
TWO EXILES FROM KINSHIP 
In.deed, it is not so much identical conclusions that prove 
mmds to be related as the contradictions that are common 
to them. -ALBERT CAMUS 

Lesbian and gay San Francisco during the 1980s of
fered a fascinating opportunity to learn something about how ideolo
gies arise and change as people lock in conflict, work toward reconcil
iation, reorganize relationships, establish or break ties, and agree to 
disagree. In an apartment on Valencia Street, a young lesbian reas
sured her gay friend that his parents would get over their initially 
negative reaction if he told them he was gay. On Polk Street, a 16-

year-old searched for a place to spend the night because he had already 
come out to his parents and now he had nowhere to go. While two 
lovers were busy organizing an anniversary party that would bring 
blood relations together with their gay families, a woman on the other 
side of the city reported to work as usual because she feared losing 
her job if her employer should discover that she was mourning the 
passing of her partner, who had died the night before. For every 
lesbian considering parenthood, several friends worried about the 
changes children would introduce into peer relationships. For every 
eight or nine people who spoke with excitement about building fami
lies of friends, one or two rejected gay families as an oppressive 
accommodation to a heterosexual society. 

Although not always codified or clear, the discourse on gay families 
that emerged during the 1980s challenged many cultural representa
tions and common practices that have effectively denied lesbians and 
gay men access to kinship. In earlier decades gay people had also 
fought custody battles, brought partners home to meet their parents, 
filed suit against discriminatory insurance policies, and struggled to 
maintain ties with adoptive or blood relations. What set this new 
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discourse apart was its emphasis on the kinship char_acter of the ties 

gay people had forged to close friends a~? lovers, _its deman~ that._ 

those ties receive social and legal recognmon, and its separat10n of 

· d f ·1 f · f Pvu-1 rel.,tions. For the 
parentm an am1 ormauon ro . """':·M--:'"'-~ .. 

rst time gay men and lesbians systematically laid claim to families of 

their ow~. Subsequent chapters explore the sociohistorical circum

stances and material conditions that have shaped this discourse. Here 

I examine the ideolo~ransition...thawaw__:.gay_'..'.._;m!L:~" 

-£,hange from mutually exclusive ca~ori~s..to te~!_e~ in comb~a
tion to describe a particular type of ~ii:~h.~I? -~~:t~~ 

IS ''STRAIGHT" TO "GAY" AS 
"FAMILY" IS TO ''NO FAMILY"? 

For years, and in an amazing variety of contexts, claiming a lesbian or 

gay identity has been portrayed as a rejection of "the family" and a 

departure from kinship. In media portrayals of AIDS, Simon Watney 

(1987:103) observes that "we are invited to imagine some absolute 

divide between the two domains of 'gay life' and 'the family,' as if gay 

men grew up, were educated, worked and lived our lives in total 

isolation from the rest of society." Two presuppositions lend a du

bious credence to such imagery: the belief that gay: m_~!L~l!-~_l_<:sbians 
~ot have children or establish lasting refationsbj~~d the bclier 

__ ~at t.h.ey invariably a!koate...<1doptiv~ a~od ~once ~ir s~xual-, 
· .!dent1t1es become known. By presenting "the fa(llilr" as a umtary 

object, these depictionsafso imply that:e¥€ryone participates in iden

tical sorts of kinship relationond subscribes to--0ne-universally_agreJ 
upon definition of family. 

Representations that exclude lesbians and gay men from "the fam

ily" invoke what Blanche Wiesen Cook (1977:48) has called "the 

assumption that gay people do not love and do not work," the reduc

tion of lesbians and gay men to sexual identity, and sexual identity to 

sex alone. In the United States, sex apart from heterosexual marriage 

tends to introduce a wild card into social relations, signifying unbri- f 

died lust and the limits of individualism. 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 
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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 humanity (cf. Foucault 1978). 

It is but a short step from positioning lesbians and gay men some
where beyond "the family" -unencumbered by relations of kinship, 
responsibility, or affection-to portraying them as a menace to family 
and society. A person or group must first be outside and other in 
order to invade, endanger, and threaten. My own impression from 
fieldwork corroborates Frances FitzGerald's (1986) observation that 
many heterosexuals believe not only that gay people have gained 
considerable political power, but also that the absolute number of 
lesbians and gay men (rather than their visibility) has increased in 
recent years. Inflammatory rhetoric that plays on fears about the 
"spread" of gay identity and of AIDS finds a disturbing parallel in the 
imagery used by fascists to describe syphilis at mid-century, when 
"the healthy" confronted "the degenerate" while the fate of civiliza
tion hung in the balance (Hocquenghem 1978). 

A long sociological tradition in the United States of studying "the 
family" under siege or in various states of dissolution lent credibility 
to charges that this institution required protection from "the homo
sexual threat." Proposition 6 (the Briggs initiative), which appeared 
on the ballot in California in 1978, was defeated only after a massive 
organizing campaign that mobilized lesbians and gay men in record 
numbers. The text of the initiative, which would have barred gay and 
lesbian teachers (along with heterosexual teachers who advocated ho
mosexuality) from the public schools, was phrased as a defense of 
"the family" (in Hollibaugh 1979:55): 

One of the most fundamental interests of the State is the estab
lishment and preservation of the family unit. Consistent with this 
interest is the State's duty to protect its impressionable youth 
from influences which are antithetical to this vital interest. 

