 have some friends right 
now that are very good friends, very good friends. And 
I know, eventually, they will be people that I can Say 

Sarah Hoagland, in her book 
are loved ones. If they're not now. But they haven't 

Lesbian Ethics, d8f ines 
reached ... and I don? necessarily mean it's some- 
thing that they need to aspire to ... there are some 

attending as a way Of being people that I have known now for seven or eight years, 
wlh each other that is funda- and theyVre good fnends. 
mentally different from the use 
of power and contml in 
relationships that is the 
trademark of patriarchy: 

I am interested in engaging, 
not binding-in choosing to 
interact with each other rather 
than being forced to try to 
control each other because of 
an outside threat or intemal- 
ized fears ... I am suggesting 
that by attending rather than 
controlling each other, we can 
interact in such a way that 
within limited circumstances 
we can empower ourselves 
and each other, and under- 
mine [some of the] values of 
the fathers. (Hoagland, 1988, 
p. 156) 

For Peter, close ffiends becorne loved ones 

after many years. Not every friendship evolves in this 

way, but for the ones that do, it is something that cornes 

with tirne. Peter and his loved ones bring a remark- 

able quality of attentiveness to their relationships with 

each other. For instance, Peter and one of his loved 

ones, a heterosexual woman he has known for over 

twenty years, recently put aside a weekend to spend 

with each other. They just felt that they needed some 

quality time together so they went to a rural Nova Sco- 

tia community, checked into a bed-and-breakfast, and 

spent hours walking and talking. 



In Sara's experience, the combination of 

amount of time and quality of time has been a bit dif- 

ferent: 

Sara: She was back here a couple of weeks ago, and 
having her back home again to visit just sort of brought 
all that up again, just how much I miss her. And we 
didn't ... when she lived here, we didn't spend a whole 
lot of time together. But the time we did spend together 
was ... really cornfortable time, I guess. Like ... we 
could talk about anything, and we could be on differ- 
ent ends of the continuum of opinions, and it was quite 
okay and we could still have those discussions ... and 
did. But the fact that she was there when I really 
needed her, every day. And vice-versa. I've been there 
in situations where she's really needed me. 

Sara is referring to the time when their baby 

was still in the hospital, fighting for her life, and this 

person took on the daily task of phoning everyone who 

had called that day to ask how the baby was doing 

and providing them with an update. This proved to be 

invaluable to Sara and her partner, who needed al1 

their energy for attending to their baby in the hospital, 

where they spent most of every day. Going through 

these kinds of experiences together is part of how 

friends become family. 

The type and amount of time spent intersects 

with the dimension of depth, to create the quality of 

the connection. This came up in Luke's reflections on 

this question, toa: 



As I read luke's description of 
himself using the onion 
metaphor, I react to what I see 
as its linearity: the notion that 
you could peel off layer after 
layer and get to the core. This 
seems to limiting to me, as a 
way of understanding self, It 
echoes, for me, the polarized 
way of thinking of a person as 
having an inner and an outer 
self. I feel that there are many 
more dimonsions to our 
selves than the onion meta- 
phor suggests! 

Luke: Sometimes I Say I'm sort of like an onion. I have 
al1 these different layers to me. And there's a lot of 
people, Say at school, who will know me as an ac- 
quaintaoce, but they don? know me, really that in- 
tensely, or in depth. So that's where the difference 
comes in, the trust level, the safety level. And the feel- 
ing of getting a give and take. If I feel like I'm at that 
trust b e l  with someone and that ... develops ... that 
openness develops. Then, really, it's broken t hroug h 
into the sense of family. Because there's t hat support. 
There's that sense that you can tell them anything, 
and they may not agree, they may not like it, but they'll 
be there for you. And that's ... the big change. 

Sometimes Luke even deliberately tests peo- 

ple, in the early stages of their acquaintance, to see i f  

they have the potential to become close friends, or 

family : 

Luke: Uh, I have to admit, l test people a lot. Like ... 
opening up in such a way, and sometimes I find I'm ... 
I even do it to see how a person will react. Just to see 
what they do with the information. 

Natalie, on th8 other hand, spoke about know- 

ing instantly, upon meeting sorneone, whether or not 

that person is someone with whom she could develop 

a family of choice relationship. When 1 asked about 

how she and one such person developed a meaning- 

ful connection, she referred to her ability to get a sense 

of the person's spirit: 

Natalie: It just was. There's somathing, a quality about 



DIscourse Analysls: 

When I went through the 
t ranscripts looking for exarn- 
ples of how people adapted to 
the lack of language, I found 
so many uses of metaphor 
that I concluded that this is 
one of the main ways we cope 
with the lack of language to 
describe our reality. We refer 
to sornething that we have a 
word or words for, then we go 
from there. Metaphor takes us 
to the ballpark (another use of 
metaphor) of meaning we are 
ttying to express, and, once 
there, we see how close we 
can get using qualifiers, that 
is, similarities and diff erences 
between what the metaphor 
usually represents and what 
we are trying to describe. Or 
we just hope that if our lis- 
tener can get to that ballpark 
with us, they may be able to 
get what we are trying to Say 
without us having to express it 
fully. 

8y way of metaphor, language 
can take us beyond the 
content of the metaphor 
toward the original region 
where language speaks 
through silence. (Van Manen, 
1990, p. 49) 

her spirit, that I just think is really neat and I connect 
with. 

Ellen's description of coming to know who is 

family, among al1 her friends, was somewhat like 

Natalie's in that it seems to reference a way of know- 

ing that is not rational or linear: 

Ellen: We've felt each other out, like, in the past few 
years, and now ... we understand who we are. 

Joining with the six people who commented on 

this process of friends becoming family, 1, too, find it 

hard to find the words to speak, or write about this. My 

task is to describe how I have taken what they said, 

and tried to shape it into a rudimentary understanding 

of how friends becorne family. As in so many instances 

in which we lack the words, I rely on metaphor. It is 

almost as if the process of friends becoming family is 

a dance among the dynamics of tirne, shared experi- 

ence, depth of connection, constancy, and-at least 

for some of us-a sense of spirituality, that dimension 

of our lives which we have a sense of through direct 

experience but which is largely unknowable with our 

rational minds. 



Non-blologlcal kIn-This is a 
term I have coined in the 
process of doing this work. I 
was influenced in this direc- 
tion by a reference to kinfoik 
in a book called The Educa- 
tion of Litlle Tree, by Forrest 
Carter, which is a story based 
on the recollections of the 
author's childhood growing up 
wit h his Cherokee grandpar- 
ents. 

Granpa said back before his 
time "kinfolk" meant any folk 
that you understood and had 
an understanding with, so it 
rneant "loved folks." (Carter, 
1976, p. 38) 

Families of Choice: 

Composition, Recognition, Support 

Once we have begun to create a family of non- 

biological kin, there are specific aspects of this that 

we may find ourselvas turning our attention toward. 

The people I intewiewed identified three corollary proc- 

esses: thinking about the composition of their families 

of choice, gaining recognition for their families of 

choice, and identifying sources of support for their fami- 

lies of choice. 

Daniel has reflected on the composition of his 

family of choice. At this point, it is mostly made up of 

straight women and men. He would like to have more 

people in his family of choice, specifically, more gay 

people: 

Daniel: I want the numbers to be bigger. I want more 
gay people. Most of my family of choice has been 
straight. Not that that's a bad thing. I've got , 
I've got , I've got . They're al1 straight. And 
they're al1 really great. And I love t hem all, and t hey all 
are a part of my family. But I want some ... I want them 
to mix in with ... see, I've never had ... there's always 
been a gay pait and a straight part to my life. And I 
want il to amalgamate now. 

When Daniel and I talked about why this 

seemed difficult, our discussion touched on homopho- 



bia, the segregation of queer culture leading to a sense 

of it being underground, and the problems that cre- 

ates when we try to relate to an eclectic range of friends 

and family mernbers. Daniel identified some elements 

of his dilemma that he believes have to do with gay 

male culture and the emphasis on sex in interactions 

between gay men: 

In response to his first reading 
of this chapter, one of my 
cornmittee members (a 
heterosexuat man) questioned 
whether what Daniel de- 
scribes here is a gay male 
thing, or a male thing. If, in 
fact, this phenornenon of the 
prevalence of sex in social 
interaction is common to al1 
men, d 0 8 ~  it manifest differ- 
ently, more intensely, in the 
social lives of gay men? 

Daniel: Sex always prevails, with a group of gay men, 
when you get them together. I mean, there's always 
this cruising thing going on, which I can't ... I can't 
explain it but you can put seven couples in a room 
and every one of them by the end of an hour will have 
looked every one of them up and down and sized them 
up and thought about sex ... and like ... I canl ... it 
freaks me out! I donPt know why gay men are so 
goddamed focused on sex al1 the time but it's tnie ... I 
keep thinking, is that what is always going to happen? 
With the gay group of friends that I have, or am I actu- 
ally at some point in my life going to find a group of 
gay friends that are family? I don? know. 

TO BE EXPLOFIED When I asked Daniel why the focus on sex 
FURTHEFI ............. seems to prevent the development of family of choice 

relationships arnong his gay male friends, he talked 

about the distinction between relationships that are 

sexual and relationships t hat are familial, referencing 

the inces? taboo: 

Daniel: Well, it's fairly similar to my family of origin. I 
mean, I dont think of ever having sex with any of my 
family of origin. Because it's taboo, within the con- 
fines and definitions of ... I think it's a carry-over of 



that sensibility into your gay cornmunity and your gay 
family. So you choose brothers, or sisters, or (laugh- 
hg) however you want to define it. You know, you 
choose those people based on the characteristics that 
you associate with those terms, and sex is not ... you 
know ... part of that societal definition. 

What Daniel described was a source of frus- 

tration and discouragement for him: how the ever- 

present possibility of sex between two gay men often 

functions to preclude the development of other forrns 

of intimacy. 

Ruminating on this incest taboo idea that 
came up ... / am ttying to ligure out what it is 
about that that 1 buy into ... trying to imagine 
a group of people that I consider family, and 
wondering if it would be okay to have sex 
with each and any of them, whenever desire 
and circumstance and energies converge . . . 
hard to imagine ... intfiguing . .. are there any 
concerns about this, aside from the 
biological ones? . . . if my family is made up of 
non-biological Mn, are there any good 
reasons not to be sexual with anyone in my 
family ? .. . are there other ways in which it 
contributes to a person 3 well-being to have 
some areas of life in which sexual interaction 
does not occur? ... are there any human 
interactions in which sexual interaction does 
no t occur? . . . is Daniel going with his gut 
here, or is he acting out a social script, in a 
social seîthg in which sex and procreation 
are not linked, elimirrating the most 
commonly understood basis fur the taboo? 

Daniel also feels that many gay men have sepa- 



If heterosexual intercourse rated their gay lives frorn their relationships with their 
can bring people into enduring 
association via the creation of 

family of origin to such an extent, that the whole no- 

kinshi~ tics. lesbian and gay tion of being part of a family is totally removed from 
sexuality in these depictions 
isolates individu& from one their gay lifestyie. This is especiaily true if the person 

another ratherthan weaving is still closeted, but can still be the case if they are out 
them into a social fabric. 
(Weston, 199 1, p. 22) to their family of origin. 

Another of Daniel's thoughts about what forms 

barrien to talking about being family with other gay 

men, is the emphasis on youth in the gay male culture 

of which he is a part. For Daniel, part of what is impor- 

tant to him about creating a family of choice, is the 

continuity of relationships in his life over tirne, and the 

desire to have a sense of connectedness with others, 

as he grows old. But, he says, gay men don? talk about 

getting old: 

There is much in gay life that 
has tended to perpetuate a 
view of us as etemally young. 
Often we think of ourselves in 
that way as though we do not 
really deserve the preroga- 
tives of adulthood because we 
have not followed the tradi- 
tional path to rnaturity. 
(Benon, 1988, p. 313) 

Daniel: Growing old is not something you focus on 
when you're in the gay community. Staying young is 
what you focus on. You don't talk about what it's like 
to grow old. You constantly talk about what you're 
gonna ... what you're gonna do to stay young. Once 
you're over fortyfive, your place in the gay commu- 
nity changes. It's quite youth-oriented. 

Daniel is still working on integrating more gay 

men into his family of choice. In the period of time 

between when I first intewiewed him, and now, he has 

reported to me that the term 'family of choice' has 

moved into more common usage in the circle of gay 



men that he is a part of, and that he has had more 

Discourse Analysis: 

We night Say that by talking 
family, we talk ourselves into 
its vaiied meanings. Our aim 
is to make visible the intimate 
connection in the realm of the 
familial between talk, rnean- 
ing, and concrete reality. 
(Gubrium and Holstein, 1990, 

P* x) 

conversations about being family with these friends. 

He attributes this to the opportunity he has had, 

through this project, to develop a discoune about fam- 

ily that fits his life. I hope this is Vue, and that this 

piece of work has many more ripple effects like this 

one. 

For Daniel, having more gay people, and gay 

men, specifically, in his family of choice, is the major 

issue when it cornes to its composition. He also men- 

tioned the importance of finding ofder, nurturing 

women-materna1 figures-to be a part of this family. 

That has been important for me, too. In fact, I con- 

sider myself blessed with a number of extraordinary 

women in their sixties, seventies, and eighties, who 

are members of my family of choice, and who repre- 

sent, for me, the possibilities of combining an open- 

ness to difference with being a source of nurturance. 

For Sara and Peter, their families of choice are 

composite families made up of some family of origin 

members and some non-biological kin. For Sara, this 

is rooted in her family of ongin. She sees herself as 

being part of a nuclear family with her paRner and 

child, and it is in her extended family that she has cre- 

ated a family of choice: 



Sara: I would Say my extended family is rny parents, 
my siblings ... and then, further out, my aunts and un- 
cles and cousins. Bgt l also include as very dear to 
me, a number of people that have no relation. That I 
would Say are part of my family. 

For Peter, this composite family is grounded in 

connections on a more spiritual level with his family of 

choice: 

Peter: You know, there still is the family in the tradi- 
tional sense. I still have my dad and my sister and my 
nieces. On a more spiritual level, I think I have family 
with friends, that 1 have had for a long period of time. 

There are different ways that we put Our fami- 

lies of choice together. Once we have a sense of be- 

ing part of a family of choice, we begin to look for rec- 

ognition of and support for Our family. 

Sara described how she, her partner, and their 

baby, have been accepted as a family in their neigh- 

bourhood: 

~ h e y  have the option of Sara: I think, for the most part, the neighbourhood 
treating gay and lesbian has just sort of assimilated us. They al1 know that there 
coparentsasthoughonlythe arenivowomenlivingherewithababy.Um ... I'mnot 
genderofindividualparents surehowtheytalkaboutuswhenwe'renot1here.But 
bas change4 whik everything when we're around, they're asking about the baby, 
else about the social condi- they're pleasant and friendly, and ... you know, they 
tbns in which childreanng look out for us. When we'f0 not around. If someone's 
occurs remains unaffected. been around the house, they'll come over and say ... 
(Weston, 1991, p. 208-209) you know, that kind of stuff. So I t hink t hey've accepted 



us as part of the community. 

This kind of support can be 
very reinforcing to a couple's 
effort to maintain a stable and 
secure relationship. It c m  
only help to have a partner- 
ship treated as the valid and 
legitimate family unit that it is. 
(Berton, 1988, p. 288) 

Peter found recognition of his family of choice 

at his last workplace: 

Peter: I was always very open there, and 1 think it was 
quite an educational process for them. They became 
pmbably one of the most supportive elernents in my 
life, the last few years. and I, as a couple, were 
included in w hatever. W het her it was conversations 
at a staff meeting regarding a staff member and a sig- 
nificant other, whether it was an invitation to a home, 
or whether we were talking, in general, about relation- 
ships. And it was not just about me, the gay perspec- 
tive was always included. 

Natalie and Ellen had similar positive experi- 

ences of having their relationships and their sense of 

family recog nized at their workplaces. They bot h at- 

tributed il, at least partly, to the fact that their work 

was with marginalized people, some of whom are also 

gay, lesbian, or bi: 

Natalle: I mean, at work what was good was, urn ... 
because everybody else came frorn far more uncon- 
ventionally defined family creations than I did, um ... 
yeah ... there was total acknowledgment for every- 
thing that mig ht be considered family. 

Ellen experiences a tension between wanting 

recognition of her family of choice, in her community 

on the resewe, and feeling that sh8 would like ta be 



By choosing gay identity we 
acknowledge that sexuality 
dominates our identity in a 
heterosexist worid white 
recognizing that in a non- 
oppressive society no one 
would care who we wanted or 
who our sexual partners were, 
and sexuality would no longer 
be so central to our sense of 
who we are. (Orlando, 1991, 
p. 230) 

able to be more private abcut that aspect of her life. 

Part of this has to do with her sense of respect for the 

elders in her community, and her wish not to offend 

them: 

Ellen: Because I find that people, especially the older 
people, they'll get offended by it. Nothing's ... not that 
they disapprove of it. It's just that, there's a place for 
that? 
* * * * * * * * * * * * *  

1 share this experience of tension between 
needing recognition and wanting pdvacy, 
although my sense of it is not informed by 
relationships to elders in my com~nunity as it 
is for Ellen, as a MiQmaq woman. 

For instance, if I didn't feel so strongly that 1, 
and others, need more space to be cleared 
in which to live our /ives more comfortably 
and less afraid, I would not have chosen this 
thesis topic. Given the context of this moment 
in history when this work is necessary, 1 don 't 
mind doing it, but it is a stretch for me to be 
so open about my sexualit~ 1 wouM rather it 
not be necessay In a more just w~r ld ,  / 
would share my family experiences, my 
choices in in tirnate relationships, and the 
process of my healing, on& with my famiîy of 
choice. 

Recognition of our families of choice is closely 

linked to support for OUT families. Often this recogni- 

tion and support cornes more easily fram our col- 

leagues at work, ouf neighbours, our comrnunity, than 

it does from our familv of oricrin. I have chosen to ad- 



The basic queer-hating of their 
[the children's] society and 
peers has, so far, been easier 
to deal with than the silence or 
illegitimacy placed on us by 
their grandparents, aunts, 
uncles, and their father. 
(Roberts, 1987, p. 150) 

dress the whole issue of recognition and support from 

Our families of origin in the next chapter, which will 

look at what happens when our families of choice and 

our families of origin meet. 

There are other important sources of support 

for our families of choice that were identified by the 

six people I interviewed. What follows are their de- 

scriptions of where their support for being a non-tradi- 

tional family comes from, in their own words: 

Sara: My support for being a non-traditional family 
comes from the comrnunity I created because I needed 
that support. And then, secondly, frorn my farnily of 
origin that came around in the end. And I am inspired 
by the one young man 1 know who grew up with a 
lesbian mom. I think he's got to be one of the most 
sensitive, caring, t houghtful, incredible, thinking young 
men I've ever met. I think 's done a great job. 

Luke: There's a couple of different spheres of sup- 
pott. The first one is intemal. I took my time, and for 
me it was a crisis period, when I had to face a lot of 
things about myself. I said, okay, I got to look at who 1 
am, and I took the tirne to really look at it. And now, I 
know this is who 1 am, especially when someone in 
the community will Say, oh, in a few years, you'll be 
fully gay. It's like ... no. I know where I'm at with that. 

The other source of support is being with peo- 
ple who are non-traditional, being with people where 
that connection develops of being open and honest. 
And 1 find, through experience, that it is usually peo- 
ple who have gone throug h a similar crisis in their lives, 
even if it didn't have to do with their sexuality. 

Natalie: I was lucky enough to go on a HIV+ women's 
retreat where I quickly learned the value of living each 
day for real. That was what really kicked me in the ass 



to change and go against the grain and be me. 

Ellen: For me, it would be some of the people in my 
community that are either gay or lesbian. There's an- 
other woman ... she has a few daughters. And I con- 
sider her, you know, just like being a sister. And her 
family has ... her daughters, like, have gone through 
the same thing my daughter has. And ber daughters, 
I think, helped my daughter out a lot. 

Although the seven of us have found support 

in different places, we all agreed on the importance of 

having ouf families of choice recognized and supported 

by others outside that family circle. 

When our families of origin are not willing or 

able to recognize or suppoR our chosen families, the 

sig nificance of t hose family of ongin relationships gets 

called into question. For some of us, the relationships 
Relationships that cease to be 
trusting and giving raise the 

we have with these people move further and further 

question of whether they away from what we believe, as adults, family is about. 
should any longer be referred 
to in familial terms. (Gubrium This is a process that happens, usually, with a mix of 
and Holstein, 1990, p. 14) emotions-pain, anger, grief, resignation, and tena- 

cious self-love. 

How Family Becorne Not Family 

For some of us, creating a farnily of choice in- 

volves changes in Our relationships with people in our 

family of origin. As we leam through experience about 



what we need in the way of safety and support, a sense 

of connection with others, and room to be ourselves, 

the myth that we will find these things in our families 

of origin takes some serious blows. 

Once again, it is very difficult to identify what 

actually goes on in the process of family becoming 

not family anymore; there are no words for these 

changes. In an attempt to represent some of the think- 

ing about this that came up in the interviews, I have 

chosen to excerpt one of my interviews with Luke, in 

which he talks about the extended family that still re- 

volves around his abusive grandfather: 

Lu ke: Wit h the family I don't consider family-the rela- 
tives ... uh ... I look at them in a totally different way. 
The only thing we share is biological. And aven that, 
I've tried to minimize as much as possible. 

Andrea: How do you do that? 

Luke: Well, I ... I think through just emphasizing the 
differences. 

Andrea: Mmhm? Sort of ... creating some distance, 
where there might be some assumptions of closeness? 

Luke: Yes. I purposely do that. For the extended fam- 
ily, it's just like, they're not very straightforward. I con- 
stantly see game-playing going around, doing t hings 
for ulterior motives. 

Andrea: So yau just don't open yourself to that? 

Luke: I don7 even talk to them, really. In fact, with 
some of them, even though they're not in fact dead, I 



look at thern as being dead. 

Andrea: Is that like a kind of emotional death, to you? 

Luke: Exactly. Because what I maybe envisioned or 
thought, about the kind of people they were ... when I 
was young ... has died. So ... for me ... they are dead. 
But I don't dwell on that, that much, because, it's like, 
they're there and I'm here. I'm more concerned about 
the people that I really care about, that I am only be- 
ginning to consider as family. 

From Luke's story, from the stories of some of 

the othen I interviewed, from my own experience, and 

from the experiences others have shared with me 

outside of this project, I have identified a number of 

dynamics in the process of family becoming not fam- 

ily. I use the term "dynamics" instead of ustages" be- 

cause I know that, like Elizabeth Kubler-Ross's stages 

of grief, the different parts of the process may not be 

experienced in the same chronological order for eve- 

rybody. It seems likely, though, that each person that 

finds themselves deconstructing their sense of family 

with their families of origin, experiences some or al1 of 

these things: recognizing the superficiality of the rela- 

tionship, minimizing the connection, creating 

interactional distance between self and family of ori- 

gin, allowing the significance of the differences, let- 

ting the person go which can be like sxperiencing a 

kind of emotional death in one's family, and creating 



Even iî the! know a person is 
gay, relatives and acquaint- 
ances can fabricate a very 
loud silence by avoiding the 
type of "personal" questions 
they routinely direct to every- 
one else. (Weston, 1991, p. 
68) 

geographical distance. 

The impetus to move into and through these 

deconstructive modes varies among people and con- 

texts. Realizing that our relationships with people in 

our family of origin are superficial is one impetus. Dan- 

iel has never talked about his personal or social life, 

or relationships, with his father: 

Daniel: My father and I donPt discuss relationships. 
We never have. I've never once had any conversa- 
tions abou: women with him, in my life. It's 100% ab- 
sent from Our interaction. 

When Natalie came out as bi to her farnily, her 

sister was convinced that she was doing it just to get 

attention. And many of us expenence, after coming 

out, a silence about us in Our families of origin that is 

more intense than being closeted was. These experi- 

ences contribute to our sense of the superficiality of 

t hese relationships. 

At one point, Natalie found herself reflecting on 

who her family and friends were, and trying to make 

more conscious choices about which relationships she 

would focus on: 

Natalie: I've done a lot of sitting down and contern- 
plating why certain people are in my life. And some I 
cut out, because they weren't helpful. They made life 
more difficult. And then, I think I've added on, or 



refocused on others. Because it's not a right to ... be 
part of my family. Il's something that people, urn ... get 
because of who they are, or what they're doing, or 
because of some sort of effort. And before, I just 
thought it was ... a right or something? Like, you're 
part of my family so I guess I just have to take al1 of 
this and that is just part of the deal, too. Whereas now, 
I just ... I have no problem writing people off, if you 
don't uphold a certain code of behaviour. 

The code of behaviour that Natalie was refer- 

ring to is not overly demanding, but simply this: in or- 

der for me to consider you family, you must not be- 

have toward rne in any abusive or harmful way. Un- 

foitunately, for many of us, the people in our families 

of origin do not meet this requirement. 

The disparity we sometirnes feel between what 

we hope for in our families of origin, and what we actu- 

ally experience, leads some of us to this process of 

refocusing mentioned by Natalie. It is as if a shift takes 

place and we are no longer placing the same degree 

of hope in the possibilities of real and meaningful rela- 

tionships within our families of origin that we once did. 

1 am remembering a tender moment with my 
father when I was sixteen. I was telling him 
about a school ski tr@ I had been on. 1 had 
spent the night with a guy 1 went to school 
with; a wondetful intimate expefience that cîid 
not include sexual intercourse. My dad was 
able to recognize and respect this 
experience, which was certainly precious to 
me. And he used the oppodunity to let me 



Entering into agreements to 
cloak your sexual orientation 
and your primary relationship 
in secrecy is to reinforce the 
notion that being gay or 
lesbian [or bij is something to 
hide. (Benon, 1998, p. 289) 

It d 0 8 ~  get a bit unreal, 
hearing about everyone else's 
life and never talking about, or 
k ing  asked about, your own, 
as though you had no per- 
sonal life. (Benon, 1988, p. 
296) 

know that if 1 was having sex and got 
pregnant, that I should know that 1 could 
always go to hiri;, â,7d he would be there for 
me. R was one of the only conversations 1 
ever had with my dad about anything to do 
with relationships. 

This may not be unusual, given the way 
gender role socialization plays itself out in 
parenting. The tthing is, I've had even fewer 
con versa tions about relationships with my 
mother, 

It makes me very sad that my parents have 
never known about any of the excitement, or 
joy, or hard times that I have had in any of my 
relationships with women. 1 have been 
involved with some marvellous women O ver 
the years, al1 of whom are completely 
unknown to my parents. I have found other 
people to talk to about these things, but the 
total absence of this part of my life in my 
relationships with them has had 
consequemes: it has made a major pad of 
who I am invisible to my parents and 64 
created a distortion of me that leads me to 
discount my relationships with them. 

If I am not able to be fully there, how can 
these relationships be important to me? 

As we leam what is and isn't possible in our 

relationships with our families of ongin, our expecta- 

tions change. This change in expectations re-positions 

our family of origin relationships in the constellation of 

relationships in our lives. 

Creating our families of choice is a process that 

involves friends becoming family, figuring out who we 



need to be part of our family, gaining recognition and 

While dominant cultural support for ouf family, and, sometimes, renegotiating 
representations have asserted 
that straight is to gay as family the degree of importance our family of origin relation- 

is to no fami~y, at a certain ships have in our lives. Somewhere dong the way in 
point in history, gay people 
beaan to contend that straight t his process, t here is a shift from our families of origin 
is to gay as blood [or adop- being the reference point for our understanding of what 
tive] family is to chosen 
families. (Weston, 1991, p. family is, to out families of choice becoming that ref- 

e rence point. 

Shlft to Famfly of Choice as Reference Polnt 

for Oetlning Family 

HOW easily some of us fa4 Natalie: When I said to my mother, listen, this is your 
back into the suppliaM childbs pmblem. YOU have t0 deal with it, and if yOU cân't, 
rote with out parents. HOW that's fine ... there was a real switch in my gears on 
important it is to remind who I would consider family. 
ourselves and them, that we 
now have the power to design 
our interactions with them With the exception of Ellen, whose 
acmrdins to Our meds groundedness in her family extending into her Mi'qmaq 
as well as their parental 
wishes. (Berzon, 1988, p. 311) ~0mfTiunity seems nOt to have been shaken by the 

process of coming out and creating a family of choice, 

al1 of us have experienced a shift to experiencing Our 

families of choice as more central in our lives than out 

families of origin. This shift seems to be the resuit of 

accumulated disappointment in the superficial or un- 

real quality of our relationships with members of Our 

family of origin, cornbined with a sense of being more 



at home with the people we choose to be part of our 

family of choice. 

As we corne to terms with the limitations on 

what we can share with our family of origin, we are 

propelled into other areas of our lives in a search for 

deep and meaningful connections with others. Daniel 

rnentioned experiences with a wornan friend of his 

mother's generation, who has redefined for him what 

a mother could be, and with another woman friend 

who has given him something to aspire to in his rela- 

tionships with his biological sisters: 
How we relate to our families 
[of origin] ... how they relate to 
us, can make the difierence Daniel: Spending that time with her on that canoe trip 
between a gay or lesbian was the most spiritual experience I've ever had in my 
identity spoiled by guift and whole life. And that's an example of what I would like 
sefi-denial or one enhanced 10 have with family. I'm able to have it with my famiiy 
by love and understanding. of choice, but I haven't had it with my family of origin. 
(Berzon, 1988, p. 285-286) I dream about doing the same trip with my two sisters. 

One of the vehicles for the shift from family of 

ongin as reference point for defining family, to family 
We have the special needs of 
creating a family where we of choice as refmnce point, is family ritual. Sara talked - 

are building cornmon history, 
incorporating the old, adding about the first Thanksgiving she spent with her part- 

totherituals,andallowinga nerinsteadofgoinghorneforthebigdinner: 
place for their mom and her 
partner to be lesbians. 
(~oberts, in Pollack and Sera: The second year and I were together, 
Vaughan, 1987, p. 150) Mom called and invited me for Thanksgiving. And ... I 

said, no, and I were having Thanksgiving to- 
gether. And she was quite surprised and shocked and, 
what do you mean you're nct coming home for Thanks- 
giving? And, well, and I are spending it together. 



When cast in narrative form, 
the shifl from the identification 
of gayness with the renuncia- 
!ion of kinship (no family) to a 
correspondence between gay 
identity and a particular type 
of farnily (families we choose) 
presents a kind of collective 
coming-out story: a tale of 

. lesbians and gay men moving 
out of isolation and into 
kinship. (Weston, 1988, p. 
21 2) 

And that was one of the first times that I shifted from 
my family of origin to creating my own family and do- 
ing my own family rituals. 

Peter talked about how, when his mother died, 

it was just as important to him to be with his loved 

ones, as it was to be with other memben of his family 

of origin. This was an indication to hirn that a shift had 

taken place: 

Peter: I have very good friends who have been friends 
for Wenty-eight yean, who were with me when my 
mother died. Who ... it was just as important for me to 
be with them, as it was my sister, my nieces, and my 
cousins. And I didn't ask them to corne and be with 
me at the hospital. They were there. They appeared. 
Do you know what I mean? And, afterwards, in re- 
flecting , and understanding what happened du ring that 
three day period ... I have ... I have created another 
family. I'm part of mot her family. 

"...the frlends I cal1 tamHy 
now..." From the starting point of dissatisfaction with 

Farnily dismurse is nol just a our family of origin relationships, through many expe- 

mode of communication but riences, including powerfully meaningful connections 
also assigns meaning to the 
actions we take on behalf of with non-biological kin, creating family r i t~als wit h our 

designated familial families of choice, having our families of choice by ... When we speak of oui 
fdends as ramiiy,nwe not only Our side in times of crisis and loss ... oui families of 
publicly announce what they 
mean to us and each other, choice corne to define what family is. 

but also simultaneously 
intepisonai Daniel: I guess what's happened is the friends I cal1 

rights and obligations. family now are actually ... they're the mal definition, 
(Gubfium and Holstein, 1990, for me now, of what I should have had with my family 
P. 14) a lot earlier. 



Even when we are situated in more healthy 

relationships with our families of choice, Our families 

of origin are still there. They may not be as central in 

our iives, but the relationships we have with Our par- 

ents, siblings, and other relatives are always a part of 

our lives. What happens when our families of choice 

and our families of origin intersect? I will explore this 

in the next chapter. 



FAMILY OF CHOICE MEETS FAMILY OF ORlGlN 

The six people I interviewed said some inter- 

esting things about what happens when their families 

of choice meet their families of origin. In pulling their 

reflections on this together, I have found that they illu- 

minate the following areas: the potential for growîh 

and transformation in the family of origin, the function 

of family ritual, illness in the family of choice, the im- 

portance of maintaining equilibrium in the face of 

unpredictability, and barriers to the integration of farn- 

ily of origin and family of choice. 

The Potential for Growth in the Family of Origin 

Sara: was getting excited and she wanted to 
tell her mother about us being pregnant, and it was 
right around Mother's Day. So she called her mother 
and just, sort of ... blurted it out. And her mother's 
reaction was, well, what are we going to tell the grand- 
children? The other grandchildren. And how did this 
happen? And concerns about family. And how it would 
affect them, and how they would represent the baby 
to their friends and family, etcetera. So, that was a 
little bit of a letdown. was disappointed and cried 
a liale bit afterwards, but her parents have since corne 
around a lot , too, and they do consider their 
grandchild. And they have her picture up on the man- 
tle with al1 the other children and we didn't think they 
would, because then it would mean explaining to peo- 
ple who she was. They sort of came around. Her 
mother even came al1 the way down hem for a baby 
shower. Which was a big deal for her mother, because 



When a celebration brought 
chosen relatives into contact 
with biological or adoptive kin, 
family occasions sometimes 
became a bridge ta greater 
integration of straight and gay 
families. (Weston, 1991, p. 
33) 

Opinion among both gays and 
heterosexuals remains di- 
vided as to whether lesbians 
and gay couples stay together 
as long as heterosexual 
partners. If, however, the 

her mother is one of those women who really don? go 
anywhere unless her husband takes her. So coming 
here, from rural New Brunswick, al1 by herself on the 
train, was quite a big thing for her. And I think 
was really pleased that she came. 

Three of the seven of us have stories like this 

one, that speak of the transformative potential for the 

family of origin, in the experience of being exposed 

to-or choosing to make direct contact with-their 

queer daughter's or son's family of choice. Sometimes 

grandchildren are the meeting place of a sense of 

connection t hat is shared by parents and grandpar- 

ents, linking the parent's family of choice and family 

origin. 
* * + * * . * . * I r * * *  

question is refomulated to An ex of mine from about ?en years ago, wirh 
take account of contemporary whom 1 enjoy sort of an extended famiiy 
discourse on gay families, relationship, dropped in unexpectedly the 
which alow a former partner other day, having heard rhat my Dad is sick 
to rnake the transition from and that I am g&ng there to visita We are like 
(erotic) bver to (nonerotic) cousins who get together every once and a 
friend without alienating the while and share stories about ho w everybody 
kinship tie, one couid make a 
good case that gay relation- 
ships endure longer on 
average than ties established 
through hetetosexual mar- 
nage. if two people cease 
being lovers alter six Yeats 
but remain friends and family 
for another forty, they have 
indeed achieved a relation- 
ship on long standing. 
(Weston, 1991, p. 196) 

is doing. Biflhs, illness, and deaths in Gther- 
one of our families or circte of rnutual friends 
warrant a phone-cal1 or even a visit. This üme 
we both had major family events to talk 
about. Aiter I told her about what was going 
on with Dad, she toM me abouf the visit of 
her niece. 

The little one is three years old now, the child 
of her gay brother and one of his lesbian 
ftiends. The mother and her pattner; along 
with my friend's bmther, CO-parent. They al1 
/ive in another province. Right now, the two 



Because insemination high- 
lights physical procreation, it 
subsumes notions of biology 
under the organizing meta- 
phors of choice and creation 
t hat have def ined gay kins hip 
in opposition to blood family. 
Such incorporations represent 
not contradictions, but rather 
the interplay between any two 
terms that define an ideologi- 
cal contrast through differ- 
ence. (Weston, 199 1, p. 188) 

lesbian morns and the litile girl are here for a 
visit. They already know my friend, from her 
visits to where they ive. But on this visit, 
mothers and child are going to the ~ r a l  
Nova Scotia town to meet the extended 
family. My friend is unable to go with them, 
because of her work schedule, but she tells 
me that her parents and numerous siblings ail 
k m  w about this non-traditional family, and 
are excited about meeting the litile girl. 

She and I talk about this with amazement and 
joy 1 nmember what a huge deal it was for 
her to come out as a lesbian in this family. 
And now they are welcoming her gay 
brother's child into the cian, an4 in some 
way, the child's lesbian parents. The little one 
looks a lot like her dad; my fnend and 1 both 
want tu be flies on the wall, when her 
grandparents look at her, and see hi-and 
her-looking back. 

This integration of family of origin and family of 

choice can also occur when the children are not bio- 

logically related. Ellen's parents consider her partner's 

three daughters as their grandchildren: 

Ellen: When I told my mom and my dad about our 
relationship, my dad welcomed her and her kids into 
the family. And my parents see them as their grand- 
children. 

For some of our family of origin members, re- 

lating to an individual or a couple who are not hetero- 

sexual really throws them off; their lack of experience 

with anything but the heterosexist framework in which 



they live leaves them not knowing what to do or Say. 

