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Gender, Genetics, and
Generation: Reformulating
Biology in Lesbian Kinship

Corinne P. Hayden

The complicated historical relationship be-
tween ideas about homosexuality and concepts
of “the family” tn American culture makes the
idea of gay and lesbian families — “chosen” or
“created” — a provocative one in the study of
American kinship, Insofar as leshians and gay
men have been ideologically excluded from the
realm of kinship in American culture (Weston
1991:4-6), it is perhaps not surprising that
claims to the legitimacy of gay and leshian
family configurations are often articulated
and contested in terms of their perceived differ-
ence from {or similarity to) normative ideolo-
gies of “the American family.” In her pivotal
work, Families We Choose (1991}, Kath Wes-
ton argues for the distinctiveness of a certain
configuration of gay and lesbian kinship in
which biological ties are decentered and
choice, or love, becomes the defining feature
of kin relationships. For Weston, gay and les-
bian chosen families are neither derivative of,
nor substititutes for, “straight,” biological fam-
ilies; rather, they are distinctive in their own
righe (1991:210). Ellen Lewin takes a markedly
different approach to the value of distinctive-
ness in her recent book, Leshian Mothers
(1993). By her own account exceeding the
goal of her earlier work on maternal custody
sirategies — showing that lesbian mothers are
“just as good” as heterosexual mothers — Lewin
finds that “motherhood” in American cubrure
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5, and informal conversations. I must stress
- these particalar articulations of leshian
Jial desire in no way offer a “representa-
stance on parenting within lesbian and
ommunities.” On the one hand, the ques-
of whether or not to become a parent has a
o0k and conqphcated hlsn?ry f(?r many gay
and lesbians; for lesbians in particular,
entrality of motherhood to American cul-
4i narratives of womanhood has long made
thering a particularly potent site of contest-
n. Current articulations of the radical po-
iial of lesbian families must be placed
in the context of continuing debates over
oductive “choice” — and the choice not to
ther - within various lesbian and feminist
mnunities.
On the other hand, for lesbians and gay men
are parents, the two-parent “intentional”
imily (Lewin 1993} is obviously not the only
odel. Lesbians and gay men have children
rough previous heterosexual relationships;
v adopt children; they are single parents or
sise children with several co-parents. More-
jer, gay and lesbian parenting families have
g existed, and certainly predate the current
nterest in “alternative” families. I focus specif-
lly on lesbians who create families through
onor insemination not because they are a de-
ing model for lesbian kinship (if there could
w'such a thing) but rather because of the par-
fcular ways in which biology is made both
xplicit and mutable in these visions of a “dis-
¢t” family configuration.” Moreover, these
{aims to a uniquely lesbian kinship often chal-
enge the (heterosexual) gender configuration
hat is foundational to Ametrican cultural
wtions of kinship. These articulations of les-
ian families thus provide a context in which to
ontinue important theoretical discussions of
hie relationship among gender, sexuality, and
inship (see Collier and Yanagisako 1987;
ubin 1975; Weston 1991).
:I want to follow Marilyn Strathern in
esisting the temptation to argue for wholly
ovel conceptual developments in ideas about
inship, though 1 do hope to retain space
or imagining how “images pressed into new
forvice acquire new meanings” (Strathern
19921:15). Such an approach assumes from
he outset that there is nothing “truly new”
nder the sun; at the same time, the continual

constitutes a defining feature of womaih
that indeed supersedes the “difference” &f
bian identity (1993:3). In this reading; t
nothing particularly unique about the w4
which lesbian mothers negotiate relate
and relationships. :
Though they are not explicitly foregro
in such terms, I would argue that thes
pivotal ethnographies together suggest
“biology,” broadiy conceived, is a crucia
around which claims to the “distinctivene
gay and lesbian kinship revolve. Thus thy
tive centrality of biology in gay and les
families might be seen to signal a corol
assimilation into, or departire from,
itional” forms of American kinship. In.
logic, the argument would read as follo
when biological ties are displaced (as in’
ton’s work), claims to distinctiveness can
made; where biological ties are central {es
cially in the case of motherhood), claim
difference lose their relevance or legitimac
I want to disrupt the flow of this argum
on several levels, To that end, this articlé @
exploration of the ways in which many les!
mothers employ notions of biology, in the
text of donor insemination, to articulate t
own sense of uniquely lesbian kinship. I 6
then, an ethnographic reading of specific ki
of claims I have encountered in recent lesbial
feminist writings, newspaper arficles, ¢

back and forth between “new” and “old” ideas
allows for the possibility of reformulating
existing symbols in creative and meaningful
ways.

Taking on “American Kinship”

The claim to a distinctive gay and lesbian kin-
ship elicits questions about the elasticity of
American kinship as a symbolic system and
implies the possibility of transforming the
dominant model of American kinship. Such
moves call for a clarification of exactly what
kind(s) of kinship one has in mind and how one
chooses to define dominant, transformative, or
derivative versions of American kinship.
Though it has been challenged on many fronts,
the foundational model of American kinship
faid out by David Schneider (1980[1968])
more than 25 years ago remains an enduring
one. Discussions of gay and lesbian kinship,
and arguments about its sarneness {and there-
fore derivative nature) or difference (implying
the potential for transformation), continue to
resonate with the rerms that Schneider set forth
in 1968. American kinship, he argued, is a
symbolic system resting on the two contrasting
but mutually dependent elements of blood
{shared biogenetic substance) and love (2 code
for conduct both legitimating the creation of
blood ties and governing the behavior of those
who are related by blood). Characterizing
Americans’ {(and American anthropologists’)
understanding of kinship as a “folk theory of
biological reproduction,” Schneider declared
the symbol of (heterc)sexual intercourse —
mediating and mediated by blood and mar
riage - as central to American kinship
(1980[1968]:37-38).

Not surprisingly, this premise has been made
problematic by lesbians and gay men, who
have been symbolically excluded from the
realm of kinship. The supposed exclusion
from, and threat to, family that marks gay
men and lesbians has amounted to a virtual
denial of their cultural citizenship, as Weston
has noted (1991:4-6). Indeed, one has only to
glance at the most basic manifestations of
homophobia in the United States to grasp
their foundation on the interdependent web of
kinship, sexuality, gender, and procreation. Ex-
emplified by the pseudo-evolutionary theory
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that homosexwals must recriit progeny be-
cause they cannot reproduce themselves, this
particular version of the “threat to family” ar-
gument highlights the ways in which hetero-
sexuality, gender, and kinship are mutually
constituted.*

The perceived centrality of procreative sexu-
ality to the stability of “the family” underlies
such familiar statements as, “I have a problem
with homosexuals who flaunt what they're
doing.. . before the public in an effort to des-
troy and break down family life. ... The family
creates. Homosexuals only cause trouble. They
can’t create anything” {Glasgow quoted in
Green 1991:1-2}. It is likewise this notion of
creativity that figures so strongly in claims to
the legitimacy of gay and lesbian families, with
or without children. At stake in such contests
over creativity is the meaning of sexual inter-
course in American kinship and, subsequently,
the ways in which blood and love are privileged
as defining features of families. Weston notes
the ways in which chosen families complicate
“traditional” notions of biood and love: “Fa-
milial 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 refations of blood and marriage”
(1991:3, emphasis added). Weston’s work
focuses on families of friends and lovers —
“chosen families” that challenge the sanctity
of blood and marriage as the sole determinants
of legitimate kin ties.