Other anti-gay legislative initiative campaigns adopted the slogans 
"save the family" and "save the children" as their rallying cries. In 
1983 the Moral Majority Report referred obliquely to AIDS with the 
headline, "Homosexual Diseases Threaten American Families" (God
win 1983). When the Boston Herald opposed a gay rights bill intro-
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· · h eye to "the 
duced into the Massachusetts legislature, it was wit an 

preservation of family values" (Allen. 1987). . . . 
Discourse that opposes gay identity to family me~bersh1p. IS n~t 

confined to the political arena. A gay doctor was advised dunng his 

residency to discourage other gay people from becoming his patients, 

lest his waiting room become filled with homosexuals. "It'll scare 

away the families," warned his supervisor (Lazere 1986). Discussions 
of dual-career families and the implications of a family wage system 

usually render invisible the financial obligations of gay people who 

support dependents or who pool material resources with lovers and 

others they define as kin. Just as women have been accused of taking 
jobs away from "men with families to support," some lesbians and 

gay men in the Bay Area recalled coworkers who had condemned 
them for competing against "people with families" for scarce employ

ment. Or consider the choice of words by a guard at that "all
American" institution, Disneyland, commenting on a legal suit brought 

by two gay men who had been prohibited from dancing with one 

another at a dance floor on the grounds: "This is a family park. There 

is no room for alternative lifestyles here" (Mendenhall 1985). 
Scholarly treatments are hardly exempt from this tendency to locate 

gay me~ and lesbians beyond the bounds of kinship. Even when 

researchers are sympathetic to gay concerns, they may equate kinship 
with genealogically calculated relations. Manuel Castells' and Karen 
Murphy's (1982) study of the "spatial organization of San Francisco's 
gay community," for instance, frames its analysis using "gay terri

tory" and "family land" as mutually exclusive categories. 
From New Right polemics to the rhetoric of high school hallways, 

"recruitment" joins "reproduction" in allusions to homosexuality. 
Alleging that gay men and lesbians must seduce young people in order 
to perpetuate (or expand) the gay population because they cannot 

have children of their own, heterosexist critics have conjured up 

visions of an end to society, the inevitable fate of a society that fails to 
"reproduce." 1 Of course, the contradictory inferences that sexual 
identity is "caught" rather than claimed, and that parents pass their 
sexual identities on to their children, are unsubstantiated. The power 
of this chain of associations lies in a play on words that blurs the 

multiple senses of the term "reproduction." 
Reproduction's status as a mixed metaphor may detract from its 

analytic utility, but its very ambiguities make it ideally suited to 
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argument and innuendo. 2 By shifting without signal between repro
duction's meaning of physical procreation and its sense as the perpe
tuation of society as a whole, the characterization of lesbians and gay 
men as nonreproductive beings links their supposed attacks on "the 
family" to attacks on society in the broadest sense. Speaking of par
ents who had refused to accept her lesbian identity, a Jewish woman 
explained, "They feel like I'm finishing off Hitler's job." The plausi
bility of the contention that gay people pose a threat to "the family" 
(and, through the family, to ethnicity) depends upon a view of family 
grounded in heterosexual relations, combined with the conviction that 
gay men and lesbians are incapable of procreation, parenting, and 
establishing kinship ties. . 

Some lesbians and gay men in the Bay Area had embraced the 
popular equation of their sexual identities with the renunciation of 
access to kinship, particularly when first coming out. "My image of 
gay life was very lonely, very weird, no family," Rafael Ortiz recol
lected. "I assumed that my family was gone now-that's it." After 
Bob Korkowski began to call himself gay, he wrote a series of poems 
in which an orphan was the central character. Bob said the poetry 
expressed his fear of "having to give up my family because I was 
queer." When I spoke with Rona Bren after she had been home with 
the flu, she told me that whenever she was sick, she relived old fears. 
That day she had remembered her mother's grim prediction: "You'll 
be a lesbian and you'll be alone the rest of your life. Even a dog 
shouldn't be alone." 

U 
. Looking backward and forward across the life cycle, people who ,.,_1 equated their adoption of a lesbian or gay identity with a renunciation 

of family did so in the double-sided sense of fearing rejection by the 
families in which they had grown up, and not expecting to marry or j 
have children as adults. Although few in numbers, there were still 
those who had considered "going straight" or getting married specifi
cally in order to "have a family." Vic Kochifos thought he understood 
why: 

It's a whole lot easier being straight in the world than it is bein 
~ay .... -You have baiir-in ove ones: wife, husband, kids, 

extended family. It just works easier. And when you want to do 
something that requires children, and you want to have a feeling 
of knowing that there's gonna be someone around who cares 
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about you when you're 8 5 years old, there are thoughts that go 
through your head, sure. There must be. There's a way of doing 
it gay, but it's a whole lot harder, and it's less secure. 