But most people have a way of relating to children, 

whether they are generally fond of them or not. Hav- 

ing children is familiar (read family-er) enough to pro- 

vide them with a way to engage in conversation, which 

is often the lubricant in social interaction. There is a 

powerful taboo against being mean to children, al- 

though we know it is violated far too often. Still, for 

many people, being kind to a child c m  soften their 

resistance and open them up to the possibility of ac- 

cepting the child's parents. 

My experience is that straight Looking at this from another angle, some fam- 

wornen 'Ieariy that my ily of ongin members see their queer farnily rnern ber 
choice to have a child bal- 
ances my choice to be a in their role as parent and caregiver for the child-a 
lesbian and rnakes me more 
normal, easier to understand, socially acceptable role-and tind their homophobia 

less of a challenge to their challenged. Bi, lesbian, and gay people who are good 
lives. (Polikoff, in Pollack and 
Vaughan, 1987, p. 53) parents. How does that fit into an overall condemna- 

tion of queers? 

One of the things many of us value about our 

experience of family is feeling a sense of connection 

to othen that crosses and links generations. I think 

again of the little girl born into my ex's large extended 

family. There can be no mistaking it when they look at 

her: she is one of them. Whatever their feelings of 

discomfort with their son's sexuality might be, they will 

experience a connection with her. These contradic- 



You have a crisis when your 
idea of what the world is 
doesn't fit what it actually is ... 
You're not sure of anything. 
("Denny", in Griffin et al., 
1986, p. 123-24) 

As we learned to understand 
and accept our children, we 
learned a lot about under- 
standing and accepting 
ourselves. (a mother, in Griffin 
et al., 1986, p. 139) 

I've learned a lot from this. 
Having a gay brother opened 
my mind to other people ... I'm 
more tolerant. ("Jane", in 
Griif in et al., 1986, p. 126) 

Because positive responses 
to corning out reaffirmed a 
kinship at least momentarily 
threatened, they quietly 
imported choice into the 
notion of blood family. 
(Weston, 1991, p. 73) 

tions can begin to form cracks in the heteronormative 

framework within which the family of origin mernber 

lives. 

When there is openness, this expenence of dif- 

ference can bring learning and growth for members of 

the farnily of origin. Daniel talked about how his 

younger sister was intrigued by a woman friend who 

is paR of his family of choice: 

Daniel: My sister sees as an alternative per- 
son. Someone who doesn't confon. Not shaving her 
legs. not shaving her anpits. Not covering her grey 
hair, at an early age. All of those things that my sister, 
as a woman, is very concerned about. She's very con- 
cemed about her appearance. If she had grey hair at 
her age, she'd be colouring it ... And I think she found 
it almost a relief that she could see someone who 
doesn't conform, as still being pretty, as still being 
womanly. I think she would like to learn a lot from 
-- 's given her food for thought. And it's 
obviously being thought about. 

In order for this to happen, there has to be some 

openness on the part of the family of origin member: 

Daniel: just has a better capacity to learn, and 
to experience, and to be non-judgmental. Whereas 
my other sister doesn't share those traits. 

Members of Sara's family of origin began with 

a degree of openness, which they have developed 

over time, and this has enabled their capacity to em- 



brace her and her family of choice to grow as well. 

Sara recalls what happened when she asked for her 

sister's suppori when coming out to their parents, and 

juxtaposes this with the relationship she has with her 

now: 

Sara: She had no point of reference with which to 
compare what I had told her. She wasn't as support- 
ive as I had hoped, and she really did try. But I knew 
that she didnY approve. I mean, it was obvious, and it 
was ... there was nothing she could have done to 
change that. That was just her reaction. And that has 
since changed. I rnean, she's one of my best friends, 
now. 

If our families of ohgin are going to be trans- 

formed into families that can embrace and include our 

families of choice, they must come to accept the way 

we define family for ourselves. Peter, whose father 
Because the relationship of 
iovers, like marriage, btings had threatened to cut his head off with an axe when 

toO*thertwoindividualsunited he first heard that Peter had been having sex with 
by the syrnbolism of sex and 
love, many in the United other boys, experienced this: 
States have drawn analogies 
between this bond and more 
customary aff inal arrange- 
ments. Relatives and judges 
alike perceive the option of 
treating gay or lesbian lovers 
as they would a childless 
heterosexual couple: as an 
exceptional relationship in a 
procreat ive worid. (Weston, 
199 1, p. 208-209) 

Peter: I had a family reunion at my home, and at one 
point, my father made a speech. When he referred to 
- and 1, he referred to as rny partner, and 
he said, you know, this is the first time I've been in 
your home, and you know, seems like such a 
woriderful man and I'm so glad that you are so happy 
together, and welcome to the family, and al1 that stuff. 
That was a biggy for my Dad. Especially to Say that in 
front of al1 the family, you know, like my mom, my 
nieces. 



Ellen and Sara have also had experiences like 

this, in which their family of origin clearly accepts their 

definition of who family is, to them. At Luke's wed- 

ding , he and his partner chose one of his close woman 

friends to be the "best man". His parents are fond of 

this friend, and had no difficulty accepting the role she 

was chosen to play in the wedding. For Luke, Natalie, 

and Daniel, many of the challenges that go along with 

the meeting of family of choice and family of origin are 

still to corne. They are in their twenties and are just 

beginning to consciously mate family of choice. Daniel 

envisions his mother being able to connect with his 

gay family, although he can't see his father as being 

able to do this: 

Daniel: See, I have it in my head. I see it. I play the 
movie in my head, about what it will be like when she 
knows. I can see my mother meeting my gay friends 
and thinking these are really great people. I see her 
with the capacity to love and the capacity to under- 
stand and the capacity to grow ... that I don? see with 
my father. But I only see it for her when he's not in the 
picture. When he's not controlling the w hole show. 

Differences in the potential openness and abil- 

ity to be accepting that we see in different members of 

our families of origin, adds complexity to the process 

of rnaking connections between our family of on'gin 

and our family of choice. Even with the sense that his 



mother could corne to appreciate his family of choice 

members, Daniel's expectations of his family of origin 

as a whole are grounded in his sense of how con- 

senrative they are: 

Daniel: If I am fortunate enough to find a lifetime part- 
ner or partners, that make up a lifetirne, they [his fam- 
ily] would have to have the capacity to take them into 

l believe that seldetemina- the fold, and to see them as important people in rny 
tion is especially important life and to appreciate thern for the reasons that I ap- 
when it cornes to the roîe we preciate and love them. That's important. There's go- 
slow our families to play in ing to have to be validity given to !5e type of love I 
our same-sex relationships. feel. They're going to have to appreciate it for the love 
(Benon, 1988, p. 286) that's t h m .  As a universal love, not as one that differ- 

ent because it's a gay love. And that's why I'm not so 
... I'm a little skeptical on their ability to do that right 
now. I mean, you know, these are the type of people 
who, you know, Chinese food is a big integration for 
them. 

As 1 write this section, 1 am struck by ho w 1 do 
not feel a part of it. 1 want to try to figure out 
why. 

lt has taken me so long to sort through my 
relationships with my famiiy of ongin. 1 have 
felt alienated from my parents for as long as 1 
can remember, and yet it was only a few 
months ago that 1 spoke the truth with them 
about this, fina/& clearing a way illusory hopes 
about my connectiun with thern. My two 
bmthers and 1 have been isolated fmm each 
other in our efforts to make sense of ouf 
expefience of them, but this has begun to 
change, again just in the past few months. 
And then 1 have had the somewhat bafflhg 
experjence of being closer to my father's 
siblings than to either of my parents. 



It occurs to me, now, that my preoccupation 
with this confusion-whether it has been 
conscious or unconscious-has prevented 
me frum consciously creating a famiiy of 

Your potential for loving choice. I have been very aware of the jack of 
experience need not be family in my iife, and my longing for it, but it 
limited by what has happened is only in the process of doing this wofk that 1 
between you and them [your am claiming the psychic space and 
parents]. (Berzon, 1988, p. autonomy I need fo be able to begin to 
294) address this need in myself 

So the question of family of choice meeting 
family of origin is not one i have yet 
encountered in my own life. Even though 1 
have been out to my parents for years, rny 
life with woman partners, indeed, my life, in 
general, has been almost completely in visible 
to them. That is the way they wanted if ,  and I 
accommodated them. Doing this piece of 
work is my way of grounding and 
transfoming myself, so 1 can begin to do 
what 1 need to do tu meet my own needs 
around family. 

Family Ritual as a Vehitle for lntegration 

For those who have experienced meetings be- 

tween family of choice and family of origin, family ritual 

has often been what has brought these two parts of 

their iives together. 

Before examining some concrete examples of 

Because Of the signlicance to how family ritual has worked for some people as a 
family Me, ritual has a role in 
the assessment of families. vehicle that moves their expenences of family toward 
(Francis, 1996, p. 1 6) integration, it is necessary to clarify that we al1 have 



The literature also explains 
ritual's role as a 'tvindow" into 
a family's life for the therapist 
or researcher, allowing access 
ta the interior qualities of 
tamily life and the farnily 
identity. (Francis, 1996, p. 
1 35) 

different experiences of family ritual, and its function 

in our lives. 

Only one of the seven of us whose stories are 

included in this study describes a lack of family ritual 

in his family of origin. Luke's parents were both quite 

preoccupied with distancing themselves from their 

families of origin; their rebellion against the family ritual 

of those families seems to have spilled over into a 

rejection of the whole idea of family ritual: 

Luke: The ritual pan ... I really like having rituals, and 
there's been times, uh, which l'II Say are painful, when 

's family has asked me, well, what did you do at 
Christmastime, or something like that. And the lack of 
stuff sort of disturbs me ... And you feel like you should 
have this stuff to Say, but the few things that you do 
remember when there was ritual, it was ... not ritual 
for ritual's sake but for power plays, in the extended 
family. Which I dont talk to now. So, um ... it's a ... I 
look at it as a dynamic that's growing. 

Natalie remembers family rituals in her family 

of origin at home, in much the same way as Luke does: 

Natalie: Rituals? Well, like I said, with my mom's fam- 
ily, we always did Easter and Christmas, and, you 
know, every ... the mandatory holidays. Um, which 
were ... I rnean, always disasters. Every single one of 
them, in some shape or form, ended up in some form 
of chaos. My mother had a really crappy relationship 
with her parents. So. a lot of what she did was to show 
off to them that, you know, she was okay. So these 
dinners were hurnoungously elaborate things. To make 
a point. And my mom's sister would have to take nenre 



pills to show up, because she was so uncornfortable 
with the grandparents, as well, And the two younger 
brothers would go out into the garage and get stoned 
because that was the only thing they could do to be 
there. 

Natalie's expenences of family ritual wit h her 

extended family in Europe was completely different, 

however: 

Natalie: With them, there was a ritual for almost eve- 
rything. Everyone would troop off to my grandfather's 
gravesite every Sunday, and bring flowers, and make 
sure it was all cleaned up nicely. They did a lot of stuff 
together, even if it wasn't as a full group. They ritual- 

The research consistently ized almost anything, kind of stuff. You know, they'd 
demonstrates that ritual is get together ... coffee and cake was the big thing. 

syrnbolically significant; that Everyone did coffee and cake every Saturday, just ... 
is, it has meaning attached ta for no apparent reason. Just to do it. 

R, and this meaning reflects 
what the farnily believes about 
themselves as a famity. So Natalie experienced the difference between 

(Francis, 1996, p. 21) family ritual t hat was rneaningful and spontaneous, 

and family n'tual that was al1 form and no substance. 
* * * * * . * * . * + .  

My own experience of family ritual was a mix 
of these Iwo extremes. 1 remember enjoying 
the big dinners with the extended family- 
those were ofien the oniy times during the 
year that we saw our cousins. But, as 1 got 
oMer. the hypocrisy of these uccasions made 
them more and more distasteful to me. 
There was so much brokenness in ouf own 
fami& sa much fear and hostility, that these 
family occasions began tu feelpretty hullow 
As an adult, 1 have not yet created any famiiy 
rituals of my own. I think that may become 
more important ta me when 1 have a child. 



Their farnily's sense of sel  
was well-established, and 
ritual gave them to opportunity 
to confirm this identity with 
one another time and tirne 
again. (Francis, 1996, p. 139) 

Rituals represent what the 
family sees about itself and 
wants to continue; rituals 
survive when they represent 
the enduring attitudes, phi- 
losophies, and goals of the 
whole family group. (Francis, 
1996, p. 14) 

Daniel, Sara, Peter, and Ellen al1 have positive 

mernories of their experiences of family ritual with their 

families of origin: 

Peter: In our family, there was a celebration for eve- 
rything. There was a celebration for birthdays, there 
was, you know, Christmas was the big time of year. 
Urn ... and the end of school was, you know, some- 
thing special would be done. There'd be, you know, a 
special gift bought. There was a lot of recognition for 
accomplishments ... My rnother was this stunningly 
beautiful woman who loved to entertain. A lot of that 
changed when she left my father, but I have good 
mernories of wonderful parties, having people over, 
when she was çtill at home. 

Sara: Well, we always did the big Christmas thing wit h 
the tree ... and when we were younger, we always 
went to al1 the families to visit their tree and see what 
everybody got and they'd haul the presents out. So 
we did that. And we did birthday things. It was always 
supper. We had to wait al1 day long 'til supper and 
we'd have ... whoever ... whatever the special supper 
was ... my favorite supper was whatever, that's what it 
would be. And a cake and couldn't open the present 
until after supper was eaten and we'd cut the cake. 
And every Labour Day weekend, we'd have a big gath- 
ering down at the cottage, and all the extended family 
would go and there was a big pot-luck supper on Sat- 
urday night, and al1 day Saturday they had games like 
scavenger hunts and candy scrambles and stuff like 
t hat. 

Ellen: Growing up, I know that we always had these 
big conversations at suppertime. All the kids would be 
there. And, it's so funny because, everybody always 
used to eat so fast. And we'd be taasing each other, 
because, well, most times, al1 of us couldn't sit at the 



table, but when we did, it was a lot of laughter around 
the supper table ... And even like, when we were kids, 
going out and picking bluebernes. I don't know why I 
remember blueberries. And those were even outings 
in thernselves, being with rny morn. 

Daniel: We had evening dinner-we called it supper- 
but the evening meal, we had together six nights of 
the week, at least, if not seven. And I thank god for it, 
every day of my life. Because I think it was the most, 
one of the most important things we ever did as a fam- 
ily. And I feel really bad for people who don't know 
what that feels like. 

Family ritual can serve as symbolic of who fam- 

ily is, a language of gesture. For Daniel, the tension 

he has begun to feel between the expectation that he 

will go home for Christmas and Thanksgiving, and his 

desire to spend these special occasions with his fam- 

ily of choice, has highlighted for him the shift in his 

experience of family: 

Daniel: I would love to develop some family rituals 
with my chosen family, but I haven't been able to be- 
cause I've been so concemed with keeping the tradi- 
tions that I've had with my own family. Christmas is a 
big deal. And and I talked about it this year. I 
would really like, next year, not to go home for Christ- 
mas. But that will be such a trauma for my morn. You 
know? Easter. Now, I'm not going home this Easter. 
This could be the first ... R might be the second Easter 
I've not made it home. Every major religious ceremony 
that goes with our church is a major, major, family tra- 
dition. 



Daniel foresees that as his family of choice 

continues to become more central in his life, he will 

be spending those traditional holidays with them and 

not with his family of origin. 

The first Thanksgiving that Sara spent with her 

parlner sent a clear message to her mother, who was 

very surprised that she would not be coming to their 

family dinner, even though the two women had been 

living together for two years: 

Sara: The second year that and 1 were together, 
Tirne together as a family Mom called and invited me for Thanksgiving. And I 
fosten a feeling of belonging said, no, and I were having Thanksgiving to- 
because it encourages the gether. And she was quite surprised and shocked and, 
development of a sense of what do you mean you're not coming home for Thanks- 
identity, a sense of %ho we giving? And, well, and I are spending it together. 
are as a farnily." (Francis, And I think that was the .., one of the first times that I 
1996, p. 109) shifted from my family of origin to creating my own 

family and doing my own family rituals. 

Peter has had similar experiences in making 

this shift: 

Peter: When I went back to rny home town, there 
would be no talk of unless I brought him up. 
Whether it be my father's birthday party, or my mother, 
who threw one for herself, too, when she turned sev- 
enty-five. You know, and they would make plans and, 
you know, other people would be mentioned. Like, 
- and will be hefe. And and 
will be here. And so and sa will be here. And Peter will 
be here. Do you know what I mean? And so after a 
while I said, it's not Peter, it's Peter and . And if 
you're uncornfortable with that, then you let me know, 



How our families behave 
toward our gay or lesbian 
lover can make the difference 
between a partnership en- 
riched by family ties and the 
continuity of shared lives and 
one that suffers tension and 
strain when anything concem- 
ing farnily cornes up. (Betzon, 
1988, p. 286) 

because l'II have to tell you to go sort that out and 
then came back to me. And that went on for a while. 
And then we started receiving cards. To Peter and 

. You know? Or when it was 's bi rt hday, 
cards came from my family, to him. And not just be- 
cause it was something that the both of us were shar- 
ing. He was being acknowledged for himself. 

Sara's family of origin have grown to be able to 

include the close friends that she includes in her fam- 

ily of choice, in some of their family rituals. In fact, the 

inclusion of those friends that are family in special 

occasions that she celebrates with her tamily of ori- 

gin, is one of the things that distinguishes those friends 

from other close friends, and paR of how they corne to 

be defined as family : 

Sara: My mom had a baby shower for us, and those 
people were invited to the shower. Along with aunts 

The key îo adaptability seems and cousins and relatives. was invited, and 
to be the ability to incorporate - was invited. That's one of the differences be- 

change into rituals without 
tween those family-type close friends, and other 

losing their value or meaning. 
friends. 

(Francis, 1996, p. 18) 

These gestures communicate her mot her's rec- 

ognition of her family of choice and are precious to 

Sara, but achieving this was hard, requiring courage, 

stamina, and perseverance on her paR: 

Sara: The first Christmas I didn't go home ... I think 
that was hard for my parents. The next year they called 
and invited the both of us. For Thanksgiving dinner. 
And we both went. And the same thing for Christmas. 



Descriptively speaking, the 
categories of gay kinship 
might better be labeled 
families we struggte to create, 
struggle to choose, stiuggle to 
legitimate, and-in the case of 
blood or adoptive family- 
struggle to keep. (Weston, 
1991, p. 212) 

They invited us both and we both went. I think that 
was an important shift. For me. That first year that I 
said, no, I'rn not coming home for Christmas, my mom 
called me half a dozen times: well, are you coming 
home for Christmas? No, Mom, no. I'rn still not corn- 
ing. And she'd cal1 me the next day: well, on Thanks- 
giving, we're going to have ... uh, Mom, I'rn not corn- 
hg. And she called half a dozen times. I think it was 
hard for her. And it was hard for me. It was, uh ... pari, 
you know, standing up and saying, this is a legitirnate 
family for me. And, if you don? recognize it, I'rn not 
coming. You know? It was hard to do. 

Family ritual provides the person who is creat- 

ing a non-traditional family with a concrete means to 

demonstrate to their family of origin their cornmitment 

to members of their family of choice. Conversely, it 

provides members of their family of origin with an op- 

portunity to express their openness and willingness to 

include the family of choice into the extended family 

of the family of origin. For those who have had posi- 

tive experiences of this, family ritual has been a vehi- 

de for the integration of family in their lives. Unfortu- 

nately, there are many of us for whom this is not the 

case. 
* * + * * * + * * . *  

I Iistened to Sara, Petec and E h  tell these 
stones of the ability of their families to stretch 
to include their paflners and other members 
of their famiiy of choice. I was fascinated 
and-l must admit-a bit en vious. 

In my case, memben of my family of ongin 
aren't even on s~eakina terms with each 



A father, talking about his son: 

He and all the other gay and 
lesbian children have a right 
to be here as they are. They 
can help us expand our lives 
by widening the range of 
differences that we can 
embrace and enjoy. ("Jack," in 
Griffin et al., 1986, p. 154) 

other, let alone in the habit of sharing family 
rituals together. So there is nothhg to 
integrate a family of choice into ... 
For me, family of choice meeting famiiy of 
origin is happening in baby steps. Like last 
night, when 1 came out fo my brother and 
sister-in-law, and was teIIin9 them about my 
plans to have a child. I talked about the 
person 1 am ttying to get pregnant with, 
using his first name, and my sister-in-la w 
asked what his Iast name was. That was 
pretty exciting for me. Everything is relative 
(no pon infended), so I choose to recognize 
the signs of openness and celebrate them, 
however small. We al1 have to stari where 
we are. 

* * * * * * * * * * * *  

Sornetimes, partners become integrated into 

their panner's family of origin and extended family, 

and they rernain a part of the farnily even if their rela- 

tionship with the family member ends. Ellen spoke 

about this; that even if they break up, her partner and 

her partner's children will always be family to Ellen's 

family. My own experience bears this out: there are a 

number of homes and families I will always be wel- 

corne in, though my involvement with the person who 

came from that family is long over. 

lllness in the Famlly of Choice 

Another exâmple can be found of the farnily of 

origin recoanizina and actiria inclusivelv toward the 



family of choice, in Peter's story. Peter knew his part- 

ner had AlDS when they met. Because of his uncer- 

tainty about how his family would deal with this, Peter 

did not tell his family about his partner's condition un- 

til a couple of years later: 

Peter: I had wanted a relationship with this man. I 
wasn't going into it blindfolded. We made the commit- 
ment that we're going to be together. It was a couple 
of years after that that I decided to tell my family. Our 
friends knew immediataly. But I wasnlt sure how my 
family was going to accept it. I knew my sister would 
be wonderfut. I thought rny mother would be very ac- 
cepting. Uh ... with my dad, it was difficult. So it was a 
couple of years ago ... as rny partner became more 
and more sick, I felt the need for my family to know. 
Because I was looking for as much suppott as I could 
get, as well. Uh ... my dad was very good, very won- 
derful, very concerned. And I rernember having a con- 
versation with him and then just leaving it at that ... 
And, you know, my dad will cal1 on a regular basis and 
want to know, how is the boy? You know, he refers to 
- as Yhe boy1. And InII say, well, Dad, he's not a 
boy, he's a man, but my dad's eighty-three years old 

Accepting that his partner had AIDS, and re- 

Sluated historically in a sponding to that in a supportive way, led to another 
period of discourse on lesbian 
and gay kinship, AlDS has way in which Peter's dad expressed acceptance of 
served as an impetus !O and support for him: 
establish and expand gay 
families. In certain cases, 
blood relations joined with gay Peter: It was only about six months ago that my dad 
fdends and relatives to assist called and he said, sol Peter, how are you? And I said, 
the chronically il1 or dying. I'rn good, Dad, how are you doing? He said, I'm doing 
(Weston, 1991, p. 183). good, but how are you? And I couldn9t, I didn't know 



What these mixed responses 
by blood relatives indicate is 
that the birthing and th8 
raising .., the coming out and 
the dying, have becorne 
arenas of contention in which 
discourse on gay kinship is 
forrnulated even as transfor- 
mations of kinship ideologies 
are hammered out. (Weston, 
1991, p. 188) 

where he was coming from, and I said, good. He knew 
that I was going through a difficult time with Mom and 

, you know, trying to be caretaker for both. And 
he said, are you ill? Because the word back home is 
that you're dying of AIDS. And 1 just realized that I had 
never told him that, you know, I was negative. And I 
said, I'm so sorry, you know, I should have told you 
that, you know, that when I told you that had 
AIDS, that I was ... I'm healthy. And he said, I just 
want you to know that it wouldn't make any difference 
to me at all. You're always my son. We are always 
here for you. There is always a home for you to corne 
to, there is always this, that, and t ha other thing. I mean, 
that's the other side of my father. That's why, al1 rny 
life, it's been so confusing. 

Yaintaining Equilibrium 

The confusion that Peter speaks of is very dif- 

ficult to deal with. In my experience, it is impossible to 

trust any of the hopeful signs of recognition or accept- 

ance, because such trusting leaves me very vulner- 

able when the next homophobic or condemning com- 

ment cornes. Peter and I explored this in one of his 

interviews, which I excerpt here: 

Andrea: I know what you mean about the confusion. 
There are these moments that are just profound ... 
and then there's all this bullshit. 

Peter: Totally. Total bullshit. 

Andrea: That makes it so difficult to deal with. It cre- 
ates so much work throughout our lives as adults, to 
sort through. It affects the wav we relate to ~ e o ~ l e .  



We lull ourselves into thinking 
it doesn't matter, or it will work 
itseîf out, or it's already 
worked out. Then, we are 
taken by surprise when 
suddenly it matters so much, 
or we ate overwhelmed by a 
feeling of isolation from 
people we love, or we realize 
that R isn? worked out at all, 
that we've just begun what we 
thought we were almost 
finished with. (Berzon, 1988, 
p. 285) 

Petet: It's so confusing. I want to give you another 
example. Now. this is what rny dad said six months 
ago. My dad was hem, he spent the time with 
and I when my mom passed away. He came and 
stayed with us, and, um ... after the funeral, you know, 
we spent some ... some, I think, quality time together. 
A few weeks later, I decided to take a trip. I was going 
to New Yoik, and so I decided to stop in at my home 
town on the way and do an overnigh with rny sister, 
and visit with my dad. So when I stopped at my dad's 
house, my dad said, so you're going to New York. And 
I said, yeah. And he said, so you got a girl with ya? 
(chuckles) And I said, you just don? get it. You know? 
And it would have been one thing, I mean, if he had 
been implying, do you have a friend that you're going 
along with, whether it be male or female. But he was 
... he did it again! You know, do you have a girl with 
you, or is there going to be a girl down there for you 
when you get there? And it's just like, after a while, it's 
like, why do I even bother? And l just looked at him 
and said, no. And if I was going to take somebody, it 
would be and he is at home. You know? That's 
al1 l said, 

Andrea: I know what you're talking about. It's schiz- 
oid. 

Peter: Yeah. 

Andrea: Il's like it ... can you ever settle into some 
kind of a relationship with this person that's predict- 
able either way, you know? 

We, Îoo, need the stability and 
tranquil'w that enables us to 
compose a life of rneaningful 

, activity from a home base that 
is secure. (Benon, 1988. p. 7) 

Peter: Right, rig ht. 

Andrea: You know? You're consistently shitty, or con- 
sistently decent ... 
Peter: Yes. And what has confused me over the years 
is because it put me in such a state of confusion. U ntil 
just recently, and this is something that I'm working 
on, with my therapist, ww.  That's his stuff. That's their 



stuff. I don't nead to Wear  that, anymore. I'm feeling 
very confident in who I am, and it they want to bel or 
appear to be confused about it-that's them. You 
know? I dont take that on, anymore. 

Andrea: No. 

Pater: That's a hard one, though, because especially 
with your family. You get so ... you're so involved al- 
ready ... um ... and it's so easy to get caught back up 
into, you know, what you've been conditioned to think 
or feel or go along with al1 your life ... 

Peter has developed a way of dealing with the 

unpredictable ups and downs in his relationship with 

his father, by rnaintaining a kind of inner equilibrium, 

no matter how well or poorly things are going. He ar- 

ticulated this when he recounted the story of his dad 

making the speech at the family reunion, welcoming 

his partner into the farnily: 

Peter: Those were words, and I thought, afterwards, 
let's ... okay, words are okay. You know, especially 
when you're put on the spot, to come up with some- 
thing to Say ,.. let's see how you cary through. But 
those are just words. 

While this posture enables Peter to be ready 

for the experiences of lack of recognition, acceptance, 

and support that he knows are still to come, I believe 

it also rneans that he cannot fully open to the joy of 

those moments when his dad does get il, and is as 

present to him as ho can possibly be. I am speaking 



This is a very serious thing. 
Protecting our hearts from 
being hurt by our family of 
origin's homphobia can, I 
believe, contribute to our 
being emtionally shutdown 
in other areas of our [ives. 
And the unpredictability of 
recognitionlacceptance and 
rejection means that we can't 
really grieve the loss we often 
experience in our relation- 
ships with our parents. 

Grief denied can create a 
dangerous undertow to 
whatever cunents of emotion 
are happening in your life. 
(Benon, 1988, p. 294) 

We need to know more about 
this. 

10 BE EXPLORED 
FU RT HER ..,.......... 

to this from my own experience. I do not want to live in 

this psychic ready position, and I feel alternately sad 

and angry that, because I choose to continue to relate 

to rny family of origin and attend to my own safety, I 

must. The best attitude toward this dilemrna that I can 

corne up with is that a holistic acceptance and cd- 

ebration of queer sexualities and families of choice is 

evolving, and the need for this ready position is a tem- 

porary condition that may last my lifetime, but will 

someday be unnecessary. 

In the interests of contributing to this evolution- 

ary process, let's examine the baniers that rnust be 

disrnantled if families of origin and families of choice 

are ever to be able to ernbrace and include each other. 

Batriers to the Integretion of Family of Choice 

and Family of Origin 

The list of barries to the integration of family of 

origin and family of choice that the participants and I 

came up with, looks like the negative to the picture of 

what enables families of origin to grow and be trans- 

forrned from experience with their family rnember's 

family of choice. Openness on the part of farnily of 

origin rnembers allows for growth and transformation; 

narrowness is a banier to the integration of. family of 



choice and family of origin. Genuine and respectful 

interest in learning about and from people who are 

different from themselves leads to growth and trans- 

formation; bigotry is a barrier. 

Daniel summarized the barriers as follows: 

Daniel: Bigotry. Lack of education. Lack of experience. 
Lack of the desire to be educated and experienced in 
the world. A lack of understanding of social issues, 
and how they affect al1 of us. My family of origin seerns 
... t hey'ra seemingly in a ... you know, rny parents are 
seemingly oblivious to social issues in this world that 
wo live in and, ignorance is bliss. And fuck, my par- 
ents are happy! 

Daniel's family is an affluent, middle class fam- 

ily whose consciousness of social issues is lirnited to 

what they hear about in the context of their church, in 

a framework that is more about charity than social 

change. He thinks that, because nothing in their own 

lives requires them to think critically, they have a nar- 

row world view and a lack of curiosity about what lies 

beyond the limits of their own experience. 

This rings tnre for me, in my own expenence 
with my family of origin. Where my 
experience diffen is in the way that my 
parents do have a social conscience, it is 
their Nlterpretation of their religious faith that 
hoMs them back fmm being able to include 
homophobia in their sense of what needs to 
be changed in the worid. When 1 came out to 
them, both of them responded with care and 



A lesbian [or bi woman] can 
choose ta b a r  a child in the 
hope of gaining acceptance 
f rom "societyl' and straight 
relatives, or she can embark 
on the same course with a 
sense of daring and radical 
innovation, knowing that 
children tend to be 'protected" 
fmm lesbians and gay men 
[and bi people] in the United 
States [and Canada]. 
(Weston, 1991, p. 200) 

concern, and unequiv~csl di@pro val 
grounded in theif belief that my lifestyle is 
not in God's law. 

It will be interesting to see how they respond 
to the chiM 1 hope to have. Although 1 am 
committed to trying to enable my child to 
have relationships with my parents that are 
not limited by my negafive experiences of 
them, I fear that they may inadvertently harm 
the IittIe peson with their attitudes. lt may 
end up that their beliefs, and my fear of how 
they may affect my child, wjll be a barner to 
the integration of family in my life. 

Peter's reflections on the barriers to integrat- 

ing farnily of choice and family of origin corne from 

another angle. He has experienced difficulty with the 

partner of one of the members of his family of choice, 

who is unable to accept the intimacy in his relation- 

ship with that person: 

Peter: I developed a very, very-well, is one of 
rny dearest frlends in the world. Her husband and I 
were best buddies, going through school. We did eve- 
rything together. He was part of the gang. We were 
close. When I developed a relationship with her-this 
was after they were married-he couldn't deal with 
this at all. He ... he doesnt speak to me today. He and 
I knew each other for as long as and I have 
known each other. But he's not able to deal with it. 
After we went through twenty years of a friendship. 
Because I developed a very intense relationship with 
his wife. There was something there, there must be 
something up. You know? Ulterior motives, or what- 
ever. 



Peter has also experienced people assuming 

that he and his best friend, who is a straight man, are 

partners: 

Peter: For years, people assumed that and I 
were partners. And a lot of this carne from the town 
we both came from, um, almost small town thinking, 
type of thing. And, uh, being in the community that we 
were, that we came from, yeah ... people just assumed. 
You know, if you're associated-guilt by association- 
if you're associated with a gay man, then you must be 
gay or there must be something wrong with you. And 
we heard these nrmours al1 Our lives. 

Peter and I spoke about how irnpoverished our 

imaginations are, how few ways we have of thinking 

about Our relationships with others, compared to our 

experience of having many ways that we relate to other 

people. I asked Peter how he thinks the narrowness 

of the categories of relationships we are provided with, 

affects us: 

Peter: There are times when I question myself. I ques- 
tion myself, like, do I really like that way? You 
know, he's a nice looking man. What are the things 
that you look at in someone when you're, you know, 
when you have that, uh, sexually intimate relationship. 
You know? Maybe that's why I'm so attracted to him. 
But I know. No, when he was eigM years old, and I 
was twelve, and I knew that something clicked, that 
we would be friends. And it was nothing to do with 
sexual. I was so stimulated by this guy, mentally, I was 
intngued. I was just intrigued by his whole story and 
the fact that he was able to talk to me and take my 
into his confidence. It had nothing to do with sexuality 



... Same thing happened to and 1. and l 
are wonderful, wonderful friends. We would go home 
to where we grew up, and we would go out to the 
clubs where our friends would be hanging at the time. 
We would regress, to the point where we would be on 
the dance floor, kissing, and things like that. It was 
just so unnatural for us. So uncornfortable. 

Are we not ourselves uncon- 
sciously irnpressed by the part 
the family has played in Our 
society for several centuries, 
and are we not tempted to 
exaggerate its scope and 
even to attribute to it an 
almost absolute sort of histori- 
cal authority? (Aries, 1962, p. 
364) 

It is an ongoing challenge to define, for ouf- 

selves, what family means to us, and who our family 

is. Many of us have had experiences of finding Our- 

selves, sometimes against our own better judgment, 

trying to fit our families of choice into the categories of 

relationship that others are able to understand and 

accept. Like Peter and his close female friend, who is 

one of his loved ones, kissing on the dance floor. As a 

bisexual woman, I have sornetimes found myself tell- 

ing my parents about a man I am interested in, and 

not telling them about my relationships with women. 

I em writing this section of my thesis while 
visiting my parents on Saitspring Island. 1 
have tried several times in the last two days, 
to casually mention the woman friend who is 
visiting Nova Scotia this summer and who 1 
am spending time with. She is someone with 
whom 1 had a special connection eleven 
years ago, when I was in my fist long-term 
relationship with a woman. Although she was 
attmcted to me then, and 1 to her, 1 was clear 
about my commitment to my partnef at the 
time, and she was respectful of that We 
developed a friendship that seems to have 
deepened, across the miles (she has lived in 
B.C for the past ten years), and over the 



years. We have discovered, during her visit 
this summer; that we still have a strong 
attraction to each other, that is now grounded 
in this love that has grown through our 
friendship. lt is powerful stutf., and part of me 
is very much with her, even while I am here. 

1 have tried to mention her a couple of fimes 
tu my mom, with no response, and always 
something that she finds more impmtant to 
talk about at that moment. 

Then, tonight, while she and I were baking a 
biRhday cake for my niece, 1 told her about a 
man that 1 met last summer at a folk festival, 
who lives in Quebec, and with whom 1 have 
been conesponding for the past year. He is 
thinking of coming to visit me. I am interested 
ln exploring my f-ndship with him, but it is 
detinte& not the same kind of love I feel for 
my fMnd from B.C. Of course, when my 
mom and I loin my dad who is watching a 
football game i~ the den, she says, Tell p w  
dad about your friend from Quebec " 

My immediate4nwafd-response is disgust. 
At myselt mostly, for letting this happen. And 
at the po werful homophobia that keeps the 
beautiful and meaningful connections with 
women that I expedence, invisibI8 and 
oppressed. So / begin to downplay the 
significance of my Quebecois ffiend, and 
then, l just tell them. That it is hatû for me 
that they are oniy interested N, hearing about 
the men / am interested in, and never the 
women. That it hurts me, and makes me feel 
fragmented. Telling thern how it affects me 
doesn't make the experience any less 
hurtfuI, but something changes in me when 1 
do not comply with the silence they impose. 

Luke talked about this work as claiming terri- 



r for an experience of family that is rneaningful to 

him: 

Luk: My farnily is going to be rny support network. 
It's just claiming territory ... more and more, it became 
... family and friends will be veiy close to being syn- 
onymous. If I have a family, it's going to mean some- 
thing. 

There are many barriers to bringing together 

our families of choice and our families of origin. Work- 

ing toward this integration is hard, as I experienced 

tonight at rny parent's house, when I had to find some 

courage in a moment in which I was feeling hurt and 

vulnerable so that I could try to educate them about 

the effects of their attitudes on me. And, quite frankly, 

I have decided not to put a whole lot of energy into 

this, with my parents. I am visiting because my dad is 

ill, and I feel the need to be in touch with what is going 

on and to support them in some way. My bottom-line 

cornmitment to myself is that I will not sit in silence 

when their behaviour hurts me. Some of us, however, 

choose to work harder at this with ouf families of ori- 

gin, determined to create an experience of family for 

ourselves that includes ail of Our meaningful relation- 

ships: 

Daniel: Whether it's family of origin or family of choice, 
they're very important to me, both of them. And I will 



Dlscourse Anelysts: try, fo i  the remainder of my lifetime, to amalgamate 
them, and to work with both of them. And to, um, seek 

"...farniiy of oiigin ... famify happiness t hroug h them. And t hat's important. 
of cholce ... very Important 
to me, both of them." 