Although these chosen families bring up cru-
cial questions about kinship without biological
connections (or without the expectation of cre-
ating biological kin through procreation),’ quite
different questions arise in the creation of les-
bian and gay parenting families in which biol-
ogy, via procreation, reenters the picture. Using
Weston’s work as a foundation for exploring
lesbian and gay critiques of the central premises
of American kinship, I will focus below on the
complicated intersections of biological procre-
ation and lesbian kinship. I am interested not
simply in the assertion that biology is mobilized
in articulations of “uniquely” lesbian family
configurations; my concern lies more in the
ways in which the symbol of biology is
unpacked, dispersed, and distributed within
these configurations,® In this way, certain articu-
lations of lesbian kinship provide important

ground on which to theorize biology asa 5,
thatis continually refigured within the cq
symbolic field(s) of American kinship,

There 15 another dimension to chosen fam-
e’ position within the dominant symbolic
atrix of American kinship. In her review of
amilies We Choose, Strathern writes that per-
ps the fundamental critique enacted through
chOSeﬂ families is that they “make explicit the
fact that there was always a choice as to
ether or not biology is made the foundarion
{ relationships™ (1992b:3). This, indeed, is
a¢ of Schneider’s central points throughout
mericarr Kinship: though Americans believe
that blood determines family, there is and
lways has been a necessary element of choice
i the degree to which blood ties become
dalationships™ in any given family (not to
mention the ways in which blood ties
e conceived in the first place) (Schneider
930[1968} 62-63; see also Strathern 1981).
.Schnetder’s and Strathern’s reminders of the
entrality of choice in heterosexual kinship dis-
odge biology from its privileged place in that
odel; they assert unequivocally that there is
uch more at work in the creation of kinship
i American cuftore than a fervent belief in the
¢lf-evidence of blood ties might allow. In the
ontext of lesbian and gay kinship, this dis-
lacement of biology as the central and defin-
tig feature of family connotes a challenge to
he direct, exclusive correlation that is assumed
ween heterosexual procreation and the pro-
uction of kin ties.
:In Strathern’s analysis, chosen families chal-
nge the privilege enjoyed by straight kinship
y shifting the emphasis from blood to choice
m two levels — explicitly, through their own
hosen farmilies, and implicitly, by suggesting
hat despite its supposed basis in the “facts of
- nature,” straight, blood-based kinship is itself a
onstruction. As the focus of this article now
urns to lesbian motherhood, Strathern’s point
éars elaboration. The creation of lesbian and
ay families with children cannot be discussed
n exactly the same terms as chosen families,
nce each indexes somewhat different notions
f biology. Where chosen families may decen-
tralize biology, lesbian families’ explicit mobil-
ation of biological ties challenges the notion
of biology as a singular category through which
kin ties are reckoned. Far from depleting its
symbolic capital, the dispersal of the biological
e seemns here to highlight its elasticity within
he symbolic matrix of American kinship.

Love Makes a Family”

Weston implicates chosen families in ap
cit challenge to the dominant mode] of
can kinship and its foundation in proc
and biological ties. In Families We Cboo
writes,

The very notion of gay families asserty:
pe0p1e who claim nonprocreative sexual id
tities...can lay claim to family ties of
own. ... Theirs has not been a prop()sa
number gay families among variations
“American kinship,” but a more compreh
sive attack on the privilege accorded to 3
genetically grounded mode of determis;
what relationships will count as king
[1991:35, emphasis in original]

The families to which Weston refers are.
ilies forged out of ties to friends and fo
United by choice and love, not by bioldgl
ties or the expectation of creating such;
families clearly set themselves apart from
dominant model of American kinship an
maxim that “bleod is thicker than w
Without denying that blood ties “w
(Strathern 1992b), chosen families noneth
level a profound critique at the centrali
American kinship of heterosexual, procre
relationships and the biogenetic ties that
from these relationships.

‘Weston clearly believes that chosen fam
are neither imitative nor derivative of the
inant model of American kinship. Rathes
argues that they constitute a distinctive for
kinship, contrastive rather than analogo
straight kinship (Weston 1991:211).% Sill
maintains that choice cannot be read as li
to create a family structure unfettered by
ventional notions of kinship. Sitnating cho
families within the bounded symbolic uni
of American kinship, Weston’s analysis posit
continuum in which gay, chosen families.
emerged in explicit opposition to, but coex
ing with, straight, biological families. Thu
very idea of chosen families becomes mea
ful only in the context of the cultural bel:
the power of blood ties (Weston 1991:211

Gender and Kinship

While the chosen families of lesbians and gay
men may forge new ground in kinship divorced
from procreation, lesbian co-parenting families
engender a slightly different set of symbolic
renegotiations, since the presence of procre-
ation refigures the bloed/choice dichotomy.
Does biological reproduction ground kinship
“back” in biology, thereby negating the “pro-
gress” achieved by chosen families? Does les-
bian sex itself create kinship different from that
mediated by heterosexual sex? Does a child
with two mothers come from a different kind
of kinship arrangement than a child with one
mother and/or one father? As these questions
suggest, sex and gender, in the context of a
procreative family, become central elements
of contestation in efforts 1o define the place of
lesbian families in American kinship.

Many feminist anthropologists, in critique of
Schreider, contend that “the American Kinship
System” does not exist apart from its constituent
elements of gender, age, ethnicity, race, or class,
among other things (Collier and Yanagisako
1987; Delaney and Yanagisako, in press;
McKinnon 1992; Strathern 1992a). For Schnei-
der, these mediating factors do not inhabit the
realm of “pure culture.” Collier and Yanagisako
{1987) have argued that the split between the
“cultural” realm of kinship and the “mediating
factor” of gender is illusory, at least in American
culture. Kinship and gender are mutually consti-
tuted, they write, because both categories are
based on the same ideas of biclogical difference.
Gender assumptions about the facts of
sexual reproduction pervade kinship theory,
just as sexual reproduction is central to the def-
inition of gender (Collier and Yanagisako
1987:23-34). Thus even a separation of the
two on a “purely analytical” level, as Schneider
enjoins, becomes problematic.”

