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LESBIAN MOTHERHOOD
Negotiating Marginal-Mainstream Identities

AMY L. HEQUEMBOURG
MICHAEL P. FARRELL
State University of New York at Buffalo

The identity of lesbian-mother combines a marginalized identity (lesbian) with one of the most revered
mainstream identities (mother). With data collected through exploratory in-depth interviews from nine
lesbian-mothers, the authors use symbolic interaction framework to explore the strategies that lesbian
birth mothers and comothers employ to gain acceptance for their marginal-mainstream identities in
their family networks. Respondents experienced varying levels of resistance from their social networks,
with comothers being especially vulnerable due to their lack of both biological and legal substantiation.
The authors explore the process of identity negotiation in three realms of everyday experience: in rela-
tionships with extended families, in relations within the nuclear family, and in lesbian relationships that
have ended.

Although a number of social critics have raised questions about the viability of
lesbian-headed families (e.g., Carpenter McMillan 1996), lesbian-headed families
are becoming more visible in American society (Arsenault 1996). Researchers
(Gottman 1990; Hoeffer 1981) have estimated that there are between 1.5 million
and 5.0 million lesbian-mothers residing with their children as a family unit.
Despite these estimates, a recent review of research-oriented family journals
revealed a surprising lack of attention to this family form among academics (Allen
and Demo 1995).

Using symbolic interaction theory, we examine the strains (Goffman 1963) that
occur among a small sample of lesbian-mothers as they construct lesbian-mother
identities in their kinship networks and within their own families. Symbolic inter-
action theory posits that identities are socially constructed (Gubrium and Holstein
1990). Although an actor may stake out an identity claim, such as “mother,” the
validity of the claim usually depends on the responses of significant others in the
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actor’s networks. For the lesbian-mother, these significant others may include her
child(ren), those who compose her children’s networks of association (e.g., child
care personnel, the children’s friends, health care providers, and teachers), her kin-
ship network, her employer, and the legal system. The difficulties of constructing
and presenting the self varies depending on whether the lesbian-mother is the bio-
logical mother of the child.

Lesbian motherhood is often depicted as an oxymoron. In part, the incompatibil-
ity of the lesbian and mother identities is a consequence of positions taken by radi-
cal, second-wave feminists who initially rejected motherhood because of its asso-
ciation with heterosexual procreation and the patriarchal family (Wald 1997). Buta
more important source of the dissonance caused by the identity claims of lesbian-
mothers stems from the linking of a culturally legitimate “natural” identity with a
less socially accepted one. Lewin states:

Just as motherhood is viewed as the most natural expression of women’s essential
being, lesbianism is associated with violations of the natural order in the popular
imagination. Lesbian sexuality is transgressive both because it seems to make lesbi-
ans independent of men and because it is, by definition, nonprocreative. (1995, 106)

Even after many lesbians began embracing motherhood, mainstream society con-
tinued to stress the incommensurability of the two identities. This resistance to les-
bians’ claims to motherhood forces them to negotiate an identity within a sociocul-
tural space bounded by their claims to both a marginal identity and a mainstream
identity.

Goffman refers to idealized, mainstream roles, such as mother, as the “general
identity-values of a society.” These identity-values “may be fully entrenched
nowhere, and yet they can cast some kind of shadow on the encounters [ . .. ] in daily
living” (1963, 128-29). Societal expectations concerning motherhood result in
“general identity-values” that portray mothers as self-sacrificing, nurturing,
and feminine.' Lesbianism is not associated with these traits in most mainstream
family ideologies; therefore, lesbian-mothers must struggle to achieve the identity
of “good mother.” By combining these identities, they take on a “marginal-
mainstream” identity: “marginal” because lesbianism is still seen as an unconven-
tional lifestyle choice, and “mainstream” because motherhood is still revered as a
role vital to the maintenance of society. The dissonance created by this identity
becomes apparent when lesbian-mothers interact with representatives of their
mainstream social networks, such as teachers, coworkers, legal officials, and medi-
cal providers. These agents often express doubt about the ability of a lesbian
woman to fulfill the role of “good mother.”