Discourse on gay families 
transfigures the exclusivefy 
procreative interpretations of 
kinship with which it takes 
issue in such a way that it 
remains of thern but no longer 
completely contained within 
them. (Weston, 1991, p. 210) 



RELATIONSHIPS WlTH FAMILY OF ORIGIN: 

AN ENDLESS PROCESS OF NEGOTIATION 

Becoming family, with the people in our lives 

who are most significant to us is an ongoing process, 

as is negotiating the ways in which these chosen fami- 

lies corne together with our families of ongin-or do 

not. Another dimension of this multifaceted process is 

the ongoing work we do to experience a sense of be- 

ing okay in our family of origin relationships. 

Even when we are creating a family of choice, 

or an unconventional network of loved ones, we still 

have relationships with members of the family from 

which we came. At various points in ouf lives, the six 

people I interviewed and I have had to make choices 

and decisions about how to keep our balance within 

the tensions in these relationships. In this chapter, I 

use the expression "making peace". In doing so, I am 
- referfîng to a sense of peace that, for some, is always 

just beyond ouf mach, and for those of us who do 

achieve it, is always transitory. The peace that we are 

able to find or create lasts until some shift in the ex- 

pression of our sexuality, or in our family of origin, 

necessitates its renegotiation. 

As I read and reread the transcripts of the twelve 

interviews I conducted, I found that the participants in 
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my study had a great deal to Say about this. While I 

know that our experiences with our families of origin 

are incredibly powerful, there was something about 

the amount of talk about this that felt disproportionate 

to me. I puzzled over it for sorne tirne, asking myself, 

why do my participants have so much to Say about 

this, even when they are stating that the relationships 

they have with non-biological kin are often more mean- 

ingful to them? And it eventually dawned on me that 

when we speak about how we relate to our farnilies of 

origin, we are communicating within the dominant fam- 

ily discourse. We are using concepts, terms, and ex- 

pressions that we have been taught since we first 

leamed to speak. It is easier to talk about our relation- 

ships with our families of origin than it is to talk about 

our relationships with our families of choice, relation- 

ships we of!en have no language for, and few oppor- 

tunities to talk about. 

So I have made a political decision about how 

I am going to handle this part of the data I collected. 
Experience and interactions 
within ou? families play an Firstly, I acknowledge again, as I have in earlier chap- 

impoftant role in Our develoP- ters, how instrumental ouf family of origin experiences 
ment, and are reflected in the 
persons we become, the are in how each of us shapes ouf lives. I will honour 

va'ues we ho'dt and the famity that by presenting some of the stories of howthe seven 
lives we build ourselves. 
(Francis, 1996, p. 1) of us deal with these relationships as adults. Secondly, 



I will state my hunch that the fact that there is a lot of 

material in the transcripts relating to this theme, does 

not necessarily mean that it is more important than 

other aspects of our experience of family covered in 

the interviews-it may simply mean that it is easier to 

talk about! When the seven of us talk about our ongo- 

ing relationships with our families of origin, we come 

closest to speaking our experience in the dominant 

discourse of family. In order to avoid reinforcing that 

dominance, I will attempt to keep this section brief. 

I have chosen, from each set of interviews, one 

way in which that person has worked with their family 

of origin relationships, and I will add to that some re- 

flections on my own experiences in this area. This will 

provide us with seven different perspectives on the 

question of how we, as lesbian, gay and bisexual 

adults who are creating families of Our own, experi- 

ence the non-negotiable fact of the presence of ou? 

families of origin in our lives, and the negotiable form 

of these relationships. 
+ . + * * + * + * . * *  

Daniel: You know, one of the most important things in 
my life is to feel accepted. by my family, my farnily of 
origin. And particularly, of al1 of them, my mother ... 
You know, she is ... she's the reason I am the way I 
am, and I want her to know and understand that. And 
I feel that I'm a good person, and the douMs she has 
about some of the things that I do ... I want to lay 
those to rest. And Say, I've learned from you, and Say 



that I am the person you molded, and I'm happy about 
that. 

Daniel wants to be able to acknowledge his 

mother's contribution to the qualities he appreciates 

in himself. His desire is to be able to feel accepted by 

her as a gay man, and to know that she can see how 

the values she passed on to him, about being true to 

himself and living with integrity, are expressed in how 

he lives his life as a gay man. He has yet to corne out 

to her, so achieving this in his relationship with her is 

still down the road, but it is clearly his goal. 

Daniel: I can talk about family, traditional family, in a 
negative way, a lot. And in fact, I do that a lot. But I 
sometimes have to step back and look at what it's given 
me, as well, and it's given me some really positive 
things. You know, my mom always was, as a Catholic 
wornan, talking about the need to be tnithful, to 0th- 
ers and to yourself. And she often talked about not 
caring what other people think, and doing what's nght 
and what you know is nght ... I often say to her, you 
know, what you taught me to do-and I'm so happy 
you taught me to be true to myself-and to listen to 
my own instincts and to not pay attention to what other 
people have to say but to go with what is true in me, 
and explore that. * . . . * .  t * * t  

Sara: I was substituting at the school where my father 
is the principal, and I took the ovulation kit with me to 
work, because I thought, this might be the day ... any- 
way ... it changed colour ... I wasn't out of school ?il 
3:30, the clinic closed at 4:OO. 1 screeched out of the 
parking lot that nig ht-l had to get al1 the way across 
town to the clinic, in rush hour traffic ... 



When Sara read over her transcript, she added 

this layer of reflection to this story: 

Sara: I told my father this story one tirne, much later, 
when we were speaking at a PFLAG meeting [Par- 
ents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays]. I was sur- 
prised that he was upset with me, saying if he'd known, 
he would have let me leave early. 

Sara's parents have come a long way-par- 
Sooner or later, however, 
parents have to go beyond ticularly her father-from the difficulty they had when 
the cuitural messages of 
rejection and hatred if they 

she came out to thern as a lesbian. Being able to go 

are to feel any peace ... The and speak about being the parent of a lesbian who 
decision to go against hurtful 
societal views often does has had a child through alternative insemination indi- 

more than just help thern cates that Sara's dad has not only been able to corne 
survive. The act of confronting 
homosexuality openty and to accept her and her family, but feels able to be a 
courageously can becorne a 
course of freedom and fulfil- 

resource for other parents in similar situations. 

ment in the family. (Griffin et Sara's surprise at her dad's reaction to the story 
al., 1986, p. 9) 

of how she had to rush from school to the clinic that 

day, suggests that she had adjusted to the isolation 

that was part of her experience of trying to get preg- 

nant. When she told me this story, she actually found 

it somewhat humorous-she didn't expect support 

from her coworkers at the school where she was sub- 

stitute teaching. Her surprise also suggests to me that 

she had no reason to think that her dad would have 

been supportive, as her dad, and in his role as princi- 

pal at the school. She didn't expect his support in that 



situation, and was surprised when he said that he 

would have let her go early. This makes me wonder if 

he was truiy able to be as supportive at that tirne, as 

he now wishes he could have been, or whether his 

openness and supportiveness has grown in the two 

or three years that have passed since then. 

This story is inspiring for those of us who hope 

for an integrated experience of family in our lives. Sara 

and her dad are doing quite well in their own relation- 

ship as father and daug Mer, and he has joined her in 

the work of combating homophobia by building sup- 

port for other lesbians and gay men and their family 

and f riends. 
* * * * * * * * * * *  

Peter told me a story about how his father threw 

a huge birthday party for himself on his eightieth bitth- 

day, had it professionally video-taped by someone from 

the local cornmunity cablevision channel, and gave 

everyone copies of the video for the following Christ- 

mas. He says that every time he sees his dad, he is 

asked if he has watched the video lately. In Peter's 

words, "Makes you want to vomit." And so I asked 

Peter how he became the person he is, without the 

egotistical attributes of his father. His immediate re- 

sponse was to give his parents credit: 



Differences of class, age, 

Peter: I have to credit my parents for a lot of that, too. 
I have to credit my parents for, you know ... there's 
been a certain amount of accornplishment in my life. 
And, uh, you know, my parents ... it was really, really 
important for them. You know, an education. 

For Peter, making peace with his family of ori- 

ethnicityt and a Of gin, has meant learning to embrace the contradictions 
other identities that crosscut 
gender are sufficient to put to in them, so that he can appreciate what they gave 
test the notion of a single 
woman's or man's standpoint. him that he still values today, whila still seeing clearly 

TheassumPtionthatgender whatherejectsabouttheirwayoflife.Someofwhat 
identity will be the primary 
subjective ident it y for every he regrets about his growing up with them, specifi- 
lesbian or gay man, univer- cally not being encouraged to go to university, he now 
sally and without respect to 
context, remains just that: an sees as indicative of the atmosphere of racism which 
assumption. (Weston, 1991, 
p. 143) permeated their lives: 

Peter: I wish they had pushed education more. You 
know? After I graduated from school, and not taken 
me I don' know how many yean before I decided 
that, yes, I am university material. But again, I think 
that had a lot to do with the time that I graduated. Uh 
... what was (sigh) ... the expectations of a Black man, 
in those days. 

Over time, Peter has corne to feel compassion 

for his parents, and for himself, as he sorts through 

his mixed feelings about his iamily of origin: 

Peter: At times, I feel that I'm almost contradicting 
some of the things that I'rn saying, but I think the rea- 
son for that is because there are so many mixed emo- 
tions involved. Life in my family has been rich in so 
many ways, and at the same time, ifs been absolutely 



devastating. In other ways. It seems like it's been like 
that al1 my life. Only now, is it getting more clear. 

Tirne, and the opportunity to avail himself -of 

some therapy that he feels has been very beneficial 

for hirn, have helped Peter maka peace with the fam- 

ily he came from: 

Peter: I understand better now that ... people are dif- 
ferent. I know I could Say, I wish that my sister was 
more like ... somebody else. I wish that my dad and 
the whole dynamics that go on within my farnily were 
different, and like ... the Brady Bunch or whatever. Af- 
ter a while, you learn to accept, or I have learned to 
accept people for what they are. And ... and then you 
decide where you're going with them from there. It's 
not a huRful process anyrnore. You know? There was 
a time when it would have been painful. It's not 
anyrnore. I don? wish things any differently. You know? 
If there's something that happens that I disagree with, 
then I make a decision about what I'm going to do 
about that. There's ... I don? see it as a ... there's no 
perfect setting. There's no perfect world. So I'm 
pleased with what I have. As family. And the other. 
Whatever name we're going to attach to that. 

Luke, when I asked him how he has integrated 

his sense of his sexuality with his ideas about family, 

Luke: I was starting anew. My attitude was then, and 
it still is now, that even though I may have a slip of the 
tongue and cal1 them my grandparents, as far as I'm 
concerned, they're dead. And outside my aunt and 
my parents, I have no farnily. As far as I'm concerned. 



Luk8's story is an important one to hear, I think. 

because sometimes healing means rejection. It is not 

always possible ta achieve a reconciliation between 

being oneself, and being connected to one's family of 

origin, nor is it always possible to make peace with 

maintainhg relationships when there is no reconcilia- 

tion of these things. In Luke's case, the fact that the 

patriarch of the family (his grandfather) sexually 

abused him as well as several othen in the family, 

has never been confronted, and is protected by his 

wife, has a great deal to do with his decision. I tend to 

get caught up in the inspiring stories of growth and 

healing. Luke's story grounds me by rnaking me see 

that no growth on the part of farnily of origin mem- 

bers, no healing within these relationships, and- 

sometimes-no relationships with some family of ori- 

gin members is the reality for some of us. 

The experience of coming out 
to relatives convinced many 
that the elements of choice 
shape even the ostensibly 
fixed substance of biofogical 
ties. Selectivity manifested 
itseK in the discretionary 
power to judge the closeness 
of relationships. (Weston, 
1991, p. 188) 

Luke: I feel like I've done my integrating, thank you 
very much. I feel that it's very, um, based on a lot of 
the stuff with my parents, the positive stuff with my 
parents, that anybody who's family is somebody of 
my choosing. It has to be substantial. lt has to be some- 
thing that's real ... It's going to mean something be- 
cause, the farnily that I came from-biological fam- 
ily-I have nothing in common with these people. 
They've done more harm to me than any stranger I 
ever knew. 

Natalie: I just wrote my parents a big letter about, sort 
of explaining where I've been and why. And it was a 



Reafity, the tnittt, and disclo- really good letter in a sense because it was ... I was 
sure about W ~ O  really are able ta Say, you know, because of al1 these things, I'm 
supports individual growth not really interested in being in a relationship with a 
and validates the bond of gay man, and 1 know that's shitty for yOU, but ... yOU know, 
and lesbian relationships. that's what I've got to do. And finally, I'm, you know ... 
(Berton, 1988, p. 297) trying to make sense of rny life is such a way that I'm 

not hiding stuff. 

When Natalie read over her transcript, she listed 

what she thought the main themes in it were, and one 

of them was family secrets and silence about impor- 

tant events in the family that generated strong feelings 

for family rnembers. So for her to write a letter to her 

parents in which she discloses her inner life and the 

reasons for her decisions about relationships, is break- 

ing a tradition of silence and secrets-attempting to 

change a family pattern. Not hiding stuff is a radical 

departure from what she grew up with, when her mother 

would disappear from her life for months and then re- 

appear, with no explanation given ta the children. For 
In some families, it is the 
custom to avoid dealing with SOme of US, changing negative family patterns in the 
anyt hing of an intimate nature , 
especially if it is sexual, To 

way we put our own lives together, is the way we make 

introduce information about peace with the families we came !rom. 
yourself that tells farnily 
members more than they When Natalie reread the passage in her tran- 
want to know about your script that I excerpted above, she added one corn- 
personal life is going against 
family "culture." (Weston, ment: 
1991, p. 302) 

Natalie: And I'm happy! 



For Ellen, coming to terms with her family of 

origin has been made easier by her parents' ability to 

acknowledge and take responsibility for the alcohol 

abuse and violence that coloured her childhood. 

Ellen: Even today, like my dad ... I know my dad some- 
tirnes, he'll get this look like, um ... he can't give us 
enough love, sometimes? You know? Like, because, 
he knows, I guess, or he remembers those times when 
he was an asshole, or ... you know, the times when he 
hurt us ... 

Ellen and her parents are able to talk about 

those tirnes, and even when they dont remember the 

details of how they behaved with their children, they 

believe Ellen. They know the drinking was a problem, 

and that it had an effect on the rest of the fzmily. 

Ellen: I mean, we talk about the times when, you know, 
he was being violent and stuff like that, and, um ... 
there's one part in my m m ' s  life when she doesn't 
even remember. Especially when she was drinking. 
She doesn't remember like, one whole year of her life. 

When Ellen related this part of her story to me, 

it was with a sense of acceptance, and thankfulness 

that the family had corne through this and is still in- 

tact. 

' My own experience has been quite different, 

and leads me to believe that whether or not one's par- 



ents are willing and able to take responsibility for ways 

in which they have hurt theirchildren in the past, rnakes 

a big difference in the extent to which one is able to 

make peace with one's family of origin. When Ellen 

told me about how she and her parents talk about the 

negative aspects of their family life in the past, I dis- 

closed to her what it's like in my family: 

Andrea: It's quite wonderful for me to hear a story of 
your parents, kind of ... working on their own healing 
and then trying to help the family heal. And try to, you 
know, corne back with ... some mal love. 

Ellen: Yeah? 

Andrea: And care. And try and acknowledge, at least, 
if not make up for those times. I talked to my parents 
in October, on a trip to B.C., after getting back together 
with my younger brother last sumrner, who had been 
estranged from our family for ten years ... and ... and 
they asked about hirn and so I talked very openly about 
... you know ... my experience and his experience of 
physical and emotional abuse from them. And they ... 
they shut me down, basically. Turned around and ac- 
cused me of making it up, and ... 

Ellen: Oh, yeah, yeah ... 
Andrea: ... you know ... they responded with a corn- 
bination of denial and lying. And, you know, it's really 
great, when especially that generation, can Say, yeah 
... I screwed up there. And ... and realize there's some 
healing to be done, and ... it doesn't always happen. 
It's not going to happen in our family. So it's neat to 
know that sometimes that does happen. 



According to the seven different ~tories repre- 

sented here, making peace with our families of origin 

can involve sorting through what was positive and 

negative about Our early experience of family, finding 

ways to acknowledge what we value about that expe- 

rience, identifying family patterns that we want to 

change in our adult lives, healing from past hurts 

caused by family of origin members, or dealing with 

the realization that this healing may not happen in the 

family context. And there are as many more dimen- 

sions to this process as there are people's ~tofies to 

be told. 

Certainly, the process is often difficult, requir- 

ing courage and perseverance over tirne. Devoting a 

significant amount of energy to this process, and con- 

tenting ourselves with small increments of progress, 

demonstrates a deep commitment to our families of 

origin, for those of us who choose to, or who are able 

to do it. 

I close this chapter with a personal reflection 

on my recent visit to rny parents' home, a visit I made 

because my dad bas been diagnosed with an incur- 

able and ineversible progressive lung disease. 

Wrihg this on the plane ... the pilot has jusf 
announced that we are now flyng over 
Lethbndge, Alberta ... I am on my way home 



afier eight days visiting famiM 

One moves foiward in estab- 
lishing a self-accepting gay! 
lesbian [/bi] identity through a 
willingness to search for new 
information, new rneanings, 
new ways of being. (Berzon, 
1 988, p. 60) 

The visit went well. What does that mean? It 
means that l was able to be there in a way 
that was supportive of Mom and Dad as they 
brave& face the decline of Da& health, and 
still stay centred and be myself. 

None of us made any reference to the last 
visit. And yet, for me, it was no? as if it never 
happened. Their demeanor was much the 
same as it ha9 treen before, but mine wasn't. 
1 felt a wonderful sense of detachment, which 
freed me to be good to them, while still 
seeing cleiirly ho w their limitations pose a 
threat to my sense of self. They cannot-or 
will nct-partcipatte in my healing from the 
wounds they inflicted in the past, and 1 feel a 
peaceful acceptance of that. For the first 
time in my life, Mom 's controlling and critical 
ways did not tiigger old pain. It seems that, 
finally, she cannot hurt me anymore. 

Which brings me to a new place in my 
relationship with them. The compassion 1 feel 
for them is no longer tinged with a sense of 
injustice, and the hvisted outline of 
martyrdom that 1 now realize was fhere 
before. Also different is my capacity fo speak 
more honestly about my life. Mthout anger, 
without it being intended as a challenge, / 
talked about my thesis work, and, though it 
was not easy for them, they engaged in 
conversation with me about it, to the &est of 
their ability This is the key: 1 did not feel the 
need to conceal mytfue self. And therefore, I 
did not end up feeling diminished and 
alienated fmm myse/t by being there. 

This growth in me is so profound that it is 
really inexpressible. What 1 kno w with what 
feels like unshakeable certain& is that the 
litte one who was so hutt back then, is finaIIy 



safe. And that my well-being as a whole 
person, is in my own capable hands. 

I do not know how my relationships with 
them will unfold in the future. There are mare 
rocky m e s  to corne, because they want to 
read this thesis, and they wi/l be angry about 
what I have said about them-even though 1 
believe 1 am being respectful and ciear about 
the fact that ail of us have changed. 

But 1 am no longer afraid. i can offer them 
10 ve and supporf, without comprornising 
myself, and accept them as they are. 

So far, in my exploration of how bisexual, les- 

bian, and gay adults experience family, I have looked 

at where our ideas and expectations about family corne 

from, how we become family with those most impor- 

tant to us, what happens when our families of choice 

and Our families of origin meet, and how we make 

peace with our families of origin. 

These chapters al1 address the process of cre- 
- ating family, with al1 the complex dynamics that in- 

volves. ln the following chapter, I will examine how 

my six participants and I actually experience family, 

day to day. 



Gay and lesbian people are 
not so psychologically differ- 
ent from our heterosexual 
counterparts. We, too, have 
the need to affitiate, to have 
the continuity of companion- 
ship that brings true under- 
standing and intimacy ... the 
need to be caretakers and to 
know that there is someone to 
take care of us. (Weston, 
i991, p. 7) 

Du ring the interviews, the six participants spoke 

about many things that can best be presented as dif- 

ferent aspects of their experience of family in their day- 

to-day lives. They spoke of growth and learning heaithy 

ways of being themselves in the world that stem di- 

rectly from their efforts to meet their need for family. 

They spoke about what their households were like, 

what kind of household they would like to live in, and 

the role of extended farnily and community in their 

experience of family. They spoke about encountering 

homophobia and what it is like living in the centre of 

controversy. They also spoke of the link between their 

experience of family and the quality of their lives. 

I will address each of these different areas of 

their experience, in turn. 

Growth and Learning 

For bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults, the proc- 

ess of taking action to rneet our need for family usu- 

ally involves a great deal of personal growth. Some of 

this growth cornes in the form of strengthening the 

qualities in ourselves that enable us ta resist the pres- 



Because some of the tradi- 
tional definitions of family 
don7 fit gay and lesbian 
families, they often enjoy a 
greater arnount of freedom 
when it cornes to experiment- 
ing with new lifestyles and 
inventing unique f amily 
traditions. (Pollack, 1995, p. 
72) 

In periods when fields are 
wiîhout seaire foundations, 
practice becomes the engine 
of innovation. (Marcus and 
Fischer, quoted in Lather, 
t991, p. 116) 

sure to conform. We may find ourselves developing a 

strong sense of individuality and a cornmitment to 

being true to ourselves even in the face of disapproval, 

and the self-awareness that living this way requires. 

For Luke, being a bisexual man and creating a family 

of choice means embracing this oogoing process: 

Luke: Some people like to just be satisfied and be 
tranquil, and son of reach a space of contentment. 
For me, life isn't that-and especialiy farnilyi*sn't that. 
I guess the word I would pick would be, for me, dy- 
namic. Ongoing. Alive. Especially dynamic. Life ... and 
family ... is something that's always happening, it's 
always changing, and, uh, I feel like it's going in very 
positive, open ways. 

... So it's ... it's always looking at how I can 
grow, how I can improve dynamics with other people. 
And a constant questioning ... it's al1 so new. 

This sense of the newness of different possi- 

bilities was also mentioned by Natalie, for whom open- 

ness to growth in the process means being willing to 

try previously untried things: 

'Natalie: The guy I was engaged to, we'd been friends 
for years. So he had known all sorts of stuff about me 
al1 the way along. And then, I guess ... I have to think 
about how in the world we set this up. We ... when we 
started dating, I just said, this has to be under the con- 
dition that, you know, I wonPt have sex with other men, 
that's fine, but, you know, there may be atime when I 
have relationships with wornen outside of this. Is that 
okay with you? And he said, yeah, that's fine. You 
know? And we talked. 



And so to become more 
t houghtfully or attentively 
aware of aspects of human 
life which hitherto were merely 
glazed over or taken-for- 
granted will more likely bring 
us to the edge of speaking up, 
speaking out, O t decisively 
acting in social situations that 
cal1 for such action. (Van 

For some of us, the growth that cornes with cre- 

ating families of our own involves unlearning u nhealthy 

things that were part of Our experience in Our familias 

of origin. Ellen has had a heartfelt talk with one of her 

brothers, pointing out to hirn the ways he was repeat- 

h g  the çtory of alcohol abuse and violence that they 

grew up with as children. This has helped him to 

change his behaviour, and keep the cycle of violence 

from continuing in the next generation. 

Ellen: My oldest brother, he gets violent when he 
dnnks. And I remember talking to him and telling him, 
I said, , don? you rernember that time when we 
were kids and how afraid we were, like, when mom 
and dad would be drinking? And he would say, yeah. 
And I said, well, that's what you're doing to your own 
children. And he went, like, yeah. And he doesn't ddnk 
anymore ... We don? want our kids to be brought up in 
the sarne circumstance. 

Manen, 1990, p. 155) Supponing her partner in healing from her child- 

hood experiences of abuse and recovering from her 

substance abuse problem has also been a priority for 

Ellen in the establishment of their blended family. 

For some of us, attending to our own growth in 

this process has been grounded in some of the other 

responsibiities we have in our lives. Ellen talked about 

a need she was aware of, at an earlier point in her life, 

to balance exploring her evolving sexuality with her 



responsibility for maintaining a stable home for her 

daug hter: 

Ellen: I knew it was the women, not the men, that I 
wanted the relationship with. I knew that that's who 
my life is going to be with. My family ... is going to be 
another woman. And al1 those other things just, will 
either fit in or they don't. You know? And I have to 
think about my daughter. Because she is still at rny 
home. And she has ... she has no intention of going 
anywhere. And it was always my thing that, with her, 
regardless of who I was seeing, I didn't want her to 
feel any pressure. 

Part of what Ellen has learned is that her needs, 

regarding family in her life, are changing as she gets 

older. White she has been content with the arrange- 

ment she has had with her partner of eleven years, 

that they maintain separate households, she now feels 

that she would really like them to share a home: 

Ellen: I think maybe I'rn just getting older. And realiz- 
ing that I need someone. That I've been putting this 
ofi for so long, and it was always just my daughter 
and 1. And there was no room for anybody else. And 
now, I just feel that because things are changed, she's 
older ... now I'm beginning to feel that I do need some- 
one, and I do need them there mosttimes. And I think 
it just cornes with age. 

For Peter, what has corne with age is accept- 

ance of his feelings about his family of origin mem- 

bers, and knowing who the people are in his life who 



are most important. Along with those realizations has 

corne a sense of contentment and accomplishment: 

Peter: I'm much more clear than I would have been 
ten years ago. I've always known where I stand with 
the people in my life thût are very dear to me, outside 
of my family mernbers. And l think that will just con- 
tinue ... I'm pretty content now, where ten years ago, I 
can honestly Say, I wasn't content ... It's not so much 
questions anymore. A short while ago, it would have 
been questions. I would have been questioning my- 
self. Now, it's ... it's acknowledging. Now it's just an 
acceptance. Do you know what I mean? I don't beat 
myself up anymore because I don't have those feel- 
ings about farnily that we're told we should have. Be- 
cause we're relatea. I did a lot of that work. 

Ellen's experience adds another dimension to 

the notion of understanding and accepting the limita- 

tions of family relationships. For her, this applies to 

her family of choice as well as to her family of origin: 

Ellen: I've sounded off to the people who I consider to 
be family. You know, like, individually. Because they 
are so understanding, and I think, you know, that's 
who you look for and that's who you want in your life 
are those people that are going to help you. Bu? there's 
sometimes when, um ... it's ... sometimes you donPt 
want to burden thern with some of the shit that you're 
feeling, rigM? But when that happens, usually that's 
when I get into prayer. 

Being open to self-scrutiny and growth, break- 

ing the cycle of violence and abuse some of us expe- 

rienced in our families of origin, balancing our atten- 



The modem family's growing tiveness to our changing needs with other responsi- 
discomfort suggests the need 
for expansion and diversity in bilities, and coming to understand the limitations of 

what we expect frorn it and jts our families, are al1 aspects of our learning as we cre- 
adaptation to new social 
conditions wnh diverse timing ate family. This leamhg requifes hard W O ~ ,  but it has 
schedules and a multiplicity of its rewardç: 
roles for its members rather 
than for seeking refuge in a 
non-existent past. (Rossi et Luke: You know, you've got to work throug h it. If t here's 
al., 1978, p. ix) that cornmitment, you know, it's like ... and for me, 

that's the real space. I'rn challenged to be more as- 
sertive about asking for what I want. In my relation- 
ship, and in the familj. Like, I'rn learning a lot. I'rn leam- 
ing a lot of healthy things. 

Thoughts about Household 

Among the six people I intenriewed and me, 

there were several different perspectives on the im- 

portance of living in a household with our families of 

In Our cukutep many live with choice, or network of loved ones. For some of us, liv- 
families of chaice-one or 
more aduits who becorne in hg  with rnembers of Our family signifies the perma- 
time and with effort (no 
diff erent f rom any ot her 

nence of those relationships, and provides us with a 

relationship) the social con- buffer against feeling alone in the world. For others, 
struct that nurtures growth, 
that shares out life's mile- our household is the space we share with our intimate 

and 'Or us and partner, and we connect with other members of our 
supports us. (Wakeling, in 
Wakeling and Bradstock, family of choice outside of that space. And for some 
1995, p. 6) of us, the need to create household with our family of 

choice is something that changes over time. 

Once again, in this aspect of how we as bi- 



sexual, lesbian, and gay adults experience family, our 

Families of affinity, or families 
created through bonds of love 
and support, is the term that 
best describes gay and 
lesbian families. They are 
unique in their structure, their 
daily routines, and in their 
developrnent of rules and 
order, (Pollack, 1995, p. 73) 

Note: I finâ Pollack's empha- 
sis on niles and order unnec- 
essary and insidious. I don? 
think the assumption that 
there is, or needs to be, some 
sort of alternative family 
structure is justified. Does this 
reflect a need to be protected 
from uncertainty, by continu- 
ously constnicting mental 
frameworks that cornfort one? 

feelings and choices are ver- diverse. 

Daniel expressed a desire to live with one of 

his family of choice members indefinitely, and ex- 

plained how they envisioned this possibility: 

Daniel: We've talked about the idea of she and I buy- 
ing a home, and having a home together. And amal- 
garnating a paRner of mine, or of her's, into that, should 
it ... should the chance arise. And that maybe if I had a 
partner and she had a partner and the house was too 
small for four, one would buy the other one out, and 
the other couple would leave and start their own home 
in another place. But we've talked about the impor- 
tance of communal living, and this idea that we could 
raise two families, and that i f  she were to get preg- 
nant, I would support her through that, as family. 

For Daniel, as for most of us, there is a con- 

nection between family and home. In his case, be- 

cause he is finding it challenging to m a t e  family with 

0th8r gay men, he imagines creating a household with 

a straight woman friend and integrating his gay rela- 

tionships into that household. It is quite clear to him 

that sharing a household is part of being family: 

Daniel: I want to live with a family. I guess that means 
I want my own family around. And one of the things 
that I'n fearful about, being a gay man, is that some- 
day I'm going to be alone. Without any family. So, it is 
imperative that I have a connection with a group of 
people that I know will always be a part of my life. 



Sara, who is living with her partner and their 

In the process of claiming 
insurance benefits for same- 
sex partners, living together 
and owning property together 
are used as proof of the 
spusal relationship: 

The question of how to 
establish valid eligibility 
criteria for domestic partner- 
ships is an intriguing one. 
Simply declaring that a 
committed relationship exists 
is hardly enough to set the 
bureaucratic machinery in 
motion. Something more 
concrete is necessary. Some- 
thing verifiable is essential. 
The two conditions that are 
most easily veriiiable are 
cohabitation and economic 
integration. (Benon, 1988, p. 
266) 

child, spoke about how making major purchases to- 

gether-first, their car, and then, their house-was a 

significant step in becoming farnily: 

Sara: I think when we began, when and I be- 
gan to do things that suggested permanence, I began 
to think, okay, this is rny family ... When we bought a 
car together. I mean, it was the biggest expense I had 
ever had, the biggest purchase. And we both put Our 
rnoney together and bought the car. And, uh, I think 
that was the first thing. And then there was the house. 

Again, the theme of permanence cornes up. We 

live in a culture in which material things are syrnbolic 

of status and form another type of family discourse- 

the language of worldly possessions. I was amazed 

at how many of the participants used the metaphor of 

"te little house with the white picket fence" to describe 

what their expectations were of their adult lives, when 

they were children. So it is not surprising that buying 

a home with one's family rnembers is an important 

expression of being family. As well as the practical 

aspect of sharing the expense and the responsibility 

for a major investment with another person, there is 

the statement that such an investment makes: our in- 

tention is to be together in the long-term. 

Peter's experience supports this, and adds 

another dimension. He and his panner lived together 



in their own home, until his partner's recent death. At 

the time of the interview, this was how Peter described 

his sense of their household: 

Peter: and 1 had a family reunion, where first 
we had al1 his family corne, and then, the following 
year, we had the same for my family. And we hosted it 
at Our home. 80th times. When t had mine, 1 stated 
very clearly, t hat is my partner, this is our home. 
This is not just my home. So when you come to our 
home, both people are tieated with the same amount 
of respect. And acceptance. 

What Peter articulates here is the self-determi- 

nation that can come with sharing a household, and 

being the creators of the environment in which we live 

with our families. When Peter explained to his invited 

family members that this was the home he shared with 

his partner, he was making it clear that they were fam- 

ily, and that the invited guests were visiting them as 

family, not just coming to see Peter. Again, the physi- 

cal space of the home becomes part of the statement 

that Peter and his partner wanted to make about their 

relationship, in the context of their extended families. 

Peter's experience was interesting in another 

way, also. Although he feels deep and meaningful 

connections with several loved ones (he chooses not 

to use the term 'family of choice') who occupy a place 

in his life much like traditional family members, his 



household was clearly the home of his intimate rela- 

tionship. Some of his loved ones had never, or only 

briefly met, his partner. There was separateness in 

his life, between his partner and other loved ones, that 

Peter constructed quite purposefully, for reasons he 

was aware of but chose not to discuss. 

The recent death of his partner has lefi Peter 

living alone in their home. It would be interesting to 

kcsw if, in the future, he continues to maintain this 

distance between hame/househoId/intimate relation- 

ship and his loved ones, or i f  his living situation will 

change ta include another form of family. Certainly, 

life-changing events, like the death of a spouse, open 

up the possibilities of change in how one's household 

is constituted and what it means. 

Ellen was the other participant who spoke about 

how household figures in ber experience of family. She 

made a decision to create a home for her and her 

daughter, and to keep her personal relationships out- 

side of their home. Although lovers could and would 

spend nights there, she never chose to invite any to 

stay. This decision reflected her cornmitment to main- 

taining a stable environment for her child, that was 

not subject to change with the changes Ellen experi- 

enced in her personal life: 



Ellen: That's how I always thought it would be. Re- 
gardless of what relationships I was in, while 
was living at home, I wasn't going to bring anybody 
home. And have them live in my house. You know, 
because that was my house and 's house. That 
was ... there was no roorn for ... you know, although I 
was seeing different people, I never asked them to 
move in. 

Over time, this combined with Ellen's long-term 

partner's choice to keep a separate household for her 

and her daughters, a decision influenced by the needs 

of her daughters in the early stages of her relation- 

ship with Ellen. In the last couple of years, it has be- 

corne clear that Ellen's daughter does, indeed, con- 

sider their home to be her home, and she does not 

plan to move out, although she is working and in a 

committed relationship with her boyfriend. Ellen's 

daughter's boyfriend now lives there, too. Panly be- 

cause she knows that her daughter's sense of home 

is secure, and paitly because her own needs have 

changed, Ellen now wants to live with her paRner and 

m a t e  a shared household. It is the constancy that 

such a living situation provides that she desires: 

Chosen families introduce Ellen: As our children get older, we're looking forward 
s*methingrathernovelinto tohavingsometimealone.Togoanddosomestuff. 
kinshiP relations by O r o W  And live together, for a change! Because, I thin k, right 
ing f riends together with now, that's what I'rn feeling. I'm really feeling that. And 
lovers and children within a I'm really feeling the foneliness of it, like, of us being 
single cultural domain. apart. I'm feeling that I want to be with someone eve- 
(Weston, 1991, p. 136) r~ day. 



Discourse analysls: 

If we attribut8 family diversity 
to the organizational 
embeddedness of family 
usage, the household is no 
longer the express geographi- 
cal location of domestic order. 
As we reveal family in iîs 
assignment practices, family 's 
geography is transformed. 
The meaning of familial 
experience is attached not to 
the private household as a 
site for "fmiiy," but rather to 
the diverse domains of family 
usage. This does not discount 
the household's importance, 
but it does invalidate the 
assumption that it is the 
ultimate experiential location 
of dornestic order. (Gubriurn 
and Holstein, 1990, p. 130) 

From the stories gathered in this project, it 

seems that living in households with our family of 

choice members appeals to some of us for different 

reasons. Permanence, constancy, self-determination, 

and flexibility are a few of the values that we associ- 

ate with the households in which we live, or want to 

live. 

Extended Family and Community 

Because our families of choice, or the network 

of loved ones who are closest to us, are unconven- 

tional, so are our definitions of extended family. 

For some of us, extended family means 

people we are related to through our families of 

gin, augmented by some of our closest friends. 

others, extended family does not intersect with 

the 

ori- 

For 

Our 

families of origin at all, but is made up only of those 

members of our family of choice with whom we do not 

live in the same household. One participant may refer 

to the network of loved ones that he or she relates to 

as family outside of life in their home as extended fam- 

ily, while another would use the term 'farnily of choice' 

for a parallel group of people. This can be referenced 

to how the individual feels about their household and 

if their sense of family extends beyond the walls of 



their home. For those who consider that their family 

extends beyond those they live with, extended family 

tends to mean another, slightly larger circle extending 

beyond and encompassing more people than their 

family of choice. 

Extended family factors more significantly in the 

day-to-day lives of some of us than it does for others. 

The same can be said for the rote of community. For 

some, there is almost no distinction between extended 

family and community. 

Luke, whose experience of extended family with 

his farnily of origin was overwhelmingly negative, is 

now part of a traditional extended family through his 

part ne r: 

Luke: They have a lot of rituals that I'm just learning 
about. Things like food, doing stuff together. Like, this 
surnmer, I helped out with the garden in the back of 
the house. There's a lot of ... it's hard because it's al1 
so new for me to have extended family in that sense. 
I'm a lot more used to ... it's enjoyable. I rnean, there's 
stressful times and there's good times. 