Bernie Margolis had been sexually involved with men since he was 
in his teens, but for years had been married to a woman with whom 
he had several children. At age 67 he regretted having grown to 
adulthood before the current discussion of gay families, with its focus 
on redefining kinship and constructing new sorts of parenting ar-

rangements. 

I didn't want to give up the possibility of becoming a family 
person. Of having kids of my own to carry on whatever I built 
up .... My mother was always talking about she's looking for
ward to the day when she would bring her children under the 
canopy to get married. It never occurred to her that I wouldn't 
be married. It probably never occurred to me either. 

The very categories "good family person" and "good family man" had 
seemed to Bernie intrinsically opposed to a gay identity. In his fifties 
at the time I interviewed him, Stephen Richter attributed never having 
become a father to "not having the relationship with the woman." 
Because he had envisioned parenting and procreation only in the 
context of a heterosexual relationship, regarding the two as completely 
bound up with one another, Stephen had never considered children 
an option. 

Older gay men and lesbians were not the only ones whose adult 
lives had been shaped by ideologies that banish gay people from the 
domain of kinship. Explaining why he felt uncomfortable participat
ing in "family occasions," a young man who had no particular interest 
in raising a child commented, "When families get together, what do 
they talk about? Who's getting married, who's having children. And 
who's not, okay? Well, look who's not." Very few of the lesbians and 
gay men I met believed that claiming a gay identity automatically 
requires leaving kinship behind. In some cases people described this 
equation as an outmoded view that contrasted sharply with revised 
notions of what constitutes a family. 

Well-meaning defenders of lesbian and gay identity sometimes as
sert that gays are not inherently "anti-family," in ways that perpetuate 
the association of heterosexual identity with exclusive access to kin-
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ship. Charles Silverstein (1977), for instance, contends that lesbians 

and gay men may place more importance on maintaining family ties 

than heterosexuals do because gay people do not marry and raise 

children. Here the affirmation that gays and lesbians are capable of 

fostering enduring kinship ties ends up reinforcing the implication 

that they cannot establish "families of their own," presumably because 

the author regards kinship as unshakably rooted in heterosexual alli

ance and procreation. In contrast, discourse on gay families cuts 

across the politically loaded couplet of "pro-family" and "anti-family" 

that places gay men and lesbians in an inherently antagonistic relation 

to kinship solely on the basis of their nonprocreative sexualities. 

"Homosexuality is not what is breaking up the Black family," de

clared Barbara Smith (1987), a black lesbian writer, activist, and speaker 

at the 1987 Gay and Lesbian March on Washington. "Homophobia 

is. My Black gay brothers and my Black lesbian sisters are members 

of Black families, both the ones we were horn into and the ones we 

create." 
At the height of gay_ liberation, activists had attempted to develop 

al~rnattves to "the fami1;»;vher:eas""by-rheT98os-many-lesbians-and, 

gay men were struggling to legitimate gay families as a form of kin-

ship. When Armkead Maupin spoke at a gathering on Castro Street 

to welcome home two gay men who had been held hostage in the 

Middle East, partners who had stood with arms around one another 

upon their release, he congratulated them not only for their safe 

return, but also as representatives of a new kind of family. Gay or 

chosen families might incorPQrate friends, lovers, or children..i.i.~y_ \ 

~mbination. ?,:..ganized thro!lg!i _ideologies of love.! £hp~ea- G'-"0 

tion, gay fam1I1eSliave bee~ defined ~gh a contrast with what 

many gay men and lesbians in the Bay f\re!.S~~ 
jcal," or "blood" family. If families we choose were the families 

lesbians and gay men creited for themselves, straight family repre

sented the families in which most had grown to adulthood. 

What does it mean to say that these two categories of family have 

been defined through contrast? One thing it emphatically does not 

mean is that heterosexuals share a single coherent form of family 

(although some of the lesbians and gay men doing the defining be

lieved this to be the case). I am not arguing here for the existence of 

some central, unified kinship system vis-a-vis which gay people have 

distinguished their own practice and understanding of family. In the 
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United States, race, class, gender, ethnicity, regional origin, and context all inform differences in household organization, as well as diHerences in notions of family and what it means to call someone 
kin. 3 

In any relational definition, the juxtaposition of two terms gives meaning to both. 4 Just as light would not be meaningful without. some notion of darkness, so gay or chosen families cannot be understood apart from the families lesbians and gay men call "biological," "blood," or "straight." Like others in their society, most gay people in the Bay Area considered biology a matter of "natural fact." When they applied the terms "blood" and "biology" to kinship, however, they tended to depict families more consistently organized by procreation, more rigidly grounded in genealogy, and more uniform in their conceptualization than anthropologists know most families to be. For many jesbians and gay men, blood family represented not some naturally b \.- given unit that provided a base for all forms of kinship, but rather a ,ls procreative rinci le that or anized only one possible type of kinslllPln t eir descriptions they situated gay families at the opposite end of a spectrum of determination, subject to no constraints beyond a logic of "free" choice that ordered membership. To the extent that gay men ~d lesbians mapped "biology" and "choice" onto identities already <}Pposed to one another (straight and gay, respectively), they polar~ese rwo types of family along-<m .. axis of s~ The chart below recapitulates the ideological tr~ generated as lesbians and gay men began to inscribe themselves within the domain of kinship. 