In this article, we present results from an exploratory study of identity construc-
tion by nine lesbian-mothers. We examine the strategies that lesbian-mothers
employ to manage their marginal-mainstream identities and how these strategies
compare for birth mothers, stepmothers, and comothers. We also explore how their
kinship networks respond to their marginal-mainstream identity claims. In this
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article, stepmothers are partners who form relationships with birth mothers who
have children from a prior relationship. Comothers are women who are partnered
with birth mothers who conceived through alternative insemination.” The ambigu-
ity of the copartner’s role is illustrated by the lack of formal terminology to refer to
her position in the family. Even in the academic literature, depending on her rela-
tionship to the children, the partner of the birth mother is referred to as a “co-parent”
(Victor and Fish 1995), a “co-parent partner” (Hare 1994), a “non-biological
mother” (Benkov 1994; Nelson 1996), a “non-biological parent” (Kenney and Tash
1992), a “co-mother” (Muzio 1993), a “stepmother” (Nelson 1996; Victor and Fish
1995), and the “invisible (m)other” (Muzio 1993). Unlike the birth mother who has
a biological claim to motherhood, the partner’s claim to motherhood is socially
constructed and depends on the validation of significant others: her partner, the
children, her own kin, and the legal authorities.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Only in the last two decades have researchers treated lesbian families as viable
alternative family forms. Prior to 1973, when the American Psychiatric Association
removed homosexuality from its list of mental disorders, lesbian identity was
understood in terms of the medical model as an illness or disorder. Although some
contemporary researchers (e.g., LeVay 1996) continue to explore the biological
roots of homosexuality, most have abandoned this approach and now focus on the
socially contingent nature of sexualities. Following this trend, therapists (e.g., Ber-
zon 1988; Cass 1979) developed a “‘coming-out” model, which features a “highly
patterned and supposedly stable sequence of stages in which individuals come to
identify with social sexual categories” (Stein 1997, 10). Although this model recog-
nizes the importance of family, friends, and coworkers in the coming-out process, it
fails to recognize the differences in experience between and among gay men and
lesbian women. In general, the coming-out model has been criticized as too rigidly
linear and unable to incorporate difference into its framework (Rust 1993; Stein
1997).

Gays and lesbians have also criticized the legal system as being too rigid. As
cases involving gay and lesbian civil rights issues were brought before the various
state courts, it became evident that the law often overlooked diversity for the sake of
ease of jurisprudence. Cases involving issues such as same-sex marriage and
second-parent adoption have highlighted the limitations of legal rhetoric when con-
fronted with emergent family forms (Christensen 1997). As aresult, much research
has emerged to address the inequities in the treatment of gays and lesbians by the
legal system (e.g., Polikoff 1990; Sheppard 1992). Because the welfare of children
in gay- and lesbian-headed families is a paramount concern of the courts, court per-
sonnel often rely on studies that explore the well-being of children raised by lesbian
parents. A meta-analysis of this literature found “no differences on any measures
between the heterosexual and homosexual parents regarding parenting styles,
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emotional adjustment, and sexual orientation of the child(ren)” (Allen and Burrell
1996, 19).3 Researchers also find few indications that children raised in lesbian-
headed homes suffer adversely from social stigma (Green et al. 1986; Hare 1994;
Patterson 1995). However, these results should not be considered definitive until
longitudinal studies can assess the long-term effects of children who mature in a
lesbian-headed household (Kirkpatrick 1987; Patterson 1995; Wardle 1997). In
addition, these studies are limited by small sample sizes, the infrequent use of con-
trol groups, and sample bias (Gottman 1990; Wardle 1997).

Researchers have also looked at other domains of family life among lesbians.
For example, some have explored the division of household labor in lesbian-headed
families (Kurdek 1993; Sullivan 1996), the use of leisure time by lesbian couples
(Bialeschki and Pearce 1997), lesbian women’s workplace experiences (Schachar
and Gilbert 1983; Schneider 1984, 1986), and lesbian women’s health care experi-
ences (Harvey, Carr, and Bernheine 1989; Kenney and Tash 1992). However, in
each of these domains, there have been few attempts to address the diversity of
experience that exists among lesbian-mothers. Anthologies of gay and lesbian par-
enting speak of differences in experience among lesbian-mothers but fail to provide
a systematic analysis of these differences (Ali 1996; Arnup 1995).