Coming out is an act that is 
repeated over and over again One of the stressfui times for Luke was when 
every time the information is 
shared with a new friend, he found himself coming out as bi to his partner's 

another coworker [or ex- younger sister, when this little girl asked him about 
tended family member]. 
Sometimes the decision is the freedom rings he wore on a chah around his neck. 

spontaneous* Whatever the It was a tense moment in which the question of the 
situation, it is an affirmation of 
identity. (Pollack, 1995, p. 71) future of their relationship was very much up in the 



air, that resolved into her acceptance and a deepen- 

ing of the bond between them. Still, there are times 

when Luke doesn't know how he fits in. He is finding 

his way in this extended family as time goes on. 

Ellen also spoke about the advantages and dis- 

advantages of having an extenaed family, although it 

seems clear that, for her, the good outweighs the bad. 

Ellen: Sometimes extended families are a good thing, 
and sometimes they're a bad thing. They're a good 
thing, um, when you need that other family to help 
you with ... bringing up children, or whatever. But it's a 
hindrance when, especially if you're having problems 
in your relationship, you get the other family members 
interfering and putting in their comments. So ... if a 
couple is having problems, it's harde? for them to try 
to work it out because there's other people interfer- 
ing. That's the only thing. But ... my family ... I'm very 
close to al1 my aunts. And I just thank goodness that 
my aunts were there whan I went through that rebel- 
lious stage with my mother. If they weren't there to ' believe it's impoitant for support me, 1 think I probably would be dead on the 

to have a variety Of streets. Because I was getting into those circum- 
around during their upbring- stances. - -  . 

ing. The old extended family 
had qualities the cuvent 
nuclear farnily often lacks; 
aunts, uncles, cousins and 

Ellen's experience of extended family was 

grandparents with whom kids unique among the participants' stories, because she 
have an ongoing close rela- 
t ionship. As with parenthood, I lives on the Mi'qrnaq resenre where she grew up. 00th 

believe it's the role these her mom and dad corne from large families, so Ellen 
people play in kid's lives, not 
their biobgical similarities, is biologically related to many people who live in her 
that is imvitant* in community. Ellen's sense of extended family also in- 
Wakeling and Bradstock, 
1995, p. 93) cludes non-biological Mn, specifically, people in her 



cornmunity that are gay or lesbian, and also some 

straight friends. 

Ellen: Because we've gone through al1 that stuff. And 
I've learned a lot from them. And I still go to seekthem 
out for advice, when I'm having some difficulty. 

Peter considers his home to be space for hirn 

and his partner, while his network of loved ones occu- 

pies the inner circle around his home. His extended 

family are the relatives with whom he enjoys close 

relationships. He spoke most about his nieces, and 

how much he enjoys being included in their lives. 

Sara is an exarnple of someone whose bounda- 

ries between extended family in the traditional sense, 

and in the sense of family of choice, are fuuy: 

Sara: I would Say, if you're asking about my extended 
family, I would Say it's my parents, my siblings ... and 
then further out, my aunts and uncles and cousins. 
But I also include as very dear to me, a number of 
other people that have no relation. That ... I would say 
are part of my family. Like . who is somebody 
that I love dearly, and she's like a sister to me in a lot 
of ways, and I've known her since school. 

In Sara's experience, the role her biological sis- 

ter plays in her life and the role an extended family of 

choice member plays are indistinguishable from each 

other. One buys clothes for the baby and looks after 

her when Sara and her partner need a break, and one 



drops off a couple of boxes of diapers because she 

knows they can use them. In the reality of Sara's day- 

ta-day family life, whether or not a family member is a 

blaod relation is not a determining factor in the 

supportiveness and meaningfulness of the relation- 

ship. 

Neither Daniel nor Natalie spoke about ex- 

tended family as a significant part of their experience 

of family at this time in their lives. 

Community and extended family of choice 

rnean close to the same thing in the stories of some of 

the six people I interviewed. However, it is instructive 

to take a closer look at how we each relate to the term 

and concept of community. 

Daniel's use of the term "comrnunity" is re- 

stricted to what he perceives and experiences as the 

gay community. For him, this refers to those who are 

out to themselves and who participate in some collec- 

tive forms of cultural expression: going out to the bars, 

going to see queer films or other cultural events, so- 

cializing and/or doing political work with other queers. 

He considers himself part of this community. Commu- 

nity figured in his reflections on family in that he hopes 

to have more people from the gay comrnunity become 



members of his family of choice. 

We have no specifically 
lesbian traditions, no lesbian 
customs to guide us in Our 
daily lives. We have no time- 
honored way of formaking 
our unions, our separations, 
Our births, ouf deaths, our 
cornings and goings, no social 
services geared to our needs. 
(Pollack and Vaughan, 1987, 

P* 27) 

Sara spoke about looking for exarnples of the 

kind of family life she wanted, when she first came out 

in the lesbian community. She did not find what she 

was looking for there, at that time. Now she speaks of 

comrnunity as something she had to create for her- 

self: 

Sara: My support for being a non-traditional family 
cornes from the community I created because I needed 
that support. And then, in the second place, from my 
farnily of origin that came around in the end. But ... in 
the first instance, it was the ... that's where it was. My 
own community, that I had to make. 

Peter's references to community were minimal. 

He talked about the Black community he grew up in, 

and he used the term to refer to the geographical area 

where he now lives. lt did not seem, from his inter- 

view, that being part of a community is a major paR of 

his identity at this point in his life. 

Luke had recently moved to this area so his 

experiences of community still referred to the city in 

which he used to live. He found community among 

feminists, and it was among those whom he consid- 

ered to be part of his community, that potential family 

of choice members could be found. 

Natalie did not use the term community very 



Because of the extreme 
biphobia in the lesbian corn- 
rnunity, and because the 
lesbian and gay community is 
one I have always admired, 
related to, and identified with, 
it has been much more 
diff icult to be out as bisexual 
in the lesbian community than 
to be out as lesbian in the 
straight world. (Dajenya, 
1991, p. 249) 

much at all. She had an experience of queer commu- 

nity at her workplace, which she clearly valued and 

relied upon during some difficult tirnes in her life. Her 

life seemed to be in flux in several ways-in her ori- 

entation to relationships, to her family of ongin, and in 

her education and career plans. She has since moved 

to another province to take a job. My sense is that 

community is something she may cultivate and expe- 

rience in more meaningful ways in the future. 

What does community mean to me? This is a 
hard one. 

1 do not feel that 1 am a part of any 
community at this point in my life. 1 have 
experienced a sense of comrnunity among 
lesbian ferninists in the past, but felt 
constricted by the feeling that my 
membership in that community entitled other 
women to make a number of assumptions 
about me. I recall being horrifiecf ar the nasty 
response many women 1 knew had upon 
hearing that a fliend of ours, whom we knew 
as a lesbian, was involved with a man. From 
thaï point on, 1 dnl not feel comfortable in the 
lesbian community. 

Not long after that , 1 came out as bi, myself. 
Like so many other women, who realize that 
a lesbian identity does not allow them to fully 
express who they are, 1 have expenenced 
intense biphobia in the lesbian community. 
My response to this has been to retreat, and 
m a t e  an eclectic nebvork of fdends and 
loved ones on whom I can rely. 

1 guess 1 have become suspicious of 



communities that are based on a shared 
ideology lt has been my experience that, 
over time, ideological frameworks o ften 
atrophy into dogma, and those who source 
their identity from them o#en become rigid 
and resistant to change and gniwh. 

And so ... 1 choose to situate myself on the 
penphery of several communities: my 
housing CO-op ... the neighbourhood we /ive 
in . . . the community 1 am a part of by 
participating in the local Unitarian church 1 go 
to . . . the therapeutic community . . . the aRs 
community . .. These are al1 very importafant 
sources of rneaning and identity for me, 
without requiring me to renounce any aspect 
of myself, as a condition of membership. 

* * + . + * . + *  

Encounterlng Hornophobla and Biphobia 

In the daily life of bisexual, lesbian and gay 

adults in non-traditional families, encounters with 

homophobia and biphobia are inevitable. The forms 

are variable, and often unexpected. It is quite impos- 

sible to fully describe this aspect of the lives of those I 

interviewed and myself, so, once again, I have cho- 

sen to provide the reader with a vignette from each 

person's experience. Hopefully, this will indicate the 

range of ways homophobia and biphobia are experi- 

enced in ouf family lives, and also, the different ways 

we respond and cope. 



In San Francisco, gay corn- 
munity organizations set up 
special telephone hotlines 
during the holidays to serve 
as resources for lesbians and 
gay men battling feelings of 
loneliness or depression. 
(Weston, 1991, p. 30) 

Daniel: Well, Christmas dinner's not going to be hap- 
pening after I've corne out-well, that's a general ... I 
won't Say never, but I mean ... the dynarnics of those 
holidays, and, you know, special occasions will change 
once they find out I'm a homosexual man. I mean, 
that's just going to take place. My partner and I are 
not going to be going to rny parents' house for Christ- 
mas dinner ... I have no idea what's going to take place 
with my family of ongin. My family of choice is predict- 
able. My family of origin isn't. 

Daniel's experience of homophobia is centred 

on his family of origin, from whom he expects a de- 

gree of rejection and resistance to his gay lifestyle, 

once he cornes out to thern. Accordingly, his hopes 

for the future are grounded in the process of becom- 

ing family with people he chooses to occupy that in- 

ner circle in his life. He has already started to ma te  

this family of choice, and continues to work at it in a 

conscious way. 

What is most striking to me about this particu- 

lar experience of hornophobia and its relationship to 

Daniel's need for family, is the notion of predictability. 

Daniel understands that the homophobia in his family 

of ongin effectively denies him a sense of secuiity in 

those family relationships. While the predictability of 

any relationship over time can certainly be debated, 

Daniel feels more confidence in his family of choice 

relationships. His way of dealing with this experience 



of homophobia is to focus on creating his family of 

... from a non-biological 
comother's journal: 

I was hurt in the Berkeley 
Bowl when a woman came up 
and asked, "Well, whose baby 
is it?" and Kathleen said, 
"Mine." I understood why she 
said that, but it hurt anyway. 
(Gray, 1987, p. 135) 

choice: 

Daniel: And ... your farnily of choice ... I guess I'm 
looking for it to be more stable than my farnily of ori- 
gin, and to not change. So now I'm looking for mern- 
bers of that family that will be there in forty years. And 
that's part of their potential. 1s knowing that they're 
not the type of people that are going to forget me . .. in 
foRy years. Or that they value me for reasons that will 
still be there in forty years. 

Sara: It is hard when ... you're out in public. And, like, 
you're walking down a mall. Or sornething. And some- 
body stops and says-and these are strangers , but 
everybody approaches babies-and a stranger says, 
oh what a cute baby, who's the mom?And that's hap- 
pened more than once, several times. It's awkward, 
and we don? quite know how to respond to it, and it's 
a stranger, and you're never going to see them again. 
Do you get into a point of educating this person that 
you don't know that you'll ever see again? I mean, 
how much responsibility do I take for this work? You 
know? So, there've been times when one or the other 
of us has said, me, and the other just hasn't said any- 
thing. And there was one time when we said, well, 
she has two moms, and the person just sort of looked 
at us and said, oh what a cute baby, and lett. 

Sara's encounters with homophobia these days 

are related to how she and her partner and their child 

interact as a family, in their neighbourhood, 

workplaces, their families of origin, and in public. To a 

great extent, the two of them have addressed these 

ex~eriences verv effectivelv as t hev have emeroed in 



As I am at home with Ben, I 
am oiten confronted with 
making a decision about who I 
explain our situation to. It 
involves coming out as a 
lesbian to people I normally 
would not consider being 
intimate with. The assumption 
is that I am the biological 
mother and there is a hus- 
bandlfather. I find having to 
correct people in their as- 
sumptions difficult and stress- 
ful, especially when I don7 
have any idea of their preju- 
dices. (Ogle and Holstock, 
1995, p. 27) 
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their families of origin, at home, and at work. Sara 

speaks of having developed a clear sense of how to 

respond in these contexts, and having found open- 

ness and attitudes that are able to change. It is in re- 

sponding to the public experiences of homophobia that 

Sara feels less sure of herself. 

It takes an enormous amount of energy to tell 

the truth about one's family, in the face of ignorance 

and the likelihood of having that truth met with fear 

and loathing. And to feel the need to do this with stran- 

gers, when there is no investment in an ongoing rela- 

tionship, adds a kind of perplexity to the challenge. 

The question of whether or not this is really neces- 

saiy surfaces for the individual, or couple, in those 

situations. And yet, especially as their child gets older 

and is able to understand what is going on, there are 

negative re pe rcussions from deciding not to correct 

the assurnptions of those the family meets. Sara and 

her partner are very aware of how accommodating 

homophobia can affect not only their wellbeing, but 

t heir child's sense of herself in the world. For instance, 

one of the ways Sara and her partner have had to 

change their behaviour is to challenge themselves to 

be more openly affectionate with each other in Sara's 

parents' home, so that their daughter will not grow up 

thinking that affection between women is something 



Now, 1 believe, we need a 
concept of permanent partner- 
ships for Our relationships, a 
concept that sends the same 
message that heterosexual 
marriage does: these two 
people are bound in love and 
in life, functioning as a family 
unit, mutually committed and 
invested in another's future. 
(Benon, 1988, p. 8) 

that needs to be hidden. 

For Sara and her partner, there is a lot of work 

involved in dealing with homophobia. Her response to 

these encounters is a firm commitment to deal with 

them as directly as possible, recognizing her limita- 

tions and her need to make choicec about where she 

spends her energy. It is important to note, however, 

that this has not corne without feelings of anger: 

Sara: I wish we didn't have to deal with the funny looks 
and the rude remarks and the fear, every time you 
think about whether you should tell this new person. 
And, uh, the beating heart, andthe ... the ... you know, 
I wish f didn't have to go to the hospital and worry 
about what somebody's gonna think and whether 
they're going to be just that little bit less gentle when 
they poke the needle in my baby's butt, you know? I 
shouldn't have to expend energy thinking about that 
kind of stuff. And it pisses me off that I do. More than 
anything, it just pisses me off. 

Peter: One of the places where I've dealt with this is 
at , where I used to work, and I think it was 
quite a ... educational process fort hem. They became, 
probably, one of the most supportive elements in my 
life, in the last few years. Usually, my partner and I 
would be included in any events, or referred to in con- 
versations about relationships, and when R wasn't ... 
and I had to bring it up, because I would-whether it 
was in a staff meeting or whatever-and I felt I was 
being excluded for that reason, they were. uh ... sin- 
cerely apologetic, and it wouldn't happen more than 
that once, with that particular ... it would depend. you 
know, on what the issue was. 



Besides the ongoing struggle Peter has had 

with his father to recognize his same-sex relationship, 

Peter encountered homophobia at his workplace. He 

spoke very clearly, however, about the openness of 

his coworkers to change their attitudes to be less dis- 

criminatoty and more inclusive. Seeing growth in this 

area over the years hs worked at one particular place. 

was a rewarding experience for him. Like Sara, Peter 

had to work at this, but his coworkers responded to 

his efforts to get recognition for who family was for 

him, by taking responsibility and changing t heir ways. 

Peter's coworkers had already had their conscious- 

ness raised about the injustice of discrimination on 

the basis of sexual orientation; their expressions of 

homophobia were unintentional. Once il was pointed 

out to them by Peter that they were excluding him, 

they were quick to change. 

Because the experiences of encountering and 

challenging homophobia t hat Peter mentioned were, 

comparatively speaking, quite minimal, he and I were 

able to identify another layer of inequity, that is, the 

gratitude we feel for the respect that we should be 

able to expect: 

Peter: You know, they really took on the whole issue 
of, you know, what can we do as a group? And what 
isn't working in this organization to allow you the sup- 



port you need at this particular time? They took on 
some wonderful projects. 

Andrea: Great. 

Petet: Yeah. And didnt shy away from what that could 
rnean. You know, 1 think they were very brave in some 
... it should be expected of all, but for a group that's ... 

Andrea: We're so grateful for what we should be able 
to expect. 

Peter: Exactly. Yeah. 

Andrea: But in the context wetre in, we're still grate- 
ful. 

Luke: I took my time, and when I did reach-and for 
me it was a crisis perioâ-when I had to face a lot of 
things about myself. U h ... I said, okay, I got to look for 
who I am, and I took the time to really look at it. And ... 
I guess the label was, bi. And thatts a very strong sup- 
port for me, because I know I took the time, I know 
this is who I am. Especially when somebody in the 
community will Say, oh, in a few yean, you'll be fully 
gay. You know? It's like ... no. I know where I'm at. 

Luke hast like many bisexual people, experi- 

enced biphobia in the gay community. Many of us- 

myself included-have heard cornments about our- 

selves or other bisexual people that are derogatory, 

leading us to the conclusion that we cannot expect 

support from gay men and lesbians. This can have 

the effect of cutting us off from the one group we tend 

to think we have some hop8 of receiving support 



Unfortunately, it is often tnie 
that parents' wishes for their 
daughter or son not to be 
actively gay get manifested in 
an effort to sabotage their 
offspring's relationship. 
UsuaHy, this happens in subtle 
ways. (Benon, 1988, p. 292) 

from-leaving us doubly marginalited. 

How this plays itself out in our lives with our 

families of choice is subtle, but very real. We simply 

don? have many opportunities to share our questions 

or struggles as we create families that honour our bi- 

sexuality. Luke's response to his encounters with 

biphobia has been to take the initiative to create the 

suppoR he needs: 

Luke: It doesn't Wear me down but, sometimes, that 
part of me will get lonely. That's the part of me that 
I've used to start support groups and things like that. 

Natalie: Try as I might, I'd love to Say that I would, 
you know, at some point in time, take a partner and go 
to Toronto [where her parents live] and visit. And there's 
possibility in that, but ... highly unlikely in the next little 
while, anyway. 

Natalie comes up against homophobia, more 

than biphobia, in her family of origin when she thinks 

about taking a same-sex partner home with her, when 

she goes to visit. She cannot envision this in the fore- 

seeable future. f his affects her life in a couple of sig- 

nifiant ways. Fintly, if an instance arose when it would 

feel natural for her to take her partner home to meet 

her family and see the places where she grew up, 

Natalie will choose to go against this natural desire, 



knowing that it would probably be an unpleasant and 

unfulfilling experience. That type of decision distorts 

the relationships we are in, by keeping them invisible 

to our familias, and accorded less respect and impor- 

tance than a heterosexual relationship would receive. 

This reinforces the heterosexism that keeps us invis- 

ible and in the situation of lacking support. We get the 

message-however subtly-that there is something 

wrong with us and the way we live. Needless to Say, 

this is damaging to oui self-concept, making it a real 

challenge to maintain a healthy sense of ourselves. 

Secondly, the decision to not take a same-sex 

partner on a trip to visit one's family of origin, denies 

that peson the opportunity to get a sense of where 

we have come from, our roots. As al1 of us who have 

experienced this kind of trip with a partner know, it is a 

meaningful step in developing an intimate relationship. 

Not being able to share this with a partner can get in 

the way of establishing a sense of continuity between 

where we came from and who we have become, leav- 

ing our intimate relationships impoverished in this way. 

Natalie currently deals with this by insisting that 

when her parents visit her, they must see, interact with, 

and respect the reality of her life as a bisexual woman 

who is sometimes in a relationship with another 

woman: 



Natalie: I mean, when they corne to visit here, you 
know, I certainly wouldn't, um ... at this time ... I mean, 
there was a time when I wouldnl include anybody, 
but at this time, you know ... if you're coming to visit 
me, you know what the cards are on the table already, 
so , that's what you're going to see when you get here. 

Ellen: l'Il tell you a story. (chuckles) and I were 
going into the store one day. And there were these 
little girls. They were only nine years old, ten yean 
old, like that. Or maybe even younger. And these two 
younger girls, they know us. They're from rny commu- 
nity. They know who we are. And they know that we're 
lesbians, although, like I said, they don? have a lot of 
... on the concept. But anyway, they had a friend visit- 
ing from another comrnunity, and when and I 
were going into the store, you see, they got in this 
little huddle, right? And and I looked at them 
and we smiled at them and went into the store. And 
about two minutes later, those little girls came into the 
store. And the little girl that was with thern, she was 
looking at us, and she said, they're only women. Like 
she didn't understand what lesbian was, and she says, 
like, they're only women. 

Ellen appreciated the humour in this particular 

stoiy, and went on to explain that she chooses never 

to get defensive, especially with children, since that 

often fuels the negative reaction. Knowing that they 

are young and they have not had a chance to see the 

love that is there in her relationship with her partner, 

helps her to deflect experiences like this one without 

feeling huR. 

Lack of acceptance and understanding from 



adults is a bit different. Ellen's partner's sisters have 

The basic queer-hating of 
their society and peers has, 
so far, been easier to deal 
with than the silence or 
illegitimacy placed on us by 
their grandparents, aunts, 
uncles, and their father. 
(Roberts, in Pollack and 
Vaughan, 1987, p. 150) 

not yet accepted their relationship, and have ex- 

pressed their disapproval to her partner's daughters. 

While Ellen and her paRner are concerned that this 

does not make life any easier for their kids, Ellen does 

not take their disapproval personally, and stays clear 

about whose problem it is: 

Ellen: To me, you know, that ... that's just something 
that they're going to have to deal with. R's their own 
issues, nght? 

On the day that l am writing this section, 1 am 
thinking about a ca!lI have to make to my 
parents tonight. My dad's health is 
deteriorating, and there is a sense of 
uncenainty in this situation. Urgency is toying 
with us, it seems. 

1 am going to B. C. to visit the wuman I am 
involved with, at the end of Octaber. 1 have 
fold my parents this, explaining the reason for 
this trip, and expressing my desire to come 
and spend a couple of days with them while 1 
am out there. 

Their difficulty witb my felatiunship with her 
is so great, that I am not sure al this point 
whether or not they want me to come. 1 know 
they want me to pretend, for their sakes, that 
1 am not involved with a woman. 1 have 
obliged them in this way in the pasf. They 
know that l am no longer wi//ing to do this, 
because / have fealized that this is a 
distortion of myself that h u a  me. 



So hem is the homophobia 1 am up against: 

Theirk: That they may not want me to spend 
time with them on this trip, oor, if 1 do, they 
may expect that / make no mention of the 
wornan 1 am involved with. That, even though 
my dad's time is limited, they could still 
choose to reject me. That their homophobia 
could effective& block my ability to suppofl 
them in this tirne, and keep me from spending 
time with my dad. 

Mine, intemalited: That 1 am questioning 
myself about whether or not it is fair for me 
to expect them to accept me as I am, at this 
tirne in their /ives, when they are going 
through so much. That 1 can sri11 go there-to 
that place where I take responsibility for their 
homophobia, and consider a temporary 
return to the closet, to make things easier for 
them. Even though 1 thought 1 had made a 
clear decision not to do that anymore. 

How I deal with this: I remind myself thal 1 
am kind and caring, and motivated by my 
desire to offer them my love and suppoh l 
remind myseH that 1 an: an adult with the 
need, as well the right, to be myself. And I 
tell myself that, since my time with my dad is 
so limited at this point, 1 definitely want it to 
be real. 

And I talk it thruugh with my girlfriend in B. C. 
and members of my family of choice, who 
have offered me their suppoR as I grapple 
with this dilemma. 

From these seven examples, we can see that 

we encounter homophobia and biphobia from numer- 

ous sources: from ouf parents, from extended family, 



Then there are those subtle 
acts of discrimination and 
homophobia that are more 
difficult ta evaluate-neig h- 
bours who prefer to keep their 
distance, PTA parents who 
discuss you behind your back, 
school systems that inhibit 
your child's ability to share her 
home life in the classroorn. 
(Pollack, 1995, p. 27) 

The schools have asked few 
questions when both parents 
have volunteered time in the 
classroom and corne to 
school events. They have 
accepted our time and energy 
with gratitude, conducted 
parentlteacher conferences 
with both of us, and tacitly 
supported our nontraditional 
family. (Tortorilla, 1987, p. 
1 73) 

from coworkers, from children in ourcommunities, from 

strangers. In those instances, It seems that there is 

little distinction made between hornophobia and 

biphobia. Queer is queer, to those who have not ex- 

arnined their heterosexist beliefs and attitudes. For 

those of us who are bisexual, our encounters with what 

we can specifically name as biphobia, have been 

mostly with people who identify as exclusively gay or 

lesbian. 

The impact of al1 of this is multi-faceted and 

different for each of us. We experience unpredictability 

in our family of origin relationships, and a lack of con- 

tinuity in our lives when we cannot bring our same- 

sex panners to the place where we grew up. We ex- 

perience a wearisome need to constantly choose when 

to correct assumptions and provide education, and we 

have to deal with our anger about this. And we find 

ourselves feeling grateful for sornething most people 

can take for granted-respect for our right to choose 

a lifestyle that is suited to us. 

We are resourceful in our responses, in ways 

that are varied in direct proportion to the numerous 

ways we experience homophobia and biphobia. Some 

of us nurture a cornmitment to social change that keeps 

us going through the endless process of rnaking space 

for ourselves and our families, and support each other 
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in that commitment. Some of us use our loneliness 

and anger as fuel for cornmunity activism. And those 

of us whose stories are presented here, try to remain 

clear about who needs to take ownership and respon- 

sibility for the problems associated with homophobia 

and biphobia-namely, those who have difficulty with 

who we are. 

The Constancy of Controversy 

The very notion of gay fami- 
lies asserts that people who 
claim nonprocreative sexual 
identities and pursue 
nonprocreative relationships 
can lay daim to family ties of 
their own without necessary 
recuurse to marriage, child- 
bearing, or child-rearing. 
(Weston, 1991, p. 35) 

There can be no doubt that bisexual, lesbian, 

and gay adults creating family with our loved ones 

expend a great deal of energy challenging 

heterosexism and homophobia. Our very existence 

challenges the dominant heteronormative mode1 of the 

family. Most of us know, when we set out to meet our 

need for family, that we are going against what is con- 

sidered an acceptable family lifestyle, and stretching 

the definition of family to include us and Our loved ones. 

A question that arose for me as I listened to the 

stories of the people I interviewed was: how does liv- 

ing with constant controversy affect our lives? 

I have already quoted Sara talking about what 

it is like to have to make myriad decisions on a daily 

basis about who to educate, and being angry about 

that. She also spoke about feafing that her daughter 



will not be treated with equal respect and care by 

homophobic health care professionals. What is it like 

to live with the demands and feelings that Sara de- 

scribes? 

Exhausting, for one thing. Natalie sums this up 

well: 

Natalie: It's certainly much harder being paR of a non- 
traditional family than it is to do the traditional thing. 
Because there always seems to be something hap- 
pening, I mean, someone has an issue. There's al- 
ways some controversy. I always kind of feel like some- 
thing's going to happen. I hope it settles down soon. 
It's not amusing. It's draining. 

Natalie describes living with constant contro- 

versy as being on edge, waiting for the next axe to 
Gay men and lesbians en- 
counter added dimensions fall. I am remindeci of the way Peter talked about the 

that cornplicate the practice of inconsistency of his father's recognition and accept- 
constnicting kin ties: 
parmting children in a ance of his lifestyle, and how this necessitates the 

heterosexist maintain- adoption of a stance that I cal1 a psychic ready posi- 
ing erotic relationships wlhout 
viewing them through the one- thlm 
dimensional lens of a 
gendered sameness, risking 

My own experience of this is that I am quite 

kin ties in coming out to acclimatized to living this way. The energy required is 
straight relatives, interweaving 
peer relationships in multiples a constant low-level drain on my resources. I imagine 

of three or four or men, that, were I to wake up tomorrow morning and 
consistently asserting the 
importance of relationships heterosexism and homophobia had been magically 
that lack Or eliminated, I would have al1 kinds of energy that I 
a vocabulary to describe 
them. (Weston, 1991, p. 21 2) wouldn't know what to do with! 



I'm not sure if this is a univer- 
sa1 expeiience as a lesbian 
parent, but it's strange how 
you have this driving urge to 
perform twice as well in order 
to be accepted on the same 
grounds as heterosexual 
parents, It's as though you are 
constantly being assessed. 
There's a constant overcom- 
pensation. (Kuijpers, in 
Wakeling and Bradstock, 
1995, p. 52) 

The fact that sarne-sex 
couples have to balance 
stress in so many systerns at 
once-their own families of 
origin, their relalionship, the 
gay/lesbian comrnunity, their 
ethnic or religious cornmuni- 
ties, and mainst ream soci- 
ety-makes their efforts at 
forming a family an impres- 
sive juggling act. And the 
complexity of a relationship 
between people with th8 
same gender socialùation can 
ma te  further confusion and 
conf k t ,  yet the problem rnay 
not be evident to the straight 
therapist. (Markowitz, quoted 
in Wakeling and Bradstock, 
1995, p. 70) 

I am concemed about how adeptly we cope 

with the constant threats and dernands t hat corne with 

being queer, and trying to create family for ourselves. 

Obviously, being good at this is a matter of survival, 

and necessity has been the mother of our inventive 

responses. But whenever I notice that large amounts 

of energy are being spent on coping with the status 

quo, I find myself asking if I and others are being colo- 

nized by these dynamics. Are there any other ways to 

get by, and what else could we be doing with this en- 

ergy ? 

Some queer parents have made a point of cre- 

ating social networks among similar kinds of families; 

socialking with others with whom there is shared ex- 

penence creates a buffer between the individual fam- 

ily and cont roversy. Controversy cannot be completely 

eliminated, but we can exercise some control over how 

often we are exposed to it, creating spaces and times 

during which we are holding it at bay. 

Others choose 10 be actively involved in efforts 

to eliminate discrimination through legislative reform, 

education, or cultural expression. Any efforts aimed 

at changing attitudes will help eliminate controversy 

as a given condition of our lives. 

And for those of us who identify as bisexual, 

life in a heterosexual scenario sometimes surfaces in 



TO BE EXPLORE0 
FURTHER ............. 

Because family is not some 
static institution, but a cultural 
category that can represent 
assimilation or challenge 
(again, in context), there can 
be no definitive answer to the 
debate on assimilationism. 
Rather than representing a 
crystallized variation of some 
mythically mainstream form of 
kinship, gay families simply 
present one element in a 
broader discourse on family 
whose meanings are continu- 
ously elaborated in everyday 
situations of confikt and risk, 
from holidays and custody 
disputes to disclosures of 
lesbian or gay identity. 
(Weston, 1991, p. 199) 

our thoughts and hopes, as tempting and beckoning. 

Natalie and I talked about this in one of her interviews: 

knowing that one of theoptions we have is so much 

easier than the others. And yet both of us reject the 

idea of choosing a particular kind of relationship be- 

cause it is the path cf least resistance; we want our 

connections with our intimate partners to be about 

more than that. How do we make choices that live up 

to Our standards for ourselves, when we know that 

one of the directions we coukl go in is relatively has- 

sle-free? To what extent does this influence our 

choices? And if we are in a relationship with someone 

of another sex, how are we affected by the distorting 

dynamics of heterosexual privilege? Perhaps openly 

acknowledging our attractions to others, and finding 

ways to express ourselves as sexually vibrant peo- 

ple, are basic elements of any healthy relationship? Is 

it possible to live this way without cultivating contro- 

versy ? 

How we deal with controversy as a constant in 

our lives is definitely an area that needs to be explored 

further. 

1 am thinking about the debate among queers 
and other critical thinkers about whether 



relating our /ives to the concept of family is 
useful at a//. Are we going for assimilation ? 
How do we reconcile our needs for 
recognition and acceptame with our 
cornmitment to dislodging the power of the 
heteronormative status qoo ? 

I remind myself that in the stories of those of 
us whose lives make up the fabric of this 
project, famiiy is rneaningful. So l ground 
myseMin that, and work at excavating some 
possible rneanings of family in the /ives we 
are currently living. 

However, in taking up this whole business of 
controversy and its impact on our /ives, there 
is an opening through which other ways of 
thinking about relationships can corne . . . 

Famlly and Quality ot Lik 

In spite of the controversy we live with, mat -  

ing farnily with the people who mean the most to us, 

brings contentment: 

Petei: I'm much more clear than I would have been 
ten years ego. Knowing where I stand with the people 
in my life that are very dear to me, outside of my fam- 
ily [of origin] members ... And I think that ... it will just 
continue. I'rn pretty content right now. 

For Natalie, embracing the idea of creating a 

family of choice has given her a greater sense of con- 

trol over the quality of her life: 



Natalie: It's certainly less abusive than a conventional 
family could be. Cause I just won? let it be, not let it go 
past a certain point. Because it's not a right ... to be 
paR of my farnily. It's something people get because 
of who they are or because of some sort of effort. Be- 
fore I just thought it was ... a right. You're part of my 
family, so I guess I just have to take al1 of this and that 
is just part of the deal, too. Whereas now, I just ... I 
have no problem wriüng people off, if you don't up- 
hold a certain code of behaviour. 

Claiming self-determination in who we consider 

family, with a conscious intent to eliminate or reduce 

the significance of the relationships in our lives that 

are damaging to us, is a major,step in moving toward 

greater quality of life. The choice factor in our family 

lives makes this a possibility. If we have weathered 

the emotional risks of coming out to our families of 

ongin, often suffering painful rejection, we can some- 

times bring to the process of creating family, the abil- 

ity to make clear choices about healthy relationships. 

I Say sometimes, because this certainly does not hap- 

pen in every case; bisexual, lesbian and gay aduîts 

definitely have our share of unhealthy relationships, 

Defined in opposition to intimate and othetwise, with the people with whom 
bioiogical family, the concept 
of families we choose proved we are close. My intention is to simply point out the 

attractive in part because it possibiîityof greater agency in the act of choosing fam- 
reintroduced agency and a 
subjective sense of rnaking ily, and to show that scme of us experience the poten- 

into lesbian gay tial of this to increase the quality of our [ives. 
mial ofganizatian. (Weston, 
1991, p. 135) Peter credits his relationships with his loved 



Pain and suffering are inflicted 
on same sex couples and 
their children for daring to live 
as though they are a family 
unit. This pain is something 
that should not be underesti- 
mated: belonging is some- 
thing we al1 have a right to. 
We need somewhere we can 
have Our identity affirmed, 
sornewhere we can pracîice 
being human, (Wakeling, in 
Wakeling and Bradstock, 
1995, p. 15) 

More useful than rhetorical 
attacks on a monolith called 
"te family" are 
ethnogtaphicall y and histori- 
cally grounded accounts that 
ask what families mean to 
people who Say they have or 
want them. (Weston, 1991, p. 
1 99) 

ones as influencing his quality of life by their contribu- 

tion to his well-being: 

Peter: My relationships with these people are a re- 
flection of the quality of my life. Um ... I think I am who 
I am, because of the influences in rny life, ove? a 
number of years. Because I like rnyself, and because 
I feel good about rnyself. I think that's very important, 
and t hese people have played a significant role in t hat. 

For many of us, being able to be fully ounelves, 

feeling known, and being appreciated for the fullness 

of who we are, is something we have only experienced 

with our loved ones/members of our families of choice. 

The importance of these experiences to the overall 

quality of our lives cannot be overstated. It is profound, 

and for rnany of us, these experiences constitute corn- 

ing home to emotional honesty and peace in our ex- 
+ 

perience of connectedness with others. 

For Sara, experiencing family-a powerful mix 

of joys and struggles-makes her feel complete: 

Sara: I think I'm complete. I think I'm better for it. I 
think I'm happier and healthier for having had good 
experiences, and having worked for what I want in rny 
life. 

I wondered, as 1 wmte this secfion, how my 
experience nslated to my participants' 
accounts of the connections between 



experiencing family, and quality of life. Atter 
all, 1 don1 really feel like 1 have created a 
family of choice, in the way some of them 
have. And then 1 realize that 1 have fallen into 
linear thinking, as if there is an endpoint in 
creating and becoming family, and 1 am not 
there yet, so I have nothing to contribute. 

Al1 of my participants would, 1 believe, Say 
that they are still in the process of creating 
family for themselves . As am 1. So it is in 
reflecting on the process as 1 am 
experiencing it, that 1 can contribute to this 
question about quality of life . . . 

1 often have moments of complete awe about 
the number of extmrdinary people who are a 
part of my life. On a daily basis, I feel loved, 
nurtured, inspired, amused, and challenged 
&y the diverse women, men, and children 1 
count among my loved ones. Thess are the 
family relationships whose impact on the 
quality of my Iife is most obvious. I feel richly 
blessed, and grateful for this. 

In ttying to descnbe how family and quality of 
Me interseet for me, I must no w also include 
my famiiy of ongin relationships. This marks a 
signiticant change from where things stood 
when 1 began this pmject. A remarkable 
combination of events has bmught about 
pmfound shifts in the way my parents and rny 
bruthers and ! relate to each other. Outdated 
perceptions of each other have been 
dislodged by the challenges we have faced 
and are facing with my younger brother 's re- 
emergence and my Dad's impending death. 
OId resentments seern to be dissolving, and 
new ways of being with each other seem 
possible. This is a sutprise to me. I had let go 
of my desire for this kind of healing ... which 
may have sornething to do with it now being 
able to happen. 



What is taken to be family is 
never something settted once 
and for all, but derives its 
meaning in relation to the 
conditions and 
understandings of everyday 
life. (Gubrium and Holstein, 
1990, p. x) 

Because our telationships to 
each other are not defined in 
traditional ways, I am always 
reminded that I can't take 
anything for granted, that I 
must think about my life anew 
every day. On my bad days 
t hat f eels very tiring , on my 
good days, it's invigorating. 
(Washburne, 1987, p. î45) 

So it no longer seems that the depth of 
connection 1 desire with other people will 
have to be found in a family 1 choose and 
create for myself, to the exclusion of rny 
family of origin. There seems to be a way to 
embrace the contradictions in my parents, 
without betraying the child within me who was 
so hurt by their violence, which makes 
possible a genuine connection between us as 
adults. This is very new to me; there is an 
element of tentativeness in my understanding 
of al1 this . . . 