\straight ji-------------->\ ..... __ G_a_Y _ __,] 

Family i-------------->\ No Family I 
i I Biological/Blood Family l~- I ...... ________ ....:_ir-> Families We Choose/Create ( = straight Family } { = Gay Families 

":hat. this char: presents is not some static substitution set, but a ?istoncally motivated succession. 6 To move across or down the chart is to move through time. Following along from left to right, time 
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" appears as process, periodized with reference to the experience- of 

coming out. In the first opposition, coming out defines the transition"· 

from a straight to a gay identity. For the person who maintains an 

exclusively biogenetic notion of kinship, coming out can mark the 

renunciation of kinship, the shift from "family" to "no family" por

trayed in the second opposition. In the third line, individuals who 

accepted the possibility of gay families after coming out could experi

ence themselves making a transition from the biological or blood 

families in which they had grown up to the establishment of their own 
chosen families. 

Moving from top to bottom, the chart depicts the historical time 

that inaugurated contemporary discourse on gay kinship. "Straight" 

changes from a category with an exclusive claim on kinship to an 

identity allied with a specific kind of family symbolized by biology or 

blood. Lesbians and gay men, originally relegated to the status of 

people without family, later lay claim to a distinctive type of family 

characterized as families we choose or create. While dominant cultural/( 
representations have asserted that straight is tQ...g_'!Y. as famil~ 

family (lines 1 and 2 , at a certain oint in histo ._gay_p.~ple began~ 

conten t at strai ht is to a as blood family is to chosen families 

( mes I and 3). 

What provided the impetus for this ideological shift? Transforma

tions in the relation of lesbians and gay men to kinship are inseparable 

from sociohistorical developments: changes in the context for disclos

ing a lesbian or gay identity to others, attempts to build urban gay 

"community," cultural inferences about relationships between "same

gender" partners, and the lesbian baby boom associated with alterna

tive (artificial) insemination. Later chapters will explore the signifi

cance of each of these developments for the emergence of a discourse 

on gay families. If Pierre Bourdieu ( 1977) is correct, and kinship is 

something people use to acJ_as._wclL~LtO_think.._thmJt.s_~a-
.... £igr.i~.-~!iould have unfold~ . .JlQI....Q~..!Uhdjg~s.cr~oLhis.tQ!X; 

but also on the more modest stage of day-to-day life, where individu

.-als have actively engaged novel ideolo ical'iliv~ 
representations t at would exclude them from kinship. -

DECK THE HALLS 

Holidays, family reunions, and other celebrations culturally catego

rized as family occasions represent everyday arenas in which people 
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· the Bay Area elaborated discourse on kinship. To attend was to 

~:tch a glimpse of history in the making that brought ide~logical 
oppositions to life. During t~e season when Hanu~~ah, Chnstmas, 
New Year's, and Winter Solstice converge, opportunmes abounded to 

observe the way double-sided contrasts like the one between straight 

and gay families take shape. Meanings and transformations appeared 

far less abstract as people applied and reinterpreted them in the course 

of concrete activities and discussion. Their emotional power suddenly 

became obvious and inescapable, clearly central to ideological rela

tions that have been approached far too cognitively in the past. 
In San Francisco, gay community organizations set up special tele

phone hotlines during the holidays to serve as resources for lesbians 

and gay men battling feelings of loneliness or depression. At this time 

of year similar feelings were common in the population at large, given 

the tiring, labor-intensive character of holiday preparations and the 
pressure of cultural prescriptions to gather with relatives in a state of 

undisturbed happiness and harmony. Yet many gay people considered 

the "holiday blues" a more acute problem for themselves than for 
heterosexuals because disclosure of a lesbian or gay identity so often 

disrupted relations with straight relatives. The large number of gay 
immigrants to the Bay Area ensured that decisions about where to 

spend the holidays would make spatial declarations about family ties 

and family loyalties. 
As Terri Burnett, who had grown up on the East Coast, saw it: 

Most people move out here so that nobody will find out. And 
then they're out all over the place here, but they would never go 

back home. That's one of the reasons why we see so many people 

depressed at Thanksgiving and Christmas. Because they can't be 
themselves. They have to go back to households in which they 

pretend to be all these other people. It's living a schizophrenic 
existence. And so many people here in San Francisco live a total 

lie. And this is supposed to be the liberation haven. 