Lewin’s (1993) groundbreaking study of lesbian-mothers found many similari-
ties between lesbian and heterosexual single mothers. She argued that these simi-
larities result from the cultural imperative of motherhood that has little to do with
sexual preference. Nevertheless, although providing a rich comparative analysis,
she overlooks the experiences of comothers and stepmothers in favor of the experi-
ences of birth mothers. In a later study, Nelson (1996) explored a wide range of
ways in which the reproductive ideologies of lesbian-mothers appear in personal
and sociocultural contexts. In contrast to Lewin’s (1993) work, Nelson recognizes
the unique experiences of birth mothers, comothers, and stepmothers. Weston
(1991) focused on kinship structure among gays and lesbians in San Francisco.
Although her research on “chosen families” has been influential in deconstructing
our understanding of “family” and “kinship,” she does not explore the diversity of
lesbian motherhood.

In general, this review indicates that previous research on lesbian-headed fami-
lies has several limitations. There has been excellent research on child outcomes
but little research on the internal processes of these families. Most important, avail-
able research on the roles of lesbian-mothers does not examine the differences in
experience among mothers; namely, the experiences of birth mothers, stepmothers,
and comothers.

METHOD

Because there is relatively little known about lesbian-mothers among family
researchers, we found an exploratory qualitative study to be the most feasible
means of capturing the details of everyday life for a small group of these women.
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TABLE 1: Characteristics of Lesbian-Mothers
Marital Income Employment
Name Age Race History (annual) Education Status
Jodie 46 White Never married $100,000 M.A. Disabled
prior to illness
Becky 30 White Divorced $20,000 prior Two A.A. Unemployed
to job loss degrees
Ellen 24 White Divorced $11,000 Currently Student and
pursuing B.A.  part-time
Latasha 32 Black Divorced $7,200 11th grade Full-time
Leslie 34 White Divorced Currently Currently Student
none pursuing M.B.A.
Cindy 41 White Never married  $49,000 Ph.D. Full-time
professional
Sally 37 White Never married $35,000 B.FA. Full-time
Kelley 40 White Never married Currently none  Law degree Unemployed
but currently
seeking
public office
Linda 45 White Divorced $20,000 A.A. degree Full-time
professional
Procedures

Nine lesbian-mothers were interviewed in late 1995 in a large city in the north-
eastern United States. Among these women, there were six self-identified lesbian
birth mothers, one adoptive mother, and two comothers (see Table 1). Two of the
women in the study were contacted through community organizations; the remain-
ing respondents were contacted using snowball sampling techniques. Interviews
were conducted in two segments lasting approximately 1} hours. Most were con-
ducted in the respondent’s homes. Two women specifically requested participation
in the interview process with their partners, and the remaining seven were inter-
viewed without their partners.* Written consent was obtained from the respondents
to allow for the recording and transcribing of the interview data. The women’s
names and identifying information have been changed.

An in-depth, open-ended interview schedule was employed to allow each
respondent to relate her everyday experiences as both a lesbian and a mother. The
questions focused on the formation of the respondent’s family, her family’s every-
day activities, and the problems encountered by her family. As each interview was
completed, it was transcribed and coded. Once the data were transcribed, each
interview was read a minimum of six times in order to begin identifying various
themes within the narratives. In this article, we examine the themes relevant to the
difficulties in staging and maintaining a marginal-mainstream identity. Specifi-
cally, we examine the mothers’ reports on identity negotiations with kin, within the
family unit, and in the breakup of a relationship.
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TABLE 2: Characteristics of Children

Respondent Gender/Age (years) Origins
Jodie (legal mother Boy/17 Jodie legally adopted son during her
via adoption) relationship with ex-partner, Bobbie; son
lives with Jodie but often visits Bobbie
Becky (birth mother) Boy/8, girl/6 Previous marriage; Becky has sole custody
Ellen (birth mother) Boy/4 Previous marriage; Ellen has sole custody
Latasha (birth mother) Girl/14, girl/12, Two oldest from prior heterosexual
girl/9 relationship and youngest from previous

marriage (different father); middle child
lives with father

Leslie (birth mother) Boy/14, boy/5 Previous marriage; shares custody with
ex-husband (one boy lives with Leslie,
and one boy lives with his father)

Cindy (birth mother) Girl/2 Alternative insemination; shares parenting
with Sally