How is it that a l  of these changes in my 
family of ongin are happening in the period of 
a couple of years in which l have taken up 
this wotk of looking at the meaning of family 
in my life, and in the /ives of other adults who, 
Iike me, define our sexuality outside of the 
heterosexuai norm ? 

Quality of life, for me, is moving into 
dimensions of richness and depth I never 
an ticipated. Treasured connections with 
members of rny family of choice are 
deepening, and new friends are entering that 
inner circle. lncreasingly real and meaningful 
connections are starting to gro w in my family 
of origin, like plants that have been dormant 
for years and al1 of sudden start to flourish. 

This is pretty overwhelming, definitely one of 
the most emotionally demanding times in my 
life. I am responding by trying to affune 
myself to al/ this change with a balance of 
groundedness and fluidity . .. earth and water 
. . . conscious re flection and passionate 
participation . . . air and fire . . . 

The six people I intewiewed and I had different 



things to Say about how our experience of family af- 

fects the quality of our lives, depending on where we 

are in the process of creating and becoming family. 

Whether we experience it through contentment, self- 

determination, self-love, a sense of completion, or 

hope, there seems to be a clear and positive correla- 

tion between experiencing family in our lives, and qual- 

ity of life. 

S o m  of us choose to have children, and some 

of us have children from earlier relationships, that be- 

corne part of our experience of family as bisexual, les- 

bian, and gay adults. How having children informs our 

experience of family is the subject of the following 

c hapter. 



HAVCNG CHILDREN 

Are lesbians immune to a 
cutîure of compulsory mother- 
hood? Of course not. We 
were girls before we were 
aware lesbians, and we were 
raised by families that ex- 
pected us to become mothers 
... If we fail to ask ourselves 
the kinds of questions I have 
raised here, and many more, 
we essentialfy embrace not 
only the personal experience 
of mothering but the institution 
of rnothertrood as well. 
(Polikoff , in Pollack and 
Vaughan, 1987, p. 49,54) 

Checking My Baggage 

This chapter is a particularly challenging one 

for me to write-for two reasons. Firstly, I am in the 

process of trying to become pregnant, rnyself. Today 

is Saturday; I inseminated myself on Sunday, Tues- 

day, and Thursday of this week. As I write this, I am 

wondering if I am pregnant, and hoping that I am. I am 

acutely aware of how being so immersed in this is 

making it hard for me to write: this is not a topic to be 

discussed in a thesis! This is a profoundly absorbing 

life experience that I am having at this very moment! 

I am not sure how to take my experience, the 

experience of the two other paaicipants whose sto- 

ries will be a part of this section, and reflect on it al1 as 

part of a larger picture. When I think about having chil- 

dren these days, my focus goes immediately to my 

belly! My thoughts are about what may be going on 

there, and all my senses are searching for the infor- 

mation I want: am I pregnant? 

The second reason that I am finding this piece 

hard to write is that I have corne up against rny own 

biases about t he value of parenting. Through my read- 

ing, I have been challenged to see the ways in which 



cultural assumptions about the institution of mother- 

hood, especially, and parenting in general, have 

shaped my thinking. I see now that these blases were 

operative in the interview process I undertook with my 

six participants. With the two participants who have 

children, I spent time asking detailed questions about 

how having children affected their experience of fam- 

ily. I did not, however, spend any time asking the other 

four how their choices to be child-free affected their 

experience of family. The term 'child-free' was not even 

in my lexicon until I read it in the literature. 

It is an interesting worhhild-free-because 

it takes the notion of not having children, and changes 

it from a state that is defined in a negative sense as 

the absence of something, to a state that is defined in 
I have read a great deal about 
woman as rnother, but virtu- a positive sense by referencing the positive quality of 

a i i ~  nothinCl woman as freedom. By not asking the other four participants 
nonmother, as if her choice 
should be taken for granted about their experiences of family as child-free indi- 
and her life were not an issue. viduals, I have reinforced the cultural assumptions 
(Klepfisz, 1987, p. 55) 

about parenting in a subtle way. I have not accorded 

equal space to the positive choice to pass on parenting, 

that many people make. I am perpetuating the value 

system t hat says that being child-free is to be lacking 

something. 

I can see, now, how this results in something 

being missing in the picture I wanted ta give people 



TO BE EXPLORED FUR- 

about the experiences of family in the lives of bisexual, 

lesbian, and gay adults. Unfortunately, I cannot go back 

and remedy this, now. I can only point to the empty 

space where these stories should be-which is rny 

intention here-and proceed to share the stories I do 

TH ER .... ......... have, from the two women I inteiviewed who have 

children, and from my own life. 

Becoming Parents: Gettlng Pregnant 

Among the seven people whose stories are in- 

cluded in this project, three of us have three very dif- 

ferent experiences of the process of becoming par- 

ents. And there is even greater diversity in the ways 

that bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults become par- 

ents than will be represented hem. 

I will explore how the three of us experienced 

(or are experiencing, in my case) becoming parents, 

by looking at each person's process, in turn. 
+ * * . * * * . + * * .  

Once Sara and her partnet decided that they 

wanted to have a child, and that Sara would be the 

one to get pregnant, they sought information about 

attemative insemination. 

Sara: We talked to other people. We didn't know any- 
body who had kids, other than from a marnage or a 



In this context, biological ties 
no longer appeared as a 
given but as something 
consciously created, wit h 
choice representing a neces- 
sary and structural condition 
of parenting for anyone 
otherwise exclusively en- 
gaged in nonprocreative sex. 
By situating relationships 
between parent and child 
within the metaphor of choice 
that defines gay families, this 
argument underlined the 
irnplicit contrast between gay 
and straight parenting. 
(Weston, 1991, p. 190) 

Our daughter was conceived 
through a process we define 
as alternative fertilization, 
language which to us reflects 
a sense of wornan-controlled 
conception rather than the 
traditional term artificial 
insemination, which calls up 
images of medically induced 
plastic babies. (Zook and 
Hallenback, 1987, p. 89-90) 

previous relationship. So we talked to other people 
about what they thought about it. Had they consid- 
ered it? Did they know what to do, how to do it, if there 
was, you know, people around? Did they know any 
gay men that were donors? At this point, we didntt 
know there was a clinic here. We didn't have money 
to travel to be inseminated. So we talked around a bit, 

And there's kind of a funny story around my 
brother and his wife who wen here, and we were just 
telling them what we had been thinking about and talk- 
ing about and hoping to do. And .. . at the time we did 
corne across another couple that were thinking about 
inseminating as well, so we were just kind of running 
it by, sort of feeling out to see what his reaction 
would be to donating sperm. Just trying it on. Not ask- 
ing him anything in particular. And he had misunder- 
stood and thought that we were asking him, to donate 
sperm to us, and he looked at his wife and she looked 
at him, and he looked at us and said, well, yeah, we'll 
do that for you. And we said, whoa! We're not asking 
that. Can you imagine?! I mean, he's adopted. But ... 
can you imagine, with my luck, the baby would be a 
boy, it would be the spitting image of you, and we'd be 
on Geraldo! No, no, no! That's not what I meant. I 
thoug ht it was really wondwful that he was willing to - 

do that. But no .. . I just couldn't imagine all the compli- 
cations out of that, right? 

Anyway, we had a good laugh over that, but 
we did a lot of that. Just talking to people and trying it 
out and seeing what kind of reaction we got and how 
people responded and then, we discovered that there 
was clinic. And sperm was available. So we went to 
see Our family doctor, found out we needed a referral, 
and he was happy to do that, and we were al1 gung 
ho, we wanted to go tomorrow. And there was a six 
month waiting list. So that was kind of a ... deflating 
our bubble, but ... anyway, we waited the six months 
and went in for the assessment. 

Notable elements of Sara's and her partner's 

Drocess UD to this   oint include: lookina for informa- 



Profound and signif icant tion about their options, checking to see if there was 
differences make this a 
unique decision for lesbians. 

support for this decision among family and friends, 

b h t  People are unaware of enlisting the support of their family doctor, and access- 
the many issues we need to 
deal with in the course of ing mainstream services designed to assist hetero- 
deciding whether or not to sexual couples who are having difficulty conceiving a 
parent. Many women today 
are finding the parenthood child. Foitunately for them, their experiences of talk- 
question an increasingly 
perplexing one. For lesbians ing about it with friends and family were positive, over- 

making this decision, how- ail, and their family doctor is well-known for his open- 
ever, there are several added 
dimensions which make this nêSS and Supp0n for alternative lifestyks. They had 

more and an ally from the stan; any resistance from the ch ic  
complicated. It is no1 a simple, 
straightfoward choice, and would have been met by challenges from him. 
the complexity of the con- 
cems can be both challenging 
and overwhelming. (pies, Sara: The woman who did the assessrnent was Doc- 
1985, p. xvi) tor , who Doctor [ t heir family doctor] said 

was absolutely fine with this. The problem is the policy 
because of the Salvation Arrny [the ch ic  is in a Sal- 
vation Army-run hospital], but she was perfectly happy 
and willing to help, and ... I'm not sure what she did in 
terms of their policy which is to only inseminate cou- 
ples-heterosexual couples-but when I went in, she 
asked me where my partner was. Because I went 
alone, thinking that that would be a probiem. She said, 
how corne your partner's not here? And I said, we didn't 
know if that was going to be okay or not, because we 
had been told about the policy. So she said, oh well ... 
and went on to something else. She was great. 

This is an example of how living in the psychic 

ready position that keeps up prepared for homopho- 

bic reactions can actually rob us of opportunities to 

experience validation of who we are. This is another 

way we encounter homophobia: it doesn't always have 



to originate from an external source. We have inter- 

nalized the lessons so well that some of our actions to 

protect ourselves also function to keep us in lins. I 

find myself asking, how was it that nobody told Sara 

that it would be okay forher partner to accompany 

her to the assessment? Is this an example of the nu- 

merous situations we encounter when the service-pro- 

vider we have an appointment with is queer-positive, 

but the support staff have not been educated to en- 

sure that their role in the provision of the service is 

consistent with the attitudes of the health care profes- 

sional involved? It was not enough for this doctor to 

be open herself; she should have made sure that her 

patient wouM receive the best possible service from 

al1 the players involved. The work of eliminating homo- 

phobia and heterosexism requires this kind of atten- 

tion to detail. 

Sara: They do a physical exam, and tests for STD's 
and HIV, and al1 sorts of blood work. And then there's 
the physical characteristic stuff. They give you a pho- 
tocopied sheet, and it lists all these different charac- 
tenstics, and the idea is-and I think it even says this 
at the top-to match these characteristics as close as 
possible to your husband. So that's the ... that's the 
idea, that you just ... and so I matched it to [her 
pariner]. And that was our choice. We wanted to do 
that. And we had talked about it before. We knew that 
we could pick physical characteristics, and, so ... we 
picked height, and ... and you can ... height and weight 
and hair colour and eye colour and skin colour, and ... 



With a view to possible legai 
complications or a desire to 
leg itimate a nonbiological 
mother's daim to parental 
status, some lesbian mothers 
prefer not to know a donor's 
identity. A few went so far as 
to use sperm from several 
donors to make it difficuit to 
trace the child's genitor. There 
was always a danger that a 
donor would have a change of 
heart, redefining his contribu- 
tion from gift of sperm to 
possession of the shared 
biological substance that 
would give him grounds for a 
custody case. (Weston, 1991, 
p. 170) 

We talked about it a lot, 
whether the child might want 
a father. It was more impor- 
tant that we not have to deal 
with a third party intruding in 
ouf lives. (Hill, 1987, p. 11 2) 

skin tone, I think. And they match those right up. They 
find a donor that matches as closely as they can. and 
they said that they're pretty good at getting al1 the char- 
acteristics you ask for, and ... but they don? give you 
... you don? get any information at all, about who the 
donor is. 

Women who get pregnant through alternative 

insemination have differing views on the relative mer- 

its of having a known or an unknown donor. The ma- 

jor issue, for lesbians, is the fact that the law provides 

no protection for a lesbian mother, should she ever 

have to contest a custody suit. Although some judges 

have awarded custody to a child's lesbian mother in 

situations in which the father was suing for custody, 

there is still little legal precedence for this. Human 

rights legislation that prohibits discrimination on the 

grounds of sexual orientation has not been passed in 

every province; even where it is in place, it would be 

very easy for a judge to make a homophobic decision 

and reference it to other criteria. 

Another reason many lesbians prefer keeping 

the identity of the donor unknown is that they do not 

want to have the donor involved in the child's life. Some 

women choose other male adults to serve as role 

models for their child; some do not believe it is impor- 

tant to do this. 

Sara and her partner were initially corn pletely 



The fact that Sara mentions 
that not knowing more about 
her daughter's biological 
f ather doesn't really bother 
her no less than four times in 
this passage trorn her inter- 
view speaks to me more of 
ambivalence than accept- 
ance. 

cornfortable with their preference for an unknown do- 

nor; as time went on, Sara wished she knew more 

about the man who is her daughter's biological father. 

Sara: It didn't bot her me in the beginning. And it didn't 
really ... I knew that, when I went in. And then I saw a 
show afterwards, on television, about some of the ... 
some clinics in other parts of the country and they 
actually do give a profile. And I thought, I'd like to have 
one of those. But, um ... it doesn't really bother me. 
Like, it would bu nice to know things like ... what his 
education was, or what his work, what his job was, 
what his hobbies were, what he liked to do, what his 
dislikes were. Those sorts of things would be interest- 
ing to have, but, I mean, it doesn't really bother me. 
It's a curiosity, really. And other than that, it's not im- 
portant. But I went back to the ch ic  and asked for his 
rnedical history. And al1 they would tell me was his 
rnedical history is immaculate. And I said, well, what 
does that mean? Well, al1 we can tell you is bis medi- 
cal history is immaculate. And they just kept repeating 
that, which got kind of annoying. All that means is he 
has no genetic medical history. And they do a very-l 
askebthey do a veiy in depth genetic profile of the 
donor. Sa that's fine. It doesn't bother me. And l'II be 
very up front with , when she asks about it. You 
know? l'Il tell her that there was a very nice man that 
was willing to help out people who couldnt get preg- 
nant the way most people do, and um, that he just 
voiunteered to help, and we're very grateful to him for 
that, but he didn't want to have children, and we're 
very glad that he didn't. And ... you know, we'll answer 
whatever questions she has, but ... I t hink-and I dont 
know, I'm just son of speculating-but I think, in a lot 
of ways, kids take their lead from whoever the 
caregiver is, and you know, if it's not a big deal, it's not 
a big deal. 

I don? agree with Sara on this one. As an 
adopted person, I know how impoitant if has 



f rom a non-biological moth- 
er's letter to her child on his 
first birthday : 

As we discussed the possibil- 
ity of Kathleen getting preg- 
nant, it became clear that she 
did not want her baby's father 
to be anonyrnous. Som 
lesbians we know are having 
children by artificial insemina- 
tion, but it was important to 
Kathleen that you know about 
your fathet, even if he did not 
play much of a mle in your 
life. She says she has known 
too many adopted children 
whose adult lives are spent 
searching for their biobgical 
families. (Washburne, in 
Pollack and Vaughan, 1985, 
p. 142) 

become fur me to know the identity of my 
birthparents, and the birth family of origin that 
continues, through me ... 

My two brothers are also adopted. My 
younger brother always expressed an interest 
in tinding out who his birthparents are. 1 was 
always very open about being adopted, and 
my line was that 1 was completely 
cornfortable with it. 1 considered the people 
who cared for us in our day-to-day lives to be 
ouf real parents and l had no need to know 
who my bitfhparents are. My older brother 
never said a word about being adopted until, 
at his wedding, in front of hundreds of people 
(many of whom were cornpiete strangers to 
him) he disclosed that he was adopted and 
said that he was proud to be a Cunie and to 
cany on the name. Hardy an indication of a 
need to know about his biological and cuhral 
origins! 

And yet, here we are, these three very 
different personalities, and 1 am the last one 
of the three of us to begin the search for my 
birthparents. As adults, no w in our thirties, we 
experience not knowing as lacking something 
rneaningful in our lives. We want to know, 
and we feel we have a t@ht to know where 
we came frorn. 

This figured very significantîy for me, in 
decidiing ho w 1 would approach getting 
pregnant. 1 have never cunsidered an 
unknown donor, because 1 would not want to 
kno wingly create a situation in which my chiid 
would have to /ive with these unanswered 
questions. To be cleac it is not as if this is a 
source of great anguish for me, it is simply a 
void in my life that 1 would not wish for 
anyone else, if if could be prevented. And if 
cm. 



Lesbians who had been 
adopted as childrcn and 
lesbian birth mothers who had 
once given children up for 
adoption took the lead in 
fotmulating a critique that 
portrayed anonymous insemi- 
nation as detrimental to a 
child's well-being in a society 
that privileges biological 
inheritance. (Weston, 1991, p. 
1 70) 

TO BE EXPLORED FUR- 
TH ER .... ... ...... 

In the realm of broader social analysis, 1 find 
it interesting that there is so little debate 
about the ethics of using unknown donors in 
clinics that pro vide services to people ttying 
to conceive, at a time when family services 
agencies across the continent are setfing up 
adoption reunion deparfments. There is 
growing recognition that protecfing the 
identity of parents who give up a child for 
adoption, is not an approach that honours the 
needs and rights of both parlies, parents and 
child. The outcorne of these shifts in thinking 
is still unkno wn. I think that the gro wing 
recognifion of the depth at which even an 
infant experiences being separated from their 
birthmother, is the start of a much-needed 
transformation of ho w adoptions are done. 

I also predict that, at some point, these 
evolutionary shifts in wnsciousness will 
affect the way the donation of sperm is 
handled. 

And really ... if the reason the identity of 
birrhmothers has been kept secret is to 
protect them from social stiQma, and to 
enable them to m v e  on in their /ives, 
woutdn 't it be wiser to work to ward 
eliminating the attitudinal barriers to this, 
rather than pepetuate an atmosphere of 
secrecy aroond adoption ? Other cultures 
manage to do this quite well. And if a lesbian 
mother's fear is that she may lose her chi/d, 
or not be respecred as the pdrnaty caregiver 
if the donor's identity were kno wn, wouldn Y it 
be better to find other ways to ensure respect 
and security for the mother-child relationship? 

There were lirnits to the openness of the clinic 

Sara went to: when it came to the actually doing the 

insemination, that is where the senrices of the clinic 



came to an end. 

Sara: They told us that we just contact them when- 
ever I was ovulating, and we could go in and pick the 
sperm up, but they wouldn't inseminate on site. 

Discourse Analysls: 

The use of language here is interesting : in fact, 
This is an example of how 
ianguage is used to obscure they wouldn't inseminate off-site either! They would 
powet relations and discrimi- 
nation. In fact, the clinician not do the insemination, although this is a service that 

was infoming Safa thattheY is provided to heterosexual couples. 
would not do the actual 
insemination. If she had 
simply said that, however, 
without adding the qualifier 
"on site," the fact that Sara 
was not being otfered the full 
services offered to a hetero- 
sexual woman would have 
been obvious. 

Sara: But that was fine with us. We were just as happy 
to pick it up and bring it home. And that's what we did, 
when I was ovulating. I called them up, and said, this 
is Sara , I'm ovulating, I'm corning to pick up 
spem, 1'11 be there in half an hour. They got the little 
plunger ready, and they loaded the spen  into it, and 
... I just went in, paid them my money, they wrote me 
a receipt, and I drove home like crazy. 

The clinic charges $1 35.00 each time; this is 

not technically the price of sperm, but an amount that 

offsets the cost of screening, freezing, and storing it. 

Sara conceived after three tries, or three 

months. The data that has been cornpiled on straight 

couples trying to conceive suggests that twenty-five 

percent will conceive during the first three months of 

trying, fifty percent by six rnonths, seventy-five per- 

cent after nine months, and somewhere around ninety- 

nine percent after a year of attempts. Those who do 

not conceive after twelve months are usually referred 



to a fertility specialist if they wish to continue trying to 

The whole of Iife changed its 
coritext when we learned the 
results of the pregnancy test, 
Pregnancy does have a way 
of doing that! My lover and I 
puzzled over h w  anâ when 
to tell ouf families. We were 
overjoyed by the news, yet we 
would be asking them to 
accept yet another extension 
of an already unconventional 
lifestyle. (Tortorilla, in Pollack 
and Vaughan, 1985, p. 168) 

become pregnant. 

Sara: The afternoon that I knew the test results would 
be back, I called my doctor's office. I was at the SMU 
library, and [the nurselreceptionist whom Sara 
knew on a first-name basis] said it's ... she paused for 
a moment ... and she said ... it's positive! And I near 
fell over. And I was there al1 by myseff. At the Saint 
Mary's library, on a pay-phone. And I was sa excited I 
didn't know what to do with rnyself. And I was scared 
at the same time, and my adrenaline was pumping 
and I just ... had nobody to share it with. And I was 
wishing I had waited til I got home to call, but ... I just 
couldn't wait. I had to phone. So I phoned [her 
partner]. But first I asked [the receptionist], are 
you sure? You're sure? You're absolutely sure? Yes. 
Positive. So I phoned [her partner] at home. 
And told her. And she was really excited, more so that 
I thought she would be. Really excited. And scared 
and nervous and ... thinking ... oh my god, this is for 
real. It's ... I can't back out. I've dane ... I did it. This is 
it. And it was a scary day, too. You know? I mean, 
your life is just about to change, in the biggest way 
you can ever imagine. And you can't even bagin to 
think about al1 the ramifications that has ... what that 
means. And ... it's really exciting, and terrifying. 

For Sara and her pattner, the process of get- 

ting pregnant was something they considered care- 

fully, and a decision they made over time, as two adults 

in their thirties, in a committed, long-term relationship. 

This is only one possible context for the decision to 

get pregnant. Ellen's experience, and mine, exemplify 

another couple of ways of going about it. 



Ellen was seventeen when she had her daugh- 

ter. 

Ellen: It was hard, growing up as a teenager. And in 
the back of my mind, I was thinking that ... I'm going to 
get back at my mother by getting pregnant. To me that's 
.. . what it was. And that's what I did. And after that, it's 
not that I regret anything, it's just that, I went about it 
the wrong way? And I ... I had al1 this anger at my 
mother for ... I don? know why. I don't know where it 
was coming frorn, or if it was just my own issues. 

Like many women-straight and queer-Ellen 

became pregnant at a tirne in her life when she was 

not really focused on what it meant to become a par- 

ent. To this day, she is glad she had herdaughter when 

she did, and grateful for the assistance provided by 

her extended family and community. Atthough it wasn't 

easy, sometimes she wishes she had given birth to 

another child at that time. 

Ellen: I love children, actually. (laughs) Yeah ... I wish 
I had, at the time when I was younger, I wish I had a 
couple more children, at the time. But ... I wasn't re- 
ally ready but ... now, when I look back at it, you know, 
I would have liked to have had a couple more chil- 
dren. 

Ellen is not the first wornan I have heard ex- 

press this nostalgic kind of regret that they did not 

have a child, or more children, when they were 



younger. What strikes me about these reflections, 

whenever I hear them, is the ironic combination of the 

understanding of what a huge undertaking having a 

child is, and the romantic hankering back to a time 

when they were less aware of this, and more willing to 

just dive in and do it. Ellen recalls that t h e  in her life 

as a time when she did not stop to consider al1 the 

variables she knows about now; it is much harder to 

think about having a child now, even though she is, in 

many ways, more prepared. This sentiment in parents 

is not exclusive to those of us whose sexuality falls 

outside of the norm. 

This is the third time in my life that I have 
td8d to get pregnant. The first two times 
when I was trying, it tas with the same 
partnec a close male friend, who is straight,. 1 
am very glad I did not conceive a child wirh 
him. As the years have passed, his ljfestyle 
and mine have gone in significantly diflerent 
directions. He was never sure how involved 
he would want to be h pamfing, but I know 
now that 1 would have done whalever I 
needed to da to ensure fhat ouf child would 
m t  have spent time in the environment is 
which he lives. ifaving wanted to get 
pregnant so badly, it is strange ?O feel so 
gmtefuI that it didn't work ouf, but I do. 

Although I have talked about my plans to 
have a child with different pattners that I have 
been wjth over the years, and with the 
exception of one male lover, my ppartners 
have been supportive ... most of the t h e  fhat 
I have active& pursued if, 1 have been on my 



O wn. 

Our relationship with our 
daug hter's father has becorne 
a source of joy for al1 of us, 
Although we initially felt fear 
and uncertainty, we have 
been able to discuss ouf 
concerns and actively support 
each other in our varied roles 
.., He describes himself as a 
father, but not a parent. (Zook 
and Hallenback, 1985, p. 91) 

1 have learned more about how to figure out 
when 1 O vulate, as 1 have gone along. 1 have 
learned that the approach that works best for 
me, is to be inseminated, or to inseminate 
myself Having sex on certain days for this 
specific purpose just isn Y ho w my desire 
works ... having procreation as an agenda 
changes the experience ... passion and 
ovulation do not necessari& meet on 
schedule! So, for me, sexual intimacy and 
getting pregnant stay separate. Although 1 
must add that 1 have grown into a relationship 
of emotional intimacy with the man I am 
trying to conceive with, characterized by 
tenderness and humour, that is vety precious 
to me. 

1 have learned a lot, in this process, about 
how sex, and intimacy, and passion, and 
procreation, work in my life ... and 1 have 
given myseif permission and space to explore 
and validate my own ways ... 

I have also had the experience of being 
referred tg. a feRility specialist, because we 
had been trying-with a few missed 
months-for a little over a year, and my 
family docfor thought it was time to check 
e vetything out. 

What an emotional thing that was! I fett the 
weight of the stigma that goes along with 
being infertile ... What wuuld they find out? 
What wouM I do if I found out I could not gef 
pregnant? lt was challenging for me to work 
through. 1 ended up feeling ready to find out 
whafever there was to find out, knowing that 
there are lots of ways that 1 could have 
children in my life . . . and kno wing that 1 woubd 
be okay wjth whatever the situation turned 
out to be. It was quite a ride getting to that 



point, ho we ver. 1 was amazed at the po wer of 
the word-fertility . 1 felt like 1 was walking 
through an emoîional minefield, with my goal 
being to emerge with my psyche unharmed. 

Everything checked out as a-okay. 

Most notable in my experhce so far has 
been the support of my family doctor. who is 
bi . . . my pafiner in this project, who is a gay 
man ... and the fertility specialist I saw , who 
is a lesbian. Not al1 of ?hem are openiy queer, 
but because they are al1 physicianq they 
know each other and they are all out ?O each 
other. ln fact, they seem to be gefling a kick 
out of being invoived in this hoped-for 
pregnancy ... and l feel cumpletely sale with 
them and really well cafed for .. . 

Three of the seven of us have stories about 

the process of getting pregnant. But only one of us 

can go on to talk about what it was like giving biRh 

and accessing post-natal care, as a lesbian or bisexual 

person. Ellen was not out as a lesbian when she gave 

birth to her daughter, making her birthing experience 

similar to those of many heterosexual young women 

who have children as single moms. I have not yet had 

the experience of childbirth, so my contribution ends 

at this point. Ellen's story will emerge again later in 

this chapter to be woven into a sectior, in which 

parenting concems ara explored. 

Now we tum to Sara's experience of giving birt h 

and accessing health care as a lesbian family. 



Birthing and Post-Natal Care: One Story 

Sara's story is the story of how one lesbian fam- 

ily asserted itself in the face of crisis. As she and her 

partner were confronted with the likelihood that they 

would lose their baby, their vision of how the birth would 

take place and the extent to which they would have to 

deal with the health care professionals involved, 

changed drast ically : 

Sara: Initially, we figured we'd slip in and slip out, right? 
We'd be there overnight, and that would be it. 
[a close friend, a lesbian, and a doctor] was going to 
be there to deliver the baby, and we weren't at al1 con- 
cemed about it ... When things went wrong, we obvi- 
ously ended up being there a whole lot longer than 
we intended, and ... we knew that we could possibly 
have a bad situation. 

As they faced the challenge of how to access 

the support they needed in the midst of this emotion- 

ally tumultuous time, a curious thing happened: the 

fact that they were two women in a lesbian relation- 

ship took a back seat to the dynamics of meeting their 

needs as parents, and the needs of their infant, who 

was born alive but had a very slim chance of surviv- 

ing . 
When Sara was just twenty-three weeks into 

the pregnancy, she had a discharge that seemed to 



be mostly mucous. She phoned her family doctor, who 

did not think it was anything urgent and made an ap- 

pointment for a few days later to check it out. When 

Sara was examined at that appointment, they found 

she had a bulging membrane-when part of the am- 

niotic sac actually cornes out through the cervical open- 

ing. This is a very urgent condition because of the risk 

of infection, and Sara was hospitalized immediately. 

Because she was so early in her pregnancy, it was 

not physically apparent that she was pregnant, so the 

trauma for her began with waiting in the maternity 

hospital's admissions area and being asked if she was 

pregnant. When she was admitted, she was told she 

was going to be there until she delivered. Sara tells 

the story: 

Sera: I was 23 weeks, and I was thinking, you rnean 
like ... 1 8 more weeks? And they said. no, you're not 
going to make it that long. They did tell me that there 
was a very small chance that the membrances would 
recede and that we would know that in the next 48 
houn. And they didn't. And they said that the most 
likely scenario was, because the membranes were 
exposed to the vaginal canal, that they would rupture. 
And when that happened, thefe was a greater chance 
of infection. Which ... ultimately, is what happened. I 
was in bed for two weeks and they niptured, and I 
was leaking fluid ... And the fluid got infected and ... 
t hey had to get her out. The infected fluid, she couldn't 
stay in there. So ... they induced, and she was born. 
But they said ... they told me that .. . she wouldn't live. 
They said she would be born ... she was ... if she wasn? 
born dead, she ... she wouldn't be strong enough to 



survive. 
It was awful. Laying in bed like that for two 

weeks, with nothing to do but think. About what was 
happening to ... it was really awful. And every day at 
that point in gestation makes al1 the difference. You 
know? I forget what the percentage was, but they said 
that every day the baby's chances improve by such- 
and-such per cent. 

Anyway ... uh ... I started to have some pains, 
and I was really hoping it rnight be gas. And I called 
the nurse. And she says, no, dear, I don't think so ... 
and ... they took my temperature and it was on the 
way up. So they took me down to the labour and de- 
livery room, and ... l was there by myself when that 
happened, and I was crying, and 's [her part- 
ner's] friend, . popped in for a visit, right at that 
time, and she burst into tears, so she came down with 
me, and ... we spent-that was around noon-and 
we spent al1 day in the labour and delivery room just 
waiting. And feeling not sure. And then she left and 
- [her partner] came. And her sister came, too. 
And I called Mom and Dad and they waited at home 
for awhile, and [her partner] called them with 
updates, and then they cou!cinPt wait anymore, so they 
came in. And and [family of choice mem- 
ben] came by and they stayed. So we had a roomful. 
They were al1 in the labour and delivery room. All of 
these people. Which was good. 

And they were waiting to see what my tempera- 
ture would do. And they gave me another shot of ster- 
oids-l had been given steroids a couple of times since 
I was there, because that hurries up the lung develop- 
ment, which is the biggest concem with premature 
babies. And they put me on antibiotics, because, until 
she was born she would get some of the antibiotics 
through the placenta which would help her fight the 
infection. And they had me hooked up to the fetal 
monitor, and her heartbeat was fine, and ... but they 
said ... oh, I don? know, it must have been about 8:00 
at night, I guess, they shut the monitor off. They said 
... there's no point watching this, that ... she's gonna 
make it or she's not, and it's hard to watch the moni- 
tor. So they shut it off. 



Not al1 experiences are like 
this one: 

Lesbian mothers with special 
needs children have talked 
about the fnrstrations they 
experienced in working with 
agencies such as hospi!afs, 
schools, and other institutions, 
in which the staff were more 
concemed and cutious about 
their lesbianism than about 
the child's needs. (Pies, 1985, 

P. 92) 

And the specialist sort of intimated at that point 
... and they gave that to Pheir lesbian doctor 
friend] to do ... or I suspect she volunteered to do that. 
She came in and told us that they had been discuss- 
ing it, and they felt the baby's chances were zero, or 
close to zero, for suivival. And ... um ... asked if we 
had any questions, and talked a little bit about what 
they do when a baby's born dead. And that was a re- 
ally hard ... a really hard moment. [her partnerl 
never gave up hope. She said, she's going to be fine. 
And I'm laying on the bed crying, with this baby in my 
belly, thinking, I'm going to have to push a dead baby 
out. And saying to [her partner], listen to what 
they're telling us! This is not going to be okay! And 
she said, no, the baby's going to be fine, the baby's 
going to be fine. 

This experience of childbirth-teetering on the 

edge of life and death-illustrates how human beings 

can put aside differences when the demands of the 

situation force a focus on a common concem. Every- 

one involved in this s%uation: the lesbian couple, their 

family of biological and non-biological kin, and the 

health care professionals, were united in their hope 

that the baby would make it, and committed to do 

whatever they couM, in their various roles, to support 

every effort in that direction. Clearfy, the fact that this 

child was being bom to lesbian parents was not fore- 

most in the rninds of the professional caregivers; they 

had been informed by the family doctor that this was 

a lesbian family, and instructed to accord the non-bio- 

logical parent the same status and respect due any 

partner of a woman siving birth. Just as clearlv. anv 



misgivings Sara's parents may still have had about 

the nature of their daughter's relationship were put 

aside in their cornmitment to be there so their daugh- 

ter and her partner couiâ utilize the strength that cornes 

with the support of family. The fact that Sara, her part- 

ner, and the baby comprise a lesbian family was not 

an issue at all, during this time. 

Sara: When sh8 was born ... I mean, they look for 
certain things, like reflexes and skin colour ... they're 
pink or grey or ... um ... whether she cries, or kicking, 
and that sort of stuff. And she carne out kicking and 
crying and pink, and ... al1 her reflexes were good, 
and they do an Apgar score, and when they do an 
Apgar score, they say 10 is the best and most healthy 
newborn babies get a 9, and, uh ... they do them twice. 
They do one right away, as soon as they're bom, and 
then they do it five minutes later. And, generally, the 
score goes up. And most healthy newbons get a 6 or 
7 at first and then it goes up. Well, [their baby] 
got a 6. And it went up ... And, uh ... they came over, 
and she was just ... the skinniest, ugliest little thing ... 
she looked like a spider monkey. And I thought, oh my 
god, that's my baby. And [her partner] t hought 
she was beautiful. And I cantt imagine ... (chuckles) ... 
I thought she was the ugliest linle thing! But ... and 
terrified! I mean, her skin is translucent. You can see 
through it. You can see the veins, and the ... and, you 
know, she's very skeletal. No ... no fat under the skin 
at all. And, uh, al1 of about 12 inches long, head to toe. 
And ... anyway, they brought her over to me, and they 
said, she's a fighter, and she-looks good, and we're 
going to do everything we can for her. And they had 
said that she wasnY going to live. You know? They 
pretty much said, expect the worst. So they put her in 
the incubator and whisked her off. You know, this 
neonatology team had corne burstiny through the door 
about 10 minutes before she was born. These doors 



From a grandfather's letters to 
his granddaughter, born at 
twenty-four weeks: 

Three months before you 
were supposed to be born, 
here you are, an easily 
recognizable person. You are 
Zoe, and only Zoe. You pull 
the same faces al1 the tirne, 
You wrinkle your forehead 
when we speak to you as 
sorne people would raise their 
eyebrows. You make no 
sound. We don? know if you 
can see, but when we touch 
you and speak to you, you 
wrinkle your forehead. It's 
your greeting to us. You have 
already engaged the love of 
so rnany people ... And I think 
of my first contact with you. I 
think of it often, and each time 
I choke up about it. That first 
day with a 5 to 1 O percent 
chance of suwival, when I 
placed the tip of my little 
finger in your hanâ, you 
gripped it until your knuckles 
tumed white. (De Pree, 1994, 

P. 41 

opened up, in the labour and delivery room, that had 
been closed before. These bright lights carne on. 
There's these machines and monitors blinking , they've 
got an incubator set up, and a warmer, and al1 this 
stuff. And these people came in, and it was like some- 
thing out of a science fiction movie. I mean, like 
whoosh! Everything ... lights go on, and they're blink- 
ing, and people are busy and they're moving around 
and everybody has a job to do and they're doing this 
and they're doing that ... and they pass the baby over 
to me, these people, and they're al1 huddled over ber, 
and they hooked her up to this and that, and they got 
her in this great big machine, and she's this tiny, wee, 
little thing, and they put her in this great big, 
humongous incubator. And they wheeled her over to 
the bed so I could look at her ... and I did ... and the 
nurse said, do you want to touch her? And I was kind 
of afraid to-she was so tiny. But I did put my hand in, 
and touched her a little bit, and then they wheeled her 
away. And there I was laying on the bed, not knowing 
what to expect, all bloody and sore, and [her 
partner] took off. She followed them down the hall. 
Chased thern down the hall with the incubator and ... 
they went down to intensive care, and they got her set 
up and ... and she was breathing on her own, too, 
which they didnlt expect, they fully ... they had a ven- 
tilator there, to hook her up, and she didn't need it. 
And that's quite an amazing thing, for somebody that 
little. And then [her partner] cornes charging 
into the intensive care unit, and ... the nurse there said 
... are you the rnother? And said, yes, I am! 
And ... (chuckles) ... he looked at her, like, you're kid- 
ding! As if he wanted to Say, well, you look pretty damn 
good! But he didnY Say anything. He just gave her 
kind of a funny look. And she marched right over and 
the neonatologist talked to her as if she was the mother 
and explained to her what they were doing, as they 
were doing it, what they were hooking her up to, and 
how ... and the nurse that asked that question, later 
became one of Our biggest advocates. 