For those whose sexual identity was known to biological or adoptive 
relatives, conflicts over gaining acknowledgment and legitimacy for 

relationships with lovers and others they considered gay family was 

never so evident as on holidays. When Chris Davidson planned to 
return to her childhood home in the Bay Area for the holidays, she 

worried about being caught in the "same old pull" between spending 
time with her parents and time with her close lesbian friends. That 
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year she had written her parents a letter in advance asking that they 
confront their "possessiveness" and recognize the importance of these 
other relationships in her life. Another woman regarded her parents' 
decision to allow her lover in their house to celebrate New Year's Day 
together with "the family" as a sign of growing acceptance. Some 
people had decided to celebrate holidays with their chosen families, 
occasionally inviting relatives by blood or adoption to join the festiv
ities. One man voiced pride in "creating our environment, our inti
znate e~vi£2nment. I have an.extende.~L[gatl..fumfu::_l. have_~ J~ oT 
friends who we have shared Christmas and Thanksgiving with. Birth.:-

~'l--u-s_t_a_s_y_o_u_w_o_u-;l1d_a_n_o_t7h_e_r_e_x-te_n_dr-e-id-;f,...a-m""'i1ly...:.~,,-...::;... ___ _ 

In the fie d I spent Christmas eve with my over and six other 
lesbians. All of us were known to the two women who had invited us 
to their home, but neither my lover nor I had met any of the others 
previously. Earlier in the year, my partner and I had begun to develop 
a multistranded family relationship with our hosts, Marta Rosales and 
Toni Williams. 

That night the eight of us had gathered together to combine support 
with celebration at a potentially difficult time of year, goals that each 
woman seemed to weigh differently in accordance with her total 
kinship situation. Everyone was conscious of how the holiday was 
supposed to proceed: "extended family" would assemble in one place, 
momentarily putting aside the cares of day-to-day life in favor of 
eating, reminiscing, enjoying, exchanging gifts, and catching up on 
family gossip. We were also acutely aware that such gatherings help 
define family membership, just as purposeful exclusion on holidays 
can alienate family ties. ~ 

Different backgrounds and political orientations did not prevent us 
from raising similar questions about such occasions. If your parents 
or siblings reject you because you are a lesbian, does spending the 
holidays with gay family off er an equal, second-best, or better alter
native? What do you miss about celebrating with straight family? Is 
there anything to miss? Would it be a good idea to bring a lover to 
visit biological or adoptive relatives for the holidays? If she decides to 
come along, is it worthwhile to try to explain why your "friend" is so 
important to you? If you have a partner and are lucky enough to have 
both straight families accept you, whose relatives should you spend 
the holiday with? How accepting would they have to be to invite 
them to spend a holiday at your home? 

This was the first Christmas Marta and Toni had spent "alone 
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h " a phrase each kept repeating as though the wonder of it 
toget er, h · h 
would never sink in. Other years they had made .t e tnp to sout em 

California, where both maintained ties to blood km. The two of them 

planned to spend a quiet Christmas morning ~n their own apart~ent, 

but wanted to share their mixed sense of excitement and loss wit~ a 

group of their closest friends. the eveni.ng before. As though to ?ro:1de 

a counterpoint to the emot10ns Tom and Mana were expenencmg, 

one of their guests left before dinner to catch a plane to New York 

City where her parents lived. Although she intended to sta~ there 

only overnight, due to work obligations, she wanted to be with her 

family for the holiday. 

Her departure triggered a pas~ionate debate about why she would 

want to do such a thing. "Her mother's crazy-totally nuts," one of 

the women who knew her reported. "She's never gonna have a good 

time there. I don't see why she's going." Another complained that 

parents expect their gay kids to do all the traveling, continuing to treat 

them as single whether or not they have ~ partner. "They might ask a 

lover to come along, if they're accepting," someone commented. 

"Yeah, but you still have to go there-it's hard to get them to come 

here." One after another, women spoke about how they had always 

"gone home" with high expectations (for love, understanding, a "good 

connection" with relatives), only to have their hopes shattered within 

the first few hours. Rhetorically, someone asked why we keep trying, 

why we keep going back. Another woman entered the conversation 

to question the tendency to continue calling the place where a person 

grows up "home." "As far as I'm concerned," she said, "this is home." 

A sense of shared experience filled the room with brief silence, draw
ing this group of relative strangers close. 

With dinner in the oven, Toni and Marta joined us to add their 

stories about the frustrations of Christmas past when they had shut

tled back and forth between relatives in the southern pan of the state. 

Most of Marta's relatives knew they were lovers and often invited 

them to visit, but Toni's parents had forbidden Marta to enter their 

house after discover~ng the lesbian nature of their relationship years 

ago. Marta was feeling proud of her lover for "standing up" to her 

parents for once: "She says, Tm not going home, 'cause Mana and I 

want to spend Christmas together. And the day you guys can have 

her home for Christmas, I'll be home.' " "Still," Toni said to the 

group at large, "don't you miss being with them? Your parents and 
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all?" "Sure," responded a woman who was out to her biological family 
and found spending time with them relatively unproblematic. "Like 
hell," came the quick rejoinder from a woman sitting in the -corner 
near the fireplace. "Forget it, let's eat," said another. "Then let's open 
the presents!" As the group drifted toward the room at the back of 
the apartment where a long table had been set up, the conversation 
turned to the scents of cinnamon and roast turkey wafting in from the 
kitchen. Moments later we were sitting down, our glasses raised in a 
toast. "To being here together." And the refrain: "Together." 