Further, categories such as gender, age, class,
and so on, produce structural distinctions that
mediate relationships within families; to talk
about any of them, therefore, means to
talk about power. Schneider’s insistence on sep-
arating gender from kinship has, by extension,
opened him up to criticisms that his model
ignores issues of power and inequality (Dela-
ney and Yanagisako, in press; McKinnon
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1992). Delaney and Yanagisako write,
“Schneider did not address the guestion of
how inequality is embedded in cultural
systems, in part because he did not follow out
the logic of the specificity of symbols and in-
stead made abstractions of them” (1995:3).
Standing firm in the position that symbolic
analysis of kinship — kept separate from gender,
age, power, and so on — goes only so far as
blood and love, Schneider ensures the stability
of his model of kinship. For, in these fairly
abstract terms, a “transformation”® in kinship
would necessitate a complete departure from
the blood-love {or blood-choice} symbolic
matrix. Thus, for example, chosen families as
described by Weston cannot claim distinctive-
ness because they remain enmeshed within the
tension between blood and love. A more con-
textualized, power-conscious analysis such
as that enjoined by Delaney, Yanagisako,
MecKinnon, and Strathern allows for the stabil-
ity of Schneider’s symbolic universe while leav-
ing room for reconfigurations of the meanings
of these symbols.

Power and Parenthood

The centrality of power and gender to American
kinship is particularly illuminated by lesbian
families in which both parents are explicitly
considered mothers. These families potentially
unsettle the “dominant” vision of American
kinship in several ways, perhaps most signifi-
cantly in their challenge to ideas about gen-
dered hierarchy and parenthood. For women
with a clear and gendered agenda for lesbian
motherhood, its promise is deeply bound to the
existence of a second female parent, who is
neither downplayed nor de-gendered. She is
not a father substitute, nor is she a gender-neu-
tral parent; she is clearly another mother.
Resonating with a legacy of feminist and les-
bian-feminist writings on “compulsory hetero-
sexuality” (most notably, of course, Adrienne
Rich’s [1984] article by that name}, such under-
standings of the radical potential of lesbian
motherhood are offered in criticism of — and as
an alternative to — the institutionalized gender
inequities seen to inhere in heterosexuality.
There is a dual implication to this oppos-
itional construction of parental roles. First,
embracing rather than contesting the image of

motherhood as a distinctly female, nug
enterprise, the benefits of the family apa
strued in terms of a doubling of materry
and support. In the feminist volume pg
the Heart: A Lesbian Parenting Anthols,
contributor writes, “I'm not oppose
fathers, but I do believe every baby: s
have at least two mothers™ (Washbun
144-145). Another notes that “when
mothers find out my son has two moms.
are actually envious on some level; th
two people doing the job they often do
(Hill 1987:118). L

Second, more than the “conveniend
double motherhood, claims to the distin;
ness of lesbian co-parenting rest heavily
critique of the power refationships that ma
these women associate with heterosexua
ilies. Such understandings of lesbian paréey
allege, on the one hand, that heterosex:
contains built-in power inequities; by conty
lesbian mothers claim to offer gender eqhili
and therefore parental equality. Counteractis;
the accusations that same-sex relationships:
by definition, pathological {and therefors: de
rimental to children’s development), ‘m
mental health professionals and theorists«¢
tend that the gender configurations of gay ;
lesbian relationships are indeed as healthy 3
not healthier than, those of their straight et
terparts.’® Contributing to this compensat
project is psychologist Margaret Nichols; W]
writes,

ists at all moments between she who seems

have the power and she who doesn™,
llowing for a flow of power in both direc-
ons. No one in the relationship is formed to
¢ the power figure, though all can play at it.
1991: 10, emphasis added]

.-eroticizing this last point for a moment, the
hesis of equal or fluid power — given the prem-
of non-power ~ forms the basis of a politi-
ed view of the potential for difference in
ortain lesbian co-parenting families. Thus,
saring and raising a child in a lesbian house-
oid is understood as a tool for “radical
motherhood” to combat “heteromothering”
Cooper 1987:223); a “unique opportunity in
istory to raise children in a home with two
arents with potentially equal power” (Polik-
off 1987: 329); or, on the other side of the coin,
p_erhaps creates a perverse emvironment in
which men and women do not “adhere to
heir roles™ (Polikoff 1990:560).

* urther, as Cusick’s erotic gender equation
amply suggests, gender roles within kinship are
nextricably linked to the act and symbol of sex
iself. Schneider contends that sexual inter-
course is a central symbol in American kinship
because it is through sex {or the symbol
hereof) that blood ties are created and family
relationships mediated:

Sexual intercourse (the act of procreation) is
the symbol which provides the distinctive fea-
tures in terms of which both the members of
. the family as relatives and the family as a
“culture unit are defined and differentiated.
~[1980 (1968):31]

In my experience, far too many heterosexi
relationships become bogged down in the m
of sex-role conflicts and never transcend the
conflicts to a point where both partners’s
each other as full human beings. 1 do
mean to imply that leshian and gay relatio
ships are without conflict, simply that the co
flicts...are certainly much less likely
exhibit the vast power differencials that ¢
be found in many heterosexual relationshi
[1987:102)

‘He continues, “Father is the genitor, mother
the genetrix of the child which is their
offspring. . . . Husband and wife are lovers and
the child is the product of their love as well as
. the object of their love” (1980{1968]:43). In
~ these terms, lesbian parents do not fit easily
into American kinship. Genetrix and genitor
“are not interchangeable; to replace one with
+ the other is dramatically to change the charac-
ter of the union between parents. The union
between man and woman {as husband and
" wife) is one imbued with deep symbolic mean-
: ing in American culture, not the least of which
- is, as Schneider says, the means through
which family relationships are created and
differentiated.

If the absence of gender difference is
traved as a positive attribute, then the gen
ing of both partners as female is scen
multiply the benefits exponentially. Suzans
Cusick writes that a lesbian relationship is,

a relationship based on non-power — that is; 8
relationship in which a porous boundary

Strathern notes that this symbolic union is
also deeply imbued with gendered relations of
power:

In...Furo-American formulations, male and
female parents are differently placed with re-
spect to parenthood: an equal union is also an
asymumetric pairing. . . . The relationship of the
sexual act to conception is not, therefore,
simply a techaical one. It serves to reproduce
parenthood as the perceived outcome of a
union in which the parties are distinguished
by gender. Apart from anything else, it thus
plays a conceptually significant part in procre-
ation. [1992a:4, emphasis added]

In an analysis conscious of gender and power
relations, a family mediated by lesbian sex ar-
guably makes kinship look different than a
family “unified” through the sexual relation-
ship between mother and father. Strathern
clearly implicates sexual intercourse in the
symbolic reproduction of structural gender re-
lations. For those invested in a feminist
reworking of parental roles, the unity symbol-
ized by lesbian lovers as mothers reproduces a
different gender and power configuration
through which the lesbian family is organized.
To follow the logic of Collier and Yanagisakos
argument that gender and kinship are mutually
constituted, this particular understanding of
lesbian kinship carves out its own place along
the specirum of American kinships precisely
becanse it refigures the alignment of gender
and power roles which have traditionally
marked the American family.