To Say that the health care professionals in- 

volved did not focus on the lesbian relationship is not 

to Say that there weren't moments when they were 

momentarily confused. Certainly, the presence of one 

of the baby's mothers in the intensive care unit, while 

the biological mother was still recovering in the deliv- 

ery room, stretched the conceptual framework of fam- 

ily that the health caregivers were accustomed to, forc- 

ing an immediate expansion to include this new real- 

ity. It was precisely in moments like these, in circum- 

stances which provided no room for hesitation or di- 

version of attention toward anything but the neces- 

sary tasks, that the potential for human beings to ac- 

commodate difference was evident. 

When I asked Sara if that particular nurse would 

have been informed about the fact t hat this was a les- 

bian family, she explained what she knew about how 

their doctor had attended to this: 
Our female general practi- 
tioner paved th8 way for 
Rachel to have al1 the rights Sara: Weil, Pheir doctor] was very good about 
and responsibilities accorded maki ng Sure that information was on Our chart. When 
a father. (took and we went to the fifth floor, when we were waiting, she 
Hallenback, in Pollack and put it right on Our chart. was to be given the 
Vaughan, 1985, p. 91) same pdvileges, visiting privifeges and what not, as a 

spouse. And that was on our chart. So that we didn't 
have to deal with every new shift. And t hat was a bless- 
ing. You wouldn't think that, I mean, a little thing like 
that ... but it makes a big difference when you have to 
explain, every new shift, that this is your partner, yes, 
she can be here, yes, she needs the same informa- 
tion, no, you can't chase her out of the hospital. You 



know? 

Their doctor did as much as she could to medi- 

ate the experience of this lesbian farnily in the hospi- 

ta1 setting; she clearly saw this as part of her respon- 

sibility as their physician to look after their health care 

needs in the biRh and post-natal setting. By putting 

the information on Sara's chart, she made it clear that 

recognizing this couple and their baby as a family was 

part of the responsibility of every health caregiver in- 

volved, just as familiarizing thernselves with other in- 

formation on the chart is part of their job. 

While Sara referred to this aspect of her doc- 

tor's care as 'a little thing ," it seems to me that there is 

no such thing as a little thing when it cornes to ad- 

dressing institutional heterosexism. Every facet of its 

manifestation needs to be traced to its roots as it is 

discovered; in this case, the stress of having to corne 

out, over and over again, to hospital staff who make 

heterosexist assumptions was eradicated by using a 

form of interna1 communication to convey the infor- 

mation. As an extra measure, their doctor stated that 

if any of the health caregivers working with the family 

had any problems with this, they were to talk to her, 

effectively placing henelf as a buffer between poten- 

tially homophobic staff and the family needing care: 



Sara: That made a big difference. And she said she 
wrote that, right at the top of the chan. Signed her 
name on it. And if you have any problems, cal1 Dr. 
- [their doctor]. And she said the same thing to 
us. If you have any trouble, with anybody, tell me, and 
l'Il deal with them. You don? need that stress. l'II do it. 
And that was ... that was really welcome. 

Journal Entry: 21 October 1997 

Dad is dying. 1 am amazed at the scope of 
the changes this brings. 1 can feel major 
shifts happening in the family 1 grew up in, in 
the way that people relate to each other. My 
thoughts are a cacophony of soundless 
memories, images of the past. I ache for it al1 
ta be okay among us, feeling certain it won? 
be. 

When I got the news, I fint thought about al1 
the good memories 1 have of times with my 
Daâ. With him, it was rare and significant 
moments. The idealirafion and petpetuation 
of the father figure. Lucky for me, my Dad 
had so much to offer: 

It is a summer night in Winnipeg, mid- 
seventies ... ... 
Thinking of you, Dad. Looking fornard to 
seeing you, in a week and a half. Wanting to 
be part of your leaving, and do it as well as 
we a n .  

5 January 1 QG8 

1998 .. . this little journal now has dates that 
span three calendar years .. . 
Well ... 1 ended up taking a full two months off 



from working on this. In December, 1 put the 
finishing touches on the chapter 
"Expenencing Family, " adding the alternate 
text that appears in the left margin. Now, 1 
need to finish writing the next chapter 'Having 
Children ', and then I will just have the 
discourse chapter to write, and the intro and 
methodology to revise. Oh, and a conclusion 
of some sott! 

Dad's heanh has stabilized, although he is 
still vety sick, and sleeps for a big part of 
every day. We are al1 in a holding pattern, 
waiting for the next round of bad news. 

The time 1 spenf with him and Mom at the 
end of October and into the first couple of 
weeks of November was pretty amazing. 1 
was so impressed by how Dad-and Mom- 
are going through this process. Their 
acceptance, and courage, and pragmatism, 
and humour.. . and the sweet, tender ways in 
which they are going about letting go of each 
other ... They have been together for 43 
years! I had a good visit, was able to be 
supportive of them, and was actually 
sutprised at how Dad's impending death is 
causing shifts in all of our relationships. Most 
notably, my brother Rob, his partner Peg, and 
their kids wen t to ses them, afier ciose to ten 
years of no contact. Wow fhat is definitely 
the biggest shilt of al/. 

There is so much I could wtite about what 
has happeneb-so much has happened! 

Bu? what I need to do is take up this work 
again. Get going ... get rhese last few pieces 
done. I want to have the whole text drafied by 
the end of th& month. 

Angeis, be with me. And help me tu walk in 



beauty one more day. 

Now, back to this Sara's bitthing story ... 

Besides their doctor, other health care profes- 

sionals chose to becorne active allies of Sara and her 

family, during their baby's hospital stay: 

Sara: The nurse that had asked that question, 
as I said, became our biggest advocate. The f ons  
actually Say, mother's name, father's narne, and he 
scratched that al1 out and he put, mother's name, 
mother's name. And you know, he was very good about 
making sure that people knew that and didn't give us 
any grief. And one of the specialists was there one 
day and she was telling us about something and some- 
one else was there and she had to introduce us, and 
she said, this is Sara and . 'S IWO moms. 
And she just said it as matter-of-fact, and went on to 
continue what she was saying, and then after he left 
she asked, was that okay? How should I introduce 
you? Did I say that right? ls there something else I 
should say? And ... and she was wonderful. 

With almost one hundred percent of the hospi- 

ta1 staff, homophobia was either not present or was 

overcome by their shared cornmitment to this child's 

life. There was one nurse that Sara and her partner 

actually requested be removed from caring for their 

daug hter: 

Sara: We had one nurse, out of al1 those nurses that 



we deaf with-and there were a lot of thern-one 
nurse that we didn't like, that we felt ... and there's 
nothing specific that we can say ... just a coldness, a 
. .. sort of a down-your-nose kind of attitude that we 
felt, that we couldn't really Say why. We felt that she 
didn't, she wasn't as gentle or careful with the baby. 
Um ... which may have been perception on our part. 
Because we felt this attitude. 

Andrea: You were probably watching her very closely 
if you felt this attitude? 

Sara: Yeah, yeah. And we mentioned it, and ... we 
never dealt with her again. And they were really good 
about that. We rnentioned it to the head nurse, who 
had always been, you know, if you have any prob- 
lems, questions, make sure you ask me, and we'll sort 
it out. And very soft-spoken, mild-mannered, but very, 
um ... very thorough. 

With the exception of this one nurse, Sara felt 

that the fact that she and her partner were in a lesbian 

relationship really took a back seat in their interac- 

tions with hospital staff: 

Sara: It was so much notthe focus of what was hap- 
pening in our lives. I needed to be there every day. 
- found it hard to be there that much. But that's 
okay. And she was really good about making sure that 
I was okay. And there were times when we'd get bad 
news and I'd just fall apaR and start to cry. And she 
would Say, well, what does that mean? And we need 
this information. And, well, we don7 understand thatS 
You need to Say it differently. And she was really good 
about getting that stuff and saying, do you understand 
what he's saying? Did you get that? And really sort of 
took charge. That ... the ... for everybody involved- 
- and I and the unit-the lesbian-ness really took 
a back seat. They treated us both as parents. They 



dealt ... as much with as a parent. And that 
may have been because of her take-charge-ness ... 

When the baby was strong enough to go home, 

the farnily's relationships with the neo-natal unit staff 

were, for the most part, over. Some of them called 

Sara from tirne-to-time to find out how the baby was 

doing, and one nurse actually lives a few houses down 

on Sara's Street and she'll still invite Sara, her part- 

nef, and the baby down for coffee. 

The ongoing health car@ needs of their daugh- 

ter were now attended to through the lzaak Walton 

Killam Hospital for Children, not the Grace Maternity 

Hospital. [This was prior to their amalgamation.] This 

meant that Sara and her partner had to deal with a 

entirely new staff and, again, assert their ngM to be 

treated as a family. Sara found the atmosphere at the 

Contesting def initions of IWK distinctly different from the Grace: 
family can becorne al1 too 
evident in conflicts over a 
course of medical treatment 
or hospital visitation n'ghts. 
(Weston, 1991, p. 186) 

Sara: We came back to the IWK and were admitted 
for other things. You corne out, in the waiting m a ,  in 
the reception, in the emergency room, and ... I mean, 
there are al1 kinds of things around that. In how 
[her partnef] is going to be treated, and what not. And 
whether or not that's going to affect the care your child 
gets. Or do you ... swallow your sense of self and dig- 
nity and ... erode away at your own self a little more, 
and not Say anything? So that's definitely a concern, 
but again, you know, we were talking about how kids 
sort of take their lead from adults. I think people, like 



White no one ever asked 
directly, people were able to 
respond to the sense of famity 
we were projecting. Other 
teachers often asked Rachel 
how Nancy was doing, and 
some even sent clothing 
outgrown by their children. We 
were delighted when a sur- 
prise baby shower was held .,. 
We have learned that our 
easy acceptance and confi- 
dent projection of family goes 
a long way in enabling other 
people to react with the same 
acceptance, (Zook and 
Haflenback, 1985, p. 91 -92) 

l'm not sure if this is a univer- 
sal experience as a lesbian 
pareni, but it's strange how 
you have this driving urge to 
perform twice as well in order 
to be accepted on the same 
grounds as heterosexual 
parents. It's as though you are 
constantly being assessed. 
There's a constant overcom- 
pensation. (Kuijpers, 1995, p. 
52) 

the people in the neonatal unit, took their lead from 
us. And I think people watched us to see how they 
were supposed to respond. And I think people do that 
in general, if rhey don't know what to do. They look for 
clues and cues and ... try to figure out how to respond, 
and ... we were up front with it. In the very beginning, 
and very clear. [their daughter] had two moms. 
And said that. 

A number of things about this extraordinary 

story stand out for me. With a lesbian couple experi- 

encing childbirth, healt h care professionals have to 

do extra work in order to be supportive. Little things 

make a big difference to the family, and allies among 

the staff are crucial. The difference between a healthy 

birth and a birth with complications is even more pro- 

found for lesbian couples, since it necessitates com- 

ing out in many unanticipated contexts. And, in this 

case, the advocacy skills that these parents devel- 

oped in the process of getting their family's heakh care 

needs met were recognized and appreciated by the 

hospital staff; Sara was appointed to the Grace Amal- 

gamation Cornmittee as a parent representative and 

was instrumental in bringing about improvements in 

neonatal care. 
* * *  * # * # # 4 t 

When 1 listen to Sara tell this sfoy on the 
tape, patts of it echo a conversation I had 
with a friend of mine in Wolfvile, nnot long 
ago. We were talking about the flood in 
Winnipeg and the response of comtnunities 
across the countm We know that ~ e o ~ l e  can 



corne together, differences no longer 
significant, in times like these. Why can Y we 
/ive like that al/ the time ? 

Crisis teaches us that we are capable of 
it. 

Parenting Concerns 

How can you knowingly 
saddle a child with the stigma 
of gay or lesbian parents, ask 
heterosexual critics, invoking 
cuitural notions of childhood 
innocence. This is an aigu- 
ment that would deny children 
to the poor, the racially o p  
pressed, and members of all 
other groups not assigned to 
the rnythical mainstream of 
society, respond the defend- 
ers of gay families. (Weston, 
1991, p. 195) 

Bisexual, lesbian and gay adults with children 

have parenting concerns that overlap with those many 

heterosexual parents have: how two parents can 

accomodate each other's different parenting styles, 

finding complementarity, how to avoid repeating the 

mistakes of one's parents. And then there are parenting 

concerns that overlap with the parenting concerns of 

any group that experiences discrimination: fear for the 

child's safety, protecting the child from discrimination 

and teaching them to protect themselves, fostering 

critical thinking, helping them develop skills for medi- 

ating difference, legal rights, living with the foreknowl- 

edge of difficuit times, and the importance of support. 

In the two stories in this study which are par- 

ents' stories, two concerns emerged which seemed 

distinctly related to homophobia. Homophobic rejec- 

tion by a partnets child is an experience Ellen faced. 

And the other concern relates to the way people's 



Many gay men, despite their sexual orientation is not immediately evident and 
knowledge and acceptance of 
homosexual feelings, may heterosexist assumptions abound. The long-term ef- 

adopt marnage and parent- 
hood as a valuable and viable 
way of life because they truly 
desire children and value the 
role children play in their lives. 
(Bigner & Jacobsen, 1989, p. 
1 69) 

I have never reconciled being 
a lesbian with being a mother, 
not to this day nearly ten 
years after the divorce ,,, I 
have been praised and 
admired by lesbians and 
others across the country for 
my persona1 courage, but I 
cannot bring myself to corne 
out to my son. I have as- 
sumed, rightly or wrongly, that 
he will reject me, and I have 
chosen to be rejected for 
having deserted him rather 
than for my love for women. 
(Wolfe, 1985, p.75-76) 

fort and energy required by parents who have to corne 

out as lesbian, bi, or gay, in countless contexts through- 

out their lives is inestimable. To accept these repeated 

experiences of discomfort and struggle as a given in 

one's future, and to consider having a child to be worth 

it, requires real commitment. Some lesbian, gay and 

bisexual parents knowingly make this commitment. For 

some, being a parent came before their queer self- 

expression, so their commitment to t heir child was 

forced to stretch to encompass new realities. For 0th- 

ers, being queer and being a parent could not be inte- 

grated, meaning some parents are closeted, and sorne 

men and women have given up their children in order 

to be who they are. 

Sara, Ellen and I seem to share a sense that 

our lives will include struggle because there are many 

things in our communities that need to be changed; 

choosing not to have a child does not lessen the need 

to take action for change. 
* * * * * * 1) 

1 am finding this section so hard to write. 

After a year-and-a-half of trying, my f&nd 
wirh whom I have been trying to conceive and 
/ have decided to put if on hold. We both 
kno w that it is highly unlikeiy we will try again, 
it's just that neither of us are fui& ready to let 



it go. lt has been a sweet dream we have 
dreamt together . . . an amating adventure . . . 
a soul-stretching query into our own and each 
other's hearts. ts. really, really love this man, 
and rdish the intimacy of our friendship. It is 
not just the sense of loss that cornes with 
thinking 1 may not ever get pregnant, il is the 
loss of the chance to know the chi/d he and 1 
would have, and the loss of the mutual 
adventure of parenting a child with him, that 
stiffens me wirh sadness. 

On the day that I am writing the first draft of this 

section, I really do not feel able to engage in analysis 

of Sara's and Ellen's parenting concerns. I am keep- 

ing at bay a huge sadness about the fact that I have 

not been able to get pregnant this past year. Position- 

ing rnyself vis a vis this material in a way that allows 

me to get an ovewiew, does not seem possible. So I 

have decided to present Sara's and Ellen's experi- 

ences and thougMs in the form of a dialogue among 

the three of us, as if I were intenriewing the two of 

them on the topic of their concerns as parents. 

Andrea: One of the things I have heard you both 
mention is that, as queer parents, you know that there 
will be rocky times ahead for your children and your 
family. 

Sara: And I'm hoping that I can give my daughter what 
she needs to be able to ... to deal with ... the sort of 
homophobia she's going to corne into contact with, in 
a way that is ... sure of who she is so that it doesnSt 
threaten her sense of self or her values of her family, 



At what point does one move 
from being someone'ç lover to 
being the comother of her 
children? How is this de- 
cided? What formalizes it? 
How is it talked about? How 
are the day-to-day arrange- 
ments, the division of labour 
arrived at? Is comother 
number one stili a mother 
after the breakup when 
comother two or three moves 
in? How do we decide these 
issues? What guides and 
motivates the choices? ... We 
need to be discussing these 
issues on a larger scale. 
(Vaughan, in Pollack and 
Vaughan, 1985, p. 27) 

or who her parents are. 

Ellen: Right now, my partner's youngest daughter- 
she's only thirteen. And she's going through al1 this 
stuff. Like ... her friends ... I think her friends are giv- 
ing her a hard time. About her mother's relationship 
with me. But she's lucky in that she has her older sis- 
ters to help her through. 

Andrea: So other members of the blended family, or 
extended family, can help your child deal with homo- 
phobia. But both of you have told me about encoun- 
ters with homophobia within your families, too. 

Ellen: My partner's middle daughter ... the middle 
daughter is something else! Although she doesn't Say 
anything bad about the relationship, I just feel that ... I 
think a lot of the tirnes I get from her that I shouldn? be 
saying anything to her, like I'm not her mother. 

Andrea: So you think there is a hornophobic element 
in t hat challenge to your authority ? Interesting . Sara, 
you talked about how you and your partner are so 
much more aware now of how your responses to dif- 
ferent situations may affect your child. You've found 
younelves looking at the ways you might be perpetu- 
ating homophobia by reinforcing heterosexist assump- 
tions. 

Sara: Neither of us is willing to lie. We've said that. 
11's important to us. We don? want [their child] 
to hear us lying. We don? want her ta experience that. 
And it's hard because we don't want her to pick up 
that we're uncornfortable or awkward about saying who 
our family is, either, if people ask. And that's a prob- 
lem when we're in the rnall. In situations where we 
might have allowed people their assumptions, just 
because it's easier and you don? always have the 
energy ... we now have to thinkabout how letting those 
assurnptions go unchallenged affects [t hei r 
child]. 

Andrea: So it sounds like making space for yourselves 



We expect to tackle discus- 
sions for which there are no 
precedents or models and 
hope that we can stay clear of 
the traditional "parents know 
best" stance and togethet be 
able to discuss possibilities 
and dilemmas in a spirit of 
mutual respect. Our daughter 
will grow up being familiar 
with a wider range of hurnan 
experience than either of us 
knew. This cannot help but 
enhance the possibilities for 
her own relationships, (Zook 
and Hatlenback, 1985, p. 93) 

We still have a long way to go 
in eliminating the things that 
oppress people in this Society, 
and we know that one of the 
ways to do this is to teach the 
children. The thing that is 
exciting about our child's life is 
that she is not alone in her 
learnings. 

People get ready! If 
you are racist, sexist, classist, 
or homophobic, my child is 
going to think you are strange- 
(Parker, 1985, p. 99) 

as a family means that you have reconsider your own 
style of dealing with heterosexism and homophobia, 
in light of how everything you do affects your daugh- 
ter's experience and view of the world, her parents, 
herself, your family. Wow! That's a big task. 

Sara: And even though we have thought a lot about it, 
in the situation, it's still awkward and it's still uncom- 
fortable. Especially, I mean, with people that you don't 
know, that you're dealing with on a one-time basis, 
yau know, the very fact that you have to tell them 'she 
has two moms', reveals intimate details about your 
life that you don't normally reveal to strangers. And 
it's a really awkward situation. 

Andrea: And you go through it because that's part of 
how you protect your child from hornophobia. How do 
you prepare her to protect herself? 

Sara: I think my instincts are good. I think I have a lot 
of really wonderful things to give a kid. Besides al1 the 
love and the warmth and that sort of stuff. You know? 
1 think I have a sense of social ... justice that I want to 
pass on to somebody else. And I think that's really 
important to me. To be able to ... not that I want to tell 

what to think, but I want to be able to talk with 
her about issues and have her think critically about 
what people Say to her or tell her or show her. And be 
able to make intelligent decisions about her own life, 
and how her life intersects with other lives, 

and to be able to do that responsibly. 

Andrea: So critical thinking has sornething to do with 
protection against hornophobia? 

Sara: Yeah. That she c m  Say, I have two moms and I 
don? care what you Say. I have two moms that love 
me, and some people don't. And I'm really happy to 
have two moms. And I hope I can give her what she 
needs to be able to do that. 

Ellen: I can just remember my daughter being angry. 
As to why [her partner] was staying at my house. 



Lesbian and gay parents think 
very carefully about when and 
how to corne out to their 
children. Although waiting has 
the patential to cause difficul- 
ties, some people choose to 
wait until their children and 
older and may better under- 
stand. Deciding how and 
when to disclose one's homo- 
sexuality is always a complex 
process. (Pollack, 1995, p. 
64) 

My daughter has been very 
open about having two moms. 
She knows her lifestyle is 
different, but she feels very 
much loved and accepted for 
who she is. This seems to 
give her the courage to be 
and to express herseIf with 
her peers, even though she 
has told me this year with 
questioning concen in her 
voice: They just don't under- 
stand, Mom." (Tortorilla, in 
Pollack and Vaughan, 1985, 
p. 173) 

A lesbian mom, about her 
son: 

It will be interesting to me 
when he's eleven and tuwlve 
and the kids start to harass 
h i w h o w  he defends himseif. 
I hope that he's comfortable 
enough with it to stand up to 
it. Because I certainly know it 
will happen. (Pollack, 1995, p. 
68) 

Why she was there. And, um, I never really told my 
daughter that I was a lesbian. What happened was 
t hat , [her daughter] was having some problems 
of her own, growing up. Her mother was a lesbian 
and I guess she must have been getting ragged on, 
or whatever. And she started to drink. And what hap- 
pened was that rny mother, and my sister ... they sat 
down with her, and they explained it to her that, okay, 
your rnom's a lesbian. Live with it. Adjust to it. And 
after she was told that, by my mom and my sister, she 
was able to adjust better. She stopped the drinking 
and doing that foolish stuff. 

Andrea: So kids have to see that not everyone agrees 
with the conventional prejudices, so that they know 
that it's okay to disagree and have another view. I can 
see that since hornophobia is so penrasive, critical 
thinking is a crucial tool for minirnizing its effects and 
helping children to feel comfortable with difference. 

Sara: I think ... having room for and recognizing and 
understanding that there are many different kinds of 
family. And that ... that's okay, and lots of people have 
two dads and lots of people have two moms. Their 
moms have remarried, they have stepmoms, step- 
dads, and that's okay. That's a different kind of family, 
and that's ... that's perfectly fine. And you have two 
moms, and so, I think, creating a sense of ... that it's 
absolutely okay to be who she is and where she is. 
Whoever that is. And giving her the strength, helping 
her to develop the strength and sense of self to deal 
with the difficulties she's going to deal with. 

Andrea: And that's the reality, isn't it? She is going to 
feel the sting of homophobia, no matter what you do. 

Sara: Oh yeah. There may be a time when she doesn't 
want our relationship to be common knowledge, there 
may be only some people that she wants to know, 
and that's okay, too. And ... if there is a time when she 
feels uncornfortable having two moms, I hope that the 
work I have done before then will be ... I want to say 
good enough, but that's not what 1 mean. But I will 



From a fifteen-year-old who 
lives with her two lesbian 
moms: 

It's hard to Say how much of 
my upbringing has to do with 
Annie being a lesbian, and 
how much of it has to do with 
who she is and who I am 
regardless of who any of us 
sleeps with. Annie's always 
taught me to be who I am, to 
do what f need to da, to 
express my emotions, to think 
clearly, and so much else I 
canlt even begin to put it 
down. She's taught me al1 of 
this just by doing it, and 
encouraging me to do it if I 
wanted to. (Rhodes, 1985, p. 
275) 

It is not easy for the 
nonbiological paient in a 
lesbian or gay relationship to 
validate her or his role in a 
child's life. There is no readily 
definable dot. The parameters 
of society's vision are 
stretched by our very exist- 
ence. (Tortorilla, 1985, p. 174) 

have done what I need to so that when she gets 
through that, she still hasn't lost any sense of her ... 
dignity, I guess, and value . .. 1 hope t hat I can help her 
be sure enough in herself, that she can deal with those 
things and that they won? have a lasting effect on her. 

Andrea: So it strikes me that it's got to be really im- 
portant for you, your partner, and your daughter to have 
support to sustain you through al1 this. Ellen, you've 
talked about how that support works in your family. 

Ellen: My partner's daughters and my daughters have 
been pretty supportive of each other. The youngest 
one, she's only thirteen. But she's lucky in that she 
has her older sisters to help her through. Especially 
right now, where, besides just starting puberty, she 
has her friertds giving her a hard time about her moth- 
er's relationship with me. And my daughter is the old- 
est of them all, so she's almost been like their older 
sister. 

Sara: Our family's support comes from the commu- 
nity that we created because we needed that support. 
And then, in the second place, from my family of ori- 
gin that came around in the end. 

Andrea: I'm really struck by the incredible number of 
instances in any given day when you find yourself in a 
situation where whether or not you are supported as 
a family really matters. From issues as pragmatic as 
whether or not you can access the services of the 
young women in your neighbourhood who babysit, to 
issues as profound as whether or not your partner is 
recog nized as a parent. 

Sara: When [their daug hter] was younger, she 
had so many medical problems. We never considered 
a babysitter. We always took her over to Mom's, or 
somebody else. But now, she's older. We don? have 
those concerns anymore. And [a local teenager] 
is a very ... she looks aAer a lot of the kids in the neigh- 
bourhood. And we've talked about maybe going out 
somewhere, just for a few hours, and asking her to 



corne over. I think that'll happen, in time. 

Andrea: Have you and your partner attempted to cre- 
ate some form of legal recognition or protection for 
your family? 

For lesbians and gay men, the 
issues surmunding parenting 
are cornplex and sametirnes 
disturbing. In addition to the 
ernotional, financial, and legal 
considerations facing any 
parent, lesbians and gay men 
must also face societal 
homophobia and the absence 
of equal rights in the eye of 
the law, (Pollack, 1995, p. 19) 

For lesbians parenting to- 
get her, it is irnperative t hat 
you draw up specific legal 
agreements to identify and 
protect the position of the 
nonbiological mother. The 
relationship of the 
nonbiological mother is not 
legally recognized; therefore 
we must take conscious steps 
to establish whatever legal 
bonds we can. Th8 
nonbiological mother risks 
losing her child if the biobgi- 
cal mother dies without a will 
dssignating a guardian for her 
child or ii the relationship 
between the partners ends, 
and there is no clear plan 
delineating the amtinued 
parenting of the child. (Pies, 
1985, p. 111) 

Sara: Well, we talked about legal things. And we had 
sort of looked into adoption and discovered that we 
couldn't do anything here in Nova Scotia, in ternis of 
- [her partner] adopting, unless l gave up my 
rig Ms as a parent. Which we were kind of disappointed 
about. I rnean, it doesn't really make any difference to 
us in how we parent, other than just sort of legitirniz- 
ing their relationship, and we wanted to do that more 
for [her partner] than for anything else. We do 
have a legal document drawn up that says that if any- 
thing should happen to me, [her partner] will 
be her caregiver. We went to a lawyer and told her 
what we wanted. ft was somebody that Morn had gone 
to that Mom knew. First we had guardian-in-heatth- 
care documents done up for each other, in the event 
that we were incapacitated and unable to make medi- 
cal decisions. And a local woman lawyer did those for 
us, someone we knew of through the women's com- 
munity. And we really liked her, but she had since left. 
We didn't know anybody else to go to. Mom suggested 
this other woman, so we went to her and were very up 
front about what we wanted, and she had a really good 
price, and we showed her the documents from the 
first lawyer, and, she said, oh well, we can just adjust 
these a little bit, and that'll cost you less money and ... 
so we redid our wills to include each other. So that 
- [Sara's partner] would be her guardian in the 
event that sornething happened to me. In the event 
that something happened 10 both of us, my sister is 
the guardian, but, the other thing we did was have a 
... sort of a guardian-in-health-car8 document drawn 
up for [her partner] and [t heir daughter], 
so that if something happened to Pheir daugh- 
ter], and [her partner] had to take her to the 
hospital, they wouldn't waste time trying to track me 
down with consent, so [her partner] has a docu- 
ment-a legal document that she carries around in 



We introduce ourselves as 
gay parents and we inform 
them of [her adoption] and 
how she relates to us. A big 
concern to us is what every- 
body does arounâ Mother's 
Day because she doesn't 
have anybody. We make sure 
that they focus on her grand- 
mother. On Father's Day, she 
needs to be allowed to make 
two things, not one, which is 
usually no probfem for any- 
body. But we're real up front 
about it. We're active in the 
Parents Association, we're 
active fundraisers, so we're 
known. (Pollack, 1995, p. 75) 

Amrding to an article by 
Pattemon in the journal C M  
Devebpment, "Although 
studies have assessed over 
300 off spn'ng of gay or lesbian 
parents in 12 different Sam- 
ples, no evidence has b e n  
found for significant distur- 
bances of any kind in the 
developmertt or sexual iden- 
tity. The same heîd true for 
moral development, intelli- 
gence, and peer relation- 
ships." (Pollack, 1995, p. 29) 

her wallet-it's actually not the whole document, it's 
just a little piece of paper that the lawyer did up spe- 
cially so she could keep it in her wallet. That refers to 
the document saying that [her partner] has the 
right to consent to medical treatment for our daughter. 

Andrea: All of this must b8 very time-consuming, not 
to mention costly. And how do you foresee handling 
the ongoing demands to advocate for your daughter 
and your family, as she heads off to school and her 
world gets bigger? 

Sara: I think dealing with people right up front rnakes 
al1 the difference, and I think people take their lead 
from that. When she goes to school, I have evety in- 
tention of going with her. I think you can go now be- 
fore that first day, and explaining that [her 
daughter] has two rnorns. That's who her family is and 
when it cornes to Mother's Day, she'll be needing to 
make two Mother's Day cards and, when it cornes to 
Father's Day, maybe she can make a Grandfather's 
Day card or she can make some more Mother's Day 
cards, but that's who she is, that's who her family is, 
and I expect people to deal with that respectfully. And 
I expect the teachers to make sure that that happens. 
So I'rn going to have that conversation. As difficult as 
that rnay be, and as much as I don? know the nature 
that will take, I think it's an important conversation that 
needs to happen. And I suspect it's going to have to 
happen evety year. rhere was a tangible tone of wea- 
riness in Sara's voice when she spoke about this.] But 
that's okay. And so, you know, maybe until she's into 
junior high and then she can decide if she wants peo- 
ple to know. She can tell them herself. And if she 
doesn't, that's okay, too. She may choose just to tell 
some people. If that's how she's more cornfortable, 
that's fine. 

Ellen: I think my daughter has a really good sense of 
who she is. And she's comfoRable in who she is. And 
I think that's probably one of my biggest things, you 
know, that kcause her motherms a lesbian, when she 
was younger she wondered if she was a lesbian, too. 
And I know that's not an issue for her anymore. And 



From a fifteen-year-old who 
lives with her two lesbian 
moms: 

Values aren't absolute. 
There's lots of choices, lots of 
options, more options than 
most young people think. I 
learned that there are lots of 
versions of what's okay, and 
the conventional way isn't 
automatically the best way. l 
think I have the better deal 
because I get to see more 
options. (Rhodes, in Pollack 
and Vaughan, 1985, p. 273) 

Some lesbian mothers en- 
courage their children to 
understand the difference 
between the two (or more) 
mothers. ûthers do not. And, 
some children must try to 
explain who this 'other' mom 
is, often in terrns that are not 
translatable to th8 nuclear 
family rnodel. (Pies, 1985, p. 
101) 

regarding when she has her chi ldren-my grandchil- 
dren-you know, if they're gay or lesbian, that's going 
to be fine. I think she'll be adjusted to know that her 
children are who they are. And we have to be accept- 
ing of who they are. 

Sara: People that have an untraditional family-and 
I'm meaning same sex family, as opposed to single 
mom's or step-families or blended farnilies-l think the 
children tend to grow up being more thinking, sensi- 
tive children, through the experience. And I think they 
do that out of necessity, to some degree. They have 
to be socially aware. And I think that's good. I think 
that's a really good thing that cornes out of some of 
the difficulties of that family situation. The only kid I 
know that's grown up with a lesbian or gay parent has 
got to be one of the most sensitive, caring, thoughtful 
young men I've ever met. I have a lot of respect for his 
mom. I think she's done a wonderful job. 

Sara and Ellen provide us with a glimpse of 

some of the concerns of lesbian parents. Sara spoke 

repeatedly about her belief that if she and her partner 

take the lead, with confidence, and with the expecta- 

tion that others will be respectful, this will both disarm 

potential homophobic responses to their family, and 

mode1 appropriate responses. Their little girl, as she 

grows up in this atmosphere, is also taking the lead, 

by creating the language she needs to refer to her 

family members. 

Sara: When she calls out, like from her crib, she'll 
say, Mommy, Mommy. And if you don? respond, or if 
the one she's looking for doesn't show up, she says, 
Mommy Sara? Or Mommy [Sara's partner]? 
And now, because we've al1 heard her do this, if 



[her partner] calls for [their daughter] at my 
morn's house, and Morn answers the phone, she'll Say, 
- [their daughter], corne talk to Momrny 
[Sara's partner]. 

Perhaps as non-traditional families become 

more cornmon, more visible, and more accepted, it 

will be the children who grow up knowing that they 

are okay, and that difference is okay, who will lead us 

into new ways of being family with each other. 



HOW BISEXUAL, LESBIAN AND GAY ADULTS TALK ABOUT FAMILY: 

AN EMERGING DISCOURSE 

Words have the power to deny destruction and Our 
writing must prove this. We need languages that 
regenerate us, warm us, give binh to us, that Iead us to 

I act and not to flee. (Chawaf, 1 981 , p. 1 77) 

My interest in integrating some discourse analyçis-albeit rudimentary-in 

this project stems from the many research projects I have worked on in which the 

stories of marginalized people have been collected and analysed. Prior to inter- 

viewing the six participants in this study, I had conducted interviews with women 

working in shelters for battered women, women and men whose children have 

been apprehended by child welfare agencies, women working in rural women's 

centres, young women organizing to learn how to keep themselves safe from male 

violence, lesbians and bisexual women accessing health care, and women who 

are struggling with a dnig addiction. I have had direct experience with the chal- 

lenges people face when their reality is not easily described in the language that is 

available. I have waited patiently, being as supportive as possible. as the person I 

am interviewing scans their own vocabulary, trying to find a way to tell me some- 

thing they think is relevant to the question I have asked. 

Language fails those of us whose life experience is not considered part of 

the mainstream of society, attempting to impose silence on us because ouf being 

different is considered a threat to the myth of normalcy. This keeps us isolated, and 

this isolation makes R very difficult for us to connect with each other, build solidarity 

and strength, deepen ouf insight, and develop a collective vision to guide us as we 

work for change. In fact, the effect of the limitations of language on Our imagina- 



tions is one of my main concerns. 

My intention in this chapter is to reflect on a number of questions. How does 

the lack of language to describe our experience affect us? How do we convey what 

family means to us? How do we use the available language? What innovations in 

language usage have we come up with in order to be able to talk about our experi- 

ences of farnily? What are the barriers to developing a discourse about farnily in our 

lives? What are we silent about, and how is our silence a part of our language? 

I am not a linguist, and my knowledge in this area is scant. A full exploration 

of these questions would require knowledge in the area of sociolinguistics, the study 

of the relationship of language to society. The method would involve microlinguistics, 

which is defined as the highly detailed study of language data, including analysing 

"pauses, interruptions, false starts, hesitations, and other such features" (Crystal, 

1 995, p. 288). A thoroug h study would also pay attention to extralinguistic cues, 

such as facial expression and gesture, and analyse how these aid in the expres- 

sion of meaning. The focus of the research would be on pragmatics, which is the 

study of the factors influencing a person's choice of language (p. 457), or more 

simply, how people mako language work for thern. 

Such an analysis is clearly beyond the scope of this chapter. What I can do 

is point out some of the linguistic practices I have noticed in the course of working 

with these transcripts. My reflections will most closely approximate work in the area 

of pragmatics, i.e. how words come to be defined by their function in discourse, and 

how this serves to actually create new meanings and new ways of speaking: 

According to contemporary thinking in pragmatics, 
conversation succeeds because we adopt a taoperative 
principle'-a set of rules governing linguistic interaction 
that everyone recognizes (Crystal, 1995). 



While I am not schooled in linguistics, I have read some of the work of 

sociolinguist Deborah Tannen, who is best known for her work on gender and dis- 

course. Indeed, many feminist scholars, in linguistics and other fields, are incorpo- 

rating an analysis of language into their work. bel1 hooks, who has been described 

as an 'insurgent black intellectual" also discusses language in her recent book, 

Teaching to Transgress. A brief overview of what I have learned from these sources 

will inform the reader about the critical thinking that has shaped my questions, 

observations, and thoug hts. 

Tannen's (1 990) study of different conversational styles has evolved into a 

focus on gender differences in communication. She shows how, because women 

and men have been socialized differently, we have actually grown up in different 

'worlds of words", and women's conversation tends to have connection as a goal, 

while men tend to use conversation enhance their status. In relation to my topic- 

the family experiences of bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults-Tannen's assertion 

that there are different subcultures within society in which language is used differ- 

ently, seems helpful. Bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults have grown up in an almost 

wordless world, and the words we have heard that refer to our lives have been 

loaded with negative connotations and often intended to hurt us. Tannen's daim 

that a different vantage point in society leads to a different way of using language 

can be applied to us, even if the words we have to work with are so few and so 

inadequate. 