Sally (comother) Girl/2 Alternative insemination; shares parenting
with Cindy

Kelley (birth mother) Boy/12, boy/5 Oldest son born to Kelley during a prior

heterosexual relationship and youngest
born by donor insemination with current

partner
Linda (birth mother Boy/6, boy/15, Three oldest sons from Linda’s prior
and comother) boy/18, boy/21, marriage, oldest daughter born by donor
girl/6, girl/11 insemination with ex-partner (Linda is

comother), and two youngest twins born
by donor insemination with current
partner (Linda is comother); all children
reside with Linda

The Sample: Respondents and Their Children

The ages of the respondents ranged from 24 to 48 years, and all but one respon-
dent was white. Five of the women had been previously married but were since
divorced, and all but one had some level of post-high school education. Their
annual salaries ranged from $7,200 to $100,000. The length of current relationships
for these women ranged from several months to 14 years.

A total of 18 children—aged 2 to 21 years—were reported by the women in this
study. One child was adopted through a formal adoption agency (see Table 2).
Twelve of the children were born to the respondents or their partners during prior
heterosexual relationships, and the remaining 5 were born to the respondent or her
(current or ex-) partner through alternative insemination. Of the 18 children, all but
2 resided with the respondents.

Six of the women were in long-term relationships with their partners, one was
dating her partner seriously for about a year, and two were dating casually. Within
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TABLE 3: Description of Families

Current

Name Partner Description of Household

Jodie Cathy  Jodie resides with her adopted son. She recently separated from
Bobbie after a 23-year relationship. Bobbie maintains active
comothering status. Jodie is casually dating Cathy.

Becky NA Becky lives as a single mom with two children. She is casually dating
with no comother sharing responsibilities.

Ellen Beth Ellen has been dating Beth for about six months. Although they do

not “officially” live together, Beth spends most of her time at Ellen’s
house and assumes some limited comothering responsibilities.

Latasha Lisa Latasha resides with Lisa and two of Latasha’s children (the third
lives with child’s father). The length of the current relationship is
approximately two years. Latasha shares no parenting
responsibilities with Lisa (stepmother).

Leslie Nicole Leslie resides with Nicole and one of her sons (the other son lives
with his father). They have been together for about two years.
Leslie shares parenting responsibilities equally with Nicole
(stepmother).

Cindy Sally Cindy resides with Sally and their daughter. They have been
together for about 16 years. Cindy shares her parenting
responsibilities equally with Sally (comother).

Sally Cindy  Sally resides with Cindy and their daughter. They have been
together for about 16 years. Sally shares her parenting
responsibilities equally with Cindy (birth mother).

Kelley Laurie Kelley resides with Laurie and two children. They have been
together for about 10 years. Kelley shares her parenting
responsibilities equally with Laurie (comother to one son and
stepmother to the other).

Linda Susan Linda resides with six children, Susan, Bonnie (ex-partner), and
Bonnie’s partner (Wendy). The length of the current relationship
with Susan is approximately seven years. Linda shares her
parenting responsibilities equally with Susan (birth mother to twins)
and Bonnie (birth mother to oldest daughter). Susan and Bonnie
also share equally in caring for Linda’s sons from a prior marriage.
Wendy assumes no parenting responsibilities.

these families, there were also a variety of different parenting experiences that are
depicted in greater detail in Table 3.

FINDINGS

Identity Negotiations with Extended Families

The lesbian-mothers in this study often turned to their extended families as
important sources of support and validation. Some women faced resistance to their
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claims to motherhood or couplehood by their kin; others found encouragement.
The decisions of the four women (Cindy, Sally, Kelley, and Linda) who had chosen
to have children through alternative insemination were not unequivocally accepted
by the women’s extended families. Because the comothers lacked both biological
and legal ties to their children, their extended families were more resistant to their
claims to motherhood than the birth mothers’ families. Often, the resistance
employed by extended family members compelled the comothers to employ vari-
ous coping strategies to deal with the strain.