All Leshian Mothers Do Not Create
Equally

As mighr be expected, this somewhat utopian,
egalitarian vision of lesbian kinship runs into
trouble in the face of a legal strucrure that
retains jts historic commitment to the equation
of blood ties with family. The promise that
some women see in lesbian families — the op-
portunity to raise children in an environment
of gender equality — s often thrown into dis-
array when one partner bears a child. Having
children through donor insemination automat-
ically imtroduces its own asymmetry into
the relationship among lesbian parents and
child. The “birth mother” has a validated and
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immediately recognizable relationship with her
child, while her partner {as neither a biological
parent nor a legally recognized spouse) is
doubly excluded from the realm of kinship.
Her marginality is expressed in the dearth of
established, much less positive, terms for the
role of the “co-mother.” Often represented as
the proverbial “lack,” she is the “nonbiological
mother,” the “nonbirth mother,” the “other
mother” (Riley 1988:89).

This struceural inequality is perceived to
have profound repercussions for the dynamics
of lesbian families. Psychologist Sally Craw-
ford writes,

When the relationship between parents is
uarecognized . .. then no matter how defined
the system may be internally, ex-lovers, ex-
husbands, and members of the couple’s family
of origin can often walk in and walk out at
will, as though the family unit does not exist.
[1987:203]

One mother notes, “If the family structure is
not reflected legally, then our families are dis-
torted, they’re not supported, and we’re not
able to function fully as the families we are”
{Keen 1991:8)

While both mothers may talk of the ways
their family is distorted by the lack of legal
recognition, co-mother and birth mother
often express significantly different concerns.
Toni Tortorilla writes,

There is no readily definable slot [for nonhio-
togical parents in a lesbian or gay relation-
ship]. The parameters of society’s vision are
strerched by our very existence....And vyet,
though standing outside the protection and
sanction of the system, many adults still
choose to enter into a parental role with the
children of their fovers. They commit rime and
energy to loving, nurturing, and supporting
these children while risking the changes
which could lead to separation from those
whose lives they nourished and formed. It is
a risk the biologica! parent often minimizes or
fails to recognize in her own need for support
with childrearing. [1987: 174]

Another woman writes of feeling like a fraud
“if I act like he’s my baby. I'm afraid someone
will ask me about labor or my husband or
something. I have to keep telling myself he is
my baby and he will be perceived that way

qrention to enter into a fully functioning par-
atal role with their children. The brief cites
cions that imply a desire to maintain an equal
clationship between parents vis-d-vis the
hild. These actions include combining or hy-
Phenating the co-parents’ names to form the
hild’s surname, “a practice which identifies
he child with both co-parents,” and having
he child call both parents names thar reflect
quaf parental obligations, as in “Daddy
Wayne and Daddy Sol,” or “Momma G and
Momma D" (Gay and Lesbian Parents Coali-
ion et al. 1990:29-31). Further, they often
amanifest their equal roles as parents by having
he parents and siblings — on both sides — par-
icipate as aunts, uncles, and grandparents”
Gay and Lesbian Parents Coalition et al.
1990:31, emphasis added). Kinship terms thus
become one medium through which gay and
esbian co-parenting families declare equai
{aims, for both parents, to a legitimate rela-
ionship with their children. These relation-
hips and their assertion of familial love
clearly infer blood ties (and the rights and obli-
gations that accompany blood relations)
among children, parents, and extended family.
The mobilization of kinship terms is part of
an overall display of “deliberateness,” a sym-
bolic flag that signals pareners’ commitment to
orming a “real” family. As the Amici brief
tates, “The acts and declarations of co-parents
eave little doubt that they intend to assume all
he obligations of parenthood, including finan-
¢ial support, on a permanent basis” (Gay and
Lesbian Parents Coalition et al. 1990:29). Part
of the determination of intent to form a family
is, arguably, co-parents’ extensive deliberation
over the decision to have a child: “These
couples take the act of parenting very ser
iously” (Gay and Lesbian Parents Coalition
etal. 1990:29).

2 This strategy leads to an intriguing attempt
t0 locate the metaphor of biological, generative
power in the co-parent. Claiming that co-
parents engage in a joint decision to raise a
child, the Amici brief argues that fesbians and
gay men claim an active role, both figuratively
and literally, in the creation of the child:

because it’s the truch” (Gray 1987:13
phasis in original). :

Though not articulated as frequently, ¢,
a flip side to this imbalance, which one
terms “The Comother’s Choice.” She wii|

Kathleen is angry that [ have [a choice],

doubts - “I don’t know if I can do my
and be in This Situation” — all poins'}
imbalance between us. She can’t choose
more. ... Andrew is the new life. That’s notth
choice T made. That’s the choice of the'f
logical mother. I chose parenting without &5
plete sacrifice. [Gray 1987:137]

The ditemmas engendered by the abseq
a biological tie between a child and co-mig
illuminate the centrality of blood ties 4
dispensation of familial rights and obligat
in American kinship. The element of chioi
these families simultaneously heightens
sense of “risk,” “creativity,” and free
from “complete sacrifice” for the nonbiolos
partner. The myriad ways in which leg
mothers attempt to legitimize their fam
structures by rectifying this asymmetry, sy
bolically and legally, demonstrate the comple
ity with which the symbol of the bloé:
retains its salience even in the midst of 4n
plicit challenge 1o certain “traditional” not
of American kinship.

Blood and Other Fluid Symbols

In contrast to the attempts by chosen famy
to decentralize biology in kinship, many.
and lesbian co-parenting families often atte
to create equality between parents precisel
establishing a figurative or literal sharin
blood between the nonbiological mother
her child. Whether calling up the metaphio
shared blood ties or creating a more d
genetic link between co-mother and chi
these families employ biology as an importz
symbol that can be articulated and embodied
a number of ways.

In the recent case Alison D. v. Virginia
(552 N.Y.5.2d 321), m which the co-mott
petitioned for a hearing for visitation rig
after she and her partner separated, one A
Curige brief (Gay and Leshian Parents Coa
tion et al. 1990} delincated explicit act
generally taken by co-parents to indicate

It is because both co-parents wish to act as
parents that a child is brought into their home.
he non-biclogical co-parent is thus partly re-

sponsible for the child’s presence in the home,
or even for the child’s very existence... The
non-biological co-{mother] typically partici-
pates in every step of the...pregnancy to the
fullest extent possible. [Gay and Lesbian
Parents Coalition et al. 1990:32, emphasis
added]

By asserting the co-parent’s responsibility for
the existence of the child, gay and lesbian
parents make clear their investment in the cen-
tral relationship between procreation and unity
within the family. On one level, such a declar-
ation of procreative agency is equally signifi-
cant for both gay men and lesbians, given the
context of a cultural logic in which gay and
lesbian relationships are deemed illegitimate
because of their figurative impotence/sterility.