Tannen also writes about metamessages and how they frarne our conversa- 

tions. Metamessages consist of information that is coded into what is said, without 

actually being said, directly: 



Another way to think about metamessages is that they 
frame a CO nversation, much as a picture frame provides 
a context for the images in the picture. Metamessages 
let you know how to interpret what someone is saying 
by identifying the activity that is going on: Is this an 
argument or a chat? 1s it helping, advising, or scolding? 
At the same time, they let you know what position the 
speaker is assuming in the activity, and what position 
you are being assigned. (Tannen, 1990, p. 33) 

This is a useful concept in attempting to understand how context is used in conver- 

sations that bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults have about family, providing dues to 

the meaning of what is being said. 

Dale Spender is one of the feminist scholars researching and writing about 

language as this relates to the historical oppression of women, and by extension, to 

women's liberation. She States that women are reclaiming words that have been 

made derogatory, and recycling words that can be used differentiy: 

There is also a great deal of recycling going on (Mary 
Daly being one of the best proponents of this practice) 
with the result that there are growing resources which 
allow women to define ounelves positively and help us 
more accurately to Say what we mean. (Spender, 1 984, 
P* 2) 

The idea of recycling words that have meant one thing in comrnon usage, and 

using them to convey new meanings, seerns to fit the practice of several partici- 

pants in this study who use words originally meant to refer to traditional family 

roles, to describe non-traditional family members. 

Joann Bean suggests that using words in unusual ways can indicate the 

need for new inte~retations: 



The unusual use of a word as a due to difference is an 
avenue which would seem to provide interesting results. 
(Bean, 1984, p. 27) 

This echoes an experience I had repeatedly while working with the stories of rny 

participants: the use of words in unorthodox ways served as a signpost providing 

direction for my inquiry. Similarly, Vivian Darroch has written about how she en- 

gages language "for the purpose of discovering what will make visible 'unknown' 

images and ideas" (Darroch, 1984, p. 29). 

In general, feminist scholars have drawn attention to the fact that a lm- 

guage that has evolved within a patriarchal system serves the purposes of that 

system and its beneficiaries. As part of the process of dismantling male power and 

pfivilege, women must become conscious of al1 we have not expressed and find 

new ways to bring ouf experience into the shared reality that language helps cre- 

ate. 

In order to achieve self-determination, women must 
name their own experiences, encode their own reality, 
speak the unspeakable. (Ackroyd, 1984, p. 60) 

Clearly, this applies to bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults, as well as we claim self- 

determination in our experience of family. 

bel1 hooks sees language as a site of resistance, struggle, and change. She 

grounds her analysis in the historical experiences of African slaves who had to 

leam to use the language of their oppressors to communicate with each other, 

since they were not fluent in each other's mother tongues. 

Possessing a shared language, black folks could find 
again a way to make community, and a means to m a t e  



the political solidarity necessary to resist. (hooks, 1 994, 
p. 170) 

hooks also refers to the unusual or incorrect usage of words as a creative act, 

incorporating into her analysis the importance of the spirit and energy of rebellion 

that these linguistic acts expressed: 

For in the incorrect usage of words, in the incorrect 
placement of words, was a spirit of rebellion t hat clairned 
language as a site of resistance. Using English in a way 
that ruptured standard usage and meaning, so that white 
folks could often not understand black speech, made 
English into more than the oppressor's language. 
(hooks, 1994, p. 170) 

hooks identifies modern black vernacular as a contemporary manifestation of this 

resistance and links this idea of "renegade speech" to the evolution of new episte- 

molog ical practices : 

The power of this speech is not simply that it enables 
resistance to white supremacy, but that it also forges a 
space for alternative cultural production and alternative 
epistemologies-different ways of thinking and knowing 
that were crucial to creating a counter-hegemonic 
worldview. (hooks, 1 994, p. 1 71 ) 

The elements of hooks' analysis that will be especially useful in my reflections on 

discourse in this study, is that using language differently and creating new lan- 

guage changes how we know what we know, that moments of not understanding 

can be encountered as spaces in which to learn, and that we can know in frag- 

ments as we explore new ways of using language (hooks, 1994, p. 172, 174). 



With these ideas in my analytical toolbox, I will now attempt to shed some 

light on how the six participants in my study talked about their experiences of fam- 

ily. 

Eftects of the Lack of Language 

Based on the interviews I conducted for this study, it seems that the lack of 

language to speak about family affects bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults, in many 

ways. 

Firstly, there is the experience of feeling that one is indescribable. For some 

of us, our difficulty with language begins with having no way of describing ouf- 

selves. One of my participants spoke about this in response to my question about 

how she describes her sexuality: 

Ellen: I still haven't corne ... it al1 depends. I don? like that word bisexual. Because 
it seems like it just ... l have this connection that ... you don? really know what you 
want. That you're sleeping with these people because you don't really know who 
you are. And when I Say that I'm a lesbian, that restrids me to just saying that I just 
sleep exclusively with women. And that's not so. So until ... and I don't want to use 
two-spirited because, there is a ... that religious part to this two-spirited part, that I 
don't want to use that either. So what else is ... so you'll hear me saying ... either or. 
But ... but I don? really know yet, even how to describe that. 

Ellen chooses to use the tems 4esbianm and bisexual," depending on the 

situation. I, too, feel that none of the available terms fit my sense of myself, so I 

often just Say that my sexuality is non-exclusive, or that I'm not straight. But what 

does it mean to define myself in the negative sense, as not something? It's like 

living in the negative of a photograph, as if the space we live in is does not really 

exist. 



According to one participant, having no way of describing ourselves and our 

relationships with loved ones can lead to questioning ourselves. In his experience, 

he has gone back to accepted definitions and roles as a reference point, and felt 

vulnerable to the pressure to confom: 

Peter: There are times when the need to feel like we fit somewhere ... we regress. 
This happened to and 1. We are wonderful, wonderful friends. We would go 
home to the town we grew up in, and go out to one of the clubs where our fnends 
would be hanging out at the time. We would regress, to the point where we would 
be on the dance floor, kissing, and things like that. It was just so unnatural for us. 
So uncomfortable. So uncomfortable. It was almost, like dirty. 

Lacking the language-and therefore the ability-to speak about ourselves 

and the people in our lives who are family to us, is wounding. More than one partici- 

pant commented on how healing it was to be able to talk about family, in the inter- 

views: 

Daniel: I enjoy [talking about family] because ... I went through al1 of this by myself. 
So this is sornething that I always find healing. Because when you don't talk about 
it, and you mull it over in your head and you don7 articulate things to other people, 
you sometimes defeat hope. And you focus on the things that aren't occurring ... 
and when you don't express that out loud, sometimes those things take over. It 
gives you a sense of hope, when you talk about family. 

Peter: I find this very, very therapeutic, and it couldn't have come at a better tirne 
for me. 

The lack of language with which to talk about ourselves and our families is 

detrimental to our overall well-being. There are also several specific ways in which 

we are limited by this lack of language. 

One participant noted how he was unable to mark the deepening of his rela- 

tionship with one family of choice rnember, because he couldn't find a way to ex- 



press it to her: 

Daniel: 1 love her in a way that, urn ... goes beyond ... it's just ... we've made a 
spiritual connection in the last two years that's, um ... that's really been ... important 
to me, but really difficult to express to her in a way that 1...1 really wish I could. 

Daniel also talked about how the lack of language makes it hard to discuss 

the effects of gender-rote socialization with partners, and clarify roles in a relation- 

ship: 

Daniel: When you put two men together in a relationship, and-they've both been 
brought up in traditional familias, gad ... what do you do? And what role ... ? And 
what I'm trying to tell myself is that you define that role after you've discussed it with 
you partner. And the open communication is the way to find out what's acceptable 
and what you're going to go with. But, you know, we don't talk about the gay family. 

One of the ways 1 found the lack of language limiting was when I was trying 

to formulate the questions I wanted to ask my participants about their experience of 

family. Here is an example of one instance when I was trying to ask Natalie a 

question about being bisexual: 

Andrea: I'm finding it a little hard to formulate questions which is, I think, because 
we're in an area that's sa undefined. Um ... I guess part of what I want to ask you is 
... what's it like not to have any idea? What's it like ... I mean, is it different ... is there 
something about the experience of not really having any idea about how this is al! 
going to play itself out, that has to do with being bi? That's unique to being bi? 

One participant reflected on how not having any language prevented her 

from being able to talk about her first intirnate experience with another woman: 

Sara: The next day was awkward. We didn't really know ... we didn't have any 
guidelines for dealing with this. Or any way to talk about it. 



It begins to be quite obvious how the lack o language reinforces isolation, 

rnaking it difficult to have healthy intimate relationships and preventing the devel- 

oprnent of suppoitive allies. The lack of language to talk about family among queer 

adults also contributes to the lack of information about options like alternative in- 

semination: 

Sara: I didn't hear about any long4erm couples that had children, which was what 
I wanted. I wondered, I guess, if that could happen. And I had no idea how. I had not 
heard about alternative sorts of ways to get pregnant. The people that I knew in the 
community didn't talk about those things. My ideas about the possibility of having a 
family were very vague. 

Besides affecting us in the realm of our relationship with lovers and other 

family members, not having the language we need impedes the acceptance of our 

families by others and contributes to the misunderstanding that often surrounds Our 

family relationships: 

Sara: Some of the hospital staff asked us ... how do you want to be called? Are you 
both moms? You know, those kind of questions, that people just ... they needed to 
sort out. They needed to know the words to use to be able to talk to us. But not 
everybody made that effort. 

Peter: My relationship with my closest friend whorn I include in that inner circle of 
loved ones ... is often misunderstood. He is a straigM man, but for years everyone 
assumed we were partners. Being in the community that we came from, people just 
assumed, you know, guilt by association. Like the only kind of close relationship I 
could have with a man would have to be as lovers. We've heard these rumours al1 
ouf lives. 

One of th8 most profound ways that the lack of language to talk about our 

family relationships affects us as bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults is quite subtle. 

Because we don? talk about being family with each other very often, the times 



when we do tend to be very poignant and powerful. This is not a negative thing, in 

itself, except that it reinforces the marginalkation of Our family experiences. Those 

aspects of our lives that are accorded acceptance and respect, and are expressed 

in the lexicon of our daily lives, do not usually generate intense emotion. Talking 

about being family with our family of choice members is still an extraordinary expe- 

rience for many of us: 

Sara: We have talked about being farnily. We've talked about how much we mean 
to each other and how we're more like sisters, I guess, maybe imaginary sisters ... 
or what we imagine a really great sister might be ... and those are very poignant 
moments. 

These moments can be so emotionally powerful that some of us refrain from 

having these conversations. for fear of making those whom we consider family feel 

u ncornfortable: 

Daniel: I'm a bit guarded about talking about being family when I'm with someone 
who is special to me. You don7 want to freak them out. ... 

Against the backdrap of silence about queers creating and being family, talking 

about it becornes a very big deal. This resuls in what I believe is a distorted view of 

how we are farnily with our loved ones; it remains in the realrn of the extraordinary. 

Another way in which the backdrop of silence contributes to this distortion is 

that sometimes it is a crisis, or a particularly difficult tirne in a relationship, that 

precipitates us talking among ourselves and to others about what we mean to each 

other. 

Natalk: So it's not unless I'm balling my eyes out, and rny father says, you know, 
what's wrong? What did do this tirne? Something along those lines. That I 



would actually talk about her. And that's problematic for me. It doesn't give the 
relationship the credit it needs, and it's out of this fear place, and it doesn't feel 
cornfortable to me. 

The lack of language to talk about our experiences of family effects us in 

many ways: we find it hard to describe ourselves, we often do so by talking about 

what we are not, and sornetimes, living in this half-light causes us to question our 

own identity. We have difficulty rnarking growth in oui relationships, clarifying roles, 

asking questions, and building allies. Information is hard to access; acceptance 

from others is hard to gain. Using crises as opportunities to talk about our families 

leads to a distorted sense of those relationships, and the conversations we do have 

are imbued with an emotional intensity that would not be there if our family relation- 

ships were acknowledged and accepted as being part of our everyday lives. 

In t his atmosphere of restricted reflection and communication, how does the 

meaning of our family relationships become known to us? 

About Meanlng 

In the absence of language to talk about the full range of our experiences of 

farnily, and in the silence that results from this absence of language, by what proc- 

ess do we corne ta know who our family is? How does the meaning of a nontraditional 

family relationship make itself known? I found some dues to the answer to this 

question in the stories of two of my participants. 

Daniel described his growing unhappiness with the usual ritual of going home 



to his family of origin for Christmas. As his relationships with family of choice mem- 

bers became more and more important to him, the assumption that he would spend 

the holiday season with the people he is closest to began to point him in a different 

direction. 

Daniel: These people are my family. It's not biological, it's not legal, but it's real. 
And I've actually tried to explain that to my mother. You know? This Christmas, I 
came back to Nova Scotia on Christmas Day, and I had to Say to her, there are 
people now in my life that are important to me that I want to spend holiday time 
with. And quality time with. I would love to develop more rituals with those family 
members, but I haven't been able to because I've been so concerned with keeping 
the traditions that I've had with my own family. Christmas is a big deal. 
[family of choice mernber] and I talked about it this year. I would really like, next 
year, not to go home for Christmas. 

The meaning of his farnily of choice relationships began to enter into Dan- 

iel's consciousness through the discomfort he began to feel going home to his 

family of orlgin for Christmas. There was dissonance between the assumption- 

which Daniel had previously ascribed to-that the farnily of origin would gather at 

Christmas time, and the fact that the people who actually functioned as family in 

Daniel's daily life were his non-biological Mn. It seems to me that it was in the space 

created by this dissonance, 'and in the process he went through to figure out what 

the dissonance was about, that the meaning of his family of choice relationships 

began to emerge. 

Daniel: I think the first time I talked about being family with Ifamily of choice 
mernber] was when I had just visited my family of origin. I had been home and 
come back to her. After that ... when it was at the forefront of my mind that ... there 
was a comparison. You know? There's this, and there's that. And this is what I want. 

Without language to express what was changing, Daniel used the language of fam- 



ily fitual to let his mother know about the existence of his family of choice. 

Farnily ritual has long been used as a way of defining family, Who gets in- 

vited to family dinners on special occasions makes a statement about how those 

who do the inviting view their family; when the person a family member is dating is 

asked to a family gathering, it is often an expression of acceptance into the family's 

inner circle. Daniel was making a similar kind of statement when he told his mother 

that there are people in his life now with whom he wants to spend holiday tirne. Out 

of the gap between assumption and actuality emerges the rneaningfulness of new 

family relationships. 

The other example of how the meaning of our non-biological family relation- 

ships can enter into our consciousness indicates the importance of discourse in 

rneaning-making. 

In one of her interviews, Ellen was identifying the members of her family of 

choice. She began to talk about two young wornen friends of her's that are in a 

relationship with each other, and how other members of her family of choice under- 

stood the significance of her friendship with them, although her family of origin did 

Ellen: These two young girls that I'rn talking about in particular that are friends of 
mine, they're ... one of them is not really out, yet. One of them is, and the other one 
is not from her community. So a lot of the times, I just cal1 them "the girlsn. üke, if ... 
if I Say I'rn going to see the girls, people know who I 'rn talking about. The friends I 
have, they would know that. At home in my community, if I said, well, I'm going to 
see the girls, they'd go, who? And I never thought about that until just now ... that I 
was excluding them from who is family to me ... I don't know why I wasn't thinking 
that way ... 

Wanting to find out as much as I could about how a person comes ta regard specific 



relations hips as family relationshi ps, I asked: 

Andrea: When did you know that? When was the first time you realized ... the girls 
are my family? 

To which Ellen replied: 

Ellen: Just ... five minutes ago. 

It was in the act of speaking about family, in the interview, that the meaning 

of Ellen's relationships with these two young women asserted itself as family. Surely 

this is a powerful indication of the importance of language and discourse in our 

lives! If Ellen had not had that conversation with me, when would the fact that these 

friends had become family have entered into her conscious awareness?As Gubrium 

and Holstein daim, family discourse "is a language that persuades as well as in- 

forrns" (Gubn'um and Holstein, 1990, p. ix). 

The barriers that bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults face when trying to de- 

velop the language to speak about family in our lives are many and varied. From 

the communication patterns some of us have inherited from families of origin in 

which litîle of a personal nature is ever discussed, to the risks we take speaking 

about queer families in communities in which homophobia is still considered a vir- 

tue, finding ways to talk about family is difficult. 

Some of us grew up in families in which there is a tradition of keeping family 



secrets. Sorne families of origin have taught us to believe that any subject that 

touches on intimacy is not to be spoken about, openly. 

Natalie: There was just lots of unspoken stuff in my farnily. When my grandfather 
died, and my father took off to Germany ... right around that time, it was my birth- 
day, and nobody was talking about the fact the my grandfather had just died. We al1 
went off to the circus, for rny birthday Party. It was just bizarre ... And in my own 
social circle as a teenager, a group of us used to hang out together. And I knew 
- was gay, al1 along. But, I mean, it would have been the violation of al1 times 
to have even suggested it. And when I came out to him, he said that he knew I 
wasn't straig ht. And nobody said anyt hing. 

It is also the case in some of ou? families of origin, that verbal acknowledg- 

ment or the withholding of verbal acknowledgment of some aspect of ouf lives, is 

used as a way of expressing approval or disapproval. 80th what gets said, and 

what gets le8 unsaid, become a part of the family discourse we learn from our 

families of origin. Sara rememben having to break through this silence about her 

relationship on, once again, the occasion of a family gathering: 

Sara: The second year that and I were together, Mom called and invited me 
for Thanksgiving. And I said, no, and I were having Thanksgiving together. 
And she was quite surprised and shocked, and what do you mean you're not corn- 
ing home for Thanksgiving? 

By not including Sara's paitner in the invitation, even though they had been to- 

gether for two years, Sara's rnom was withholding recognition and, by extension, 

acceptance of their relationship. It took courage for Sara to break through that 

silence and make her relationship visible: 

Sara: It was hard for me. Standing up and saying, this is a legitimate family for me. 
And if you don't recognize it, I'm not coming. 



Again, the amount of energy required to create this kind of space for ourselves and 

our families, repeatedly, over time, is enormous. 

For those of us whose sexuality falls outside the norm, sharing almost any 

information about our families includes disclosing Our sexuality. 

Sera: You're revealing intimate details of your life to strangers, in an emergency 
waiting room, when you're dependent on them for car8 in a very stressful situation. 
You wouldn't even be talking to them if your child wasntt sick and in need of care. 

The fact that most people still assume that everyone is heterosexual unless 

othewise informed, places a great weight on the shoulders of those of us who find 

ourselves having to refute that assumption in order to have Our family relationships 

recognized. What we really need in t hose situations is to be recognized as a family ; 

we do not need the infringernent of our privacy or the stress which cornes with 

having to disclose the nature of Our intimate relationship with out partner. 

One physician I know has found a way to circumvent this when he takes a 

patient's history: he asks each patient whether they sleep with women, or men, or 

both, or neither. This approach makes clear that he is aware of and nonjudgmental 

about al1 the possibilities, and creates an atmosphere in which his patients can feel 

affirmed and supported in whatever their sexual choices might be. He does not 

assume heterosexuality; he assumes diversity. This creates space for his patients 

to speak about their lives without being made to feel deviant and vulnerable. Hos- 

pital emergency room staff would do well to find a similar way to obtain the neces- 

sary information from their patients. 

One of the other barriers to developing the language we need to talk about 



family, is related to our resourcefulness and resiliency in coping with the silence 

that is imposed on us. We often acclimatize ourselves so well to our circumstances, 

finding ways to live within this silence, that speaking about our families of choice 

does not corne naturally to us. We avoid the awkwardness of trying to express what 

we mean to each other, and learn to rely on tacit recognition of each other as family. 

Ellen: Those relationships do not get spoken of as family. We don? really express 
it to each other. It's just understood. 

Sara: For the most part, my relationships with those close friends I consider family 
... it's largely unspoken. I think sometimes I put people in uncornfortable positions, 
telling them how I feel about them. 

Sara thinks it is important to speak about being family with these people, because 

talking about it is the only way that we will chal!enge the norm and work through the 

awkwarâness. 

Sara: I don7 regret it. I mean, I do it over and over. And people get kind of used to 
it. 

But even Sara has internalized homophobia that prevents her from using 

the word 'lesbian', in certain situations: 

Sara: Sornetimes I think, with people that you don? know ... lesbian is a word that 
turns people off. So sometimes I'm careful about ... when and around who I use 
that word. But that would be the word I wouM choose for myself. 

How much of this is strategic thinking, and how much of it is accommodating the 

silence that makes it so hard for us to daim space for who we are? Being aware 

that certain ways (most ways) of talking about queer relationships make people 

uncomfortable, and not wanting to make people uncomfortable, is another barder 



to developing a discourse. 

Daniel identified resistance to talking about family among gay men that he 

believes is specific to gay male culture. In his experience, the notion of being family 

to each other is rarely found in interactions among gay men. He noted how the 

prevalence of sex or the possibility of sex in most interactions among gay men, 

seems to have something to do with gay men's reluctance to talk about being fam- 

ily, and we identified the incest taboo as part of this dynamic. (1 discussed this in 

more detail in the chapter on Becorning Family.) Daniel also feels that another 

barrier to developing this discourse among gay men is the total absence of any 

discussion about getting old. 

Daniel: Growing old is not something you focus on when you're in the gay comrnu- 
nity. Staying young is what you focus on. You don? talk about what it's like to grow 
old. You constantly talk about what you're going to do to stay young. 

Wanting to create a family of choice has, for Daniel, a great deal to do with how he 

sees himself growing oM: 

Daniel: Who's going to be around when I'rn sixty-five, and shrivelled ... you know? 
I want to be in the same retirement home as some members of rny family of choice. 

For Daniel, this means creating those family of choice relationships, now, and pan 

of that is being able to talk about being family. 

Another barrier to developing the language we need to talk about our fami- 

lies is simply the lack of words we have to work with: 

Natalie: Words that I use, when I'm talking to people who are family ... hmm ... it 
might take me a little longerto get an answer out! I would Say what's different when 



I talk about this with people who are in my farnily of choice, than, Say, how I would 
talk about it with my mother ... we talk about a connection on a different level. We 
talk about the sort of quality of connection, or spirit, and stuff like that. 

"A connection on a different level," "quality of connection," "spirit," "stuff like that" 

are the phrases and words Natalie used to try to describe how she talks about 

being family with her non-biological kin. What cornes across is that then are ele- 

rnents of difference, quality, and spirit in her family O! choice relationships. Still, we 

are left feeling we may have a vague sense of some elements of these relation- 

ships, but not a full picture. And yet, Natalie was probably doing well to identify 

these descriptors. They were her chosen t e n s  to describe her experience, as 

opposed to terms that she had heard used and that are widely accepted as applica- 

ble to family of choice relationships. 

Yet another barrier to developing the language we need is the presence of 

social scripts that we are all expected to play out, in our lives. Luke has encoun- 

tered this, as a bisexual man in a mamage: 

Luke: I've thought of having kids, but I've also thought about just helping out peo- 
ple who I really feel close to, who have kids. But it always seems to be people's 
second question, when they hear that you're married. It's like this pressure to be a 
breeder. Aaagh! And it's just like, i f  I have kids, l'II have kids because I want to. 

Luke has heard, and been drawn into, the script-or series of questions and possi- 

ble answers-that most married, heterosexual couples encounter regarding whether 

or not they are planning to have children. This is just one of several social scripts 

that is based on heterosexist assumptions about family. It is not as if the world of 

words we live in is neutral, and our experiences of family are simply missing from it; 

our verbal environment is full of scripts like this one, and the expectation is that 



these scripts will be adequate vehicles through which we can talk about family. 

Creating the language we need means, then, creating alternative scripts. 

Lastly, one of the most prohibitive barriers we face in developing the dis- 

course we need to talk about our farnilies, is the intense and powerful homophobia 

we face when we make ourselves ad Our lives visible. There is always the risk of 

rejection andlor injury; the injury is always emotional and psychological, and can 

be physical as well. From having a child's non-biological mother refused access to 

her child in the hospital, to worrying that a homophobic nurse will physically hurt 

that child, we face danger when we speak ourselves into existence as a family in 

the eyes of othen: 

Sara: It's an awkward situation, and you feel vulnerable, because you are. You are 
relying on people whose attitudes you know nothing about, to care competently 
and compassionately for your child, and to respect you as a family. I wish I didn't 
have to wony about these things, but I do. 

There are indeed rnany barriers to developing a discourse to speak about 

our farnilies. Yet even in the face of these barriers, we find ways to make ourselves, 

and our family realities, heard. Our resourceful adaptations and in novations are 

explored in the next section. 

Adaptations and Innovations 

With al! the barriers to speaking about family that exist for bisexual, lesbian 

and gay adults, how is it that we continue to struggle to create linguistic space for 

ourselves? In Sara's situation, her family of origin has, over time, corne to recog- 

nize the family she has created with her paRner and their child, but these positive 



changes have remained unspoken. Sara wishes this were not the case: 

Sara: At first, rny dad said that he thought that was wrong, he said that I shouldn't 
have kids. He's changed his tune. But we don? talk about it. And it's bard if it's 
never spoken. You have an understanding but it's never said. Never spoken. 

It means a great deal to Sara that her dad has come around to appreciating her as 

a parent, and she minds that this is not expressed out loud. 

In another experience, Sara encountered how reductionist the available lan- 

guage is: when their daughter is admitted to the hospital, Sara's name goes on the 

form as the mother, and her partner's name goes on the form as the guardian-in- 

health-care. They have difficulty fitting this lengthy term into the space provided on 

the paper. It may be a big word, but it is a minimalistic representation of who Sara's 

partner is in relationship to their child. 

Certainly, there are practical reasons for finding language to talk about our 

families. However, I believe that it is the importance of hearing our reality said out 

loud-which we come to know because we have to live without this-that fuels our 

efforts to overcome the barriers and develop a discourse about our experiences of 

family. 

My review of the transcripts from the twelve interviews I conducted for this 

study indicates that the ways we go about meeting our need for language fall into 

two main categories: working with the available language and adapting it, and cm- 

ating new language. 

In working with the language that's there, one of the first tasks is to sot? 

through inadequate terms, assessing their usefulness. A passage from one of Luke's 

intenriews exemplifies this process: 



Luke: Like, I've never liked the word "lover," yet people are inclined in a lot of ... and 
I like to use the words "gay" and "queer," because I feel li ke I'm reclairning them ... 
in a lot of gay or queer communities, people use the word "lover" to describe their 
relationships. But when you get down to it, everybody has flings. But what almost 
everybody is looking for is love. Not only the sexual thing, but, to me, the word 
"lover" is so one-sided? I think it's generally undemood to rnean the person you 
have sex with. I like the word "cornpanion" better. The lack of terms bugs me. 

One of the ways Luke deals with this is to use the traditional terms, but to 

make them problematic: 

Luke: I will emphasize words like "in-laws," being "married," because ... I find terms 
like that very problematic, so 1 make them more problematic. 1 like to Say them as if 
there are quotation marks around them, because people know, then, that I'm ques- 
tioning them. 

Sorting t hrough the available terms, identifying t hose that are problematic, 

and marking them in some way so that there inadequacy becomes obvious even 

as we use them, is one approach to working with what's there. 

Another approach that was very common among the participants in this study, 

was to use traditional family terms as a metaphor. 

8y  way of metaphor, language can take us beyond the 
content of the metaphor toward the original region where 
language speaks through silence. This path of metaphor 
is the speaking of thinking, or poetizing (van Manen, 
1990, p. 49). 

Daniel: When I went ta Amsterdam, I came away having told that he was the 
brother I'd always wanted, that he was a very important part of rny life. He was 
really excited, and genuinely honoured that I would consider him as part of my 
family. 

Ellen: And there's another woman in my community, and I consider her, you know, 



just like being a sister. 

What struck me about this use of terms usually used to describe traditional 

family relationships, was that those who used them to describe family of choice 

relationships often commented on how their family of choice members seemed to 

them to be more like sisters, brothers, or mothers to them than their actual biologi- 

cal kin. 

Sara: We've talked about how much we mean to each other and how we're more 
like sisters ta each other than our own sisters are. 

Daniel: [family of choice rnernber] was the first person that I told that I was 
gay. And she took over. She took over in the role of motherhood for me for a couple 
of years. Being the emotional support that I needed. 

Initially, using the traditional farnily terms to describe non-traditional family 

memben expands the definition of those tenns. Eventually, for some of us, Our 

relationships with family of choice members begin to redefine what those traditional 

family ternis actually mean. And these new definitions become the standard against 

which we measure the quality of our family of origin relationships. 

Daniel: has redefined motherhood for me, on some levels. She's shown me 
that it can be more that what il has been with my biological mother, and that, you 
know, again, I have a goal. A new place to work toward, with my biological mother. 

Sara: We're like imaginary sisters-or what we imagine a really great sister might 
be. 

Daniel: I wish I could share some of the kinds of things I share with [family of 
choice member] with my biological sisters. And I think that's coming. I think we're 
working towards it actively, and I think it will occur. I just think it's a few years down 
the road. 



Some of us use traditional family terms to refer to members of ou? families of 

choice. This enables us to distinguish between close friends whom we consider 

family, and our other close friends. lt also lends some legitimacy to those relation- 

ships. And, sometimes, it expands upon and deepens our sense of what those 

terms could mean, and inspires us lo work toward making our family of origin rela- 

tionships more woRhy of them. 

Not everyone chooses to use traditional family teninology in this way, how- 

ever. 

Peter: At one point, he [family of choice member] and I were talking about, uh, our 
closeness, and he said, you're just like a brother to me, and I said, well, I certainly 
hope not. And we talked a little bit about that. Because he's distant with those 
people. He doesnt have the intimacy with them that he and I have. And I didn't 
necessarily feel that was a compliment, when h 8  said that I was like a brother. I 
know what he meant ... what h8 would like a brother to be. But we have our own 
special ... you know? He's somebody that I love. And I'm not gaing to put a label on 
... it's totally different ... As for me, I feel closer, I feel much doser, in some ways, to 
the people who I've developed deep, meaningful relationships with, over the years. 
Than I do ... to my family, my blood family. When I include these people that I have 
deep feelings foi ... if I start including them under the word, or along that text, as 
family, it's almost like a disservice to them. 

Peter rejectsthe use of traditional family terms to describe his loved ones. In 

his view, the existing language is completely inadequate, and he prefers not to try 

to adapt it. He has corne up withthe term 'loved ones', to describe what other 

participants were cornfortable with calling their family of choice. As Peter says, he 

c m  then choose whether or not to apply the term 'loved ones' , to his family of 

origin members, depending on the quality of the relationship: 

Peter: The type of relationship I have with the other people that I told you about that 
I'rn very close to and I love dearly, is something that's very different. You know? So 



I don't necessarily want to combine the two and cal1 these people family. I'd like to 
have another word, loved ones or whatever. You know?And then, if I want to use ... 
that to describe my feelings or whatever, for certain family members, then that's 
okay, too. 

According to Peter, he and his loved ones talk about being each other's 

loved ones, in a couple of different ways. These are the people to whom he says "1 

love you." There is a discourse but it surfaces unpredictably, at no particular time 

and in no particular setting. [Note: Again, I use the negative of something to de- 

scribe the space in which we speak about family.] 

As Peter has coined the term, 'loved ones," several participants have corn- 

bined words in unusual ways or invented phrases to talk about the people with 

whom they are family. When Natalie read the transcripts of her interviews, she 

commentecl on her way of talking about who her family is: 

Natalie: Family figures for me are as fluid as the rest of rny life. I talk a lot about 
stability but the irony is that no one is stable in my life for too long because I'm 
always changing direction in life. Serial family. 

ûther word combinations and phrases used by Natalie to refer to family were: 'gut 

connection," "spiritual connection," 'sorne kind of sou1 linking thing." "aquality about 

the person's spirit," %ou1 connection ," 'sense of a nonjudgmental place to be." 

Ellen coined the terni "pnrnary family" when refemng to her paRner and their 

children: 

Ellen: When I do go home, it is to see my family. But ... the family that I do go home 
to see, is [her partner] and my daughter. And ... that family. But, althaugh, 
when I'm home, there's still obligations ta se8 the other family, right? But, uh ... 
that's who my prirnary family is- 1her partner] and her girls. 



Peter used sorne rather awkward phrases to describe his loved ones, before 

he came up with that term, and redefined it by adding emphasis and significance. 

When we consider the phrases, "the people who I care about other than family 

members," and "relationships that I choose to cultivate," using "loved ones" is an 

attractive alternative. 

In the course of working on this project, I have begun to use the term "non- 

biological kin." lt works for me, for now, and I wonder if part of the reason for that is 

that my family of origin is an adoptive family, also non-biological kin. I was struck by 

a passage I read in a book called The Education of Little Tree, by Forrest Carter: 

Granpa and Granma had an understanding, and so they 
had a love. Granma said the understanding run deeper 
as the years went by, and she reckined it would get 
beyond anything mortal folks could think upon or explai n. 
And so they called it 'kin." 

Granpa said back before his time 'kinfolksn meant 
any folks that you understood and had an understanding 
with, so it meant 'loved folks." But people got selfish, 
and brought it down to mean just blood relatives; but 
that actually it was never meant to mean that (Carter, 
1976, p. 38) 

I think the term unon-biological kin" is a transitional term for me as I prepare 

to replace the term "frnilyn with "kin," in the sense described above. 

As l listen to Peter and Natalie, and as 1 obsewe myself 
moving away from using the word "farnily," I begin to 
question the whole'notion of family. b expanding the 
definifion of family to include those of us whose bonds 
with ouf cornpanions have not been recognized ... b 
that what we reaMy want? 



Speaking for myself, I prefer the notion of kin. I want 
more space around my personal relationships. 1 don? 
want to be trapped in a private world. 

What makes sense to me about the notion of kin is that 
it bespeaks a connection that is consistent with my vision 
of human communify. Kinship is not a private matter at 
all, to me. It is the practice of being who I am, one paR 
of an interconnected, interdependent web of life. 

The word *family"is now rooted too deeply in ideas about 
relationship that 1 reject: ownership, pmperty, cost vs. 
benefit , reciprocation, re ward. 

Perhaps, for some of us, talking about family leads us 
out of that frame entirely? I will, huwever, continue to 
use the wotû Yamiily" when convenience Mns out, having 
noted its inadequacy. 

Journal Entiy-2 Febniary 7 Qg8 

Wow. In the less-than-tweniy-four hour timespan since 
I let off writing yesterday, we won the ECMA for A fifcan- 
Canadian Altist of the Year, 1 found out that my dad is 
no? dohg well at al/, and the father of one of rny closest 
friends passeci a way. 1 am sittng down to wtite five hours 
later than 1 had plmned. 1 had tto just sit for awhile this 
morning and absorb.. .. 

Using the available language in unusual ways and pulling different words 

into phrases to try to convey what seems wordless are linguistic practices that 

combine adaptation and innovation. I will now explore other forrns of innovation in 
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developing a discourse to talk about family among bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults. 

An adult educator I know once did an exercise with a group of us that she 
I 

called a "force field analysis". We identified forces working against the cause we 

were working on together, identified our own strengths and advantages, and then 

looked for the openings or the access points where we could make progress. While 

I reject both the lineanty and the adversarial orientation of this frame, it is cerîainly 

tnie that understanding our own abilities and strengths, as well as the forces work- 

ing against us, and knowing how to make use of opportunities is crucial to our well- 

being. Daniel talked about looking for chances to talk about being family with those 

closest to him: 

Daniel: I'm hoping, at some point, to be able to Say to them, you know, you two 
mean a lot to me, and I think of you as family ... at some point. And I'rn sure I will. 
But it's a matter of waiting to see that that inroad is ... It's a conscious process for 
me, and I'm watching for opportunities, and l'II know when the opportunity's there. 

Daniel also noted that, among gay men, talking about sex can be the start- 

ing point for talking about other kinds of intimacy. He describes one instance when 

he invited a number of friends to visit him for a weekend, where he was housesitting 

in the country, during which there were multidirectional sexual dynamics: 

Daniel: That inspired a conversation between and I whereby I said to him, I 
trust you implicitly, and I want you to know that I'rn supporting you. And he acknowl- 
edged that and said "1 appreciate itn-that's the closest we've corne to any kind of 
an intimate conversation in a real close ... and it's me saying it. 

Another innovation is to take the social script, which is supposedly tacitly 

agreed upon, and break through its boundaries. Luke did this with his mother-in- 



law : 

Luke: I talk very directly with my mother-in-law about being family, usually by going 
out and having lunch with her. It's been doing things like lunches, when the kids [his 
mother-in-law's younger children] aren't around and you can have more of an in- 
depth talk. And I think I kind of got through to her one time when we were talking at 
lunch and she said, well, I don? know what you want from me, and I said, well, I 
could just go with that whole mother-in-law bit, but that isn't enough for me. And I 
think that clicked. 

Yet another innovation is what I cal1 "making the ordinary extraordinary." 