One factor that contributed to resistance by the respondents’ kin was the lack of
legal legitimization of the family ties between the nonbiological mothers and their
children. Until recently, nonbiological mothers could not legally legitimate their
relationship to their children. Even today, second-parent adoption rights are avail-
able on a limited basis in the United States and vary dramatically from state to state.
Fortunately, for the women in our study, a New York State surrogate court judge set
a legal precedent in 1992 when she granted second-parent adoption rights to the
comother of a child named Evan (In Re the Adoption of Evan 1992). In the decision
about this dual-custody case, the judge acknowledged that a child with two parents
has access to important tangible benefits, such as financial assurances, practical
benefits, and a continuity of life, that are unavailable to children with a single par-
ent. This landmark case has been influential, as other comothers have sought simi-
lar parenting rights in family courts across the state.’ The legalization of second-
parent custody rights represents an important public validation of the possibility
that parenthood can move outside the bounds of biology. Although adoption by het-
erosexual stepparents has become the most common form of adoption in America
(Christensen 1997), lesbian stepmothers and comothers must still rely on the
court’s discretion in validating their claims to parenthood. Among the nine respon-
dents in this study, four (Sally, Cindy, Kelley, and Linda) had sought second-parent
status for themselves or their partners. These women expressed a change in attitude
by their kin once the ties between the nonbiological mother and her children were
legally validated. Most important, second-parent adoption facilitated the negotia-
tion of marginal-mainstream identity claims.

Kelley, the energetic mother of two sons, had encouraged her partner (Laurie) to
seek second-parent adoption rights shortly after the birth of their youngest son. As a
lawyer, she also recognized the importance of seeking legal means to validate her
family’s “normality,” knowing this would allow them access to certain social
resources. After seeking joint custody with her partner, Kelley saw a pronounced
change in the way that Laurie’s parents treated their grandchildren:

And then one of the things they said, and they were right—if Laurie and I had broke up
and I had said to her that neither you or your parents will ever see these children again,
there wasn’t anybody that could do anything about it. Her parents were concerned
about that. . . . But then when we adopted [ . . . ] Laurie’s parents’ attitudes began to
change and they became much warmer toward their grandchildren.
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In another case, Sally, a comother, reported on her mother’s worry over the issue
of biological and legal ties to her granddaughter:

When I told my mother that Cindy was going to have a baby, it was then that my
mother said to my sister, “I wish that it was Sally having the baby.” Because, for my
mother, the fears came from the fact that Cindy might have the baby, then, because of
the way that Cindy loves kids, she was just going to just leave with the baby.

Although Sally and Cindy had been together for 16 years through many difficult
attempts at pregnancy by alternative insemination, they still recognized the validity
of their parents’ worries. Early in Cindy’s pregnancy, they responded to their kin’s
concerns by formulating plans to seek second-parent adoption after the birth. Sally,
the comother, felt this made a substantial difference in legitimating the kinship tie
between her family and her daughter: “Now, my family knows that she is my daugh-
ter. They probably wouldn’t have thought that if I hadn’t adopted her—they would
have, in the back of their minds, thought that I was not really tied to the baby in any
legitimate way.”

For another comother, the fear of disapproval by her partner’s parents motivated
her to seek second-parent adoption. According to Linda, “[Her partner’s parents]
were against everything. They were like these staunch New England Republicans.
They were real thrilled with us! Oh, and I'm a real winner in their eyes. But, they’re
civil.” Fearful that her partner’s parents might attempt to terminate her ties to her
children in the event of some misfortune to her partner, she had also recently sought
legal parental rights.

As these examples illustrate, access to second-parent rights allowed some of the
comothers in the study to legally validate their relationship with their child. This
served two purposes: Second-parent adoption gave them tangible rights as a parent
while it legitimated their relationship with their children. Subsequently, their par-
ents often felt more willing to emotionally invest in their grandchildren. This strat-
egy allowed these comothers to validate their marginal-mainstream identities both
legally and emotionally.

For lesbian stepmothers who enter a relationship with someone who already has
children, the process of identity construction is fraught with all the difficulties faced
by heterosexual stepparents. However, it becomes further complicated by the lack
of societal validation of the lesbian stepparent role. Stepmothers often entered a
relationship with a woman who had children during a previous heterosexual mar-
riage. Thus, they enter an already established family unit without any legal and bio-
logical ties to the children. Subsequently, stepmothers must often negotiate their
role within the family amid familial ties that still exist between the fathers and their
children and between the children and their paternal grandparents. In addition, they
must negotiate their role as stepmother to those outside their family. This is an espe-
cially difficult process for the parents of the stepmother. Unlike the parents of
comothers, a stepmother’s parents lack the opportunity to forge their own sense of



Hequembourg, Farrell/ LESBIAN MOTHERHOOD 549

identity as grandparents during the pregnancy and birth of their daughter’s stepchil-
dren. In their reluctance to embrace the children as their grandchildren, they
threaten the validation of the stepmothering role of their daughter.