Further, the appropriation of generative
power specifically by a lesbian co-parent places
her squarely in the realm of {male) authorship.
She grounds her claim to chosen motherhood
in the image of agency and biological creativity
-~ an image that has defined American caltural
conceptions of the male contribution to procre-
ation. As Carol Delaney (1986) has argued, the
cultural narrative of paternity as authorship
positions the male contribution as central and
irreplaceable to the identity of the product of
conception. Thus paternity “has meant the pri-
mary and creative role” {Delaney 1986:502).
Despite a general sense that men and women
contribute equally to the genetic makeup of
their progeny, this symbolic asymmetry persists
{Delaney 1986; Rothman 1289). Thus the
woman is not a co-creator but a provider of a
nurturant environment; “female receptivity” is
glorified at the expense of “female creativity”
{Delaney 1986:495).11

Lesbian co-mothers who take on a genera-
tive role in the conception of their children
claim space for female creativity. In so doing,
the co-mother does not attempt to become
male; rather, she carves out a distinctive but
recognizable place in the birth of her child.'?
Nancy Zook and Rachel Hallenback write of
their experience performing donor insemin-
ation at home:

The jar [of semen] was handed over, hugs ex-
changed, and he was on his way. With Nancy’s
hips on pillows at a forty-five degree-angle,
Rachel, taking a quick breath, inserted the
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semen into Nancy’s vagina with a sterile syr-
inge....Rachels participation in conception
was crucial to us, as this was to be her child
as well. [1987:507

By impregnating Nancy, Rachel becomes
intimately connected with the act of concep-
tion in a way that challenges the dichotomy
between (female} gestation/receptivity and
{male} authorship/agency.

Central to this transformed reading of gen-
erative power is the “uncertainty” of the phys-
ical bond of paternity. Generation becomes ess
a genetic concept than a kinetic one; it is less an
issue of the ownership of biogenetic substance
than one of placing this substance in motion, of
being responsible for starting off the “unseen
process unfolding in Nancy’s body” (Zook and
Hallenback 1987:90). Rachel’s claim to gen-
erative power and the sharing of her identity
with the child’s thus constitutes a powerful
reworking of the idea of genetic anthorship.
The act of begetting is separated from author-
ship; shared parenthood can be demonstrated
through active participation in the process,
without necessarily laying claim to a genetic
relationship as well.'

Where such claims to female creativity can
remove the sperm donor’s genetic contribution
from the picture, other strategies unreservedly
embrace the underlying American cultural
understanding of genetics as a defining feature
of personhood, an indicator of health and per-
sonality, a blueprint for appearance and dis-
position. Thus some leshian co-mothers use
donor insemination in ways that more directly
establish biogenetic ties within the family. In
cases where each woman bears a child, the
same donor is sometimes used so that the chil-
dren will be related (Gay and Lesbian Parents
Coalition et al, 1990:30-31). This tactic is
often utilized not only by women who want a
consistent “male presence” for their children
but also by those who desire an anonymous
donor while retaining genetic connections
within the family {Hill 1987:112). One couple
interviewed in Politics of the Heart (1987) al-
ternated donors to make the identity of the
father unclear, only to decide later that they
wanted to identify him in response to their
daughter’s fascination with a friend’s father.
The mothers imply that the father, if known,

will become the donor for the next <h
though they do not envision that he wil }
a relationship with the children (Hi
1987:111)."* In such instances, the do
gains significance within the family,
through his direct involvement as a per.
who is a “relative” {Schneider 1980 [19¢;
but rather through his ability to provid
substance that will ensure biogenetic contj
ity between offspring. Biogenetic substa
itself becomes the object of importance, sep
ate from the identity of the donor,

Biology here is abstracted and dispersed ;
way that challenges the cultural assumption;
the primacy of the male sced {Delaney 198
Though lesbians may take great care in chiggs
ing a donor, the act of insemination, by elimj
ating direct physical contact, is often seen
minimize the man’s role as a gendered indivig
ual in conception. The focus is then not on
person of the donor, but rather on semes
“making the procreative pair (if any) womi
pluas sperm, gendered person plus gender sigti
fier” (Weston 1991:171).

Weston suggests that lesbians are sorﬂewha
unique in creating a distinction between mai
personhood, on the one hand, and the ma
physical contribution to conception, on’ th
other; such a distinction does not seem to'b
an inevitable consequence of the technolog
itself (1991:171). She cites a 1989 stud
indicating that married heterosexual wome
associated insemination with adultery a
extramarital sex, and believed that insentin
ation would allow an unwanted third pa
into their marriage relationship. The lesbian
surveyed by Weston {1991:171), in contrast
did not view insemination as a substitutio
tor something that would otherwise h
come from their sexual partners; their link
the donor was patently nonsexual. This. dis
juncture allows the nonbiological mother
take on a parenting role without the danger o
displacing another (male) individual who*1
also a parent; she is the other parent. Thoug
genetic continuity is powerful as an abstracted
disembodied signifier of family, it is als
employed as a literal signifier for kinship an
love in a more “connected” or “owned” sens
{(Lagueur 1990:212), A couple may choos
donor whose physical characteristics in som
way resemble those of the co-mother, sugges

ing again the sharing of substance and the re-

roduction of her image. Or, the brother of the
nonbiological parent-to-be may be the donor,
giving both women a biogenetic link ro the
child. Thus, when the donor possesses desir-
able traits (i.e., a genetic relationship with, or
physxcal resemblance to, the co-mother), les-
pian mothers may choose to incorporate those
traits into their notions of family. Genetic con-
snuity, whether literal or implied, becomes an
integral resource in such attempts to bring a
certain unity to lesbian parenting families.

Finally, in the most old-fashioned sense of
biogenetic relatedness, the donor might be in-
corporated into the family, whether as a
gendered individual (the proverbial “male pres-
ence”) or as a co-parent. Of course, such rela-
- tionships are not always simple matters of
unilateral choice. On the one hand, they can
be complicated by donors’ contestatory at-
tempts €0 secure paternity and parental rights;
on the other hand, not uncommonly, lesbian
© mothers may rethink their initial decision on
the matter and attempt to create a more {(or
ess} involved relationship with the donor
than they had originally planned.

As the myriad examples above suggest, les-
bian mothers’ strategies to gain symbolic legit-
imation for their families (in the context of
donor. insemination) effectively disperse the
“biological connection” as it has been con-
‘ceived in American kinship. Insemination is
petceived to give lesbian parents space to ne-
- gotiate the degree to which a donor’s sperm is
imbued with (or disabused of) distinctive fea-
tures of identity. In many cases, the mobility of
disembodied sperm allows the deployment of
generic ties in the service of unifying lesbian
families. Thus genetic substance itself can
become the referent for relatedness (as when
the same anonymous donor is used so that the
children will be related); a donor may be
* chosen on the basis of features that he shares
= with the “nonbiological” mother, thereby im-
-plying a biogenetic connection between her
and the child; or the donor, by virtue of his
: biogenetic connection to the child, can be in-
- corporated into the family configuration. On
the one hand, these moves reify the importance
. of genetic continuity in the construction of kin
- relations; however, insofar as they allow for
varying gradations of the separation of genetic

[

substance from its “ownes,” they disrupt the
cultural narrative of paternity as authorship,
But, again, just as genetic ties retain their
appeal (in dispersed form), so too does this
notion of authorship persist though it is rein-
scribed here with a different kind of gender/
genetic symbolism. Within the logistics of in-
sernination, the act of begetting can be separ-
ated from the ownership of genetic substance.
Here, a kinetic reading of generation, of bring-
ing mto being, supersedes genetic connection
as the privileged signifier of relatedness.