Daniel gave an example of this when he spoke of spontaneously calling a family of 

choice member to thank her for her good advice regarding a dinner Party he was 

having. He actually wanted to take that opportunity to tell her what she means to 

him: 

Daniel: Like the other night, when I had al1 my gay friends out here. At one point, I 
was just having a really, really great time. And I went over and picked up the phone 
and dialed and she wasn't home and so I left a message and I just said, I want you 
to know that I took your advice. I didn7 do the real formal, uptight, you know, anal 
retentive me. I did the laid-back. barbecue, let's just have a good time. And it's 
working beautifully and you know something? I wish you were here. And I wish you 
could be a part of it because, you know, I love you very much and I just want you to 
know that I'm thinking of you. And I mean, she got home. I don? know where she 
was. But she came home and listened to the message and I mean, 'S reac- 
tion is always like ... she does this, like, little [gesturesl-She always does that. 
Whenevei I Say anything like that to her, that's always her reaction. And I know, if 
she does that, that it really affected her. And I've done that ... we've done that for 
each other a lot, in two years. 

A cal1 to Say thank-you for something is transformed into a celebration of 

how great it is to be family. 

In this last excerpt from Daniel is another kind of innovation: gesture. Ac- 

cording to Daniel, this family of choice member has a pafticular gesture that in- 



cludes a specific facial expression that he sees whenever he expresses how much 

their connection means to him. It is how she expresses her sense of the depth of 

their connection-part of her non-verbal vocabulary. 

Ellen made small, and then bigger and bigger concentric circles in the air 

with her hands, when she was describing her family. The movement, and the way 

she used space as part of the gesture, conveyed the sense of dynamism and change, 

openness and growth. The circular motion suggested wholeness and completion. 

And then there are the metamessages, in which the speaker combines ges- 

ture in a larger sense, and family ritual, unconsciously enlisting the dominant dis- 

coune to convey a coded message. Sara recalls getting a message like this when 

her partner's mother made a rare trip on the train al1 the way from rural New Bruns- 

wick to attend a baby shower for family members: 

Sara: We were pleasantly surprised with the way they sort of came around. Her 
mother even came all the way down here for a baby shower. Which was a big deal 
for her mother, because her mother's one of those women that really didn't go 
anywhere unless her husband took her. So corning here al1 by herself on the train 
was quite a big thing for her. And I think lher partner] was really pleased that 
she came. 

Other uses of gesture that I encountered in how the participants spoke about 

family included a couple of Peter's stories, one in which he flew to another city 

because he had to talk to his loved one, and one in which he was involved in 

naming the infants of one of his loved ones. 

Gesture, and symbols, and family ritual al1 work hand-in-hand in the devel- 

opment of what is starting to seem like an underground discoune. Family ntual, in 

paiticular big family dinners for special occasions, are often the site of much word- 

less communication. For instance, when Sara's mother had a baby shower for her, 
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s he invited Sara's part ne r. 

As previously mentioned, when Sara and her partner bought a vehicle to- 

gether, it seemed to her that the two of them were saying something about their 

place in each other's lives. 

Sara: When we bought a car together. When we both put it ... I mean, it was the 
biggest expense I had ever had, the biggest purchase. And we both put our money 
together and bought the car. And I think that was the first thing. And then there were 
other things ... 

Some of us create family ritual with our families of choice or loved ones. 

Peter: Besides the traditional things, you know, whsther it be birthdays or anniver- 
saries, or Christmas, or that type of thing. And then, with some of us, there are 
special days. There is, oh yeah ... there is, uh ... and it's funny because, it's interest- 
ing how other people sometimes interpret what that is. [his closest male friend 
and loved one) and , who was his first wife, they were married for approxi- 
mately twenty-one years-five years after they were married, they decided to buy 
each other new rings. They decided to get each other a diamond ring, or whatever. 
Their first rings were this [shows me]. And it's a ring with each of their initials carved 
in it, it was made in Africa, and it's a wish ring, or wishbone ring. Anyhow, they 
decided to give those rings to their best friends. And so, he gave that to me, and 
she gave her's to her best friend. That started a ... a gift-giving, or an exchange of 

- gifts, that are intimate gifts. 

Sara says that family ritual is a big part of being farnily, for her: 

Sara: What family means to me now? It means creating our own rituals and tradi- 
tions around holidays, and doing things that we like, which is kind of an interesting 
... so we do Christmas, but we do it our own way. 

The quality of attention required to discem some of these messages is very 

demanding, motivating some of us to trust our intuition more. If we honour our 

intuitive way of knowing, we actually create more space in which to communicate 



about being family. In her reflections on what she had said in one of the interviews 

on the subject of how she talks about family, Natalie wrote: 

Natalie: With , , and , we talk a lot about feelings-being more 
vulnerable around one another. So even if 'you're farnily to me' is never explicitly 
said, it's felt and expressed in trust and openness. 

Another way that we get the message across that someone or some people 

are part of our family, is by the use of context and repetition. The significance of a 

penon in our lives can be partially conveyed through the frequency with which we 

refer to them. Ellen has found that refemng to a couple of people repeatedly, over 

time, brings them into the inner circle of her family of choice; familiarity speaks of 

family : 

Ellen: So a lot of the times, I just cal1 them the girls. Like, if I Say I'm going to go see 
the girls, people know who I'm talking about. And the friends I have, they would 
know that. And if I said that about ... in my home community, if I said, well, I'm going 
to see the girls, they'd go, who? 

Several of these innovations-in gesture, ritual, intuited intent-suggest the 

existence of a secret language of sorts. We can be quite resourceful in finding ways 

to encode meaning in words and actions that our kin can understand, even if most 

people would find these references obscure. 

As bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults find and create language to talk about 

our experiences of family, the children in ouf families play a special role. From 

hearing about Sara's experience, it seems to me that listening to the children in our 

families, and taking their lead at times, is another form of innovation in the develop- 

ment of a family discourse. 



Sara: We have always referred to [Sara's partner] as Mornmy, with her. My 
mom even refers to [her partner] as Mommy, when talking with [their 
daughter]. She'll Say, if [her paitner] calls on the phone, corne talk to Mommy. ' 

And it's the baby who's come up with the best way. She calls ... she'll Say, Mommy? 
Mommy? And if you don't respond, or if the one that she's looking for doesn't show 
up, she says, Momrny Sara? Mommy [her partner]? But it's Mommy first. We 
recognize that she wants something and one of us responds to that. So it's not like 
an identity thing. Cause sometimes she'll Say, Mommy, and l'II Say what?And she'll 
Say, Mommy [her partner]. Like this moming, she was in her chair, and I was 
getting breakfast, and over there getting her something. And [her partner] 
was still up in bed. And she said, Mommy? And I said, what? And she was looking 
up the stairs to where [her paflner] was, and she said, Mommy d h e r  
partner], Mommy So it's not specifically my identity, as Mornmy. 

In t his instance, the little one needed to devise a way to distinguis h between 

her two rnoms. She added the first name of each of her moms after Mommy, as a 

qualifier. This came about with no discussion or debate; it was simply the invention 

of a toddler as part of her process of leaming new words and putting them together 

in ways that get her message across. I found this a powerful little story-the natural 

way the needed language can ernerge in a setting that is accepting and supportive. 

Sara read over the transcripts of her interviews and made some comments 

several months after the interviews had actually taken place. She reported further 

developments in how their daughter refers to her and her partner: 

Sara: It has since developed more clearly. [Sara's partner] is Marna, and I 
am Sara, and occasionally, Mornmy. 

I wonder if one of the keys to the evolution of new language in this way is 

Sara's and her partner's ability to relax, trust the process as it unfolds, and give 

their daughter the space to figure out ways to identify everyone in her family, that 

work for her. Sara's level of cornfort with this was obvious, and seemed to me to be 

based on confidence in the quality of their family life. The family dynamics are 



healthy and loving; words to describe it al1 will come. 

The lad aspect of how we talk about family t hat I will explore has to do with 

silence. Partly through my experience of silence being part of the music I sing with 

Four The Moment, and partly through my experience working with groups, I have 

corne to understand that silence is not merely the absence of speech. I am very 

curious about what goes on within the silences that are woven into our everyday 

interactions, and especially curious about the silences that are part of the experi- 

ence of those of us whose lives do not fit into the available discourse. It has been 

rny sense for some tirne, now, that some silences can be very vibrant, fertile, crea- 

tive spaces in which new meanings are gestating, foning. And that, against the 

backdrop of the abundance of inadequate words, our silences can be like a place to 

retreat, and a psychic workspace. 

Marguerite Duras, in an essay in which she discusses silence as it relates to 

women's writing, States it eloquently: 

The writing of women is really translated from the 
unknown, like a new way of communicating rather than 
an already formed language ... I know that when I write 
there is something inside me that stops functioning, 
something that becomes silent. It's as if I were returning 
to a wiM country. Nothing is concerted ... The silence in 
women is such that anything that falls into it has an 
enormous reverberation (Duras, 1981 , p. 175). 

Yet there is a danger in romanticizing silence. If we, as bisexual, lesbian and 

gay adults have been able to inhabit some of the silences that have been irnposed 

on us, not only surviving but managing to be creative and to grow, that is not to Say 

that it is good that we have been forced 10 evolve under these circumstances. 



Silence has been painful for many of us. It has been the territory we have been 

banished to when Our families of ofigin have refused to acknowledge our intimate 

relationships, thereby withholding recognition of our wholeness as people. Silence 

has been the seductive, reductionist safety we have weighed on the one hand, 

when we make the decision about whether or not to corne out as queer, over and 

over again throughout our lives. Sometimes silence feels tangibly solid, a strange 

substance that encases us and which we have to burst through in order to become 

heard and seen. 

Pehr: When we were talking about farnily get-togethers, like whether it be my 
father's birthday party that he threw for himself. They could make plans and, you 
know, other people would be mentioned. Like, oh yes, and [Peter's 
sister and her partner], and and [another couple] will be here. And so- 
and-so and so-and-so will be here. Peter will be here. Do you know what I mean? 
So after awhile, I said, no, it's not Peter, it's Peter and [his partner]. And, you 
know, if you're uncomforlable with that, then you let me know, because l'II have to 
tell you to go son that out and then come back to me. 

It can gel pretty tiresorne living within the strictures of silence. We are ex- 

pected to be fluent in the language of omission, as well as in the spoken word. And 

we are definitely expected to respect the boundaries around what gets talked about 

and what does not. For some of us, fear that has gmwn up in us as a result of other 

scary experiences contributes to our silence about our sexuality and our families of 

choice. Ellen sees this in her partner, a survivor of severe sexual abuse as a child 

and adolescent: 

Ellen: [Ellen's partner] wonPt Say anything. Unless she has to. She's just that 
type of personality. You ask her a question, and she'll tell the answer but ... she's 
not going to divulge this information. And it al1 cornes, I think, like I said, as part of 
how she was brought up. You know, that fear. But she's very timid, anyway. 



To the extent that we decide to venture out of this silence, we need listeners. 

A feminist theologian, CaRer Heyward, coined the phrase, "hearing each other into 

speech." I think that being heard is part of speaking; there is a sense of incomplete- 

ness about speaking without being heard. Sara has a story that iliustrates the im- 

portance of having a listener. The setting is high school, when Sara decided to 

corne out as a lesbian to her gym teacher whom she had carefully assessed as 

someone that it would be safe to tell: 

Sara: Anyway, I went and told her. And ... l sat down and poured out al1 this pain and 
hurt about what happened with the young woman I met in the summer. And ... she 
didnlt respond at all. She didn't respond at all. She said, are you corning to volley- 
bal1 practice today? That was the only response. And so I took from that that she 
didn't tant to talk about what I had brought up, and I never brought it up again. 

Daniel: The other thing, too, is 's [family of choice member] ability to Men. 
She's a practiced listener. She doesn't try and convince me that I need to change 
my thoughts. She hean me. That's one barrier that [his sister] has that's 
been very difficult throughout our lifetime together is that I've never felt that she's 
ever really listened to me. 

So having a listener is necessary if we are to break out of the silence that 

penrades our lives. In the meantirne, we find ways to connect within the silence. 

There is specific content within the vastness of what remains unspoken, and some- 

times we are able to convey it to each other: 

Ellen: I think it's just like a kinship ... something you don? have to mention. Be- 
cause we know that we share this stuff, that ... being gay and lesbian. All those ... 
stories and al1 those feelings, and al1 those other things. We have al1 that in corn- 
mon, so there's no need to discuss it. Now that we understand who we are, there's 
really no need for those words. 

This tacit recognition, conveyed through meaningful silence, also extends-for some 

of us-to Our families of orîgin as they corne to accept our farnilies of choice: 



Ellen: After that initial time when my dad said what he said about welcoming 
[her partner] and her kids into the family ... it doesnl get said. But there's al! 

these things that ... they know we're a farnily, and there's nothing ever said, or 
embarrassing about it. You know, they ... they even know, like, when we're having 
Our fights. Because they ses us so much. 

We have found ways-ways that could be more accurately described through 

doing a more in-depth study-to know, even through silence, that we are family 

with each other. 

Ellen: There is that family, that I do have. But it's not at home, it's here. That's 
different from when I go home to the family I came from, and it's different from my 
other friendships. But it doesn't get spoken of as family. It's just understood. 

In this preliminary, and very rudimentary, discourse analysis of the transcripts 

of the participants in my study, I have tried to identify some of the ways bisexual, 

lesbian, and gay adults talk about family. This is a thumbnail sketch of the psychic 

landscape in which we live and create relationships that are meaningful to us. Some- 

where, in between all these pressures and in between all those labelled boxes ... - 

somewhere, in the cracks in there, exists this nameless terrain that we cal1 home. 



CONCLUSION 

The whole idea of writing a conclusion to this thesis has 
been vety daunfing for me. There is so much more that 
1 could do with the data. Finishing this is such an artifinal 
hait to an ongoing process of learning. / have so many 
more questions. 

My intention was to explore, with a small sample of six participants, the ways 

in which bisexual, lesbian and gay adults experience family, weaving my own stoty 

into the text as a way in increasing sample size and foregrounding the perspective 

from which I have undertaken this project. In general I feel satisfied that I have 

achieved this. 

I knew when I started that, if I wanted to do justice to the scope of my ques- 

tions, I would have to seek diversity in my sample. It seems clear that there is a 

richness and a great range of different experiences of family among bisexual, les- 

bian, and gay adults. Truly, if there can be this much diversity of experience in such 

a srnall sample, then we must assume that the diversity in the larger population 

must be quite vast and there is much we do not know. As in al1 instances of attempt- 

ing to shed light on the experiences of marginalized people which previously have 

been kept in shadow, being grounded in a precise awareness of the limitations of 

our knowledge is crucial to real learning. 

It is my belief that there is nothing more important than this, in any knowl- 

edge creation project. So the major learning for me-althoug h this is not what I was 

asking-is confirmation of an approach to my ongoing education and practice as a 

therapist that I have been evolving for some time. My stance as a practitioner is one 



in which respect is prevalent, a tender but compassionate curiosity shapes rny 

questions, and I rest in my faith that each person is infinitely resourceful and Capa- 

ble of taking very good care of themselves. In this study, this stance played a pan in 

creating an environment in which the participants could speak about very emotion- 

ally challenging topics and share their experiences. 

When I began this project, I recall saying that I hoped I would help deepen 

the pool of questions from which counsellors and therapists draw in our work. Now 

what I would Say is that I have pointed out that the pool is very deep. 

Two relatively unexplored areas within the topic of bisexual, lesbian and gay 

adults and family-which is under-researched in Rself-are bisexuality and cultural 

diff erence. 

It is one of the limitations of my work that I have not been able to read as 

widely as I would like about the experiences of bisexual people. It is quite hard to 

find what little literature there is. This area certainly needs to be researched further. 

lntewiewing a First Nations woman and an African-Canadian man, I was 

able to see some of the ways that different cultures experience family differently. 

Again, it sesms that it was beyond the scope of this thesis to go into any detail or 

depth in the area of cultural differences. 

I am uncornfortable with this because it is no coincidence that it is these two 

areas that I have not ventured into with the attention they merit; bisexual people 

and people of colour are discriminated against, and this has affected the degree of 

interest, the amount of research, and the quality of thinking about these areas. The 

fact that it is hard to find the writings of others on these topics makes researching 

them more tirne-consuming, and this combines with the institutional tirnelines for 

graduate theses to reinforce a cycle of neglect. Bisexuality and cultural difference 



in the family experiences of queer adults are definitely two areas that require fur- 

ther research. 

I note that the existence of similarities and differences that were not cultur- 

ally defined indicates a need to be careful about how we think about difference. 

Cultural difference adds to the divewity of experiences in this area, but there are 

differences and similarities that can be referenced to dimensions of human experi- 

ence other than culture. 

Several recommendations for further research emerged in the text, as I 

brushed areas of questions that I would have loved to ask but which I had to leave 

unasked in the interest of keeping my project manageable in size and scope. I 

flagged these in the text with the memo '70 be sxplored further." Racism in the 

family experiences of bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults needs to be more deeply 

probed. The need for bisexual, lesbian, and gay children and youth to create more 

space in which to be themselves, their need to be known, and how these often 

unrnet needs contribute to problems with peneable boundaries and vulnerability 

of exploitation needs to be much better understood. The emotional costs of living in 

what f have called a psychic ready position-ready to protect oneself frorn homo- 

phobia and biphobia-also need to be investigated. Related to this, but with other 

dimensions as well, is the whole question of how living with controversy as a con- 

stant in Our lives affects us. Another area requiring more attention is the expet$- 

ences of adults who have decided to live child-free. Indeed, the term "child-freew, 

although having more positive connotations than the term uchildless," raises ques- 

tions about the isolation of parenting and the wisdom of the African proverb that 

States that it takes a whole village to raise a child. And lastly, more work is needed 

in the area of evolving consciousness of a child's right to know their origin and how 

this will afiect the practice of alternative insemination. 



From our earliest thoughts about what kind of family we would be part of 

when we gtew up, through a series of complicated and unending processes of 

clarification and balancing needs, to the ways we create and experience family in 

the present-the seven of us whose stories are found in this thesis engage in our 

own unique experience of family. Like most people, our family lives are a dance 

with the dynamics of nurturing, socialkation, identity formation, rebellion, ritual, 

intimacy, autonorny and interdependence. 

Perhaps in the space that is available when we let go of our need to define 

family, we c m  identify elementç of the process of becoming and being family. It is 

my hope that I have made a contribution in thia regard. I am so grateful to the six 

people who shared deeply enough to make this project possible. 

* + * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *  
Dad died on February 20th, two weeks ago today. 1 was 
able to get there in fime to spend an affernoon and 
evening with him. We called my older brother Ray and 
toM hirn to corne, and 1 picked him up at the ferry late 
that night. Dad was at home, and how inexpressibly glad 
l was about that, and M m ,  Ray, and l were with him 
when he died. My younger brother arrived shortiy 
thereafier. and together with the extended family, we 
went through al1 the rituals of letting go. It was a holy 
time, and a k t  of healing took place. 

We hung out together for several days and shared the 
best of ourselves with each other. 1 am still absorbing it 
and attempting to integrate it into rny life. 

1 thought I was prepared for this, and what I know no w 
is that I have only just discovered, in his death, how 
deeply he is a part of me. There is an open wound in 
the middle of my chest where he has been wrenched 
from me. There is a soft, constant ache. 

I have a few things of Dad's, and I gave one shirt to a 
friend, a man 1 have been spending tinte with. He will 



never meet my Dad, who would have liked him, I know 
So I like the idea of him weafing Dad's SM. 

Dad would have greeted my frjend with such good- 
heartedness and openness it would be hard to believe 
that this same man could be so coldly uninterested in 
the women I have been involved with over the years. 

And I think now of one dear friend, with whom I was 
lovers over ten yean ago, knowing that my observance 
of my Dad's death will not be over until 1 talk to her and 
tell her the stories. She is family, and that's what fwi ies 
do. 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Ackroyd, L. (1 984). [Review of the book Man Made W. Pesources for 

p m n ion sur la Recherche Feministe. 13(3), 60. 

Adam, B. D. (1985). Age, structure, and sexuality: Reflections on the anthropological 

evidence on homosexual relations. In E. Blackwood (Ed.), ~nthropology and 

ornosexual Rehavior (pp. 19). New York: The Haworth Press. 

Aries, Phillippe. (1 962). Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of fa mil^ Life. 

New York: Random House. 

Bean, J. (1984). Give and take: Considering authority end power in language. 

Resources for Feminist Research/Documentation sur la Recherche 

Feministe. 1 3(3) 26. 

Beechey, V., & Donald, J. (1985). mec t i v i t v  and Social Relations. Philadelphia: 

Open University Press. 

Berger B., & Berger, P. (1983). The War Over The Farnily. New York: Doubleday. 

Berzon, B. (1988). Permanent Partners Buildina Gav and Lesbian Reuonshios 

That m. New Yorù: E. P. Dutton. 

Berzon, B. (1979). Telling the family you're gay. In B. Berzon & R. Leighton (Eds.), 

Positivelv G;UL Los Angeles: ~ediamix Associates. 

Bigner, J. J., &Jacobsen, R. B. (1 989). The value of children to gay and heterosexual 

fathers. Journal of Homosexualitv. 18(1-2), 1 63. 

Bridenthal, R. (1 982). The family: The view from a room of her own. In B. Thorne & 

1. Yalom (Eds.), Reth inkin a the Familv: Some Feminist West I .  ions (pp. 225- 

239). New York: Longman, Inc. 

Callender, C. & Kochems L. (1 985). Men and not-men: Male gender-mising statuses 

and homosexuality. In E. Blackwood (Ed.), pnthro~ologv and Homose:cual 



I 

I 31 5 

Behavior (pp. 165). New York: The HawoRh Press. 

Carter, F. (1 976). The Education of Little Tre~.  Albuquerque, NM: University of New 

Mexico Press. 

Cejka, M.A. (1982). A demon with no name: Prejudice against single women. In M. 

O'Brien & C. Christie (Eds.), Sinole Women : Affirmina Our Spi ritual Journeva 

(pp. 3). Westport, CT Bergin and Garvey. 

Chawaf, C. (1 981). Linguistic flesh. In E. Marks & 1. de Courtivron (Eds.), Nevy 

French Feminisrns (pp. 177). New York: Shocken. 

Cheal, D. (1991). Familv and the State of Theory. Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press. 

Cocks, J. (1 989). The Oppositional Imagination. London: Rutledge. 

Collier, J., Michelle Rosaldo and Sylvia Yanagisako. (1 982). Is there a family? New 

ant hropological views. In B. Thorne & L. Yalom (Eds.), pethinkina the Farnilv; .* . 

orne Ferninist Questions (pp. 25-39). New York: Longman, Inc. 

Conrad, Rick. (1 996, June 24). Province celebrates Gay Pride Week. The Mail 

Stat PP- A 5  

Cryst?& D. (1995). a. h 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Curne, A. (1 987). Companionship in Space: A therapeutic title. Unpublished paper. 

Dajenya. (1 991). Sisterhood crosses gender preference lines. In L. Hutchins and L. 

Kaahumanu (Eds.), Bi Anv Other Name: Bisexiial People S ~ e a k  Out. Boston: 

Alyson Publications. 

Darroch, V. (1 984). Two paragraphs about work in progress. Pesources fo 
0 .  r Feminist 

osearch/Dpcumentat r la Recherche Feministe. 13(3) 29. 

De Pree, M. (1 994). b r  20%. San Francisco: Harper Collins. 

Descartes, R. (1 927). Descartes: Snlections. New Yoik: Charles Scribner's Sons. 



Dolan, Yvonne. (1997). Talk given in Halifax at the Maritime Family Therapy 

Conference, Dalhousie University, Halifax, Nova Scotia. June. 

Douglas, J. (1 973). Introduction to Sociology. New York: MacMillan Publishing Co. 

Dunn, J. (1 988). . Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: Harvard University Press. 

Duras, M. (1 981 ). From an interview. In E. Marks and 1. de Courtivron (Eds.), New 

French Ferninism~ (pp. 174). New York: Shocken. 

Family Next Door: For lesbian and gay parents and their friends. [Complete issues]. 

Oakland, CA: Next Door Publishing. 

Foucault, M. (1 977). Power/KnowleClge: Selected lntewiews and Other W ritinas 

1 972-1 977. New York: Pantheon Books. 

Francis, (1 996). Family Ritual and AdolescentsJ Feelings of Belonging: Explorhg 

the Relationship. Unpublished masters thesis, Acadia University, Wolfville, 

Nova Scotia. 

Gay, J. (1985). 'Mummies and babies' and friends and loven in Lesotho. In E. 

Blackwood (Ed.), Anthro~ology and Hornosexual Behavior (pp. 107). New 

York: The Haworth Press, 

Girard, C. (1 991). A few brave and gifted people. In L. Hutchins and 1. Kaahurnanu 

(Eds.), Bi Anv Other Name: Bisexml Peo~le S~eak  Out. Boston: Alyson 

Publications. 

Goleman, D. (1 995). Emotional InteIli-. New York: Bantam Books. 

Gray, P. (1 987). The other mother: A lesbian CO-mother's journal. In S. Pollack and 

J. Vaughan (Eds.), Politics of the Heart: A 1 esbian Parentina Anthology (pp. 

1 33-1 39). Ithaca, NY: Firebrand Books. 

Greenberg, D. (1 985). Why was the Berdache ridiculed? In E. Blackwood (Ed.), 

/ h t h r o ~ o i ~ ~ v  and Homosexual Rehavior (pp. 185). New York: The Haworth 



Press. 

Griffin, C. W., Wirth, M. J., & Wirth, A. G. (1 986). b v o n d  Acceptance: Parents of 

Lesbians and Gavs Talk About Their Experiences. New Jersey: Prentice 

Hall. 

Gubrium, J. F. & Holstein, J. A. (1 990). m i s  Mountain View, CA: Mayfield 

Publishing Company. 

Hill, K. (1987). Mothers by insemination: Interviews. In S. Pollack and J. Vaughan 

(Eds.), Politics of the Hnart: A Lesbian Parentina Anthology (pp. 11 1-1 19). 

Ithaca, NY: Firebrand Books. 

Hoagland, Sarah. (1 988). bsbian Ethics: Toward New Values. Palo Alto, CA: lnstitute 

of Lesbian Studies, 

hooks, B. (1994). Teachina to Transaress: Ed i the Practice of Freedom. 

New York: Routledge. 

Huggins, Sharon. (1 989). A comparative study of self-esteem of adolescent children 

of divorced lesbian mothers and divorced heterosexual mothers In 

omosexualitv and the Familv [Special issue]. Journal of H o m o s e x u ~  

(pp. 123). Haworth Press. 

Husserl, E. (1975). The Paris 1 ecturea. The Hague: MaRinus Nijhoff. 
- Husserl, E. (1960). Cartesian Medlions. The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff. 

Hutchins, L. & Kaahumanu, L. (Eds.). (1 991 ). Bi Anv Other Name: Risexual Pegnle 

a e a k  Out. Boston: Alyson Publications. 

Kantrowitz, Barbara. (1 986, November 4). Gay families corne out. Nswsw~ek. 51. 

Klepfisz, 1. (1 987). Women without children/wornen without farnilieslwomen alone. 

In S. Pollack and J. Vaughan (Eds.), Politics of the Heart:A 1 esbian Parenting 

Anthology (pp. 55-65). Ithaca, NY: Firebrand Books. 

Kurdek, Lawrence. (1 995). Developmental changes in relationship quality in gay 



and lesbian cohabiting couples. D-mental Ps&holoav. 31 ( l ) ,  p. 86- 

94. 

Kuru kulasuri ya, Lasanda. (1 995, Spring). Conceivable options: Why women are 

choosing artificial insemination. Herizons. $(1), 1 6-20. 

Lather, P. (1 991). Gettina Smart: Feminist Research and Pedagppv withlin the 

Postmodern. New York: Routledge. 

Lesbian Oral History Group of the Hall Carpenter Archives. (1989). Jnventing 

Ou rselves: Lesbian Life Stories. London, Rout ledge. 

Lofland, J. (1995). Analytic ethnography: Features. failing, futures. Journal of 

Contemnoraty Et hnoarslphv. 24(1) April, 30-67. 

Marks, E. & de Couttivron, 1. (Eds.). (1 981). New French Feminisms . . New York: 

Shocken. 

McGoldrick M. & Gerson, R. (1 985). Genonrarns on Familv Ass~sment .  New York: 

Norton and Co. 

McKenna, K. (1991). "Com(e) (A)part Mentalizations Forming Academic 

Subjectivities. Unpublished master's thesis, University of Toronto, Toronto, 

ON. 

Nicholson L. (Ed.). (1 990). Feminism/Postmodernis~. New York: Routledge. 

O'Brien M. & Christie, C. (Eds.). (1993). Sinale Women: Affirmina Our Spiiityal 

Journevs. Westpon, CT Bergin and Garvey. 

Ogle, S. & Annie Holstock. (1 995). More than a gift. In L. Wakeling & M. Bradstock 

(Eds.), BByPnd Rlood: Writinas on the Le&ian and &y Familv (pp. 22-29). 

Sydney, Australia: Blackwattle Press. 

Orlando, L. (1991). Loving whom we choose. In L. Hutchins and L. Kaahumanu 

(Eds.), Bi Anv Other Name: Bisexual People Speak Out. Boston: Alyson 

Publications. 



Parker, P. (1 987). Legacy. In S. Pollack and J. Vaughan (Eds.), Politics of the He& 

Lesbian Parentina Anthology (pp. 208-21 2). Ithaca, NY: Firebrand Books. 

Penn, Donna. (1 995). Queer: Theorizing Politics and History. Radical History Review, 

a(Spring), 24-42. 

Pies, Cheri. (1985). Considerina Parenthood: A Workbook for I esbians. San 

Francisco, CA: Spinsters Ink. 

Polikoff, N.D. (1 987). Lesbians choosing children: The personal is political. In S. 

Pollack and J. Vaughan (Eds.), Politics of the HeaR: A L esbian Parenting 

Aothology (pp. 48-54). It haca, NY: Firebrand Books. 

Pollack, J. (1 995). hesbian and Gav Rmilies. New York: Franklyn Watts. 

Pollack, S. & Vaughan, J. (Eds.). (1 987). politics of the Heart: A bsbian Parenting 

Anthology. Ithaca, NY: Firebrand Books. 

Public Legal Education Society of Nova Scotia. (1994). Powers of Attorney 

[Brochure]. Public Legal Education Society of Nova Scotia. 

Rafkin, 1. (Ed.). (1990). Pifferent Mothers: Soos wd OauQbters of Lesbims Talk 

About Their Live~.  Pittsbugh: Cleis Press. 

Rhodes, A. & S. Conway-Rhodes. (1987) Family matters. In S. Pollack and J. 

Vaughan (Eds.), Politics of the Heart: A I esbian Parentin~Anth&,gy (pp. 

268-276). It haca, NY: Fi rebrand Books. 

Roberts, R.K. (1987). A process of naming. In S. Pollack and J. Vaughan (Eds.), 

ics of the Heart: A Lesbian Parentina Anthplpgy (pp. 149-1 51 ). Ithaca, 

NY: Firebrand Books. 

Rossi, A., Kagan, J. & Hareven, T.K. (1978). The Familv. New York: W. W. Norton 

and Company. 

Saffron, Lisa. (1 986). 

insemination. London: Women's Health Information Centre. 



320 

Spencer, J. W. (1 994). Mutual relevance of ethnography and discourse. Journal nf 

Contern~onrv Fthnowhv.  ?3(3) 267-279. 

Spender, D. (1 984). Exploration and challenge in the English language. W r c e s  

for Feminist ~se~hlDocurnenfaÜon su * 0 

r la Recherche Femin~ste. 13(3) 2. 

Stacey, E. (1994). lrnagining feminist ethnography: A response to Elizabeth E. 

Wheatley. Women's Studies International Forum. 17(4), 41 7-41 9. 

Stack, C. (1 974). All Oiir Kin: for Suivival in a Black Commiinity. New 

York: Harper and Row. 

Tannen, D. (1 990). You Just Don't Understand. New York: Random House. 

Thorne, B. & Yalom, M. (Eds.) (1982). Jïethinkina the Familv: Some Feminist 

Questions. New York: Longman, Inc. 

Tortorilla, T. (1 987). On a creative edge. In S. Pollack and J. Vaughan (Eds.), politics 

pf the Heart: A Lesbian Parentina Anthology (pp. 168-1 74). Ithaca, NY: 

Fire brand Books. 

Toufexis, Anastasia. (1 992, August 17). Bisexuality: What is it? Jjrne, 37-39. 

Van Manen, M. (1 990). Researchin Lived Exoerience: Human Science for an Action 

Sensitive Pedado~y. London, ON: The Althouse Press. 

Vance, Kim. (1 995, June). Makin' babies the lesbian way. Wavves. 1 (5), p. 2-3. 

Wakeling, L. & Bradstock, M. (Eds.). (1 995). Bevond R * .  lood: Wntinas - on the bsbian 

and Gav Farnily. Sydney, Australia: Blackwattle Press. 

Walker, A. (1 983). In S~arch of Our Mothers' Garden~. San Diego: Harcourt Brace 

Jovanovich. 

Washburne, C.K. (1987). Happy birthday from your other mother. ln S. Pollackand 

J. Vaughan (Eds.), -of the A Lesbian Parentin0 Anthology (pp. 

1 42-1 45). Ithaca, NY: Firebrand Books. 

Weinberg, M.S. & Williams, C.J. (1974). Male Homosexuals. Their Problems and 



321 

Ada~tations. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Weston, K. (1991). Families We Choose: Lesbians Gavs Kinshio. New York: 

Columbia University Press. 

Wheatley, E. E. (1994). How can we engender ethnography with a feminist 

imagination? A rejoinder to Judith Stacey. Women's Studies International 

Forum. 17(4), 403-41 6. 

Williams, W. (1985). Persistence and change in the Berdache tradition among 

contemporary Lakota Indians. In E. Blackwood (Ed.), Anthropology and 

~omosexual Rehavior (pp. 199). New York: The Haworth Press. 

Wolfe, S.J. (1 987). Self-contradictions. In S. Pollack and J. Vaughan (Eds.), Politic8 

of the Heart: A Lesbian Parentina Anthology (pp. 71 -78). It haca, NY: Firebrand 

Books. 

Zook, N. & R. Hallenback. (1 987). Lesbian coparenting: Creating connections. In 

S. Pollack and J. Vaughan (Eds.), Politics of the Heart: A I esbian Parenting 

Anthology (pp. 89-93). Ithaca, NY: Firebrand Books. 



Interview #1-Guide 

the genograrn-3 parts: Mapping the family structure 
recording family information 
delineating farnily relationships 

How would you describe the farnily you grew up in? 

What are some of  the most vivid memories of life in your family? 

If we t hin k of farnily rituals as including holiday celebrations, special family occa- 
sions, and daily routines, what were some of your family's rituals? 

Do you recall having a sense, when you were a child, of what kind of farnily you 
would be a part of when you grew up and left home? (If yes) Describe what kind of 
farnily you saw yourself being a part of? 

Did sex role socializations play a part in how you pictured yourself being a part of 
family in your adult life? 

How do you describe your sexuality? What term or terms do you use? 

When did you begin to identify as (bisexual/lesbian/gay/transsexual)? 

How did you integrate your sense of your sexuality with your ideas about family? 

Have you corne out to your family of origin? (if so) Has corning out to them affected 
your family relationships? (if so) In what ways? 

What is your relationship like now with your family of origin? 



When did you leave home? What were your thoughts and feelings about family 

then? 

When you think about your earliest ideas and plans about family for yourself, what 
has changed? What has stayed the same? 

Interview #2-Guide 

family now ... 
Describe your expenence of family in the present. 

What does family mean to you now? Who is a part of your family? 

Are children a part of your life? Describe your relationship with children, or lack 
thereof, and the role that children do or do not play in your life. 

tor parents ... 
How did you corne to be a parent? Was it a conscious choice? Was it something 
you always wanted to do/be? What were the main considerations for you in becorn- 
ing a parent? 

How do you and your children relate to your family of origin? Do you feel recog- 
nized as a family and supported in the same way other family members are? 

Who is your extended family? 

What are the major issues you and your child(ren) must deal with because your 
family is non-traditional? 

Has having a child affected your relationship with your partner? If so, how? 



Have there been any surprises for you in your experience of being a parent? 

What do you find most difficult about it? 

for those who identify as being part of a family ... 
What is it about your relationships with members O! your family that makes those 

relationships different from your close friendships or your relationships with other 
relatives? 

Do you observe any family rituals with your family? (If so) What are they? 

Do you talk with the members of your family about being family and what that 
means to you? (if so) How do you talk about it, Le., when does it corne up, what 
words are used, etc.? (if not) Do you have any ideas about why not? 

How do members of your family of origin relate to your family? 

How do other people in your neighbourhood, workplace, school ... relate to your 
family? Have you experienced any problems? 

Where does your support for being a non-traditional family corne from? 

Is there anything that you wish could be different for you and your family? 

What do you feel most proud of about your family. 

Are there differences between your experience of family and what you know about 
conventional families? 

for those who do not identify as being part of a family ... 
Has not being part of a farnily, other than your family of origin, been a conscious 

choice for you? (if so) What contributed to you making this choice? 



Do you see yourself as being part of an extended family of any kind? 

Do you feel supported in your lifestyle by your friands, your extended family, your 
colleagues? 

What does it mean to you to have either chosen or ended up with a lifestyle in 
which family does not play a major role? 

big picture ... overview questions ... 
Has your desire for family, or of no family, in your life been met? (if so) How has that 

desire been satisfied? (if not) What stands in the way of that desire being satisfied? 
And how would you describe living with that desire? What is that like? 

How does your desire for family, or of no family, affect your well-being as a person? 
Your quality of life? Your vision of the future? 

What are the questions you ask yourself about family now? 

Is there anything I haven't asked you about that you would like to tell me? 

Are there any other questions that you think I should be asking? 

How would you like to see the information that is gathered in this study used? 

Would you be willing to be contacted when this interview has been transcribed to 
read over what you said and provide me with additional comments? 
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