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Lesbians changing the definition of family

BY ALISA GORDANEER

reprinted from The Martlet
Canadian University Press
VICTORIA, B.C. — Cynthia,
Sheila and Carrie face more prob-
lems than most mothers. Along with
runny noses, dirty diapers, tantrurms,
chicken pox and the monster under
the bed, they have to deal with being
leshian morhers in a homophobic

society.

N

i,

| AMAWONIAN

accept a definition of family that
includes two moms or two dads.

Cynthia, Sheila, and Carrie are all
“out” as lesbians, and it affects how
theyare accepted by friends and fam-
ily, in the workplace, and in society
at large.

“It'shad enough forsingle women,
single moms,” says Sheila, “bur for a
lesbian who's out as a mom...when
you've got a kid, you feel protective.
You're responsible for your kid as
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They fall into a kind of political
gap. This society is uncomfortable
with lesbianism in the first place.
When lesbians choose to have chil-
dren, an activity closely associated
with heterosexuality, straight soci-
ety pretends they don't exist. And
because motherhood is not an issue
for most lesbians, lesbian mothers
often receive little or no support in
their own community.

“There’sstill alot of strong societal
attitudes— that lesbians are not real
women. That real women want to
have babies and stay home and rake
care of their men,” says Sheila.

But society is rapidly changing,
and rhe stereotypical nuclear family
of a father who works and a mother
who stays home with the kidsis now
far from the norm.

Some studies indicate that two of
three marriages will end in divorce.
More and more single women are
choosing to have children on their
own. Along with biologically-related
parents and children, definitions of
family now commonly include step-
parents and half-siblings, families
with only one parent, and families
with adopted or foster children.

But much of society is slow to
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well as yourself.”

Carrie says that although she is
not completely “out” at work, she
doesn’t hide her lesbianism in her
day-ro-day life.

When her son was born, she and
her partner appeared on CBC televi-
sion as part of a program on alterna-
tive families.

“ try to be out in that way. [ try to
let people know we're doing it, we're
out here,” she says.

Cynthia describes herself as “not
super-politicized.”

“I'm just doing my thing. When |
got pregnant, | didn't feel like it was
a big political stand.”

Pregnancy in itself may not be a
political statement, but lesbian moth-
ers stand out in both the lesbian and
straight communities. The straight
community has difficulty accepting
that lesbians can be mothers, and
some members of the leshian com-
munity sometimes have trouble ac-
cepting that a mother can be a les-
bian.

Once, Cynthia was talking to a
woman at a gay bar who asked why
she hadn’t seen her there before.
Cynthia explained she was usually at
home with her daughter. “She got

pretty freaked ourt,” Cynrhia says.

Carrie says the lesbian commu-
nity in Victoria is generally not that
supportive. “They're livingtheirown
lives, and that doesn't include kids.”

Like other lesbians and gay men,
Cynthia, Sheila and Carrie face the
subtleheterosexism that pervadesthe
social structure. When a child is en-
rolled inschool or daycare, the forms
must be filled in with the names of
both parents — mother and father.

“Ontheconsentforms, [ purdown
my partner’s name. That's the prob-
lem with filling out these forms.
You're put in a position to erase the
existence of your partner, or come
out,” says Sheila. “You're putting
yourself, or your child, in a poten-
tially dangerous position.”

“We kind of worried what was
going to happen at the playschool,”
says Cynthia. “But when we were
first there, looking around, we said
‘we're her parents’ and that was abso-
lutely fine. We were really lucky. It
could have been a big problem.”

When they decided they wanted
children, Cynthia and her partner
ran into problems right away. They
tried an alternative often used by
many straight women — a docror
specializing in donor insemination.

“He was extremely homophobic.
He threw me out of his office when
hefoundour] wasa lesbian,” Cynthia
says.

Cynthia and her partner decided
to go elsewhere for their sperm. A
friend of a friend became the anony-
mous donor, and Cynthia got preg-
nant the first try.