The notion of biclogical relatedness in this
context takes on an excess of meanings. One
effect of this excess is that biogenetic connection
explicitly becomes a contingent, rather than im-
mutable, feature of relatedness. Yet, as is appar-
ent above, its contingency does not signal
trivialization. Instead, the creative lengths to
which many lesbian mothers go to inscribe
their families with genetic continuity speak elo-
quently to the tremendous, continued salience
of biological relatedness.

Reformulating the "Single” Mother

The enterprising mobilization of genetic/kin-
etic relatedness in these visions of lesbian
kinship often calls up an arguably “old-fash-
ioned” notion of motherhood as the quintes-
sential fulfillment of womanhood (see Lewin
1993). Indeed, as I noted earlier, the very dis-
tinctiveness of leshian families is often predi-
cated on the fact that they offer a
multiplication of femaleness; it is perhaps not
entirely surprising that the cultural narrative of
motherhood as the ultimate expression of
female identity often finds its way into these
claims. This, arguably, is the central paradox
that arises in casting lesbian motherhood as
“unique™; just as the gender configuration of
lesbian co-parenting families promises an os-
tensibly different model of parenthood, the
supposed naturalness, and therefore universal-
ity, of motherhood both highlights and under-
mines that uniqueness. Thus the virtues of
lesbian families are articulated in terms of the
virtue of having not just two parents, but
two mothers; at the same time, motherhood
can eclipse the difference encoded in a leshian
identity. Thus, as one woman notes, “even
when someone knows I am a leshian my
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motherhood makes me seem normal” (Polikoff
1987:53).

Lewin’s work (1993) is particularly instruct-
ive regarding the ways in which motherhood
can become the core of identity for heterosex-
val and lesbian mothers alike. Quite apart from
my focus here, her concern is with single
mothers. Arguably, the challenges of single par-
enthood magnify the centrality of motherhood
to the identities of the women Lewin describes.
Lesbians who enter into motherhood with one
or more co-parents confront slightly different
demands, including negotiating the place of the
so-called nonbioclogical mother within the
family configuration. It is here, in the space
occupied by this “other mother,” that the rad-
ical potential of lesbian co-parenting is often
envisioned,*

How then does the “naturalness™ of mother-
hood intersect with negotiations of non-
biological motherhood in lesbian family
configurations? Quite in line with conventional
American cultural constructions of maternity
and paternity, it is the perceived singularity or
unitariness of biological motherhood that
might be seen, in the first place, to impel the
mobilization of genetic continuity (associated
with paternity) in creating a biogenetic connec-
tion for the “nonbiological” mother. For, unlike
paternity, which is understood in terms of alien-
able relationships and mobile biogenetic sub-
stance, maternity is understood to be less easily
dispersed (see Barnes 1973). If it is “inconceiv-
able to Euro-Americans that a child could be
born motherless” {Strathern 1992a:12), it has
been equally inconceivable that a child could
have two biological mothers — thus the troub-
ling legal and symbolic asymmetry between the
biological mother and her partner. Of course,
current possibilities for “assisted reproduction”
- especially in vitro fertilization and surrogate
motherhood ~ are fragmenting, in popular and
legal views, the supposedly self-evident idea of
real, biological motherhood.® In the context of
these reproductive technologies, maternity has
become thinkable in tripartite form, divvied up
among genetic mother, birth mother, and social
mother. Awareness of such possibilities informs
what is sometimes imagined as the obvious and
“perfect” option for lesbian families: one
woman could contribute the genetic marerial,
and her partner could become the gestational/
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birth mother. The implied self-evidence of
techno-fantasy of distributed maternity
gests the degree to which biology is Operaty
in the imaginings of some women, even 25
dispersed. More commonly practiced ¢
front is a kind of dual motherhood, in v
each mother gives birth. If the same dog
used, the children will be related to each ch
To complete this particular circle of biolg;
and legal unification, it is becoming ing;
ingly common for courts to grant lesbigg
ners the nght to adopt each other’s (blologlc
children."
In one sense, this move does little to urg
the supposed unitariness of maternity. Yet ik
is an important slippage implied here betw:
“maternity” and “motherhood.” Matermty
suggest, signals the epitome of embodied e
tionality —that is, gestation and birth — wheres
motherhood connotes both this physical re
tionship and a gendered, naturalized codeifs
conduct. This biologized desire to mother
expressed quite nicely in the euphemism:
the maternal instinct. I would argue thaet
so-called naturalness of motherhood - not onli
as a biclogical relationship but also as a s
posedly nurturing, explicitly feminine prope
sity — in some ways makes intelligible. .t
notion of the two-mother family. Implied hi
is a latent split between the “natural” and t
“biological”; if biological motherhood can:
naturalize a lesbian’s womanhood, so too
would suggest, does the mothering perform
by a so-called nonbirth mother become inte
gible as natural in the name of women’s p;
pensity “to mother.”"® While I do not want
make too much of this (rather speculatl
point, I consider it an important elemien
within the amalgamation of ideas that both
makes sense of and asserts dissonances in the
notion of a family composed of mothers — who
are lovers — and their children.

sive lends a complex oppositionality to many
eshians’ mobilization of the “naturalness” of
motherhood, as well as to their desire to endow
co-parenting families with biogenetic continu-
ity. When put into service in the name of creat-
ing a uniquely lesbian kinship configuration,
these “old” ideas of what constitutes related-
ness are both made explicit and reformulated.
* The so-called core symbols of American kin-
ship, blood and love, are mediated here by very
{ifferent unifying symbols (and gender/power
configurations) than the central emblem of
(hetero)sexual intercourse described by Schnei-
der. On the one hand, lesbian sex provides a
different model for love partly, to build on
Gtratherns (1992a:4} argument, by reprodu-
“cing a gender configuration that is seen to
promise gender equality rather than asym-
metry. At the same time, the symbol of blood,
also inscribed as biogenetic substance or
hiclogical relatedness, is deployed to give
unity to families that are marked both by pro-
cribed gender relations and the particular
- asymmetries of biological and nonbiological
 motherhood.
In the process, these lesbian mothers simul-
" taneously affirm the importance of blood as a
ymbol and challenge the American cultural
assumption that biology is a self-evident, sin-
gular fact and #he natural baseline on which
: kinship is built. Biology is not understood here
o stand on its own as a defining feature of kin,
or does biogenetic connection retain
-any single, transparent meaning. The dominant
“idea of American kinship as Schneider
~describes it posits a belief in the genetic tie
;a5 a baseline, elaborated into a relationship
through certain kinds of behavior. In the nego-
tiations of leshian motherhood discussed
above, the creation of blood ties — varying in
ind and degree — instead becomes an indicator
_{if not enhancement} of parent-like behavior.
The baseline then becomes the co-mothers’
‘generative agency, broadly conceived. Central
- to this subtle reformulation of the blood/love
- symbolic hierarchy is a disruption of the once
taken-for-granted matrix of paternity, author-
ship, generation, and genetic substance. As the
perceived meanings of these notions of blood
-and code, authorship and agency, are made
: contingent rather than self-evident, these les-
- bian mothers set forth quite complex notions