When a celebration brought chosen relatives into contact with bio
logical or adoptive kin, family occasions sometimes became a bridge 
to greater integration of straight and gay families. Those who felt 
rejected for their sexual identities, however, could experience holid3Ys 
as events that forced them to ally with one or the other offihese 
opposed categories. The feeling was widespread that, in Dia~e Ku
nin's words, "[gay] people have to make some really excruciating 
choices that other people are not faced with." Because contexts such 
as holidays evoked the more inclusive level of the oppositio~ between 
two types of family, they seldom elicited the positive sense ,of choice 
and creativity associated with gay families. Instead, indivi.duals too 
often found themselves faced with the unwelcome dilemma of making 
an either/or decision when they would have preferred to choose both. 

KINSHIP AND PROCREATION 

Since the time_ of._Lewis _Henry Morgan,. most-scholarly. studies of 
-ram.11.rat r~I;ti~;s have enthroned humanprocreation as kinship's ulti-

,,--- matLreferent. According- to received. anthrop~I~gi~~fwisdom, rela
i~s of blood (consanguinity) and marriage (affinity) could be plotted 
for any culture on a universal genealogical grid. Generations of field
workers set about the task of developing kinship charts for a multitude 
of "egos," connecting their subjects outward to a network of social 
others who represented the products (offspring) and agents (genitor/ 
genetrix) of physical procreation. In general, researchers occupied 
themselves with investigations of differences in the ways cultures 
arranged and divided up the grid, treating blood ties as a material base 
underlying an array of _~~():scul~~~~l_:"~r1auons_ m ~l~hip __ <)j-g~n~za-
tion~---·------···- · ........ · 

-More recently, however, anthropologists have begun to reconsider 
.. ----------.~~---.-,,_....__,-------·~-~-...-....-~----~----, ~-·--·- .. --·-··· ,-,~. - --- -·•?---.._ ... ____ __,_ ______ ,. 
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the status of kinshi as an analytic conce t and a to ic for inqui . 

What wou appen if observers ceased privileging_.genealo~y as a 

sacrosanct or-objective-cOnstruct, approaching biogenetic ties mstead 

a~ a characteristically Western way of ordering and granting signifi

cance to social relations? .After a lengthy- exercise in this kind of 

bracketing; David-Schneider ( 1972, 1984) concluded that significant 

doubt exists as to.whether non-Western cultures recognize kinship as 

a unified construct:ordcimain. Toooften unreflective recourse to the 

bio eiietics mbolism-used to rioritize relationships in Anglo-Euro

pean socie ies subordinates an understandin o ow articular cu -

tures construct so · · ies to the project o crosscu tural comparison. 

But suppose for_~_n.:i:o!llent that blood is not intrinsically t 1c er t an 

wait;r.- -Denaturalizing -the genealogical grid would- require that pro

c;~atit.m no l~nger be po_stulated as kinship's base,-ground, or center

piece._ 

Withi.1 Western societies, anthropologists are not the only ones 

who hav~ implicitly or explicitly subjected the genealogical grid to 

new scrut!iny. By reworking familiar symbolic materials in the context 

of nonprpcreative relationships, lesbians and gay men in the United 

States haJ•e formulated a critique of kinship that contests assumptions 

about the: bearing of biology, genetics, and heterosexual intercourse 

on the Mieaning of family in their own culture. Unlike Schneider, they 

have_/1ot set out to deconstruct kinship as a privileged domain, or 

•:l.r{~n issue with cultural representations that portray biology as a 

material "fact" exclusive of social significance. What gay kinship ide

ologies challenge is not the concept of procreation that informs kin

ship in the United States, but the belief that procreation alone consti

tutes kinship, and that "nonbiological" ties must be patterned after a 

biological model (like adoption) or forfeit any claim to kinship status. 

In the_l!~ited States the notion,_()f _~jology as an -indelible, precul

t~~~-sub~t!~!\i.IT.i~-J~·-scl'lngrained that people often find it difficult to 

-~~e an, an~hropolcigical step backward in order to exa~t~e._filo_fOg)T as 

(~ymbolra,tfierthan,SUbstarice...For foauy in this· saciery, biol~ 
definmgfeawre of kinsffip ;-tbey:i;;fi;;e:..that:t;IO-Od .. tieS:.makC...cenain 

_ ~ople-kin, re~rdless of wh~ther thgs_!:_ indiuidual~isplaY.~1h~l~_y~ 

.._end endurin& solidarity ex.pes;ted tQ_characteri..ze..J.arriiliaL relations. 

Physical procreation, in turn, produces biological links. Colkcti;;ly, 

biogenetic attributes are supposed to demarcate kinship as a cultural 

domain, offering a yardstick for determining who counts as a "real" 
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relative. Like their heterosexual counterparts, lesbians and gay men 
tended to naturalize biology in this manner. 

N.£~!-_l!_~~ltur(!_s_ gi:;int biglogy this significance for describing and 
evaluating_r_el;J,tio_nships. To_ read biology as symbol is to approach it 

--asa--cultural i:;o11sti:uct_ and linguistic category, rather th~n a self
evi~i_iii=m;tte~ oL'~natural fact.'~ At iss~~-h~re ~is the cultural valuation 
given to ties traced through procreation, and the meaning that biolog
ical coifriectioii ccmfersupon ar~lati~iiship in a given cult\iral context. 
In-this--sense-biology i~ iio -1~~~ a symbol- than choic~ ~r creation. 