Qutdated ideas about what con-
stitutes a family can put unnecessary
stress on lesbians who are or want to
be pregnant.

Cynthia says that when she went
for ultrasound tests while pregnant,
they wouldn't let her partmer Dawn
in, but they would let a father in.
“That made me really angry. The
hospital said it was their rule. Thar
was it, no exceptions,” she says.

However, she says “once [ was in
the hospital, they were more open.
They were really good, and accepted
Dawn as the other parent.”

Cynthia’s partner Dawn is the le-
gal guardian of her daughter Chloe,
and she haspowerof attorney as well.
This means Dawn can make deci-
sions for Chloe if anything happens
to her or Cynthia. Bur there are no
court rules which guarantee Dawn’s
right to see Chloe should the couple
separate.

“It'sscary. [ could leave and curt off
any visitation to Dawn. Bur we've
done everything possible ro make
Dawnalegal guardian,” Cynthiasays.

“On the other hand, she’s been
the breadwinner, and (should the
relationship end) lcouldn'thave any
financial support, either.”

For the children of lesbian par-

ents, the most difficult part can be
dealing with homophobic artitudes
among their friends and classmates,
in the media, and in society ar large.

“Already she's coming home with
arritudes like you don’t marry people
who are the same sex as you,” says
Sheila.

On television, and in the books
herdaughterNiamhisreadardaycare,
representations of leshian families
are virtually nonexistent.

“Her family life is being invali-
dated, and that scares me for her
sake. It scares me if her world is
telling her that her life doesn'r exist,”
says Sheila.

Then there are the grandparents:
some find it difficult to accept their
daughter is a lesbian. For others, ac-
cepting a grandchild without a son-
in-law can be even more confusing.
A family'sanimosity toward adaugh
ter’s sexuality can affect the way her
child is treated, often with unhappy
r’;"\'“h.\'.

“My father never ralks about my
relationship with mypartneratall —
he knows perfectly well what's going
on,” says Cynthia.

“When I told him I was pregnant,
he was delighted — then a while
later, he asked how I did it.”

Cynthia says her partner Dawn’s
family has never really accepted her
daughter Chloe as agrandchild. “We
go there for Christmas, and all the
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“One thing we're trying to do is
keepabalance of people inour lives,”
says Cynthia. Chloe spendstime with
a family with four kids, and with her
parents’ gay male friends as well as
with leshians.

Carrie says her children Joshua
and Meghan are “definitely exposed
to my lifestyle. They go to the wom-
en’s coffeehouses, and I take them to
women's events.”

Sheilasays she would like to meet
other lesbian moms with young kids,
both for her and her daughrer's sake.

Beingexposed to various lifestyles
and relationship oprions gives the
kids a chance to decide for them-
selves what theirown preferencesare
— an opportunity which combarts
homophobia by presenting gay or
lesbianrelationships as perfectlynor-
mal choices. When Niamh, Chloe,
Joshua and Meghan get older, their
parents hope they'll be able to stand
up forthemselves whatever theirown
choices and preferences may be.

“I just hope for her she'll find a
partner who'll treat her with respect
and be good to her,” says Sheila.

“It’s all about understanding that
you have a choice. How can 1 deny
her the choice to have a boyfriend if
I'm out here yelling about my right to
be with women?”

Carrie wants toencourage herson
to be with whoever he feels comfort-
able with. “What gender doesn't re-

other kids are being showered with
gifts, and Chloe’s just standing there.
That’sgoing toget harder, Theydon't
really see her asbeing Dawn’s child.”

To make up for support not forth-
coming from their immediate fami-
lies, lesbians often form a ‘chosen
family’, a network of friends who
support and understand each other.

ally marter to me. [ hope I'll be able
to stress that,” she says.

But for now, she has more pressing
questions to answer. Joshua and
Meghan are already asking Carrie
why they don't have a dad.

“Usually I justsay ‘that’sright, you
don'thave adad. Youhave twomoms
— aren't you lucky?”