These complications are illustrated by the experiences of Nicole, a stepmother.
When Nicole became a stepmother to Leslie’s children, she disrupted an uneasy
silence she had maintained with her mother with regard to her lesbianism. Nicole’s
loyalty to her new family became the deciding factor that led her to terminate ties to
her mother. Toward the end of the interview with her partner, Nicole gave some
insights into the difficulties she has had in trying to validate her role as stepmother.
In this quote, she tells of her mother’s resistance to her new family and how this has
strengthened her feelings of loyalty to her stepchildren:

I used to cry about it; get hurt about it. . . . But then I realized that she’s the only one
that’s losing. She’s missing my kids. I tried . . . we tried. On Thanksgiving, we were
together for dessert, and the way she treated the kids. . . . I mean, if you want to treat me
like that, that’s one thing, but you’re not going to treat my kids like that. [ . .. ] And if
you don’t take all of us, you get none of us.

There was a mixture of responses from the parents of the birth mothers in the
study. Linda and Cindy spoke of the close ties between their children and the chil-
dren’s grandparents. Linda spoke lovingly of her father’s acceptance of both her
biological children and the children whom she comothered. Cindy shared stories of
the naming ceremony that she and her partner had for their daughter on her first
birthday and the important role that her mother had in the process. In contrast to
Linda’s and Cindy’s harmonious relationships with their parents, Latasha’s rela-
tionship with her parents was marred by tension and conflict.

Latasha, the daughter of an African American minister, had always been told
that homosexuality was a sin according to the Bible. Understandably, she was very
fearful of disclosing her lesbianism to her parents. During a visit by her mother two
years before the interviews, she was “outed.” When her mother arrived unexpect-
edly, Latasha’s partner was asleep in her bed. As she talked with her mother in the
living room, her mother became suspicious of her visible nervousness and pushed
her way into the bedroom, where she found Latasha’s partner asleep. Apparently,
her mother had suspected her daughter’s lesbianism, since she immediately
assumed that the woman in Latasha’s bed was her lover:

My mother ignored me and went in my bedroom and pulled back the covers,and [ ... ]
Lisa was asleep. If she had heard my mother, she would have hid or something. But
she was asleep. My mother [ . .. Jtold her to getup and get out. [ . . . ] That was the most
embarrassing moment of my life. I hope that will never happen again.

Despite her parents’ disapproval, Latasha and Lisa moved in together shortly there-
after and tried to create a family together. However, her parents’ constant attempts
toreligiously cleanse Latasha of her lesbianism placed a huge strain on Latasha and
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Lisa’s relationship. Although Latasha neither lived with her parents nor was finan-
cially dependent on them, she still sought their approval. Despite the tensions over
her lesbian relationship, Latasha and her children spent a great deal of time with her
parents, but Lisa was excluded from these familial interactions. Latasha admitted
that these emotional strains left her estranged from Lisa and prevented Lisa from
establishing parental ties with Latasha’s children. Latasha doubted that her and
Lisa’s relationship would last, and she looked forward to immersing herself in the
church to seek forgiveness for her lesbianism:

I'am not going to say [Lisa and I will be together] forever because I want to get into the
church to get my life back to God, and I already know that this is a sin, what I’'m doing,
and I told her that when I go to church and get my life right, I still want to be friends.

As Latasha’s situation poignantly illustrates, resistant kinship networks can
play an integral part in creating barriers between a birth mother and her partner.
When kin deny the parental status of the comother, they may undermine her abil-
ity to stabilize the delicate balance of a marginal and mainstream identity. The
result is a conflation of mother and lesbian identities that is difficult to analyti-
cally separate. As Latasha’s narrative suggests, interactions with resistant kin may
result in the centering of a woman’s lesbian identity and the silencing of her moth-
ering identity.