Neither is inherently more "real" or valid than the other, culturally 
speaking. 

In the United States, Schneider (1968) argues, "sexual intercourse" 
is the symbol that brings together relations of marriage and blood, 
supplying the distinctive features in terms of which kinship relations 
are defined and differentiated. A relationship mediated by procreation 
binds a mother to a daughter, a brother to a sister, and so on, in the 
categories of genitor or genetrix, offspring, or members of a sibling 
set. Immediately apparent to a gay man or lesbian is that what passes 
here for sex per se is actually the heterosexual union of two differently 
gendered persons. While all sexual activity among heterosexuals cer
tainly does not lead to the birth of children, the isolation of heterosex
ual intercourse as a core symbol orients kinship studies toward a 
dominantly procreative reading of sexualities. For a society like the 
United States, Sylvia Yanagisako's and Jane Collier's (1987) call to 
analyze gender and kinship as mutually implicated constructs must be 

extended to embrace sexual identity. 
The very notion of gay families asserts that people who claim 

nonprocreative sexual identities and pursue nonprocreative relation
ships can lay claim to family ties of their own without necessary 
recourse to marriage, childbearing, or childrearing.7 By defining these 
chosen families in opposition to the biological ties._bdiey.e.d to con~ 
t_yte a straight family, lesbians and gay men began to renegotiate the 
meaning and practice of kinship from w1tlim t~e ve.:x: societie~ 
had nurtured the concept. Theirs has not been a proposal to number 

gay families among variations in "American kinship," but a more 
comprehensive attack on th~ __ privilege_accorded to-a biogenetically 
groundeel";t{~d;-~f det~~mi~ing.:what relationships will count as kin-shi;·-- «·--- · -- • - · · - - -

·It is important to note that some gay men and lesbians in the Bay 
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A agreed with the view that blood ties represent the only authentic, 
ler~:imate form of kinship. Often those who disputed the validity of 
c~osen families were people whose notions of kinship were bound up 
with their own sense of racial or ethnic identity. "You've got one 
family, one biological family," insisted Paul Jaramillo, a Mexican
American man who did not consider his lover or friends to be kin. 

They're very good friends and I love them, but I would not call 
them family. Family to me is blood. . . . I feel that Western 
Caucasian culture, that it's much more broken down, and that 
they can deal with their good friends and neighbors as family. 
But it's not that way, at least in my background. 

Because most individuals who expressed this view were well aware of 
the juxtaposition of blood family with families we choose, they tended 
to address gay kinship ideologies directly. As Lourdes Alcantara ex

plained, 

I know a lot of lesbians think that you choose your own family. 
I don't think so. Because, as a Latin woman, the bonds that I got 
with my family are irreplaceable. They can't be replaced. They 
cannot. So my family is my family, my friends are my friends. 
My friends can be more important than my family, but that 
doesn't mean they are my family .... 'Cause no matter what, 
they are just friends-they don't have your blood. They don't 
have your same connection. They didn't go through what you 
did. For example, I starved with my family a lot of times. They 
know what it is like. If I talk to my friends, they will understand 
me, but they will never feel the same. 

What Lourdes so movingly described was a sense of enduring solidar
ity arising from shared experience and symbolized by blood connec
tion. Others followed a similar line of reasoning (minus the biological 
signifier) when they. contended that a shared history testifies to endur
ing solidarity, which can provide the basis for creating familial rela
tionships of a chosen, or nonbiological, sort. 

In an essay on disclosing a lesbian or gay identity to relatives, Betty 
Berzon (1979:89) maintains that "from early on, being gay is associ
ated with going against the family." Many people in the Bay Area 
viewed families as the principal mediator of race and ethnicity, draw
ing on folk theories of cultural transmission in which parents hand 
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down "traditions" and identity (as well as genes) to their children. s If 
having a family was pan of what it meant to be Chicana or Cherokee 
or Japanese-American, then claiming a lesbian or gay identity could 
easily be interpreted as losing or betraying that cultural heritage, so 
long as individuals conceived kinship in biogenetic terms (cf. Clunis 
and Green 1988:105; Tremble et al. 1989). Kenny Nash had originally 
worried that coming out as a gay man would separate him from other 
African-Americans. 

Because I related to the black community a lot as far as politics, 
and ... unfortunately, sexual politics in some parts of the black 
movement are not very good. Just as there is this continuing 
controversy about feminism and black women in the women's 
movement. It's a carryover, I think, into [ideas] about gay peo
ple, gay men and lesbians. Because there are some people who 
think of [being gay] as the antithesis of building strong family 
institutions, and that's what we need: role models for people, 
bringing up children, and all that stuff. 

Condemnations of homosexuality might picture race or ethnicity and 
gay identity as antagonists in response to a history of racist attribu
tions of "weak" family ties to certain groups (e.g., blacks), or in 
response to anything that appeared to menace the legacy of "strong" 
kinship bonds sometimes attributed to other categories of people 
(e.g., Latinos, Jews). In either case, depicting lesbian or gay identity 
as a threat to ethnic or racial identity depended upon the cultural 
positioning of gay people outside familial relations. The degree to 
which individuals construct racial identity through their notions of 
family remains a relatively unexplored aspect of why some heterosex
uals of color reject gay or lesbian identity as a sign of assimilation, a 
"white thing." 