(g
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Conclusion

Underlying this entire discussion, as I noted
the beginning of this article, is a persisten!
cultural narrative denying the naturalness.0
lesbian and gay sexuality quite explicitly
cause it 1s perceived to be inherently nonp
creative. As a key context from which th
lesbian procreative families emerge, this nar

of what constitutes both distinctiveness and
unity in the creation of their kin ties.

As the symbol of the blood tie is both em-
braced and dispersed within certain lesbian
families, so too does the dichotomy between
straight biological families and gay and lesbian
chosen families become muddied. Rather than
trying to determine which understanding of
gay and lesbian kinship promises a more rad-
ical critique of American kinship, I have been
concerned here with drawing out some of the
ways in which the so-called core symbols of
kinship — the ideas that define whar constitutes
relatedness — are reworked and recontextua-
lized. As reproductive and genetic technologies
continue to proliferate, blood and love will
surely continue to be (relinscribed in notions
of relatedness, in often predictable but perhaps
also surprising ways. The ways in which les-
bians and gay men negotiate such reinscrip-
tions make explicit not only the contingency
of these symbols but also — equally important
in theorizing kinship - the dynamic, mutual
construction of gender, generation, kinship,
and sexuality,

NOTES

1 Ithark Ellen Lewin for her helpful comments
on this subject. The question of representa-
tiveness is here, as ever, not a simple one.
First, my intention is to examine certain ar-
ticulations of distinctiveness; I do not claim to
represent a “critical mass” of lesbian families.
I recognize also that access to reproductive
technologies (though donor insemination is
one of the most low-tech practices on the
menu) is a key foundation for the visions of
lesbian motherhood discussed in this paper.
Access inevitably raises questions of class, as
well as race; the creation of lesbian families
through insemination is, arguably, an option
most avaifable to a largely white, middle-class
clientele. Though insemination can certainly
take place without the intervention of sperm
banks or health care providers {as attested to
by the legendary turkey-baster joke}, laws
protecting women from donors’ paternity
suits encourage the institutionalization of
such arrangements. Thus a California statute
on insemination protects married couples
from “any claim of paternity by any cutsider,”
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regardless of physician involvement, while
“unmarried” women are provided such pro-
tection only if they broker their insemination
through a physician (Jhordan C. v. Mary K.
1986}. The implication is that although access
to sperm banks is not necessary to the cre-
ation of these families, it is certainly made
desirable in terms of maintaining their fegal
integrity. And insofar as many lesbians choose
gay male friends as donors, the specter of HIV
transmission also contributes fo increasing
medical intervention in the insemination
process.

For a rich contextualization of the recent “les-
bian baby boom” vis-d-vis ongoing lesbian
and feminist debates on motherhood, see Pol-
lack and Vaughn’s anthology, Politics of the
Heart (1987). Jan Clausen, for example,
writes,

Most interesting and most painful is a totally
irrational feeling of betrayal: I thought other
lesbians were with me in the decision not to
give birth, in that defiance of our expected
womanly role — and now here these new
lesbian mothers go, showing me up, proving
that the fact that 'm a dyke is no excuse for
my failure to have a baby. [1987:338]

See also Lewin (1993:14) for a discussion of
the heightened salience, for lesbians, of the
narrative of motherhood as an “achievement.”
Paralieling shifts in American cultural notions
of gender and reproduction, the notion
of achieved motherhood indexes the complex-
ities with which women’s assertions of
autonomy and individualism circulate within
existing narratives of conventional femininity
(see Ginsburg 1990 and Ginsburg and Tsing
1990:7).

See Marilyn Strathern, Reproducing the
Frture (1992), for a discussion of the ways
in which new reproductive technologies
provide a context for making the “natural”
mutable.

Several pivotal feminist works speak to this
argument for the mutnally instituted categor-
ies of heterosexuality, gender, and kinship,
including Collier and Yanagisako's Gender
and Kinship: Essays Toward a Unified Analy-
sis {1987}, Rich’s “Compulsory Heterosexual-
ity” (1984), and Rubin’s “The Traffic in
Women” (1975).

I use the phrase “expectation of creating bio-
logical kin™ in anticipation of the question of

10

11

how same-sex couples {(which are oply
facet of chosen families) differ from ha;
sexual couples without children in. g
of their relation to blood and f
Expectation here is a simplified refs;
to the complicated cultural belief j
interdependence of heterosexual may
biotogical procreation, and social rcp
uction. Legal scholar Hannah Sk
zschild quotes a 1971 Minnesota de
denying same-sex couples the rigit
marry:

The state’s refusal to grant a [marrisge
license ... is based upon the state’s recog
tion that our society as a whole views mig
riage as the appropriate and desirahi
forum for procreation and the rearing o
children. ... [I]t is apparent that no samia
sex couple offers the possibility of the birt}
of chiidren by their union. Thus the refusa
of the state to zuthorize same-sex marriag
results from such impossibility of reprodug
tion, [Schwarzschild 1988:116] :

In this logic, ali heterosexual couples co;
ceptually have the potential to beget:a
taise- offspring; whether or not they ca
choose to is irrelevant to the defenders of
primacy of heterosexual marriage. Chos
families, whether composed of friend
lovers, or both, take on this assigned no
procreative identity and challenge its imp
cations for their place in kinship. Thus
contestation emerges in their claim that k
ship can exist beyond blood and marsia
both of which assume procreative relatio
as their central referent. i
See Biddick 1993, Spillers 1987, 2
Strathern 1991 for perspectives on disperser
kinship and distributed maternity.
A popular bumper sticker sold in many 1
bian and gay bookstores.
This peint is highlighted in Strather
review of Families We Choose (1993:196
Personal communication with David Schr
der, August 13, 1992.
See, for example, psychologist Charloft
Patterson’s landmark review article, “Ch
dren of Lesbian and Gay Parents” {1992)
Among those who make sperm their bu
ness, the assumption that the male role
conception is fhe creative one remail
strong, Beautifully articulating the 19
century vision of sperm as the “purest
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tract of blood” and the “sum and representa-
don of its bearer” (Barker-Benfield
1974:49), the director of a California
sperm bank distributed T-shirts with a pic-
ture of swimming sperm, captioned “Future
People™ (Rothman 1989:35).

The association of a nonbioclogical parent
with the creasive, generative aspect of con-
ception also appeared in a 1985 custody case
in slightly macabre form. In Karin T w
Michael T. {19835), the two parties had been
married, had given birth to two children
through donor insemination, and Michael T.
had signed the birth certificate as Karin T.’s
husband. Upon their separation, Michael T.
claimed to be exempt from child support.
The grounds? Michael T. was actually a
woman who presented herself o the world
as a man. She argued that she should not
have to pay child support because she was
“a woman who was not biologically or
legally related to the children.” Given the
usual legal response to such situations,
Michael T. could reasonably expect to get
away with such an allegation. But judicial
interpretation is full of surprises: the court
rejected her argument. “Defining parent as
‘one who procreates, begets, or brings forth
offspring,” the Court determined that
Michael T’s actions ‘certainly brought
forth these offspring as if done biologically’™
{1985.784, emphasis added). This remark-
able opinion is not the watershed leshian
and gay parents might hope for; the court
clearly aims 70z to establish lesbian and gay
co-parents’ claim to children but rather to
punish Michael T. for gender fraud. The
court’s assertion that she had an active part
in bringing forth the children is apparently
predicated on her appropriation of the male
role, since she played “husband” by seeking
out “men’s work.” In the interest of punish-
ment, the court becomes curiousty complicit
in this game of gender-switching.

This idea of generativity is in no way limited
to articulations of lesbian and gay kinship.
See, for example, Helena Ragoné’s (1994)
work on surrogacy, where the intent to con-
ceive signals an act of generation, I am also
reminded of international patent laws
regarding biotechnological manipulation of
DNA,; legal ownership of genetic substance
is not derermined in terms of its original
“source” but rather in terms of the party

14

15

16

17

responsible for manipulating and replicating
the DNA. Here, and in concert with other
developments in the enterprising manage-
ment of life itself, the act of replication or
manipulation itself becomes the moment
of authorship. Such developments suggest
intriguing intersections among notions of
reproduction, ownership, and (kinetic?)
intervention. For discussions of replica-
tion, authorship, and ownership, see Lury
1993; see also Sarah Franklin’s notions of
auto-paternity in “Romancing the Helix™
(1995).

Alternating donors is similar to the practice,
used by some heterosexual couples, of
having sexual intercourse immediately after
the woman is inseminated. The scieniific un-
certainty of the paternal bond enables the
couple to entertain the possibility that, if
the woman does become pregnant, her
(thought-to-be-sterile) husband is the father.
Uncertainty here is used to fictionalize the
identity of one specific father, whereas for
lesbians, uncertainty can help perpetuate
anonymity.

This is not to argue that couples are more
radical than single mothers but merely to
point out that the challenges facing co-
parents are different than those facing single
mothers; the implication is that the particu-
lar challenges of co-parenting also open up
space for creating uniquely “lesbian” fam-
ilies. Of course, the location of radical po-
tential in the second parent effects a
somewhat ironic inversion of the argument
that the valuation of the “mating pair” is a
decisively conservative move {see Ettelbrick
1992). I am indebted to Anna Tsing for this
insight.

For a discussion of negotiations of “natural”
parenthood within surrogacy arrangements,
see Ragoné 1994. For a discussion of anx-
ieties surrounding the relationships engen-
dered via surrogate motherhood and other
technologies of reproduction, see Gallagher
1993 and Franklin 1993,

See, for example, Keen 1991, Sullivan 1992,
The New York Times 1993. Of course, the
legitimation of lesbian parental relationships
conferred by these joint adoptions is by no
means a new legal standard; Sharon Bottoms
and April Wade, a lesbian couple in Virginia,
recently had their child taken from them on
the basis of their “immoral™ relationship.
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Without assuming too much coherence in
the rationale informing these particular de-
cisions, it is impossible to dismiss the signifi-
cance of class here. Of the three successful
cases cited above, one couple consists of two
physicians, another of a physician and a
Ph.D. In contrast, Sharon Bottoms and
April Wade are characterized in court and
in the press as working class. Their unfitness
as parents — as charged by Sharon Bottoms
mother, Kay — rests not only on their lesbian-
ism but also on the “instability” of their
working-class home (see Kelly 1993),

18 Arguably, women’s appropriation of genera-
tivity is also made intelligible in terms of the
naturalness of maternal desire. Again, see
Ragoné 1994 for a discussion of the genera-
tive potential of intent. The other side of this
logic, of course, is that the decision not to
mother is often used to demonize women as
unnatural. In addition to the vast literature
on abortion in the United States, see Tsing
1990.
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ho

he small suburban communities of the Ameri-
an soap opera represent highly unusual popu-
ations. In soap communities, most of the
eople are wealthy and very stylishly dressed
t all times. Occupationally, there is an un-
sually high proportion of doctors and lawyers
mong them. Though meost of the people,
omen and men, work outside the home,
hey enjoy greatr freedom of movement and
re rarely actually az work, Yet for some reason
ey almost never go outside, confining them-
elves largely to living rooms, bedrooms, and
éstaurants. They become involved in compli-
ated tangles of love and deception. They are
ccident-prone, and, often as a result of those
ccidents, suffer extraordinarily high rates of
‘amnesia. But perhaps what distinguishes soap
communities more than anything else from any
real community in the United States is their
“convoluted kinship connections and, indeed,
‘their utter obsession with kinship. Figures
21,1 and 21.2 show kinship connections
mong characters on two popular soaps, One
“Life to Live and All My Children. A glance at
‘these figures demonstrates that in terms of kin-
‘ship, these communities rival the so-called
kinship-based societies that were once central
in the work of anthropologists seeking to com-
‘prehend the exotic, tribal Other.

: Convoluted soap opera kinship does not re-
 flect social life in suburban America, no more

21

Has the World Turned? Kinship
and Family in the Contemporary
American Soap Opera

Linda Stone

than do the innumerable cases of kidnappings
and temporary amnesia now common in
American soaps. Rather, it is through exagger-
ation and extremity, through sometimes over-
drawn characters and often bizarre plots that
soaps play upon American cultural concerns
and in the process serve as a commentary on
them. Kinship is writ large in soaps, and it is
between these lines that we can discern some
cultural ideas behind the carrent reformutation
of kinship and changes in family formation
now taking place in middle-class American
society.

This paper analyzes kinship in contemporary
soaps in terms of concepts David Schneider
(1968) developed for the study of American
kinship in the 1960s. Particular attention is
paid to Schneider’s idea that biclogical rela-
tionships, or the sharing of “biogenetic sub-
stance,” is at the core of American cultural
constructions of kinship and central to an
ideal American middle-class family of husband
and wife living with their own biological chil-
dren. Much has changed in “real” middle-class
American kinship and family forms since
Schneider’s work. In real life many Ameérican
middle-class houscholds consist of single
mothers with children, divorced and remarried
couples, and assorted “blended” families of
stepchildren and step-siblings (Stone 2001). In
real life, we also have reports of reworkings of