Not all lesbians and gays of color or whites with a developed ethnic 
identity took issue with the concept of chosen families. Many African
Americans, for instance, felt that black communities had never held 
to a strictly biogenetic interpretation of kinship. "Blacks have never 
said to a child, 'Unless you have a mother, father, sister, brother, you 
don't have a family'" (Height 1989:137). 9 Discourse and ideology are 
far from being uniformly determined by identities, experiences, or 
historical developments. Divergent perceptions of the relation be
tween family ties and race or ethnicity are indicative of a situation of 
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"d l · 1 flux in which procreative and nonprocreative interpreta-
1 eo og1ca • · · h" A h 
· · 1"th one another for the privilege of definmg kms ip. s t e 
oom~w . . 
United States entered the final decade of the twenueth cen~u?', le~~1-
ans and gay men from a broad spectrum of racial and ethnic idenuues 

had come to embrace the legitimacy of gay families. 

FROM BIOLOGY TO CHOICE 

Upon first learning the categories that framed gay kinship ideologies, 

heterosexuals sometimes mentioned adoption as a kind of limiting 

case that appeared to occupy the borderland between biology and 

choice. In the United States, adopted children are chosen, in a sense, 

although biological offspring can be planned or selected as well, given 

the widespread availability of birth control. Yet adoption in this 

society "is only understandable as a way of creating the social fiction 

that an actual link of kinship exists. Without biological kinship as a 

model, adoption would be meaningless" (Schneider 1984:~5). Adop

tion does not render the attribution of biological descent culturally 

irrelevant (witness the many adopted children who, later in life, decide 

to search for their "real" parents). But adoptive relations-unlike gay 

families-pose no fundamental challenge to either procreative inter

pretations of kinship or the culturally standardized image of a family 

assembled around a core of parent(s) plus children. 
Mapping biological family and families we choose onto contrasting 

sexual identities (straight and gay, respectively) places these two types 

of family in a relation of opposition, but within that relation, deter

minism implicitly differentiates biology from choice and blood from 

creation. Informed by contrasting notions of free will and the fixed

ness often attributed to biology in this culture, the opposition be

tween straight and gay families echoes old dichotomies such as nature 

versus nurture and real versus ideal. In families we choose, the agency 
oh " " L • L ' • • conyeyey we tlmpttas11.GS 0acn person ~ part m construcung_g_ay 

families, "ust as the a of a enc in the m "biolo ical family" 

reinforces the sense of blood as an immutable fact over which indivi -

uals exert little control. Likewise, the collective subject of families we 
,\ choose invokes a collective identity-who are "we" if not gay men 

and lesbians? In order to identify the "we" associated with the speak

er's "I," a listener must first recognize the correspondence between 

the opposition of blood to choice and the relation of straight to gay. 
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Significantly, families we choose have not built directly upon beliefs 
that gay or lesbian identity can be chosen. Among lesbians and gay 
men themselves, opinions differ as to whether individuals select or 
inherit their sexual identities. In the aftermath of the gay movement, 
the trend has been to move away from the obsession of earlier decades 
with the etiological question of what "causes" homosexuality. After 
noting that no one subjects heterosexuality to similar scrutiny, many 
people dropped the question. Some lesbian-feminists presented lesbi
anism as a political choice that made a statement about sharing their 
best with other women and refusing to participate in patriarchal rela
tions. In everyday conversations, however, the majority of both men 
and women portrayed their sexual identities as either inborn or a 
predisposition developed very early in life. Whether or not to act on 
feelings already present then became the only matter left to individual 
discretion. "The choice for me wasn't being with men or being a 
lesbian," Richie Kaplan explained. "The choice was being asexual or 
being with women." 

In contrast, parents who disapproved of homosexuality could con
vey a critical attitude by treating gay identity as something elective, 
especially since people in the United States customarily hold individ
uals responsible for any negative consequences attendant upon a "free 
choice." One man described with dismay his father's reaction upon 
learning of his sexual identity: "I said, 'I'm gay.' And he said, 'Oh. 
Well, I guess you made your choice.' " According to another, "My 
father kept saying, 'Well, you're gonna have to live by your choices 
that you make. It's your responsibility.' What's there to be responsi
ble [about]? I was who I am.'' When Andy Wentworth disclosed his 
gay identity to his sister, 

She asked me, how could I choose to do this and to ignore the 
health risks ... implying that this was a conscious, 'Oh, I'd like 
to go to the movies today' type of choice. And I told her, I said, 
'Nobody in their right mind would go through this hell of being 
gay just to satisfy a whim.' And I explained to her what it was 
like growing up. Knowing this other side of yourself that you 
can't tell anybody about, and if anybody in your family knows 
they will be upset and mortified. 

Another man insisted he would never forget the period after coming 
out when he realized that he felt good about himself, and that he was 