The presentation of self by comothers and stepmothers varies substantially
depending on their relationships with their kin, their partner’s relationship with
their kin, their level of openness about their lesbianism, and the coping resources
available to them as they face these issues. Those women who are able to integrate
their identities into their kinship networks using various strategies, such as second-
parent adoption, presented a more integrated sense of self that incorporated mother-
hood into the more problematic lesbian identity. Whereas some of the stepmothers
in the study lacked strategies to deal with these tensions, the comothers were able to
use second-parent adoption as a means of legitimating their relationship to their
children in the eyes of their kin.

Identity Negotiations within the Family: The Stress of Becoming a Parent

Doubts concerning “legitimate” ties to children in lesbian-headed families were
not confined to relationships with extended kin; this dilemma also permeated the
confines of the lesbian-headed family. Because conventional society has such a
limited set of scripts for motherhood, the comothers in this study sometimes felt the
stress of having to actively forge ties to their children. For example, breast-feeding
is often viewed as an exclusive and definitive right of motherhood. Popular theories
of “bonding” suggest that women who breast-feed establish an irrevocable bond
with their child. For Sally, a comother, this lack of a physical connection through
breast-feeding left her feeling emotionally distant from her newborn daughter:
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I think because Cindy is nursing, our daughter wants to be with her more. There was a
time when I felt like the baby didn’t want to have anything to do with me. I got pretty
upset. . .. [ was really upset about it, but now I know she loves me just as much and she
knows that I give her different things.

In two instances, the birth mothers (Cindy and Kelley) played active roles in
shaping their partner’s relationship to the children. In these instances, the birth
mothers actively staged scenes with appropriate props that would best enhance and
validate their partner’s role as a parent to their children.

Because of their 16-year relationship, Cindy had confidence in Sally’s ability to
be a good comother, despite Sally’s doubts. Cindy reports:

Sally and I have tried different things. We are new moms and each parent-child rela-
tionship is different. So we have had to just try different things—try to figure out how
to give Sally time alone with the baby. Like . . . Sally gives the baby baths 99 percent of
the time. Sally also takes her on walks with the dog. This gives me a break sometimes,
too.

Kelley, a birth mother, is a busy political candidate and lawyer. As she and her
partner, Laurie, negotiated a division of child care responsibilities, they concluded
that Laurie was more suited to the daily mothering role. Kelley reports:

Laurie is very much into the daily maintenance. I’'m much more laissez faire, laid
back. And she’s more ordered—she’s the one who makes sure they do piano lessons
and that they eat at approximately the same time every night. And I think she’s just
better at the mom stuff. [ . .. ]I think if we ever did break up, she would get custody as
well, because she’s just much, much better at helping them order their lives.

In negotiating identities within the family, birth mothers and comothers employ
various strategies that allow the nonbiological mother to develop her “good”
mother identity. In doing so, they de-emphasize her “marginal” lesbian identity and
stress her “mainstream” mother identity. By routinizing the motherhood of the
comother within the family, these couples prepare themselves to meet the scrutiny
of social networks outside the family.

Maintaining Continuity in Relationship Management

Because same-sex marriage is still not a legal right, lesbian women must forge
their own unique understanding of “family” that does not entirely rest on legal defi-
nitions. Consequently, when the lesbian family unit dissolves, each mother must
deal with not only the pain of her loss but also the lack of clear scripts to guide her
through this emotional upheaval. Two instances in this study illustrate the divergent
processes involved.

Early in the course of a 25-year relationship with Bobbie, Jodie had legally
adopted a newborn boy. This boy—now 17-years old—never had any legal or
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biological ties to Bobbie yet had always viewed her as his other mother. Upon Jodie
and Bobbie’s separation, Bobbie continued her close relationship with Jodie’s
adopted son. Her son’s lingering tie to her ex-partner was especially painful for
Jodie. Jodie’s kin, who continued to maintain close contact with Bobbie, further
complicated this situation. As a consequence, Jodie felt insecure about her per-
formance as a mother:

She [Bobbie] can come over any time she wants . . . however, he isn’t going with her
over there! This was absolutely not an agreement—no, it was just a statement that I
made from the very beginning. [ . . . ] She—as the other parent—is going to make sure
she comes out smelling like arose. . . . So, I become the bad guy. . .. It hasn’t been a
bed of roses. I never wanted Bobbie to be a part of my son’s life, but we had a little
problem—the house was in Bobbie’s name. . . . So, the agreement was that I would
stay in the house and she would get to see my son—we worked it out through the law-
yers . . . it certainly wasn’t a compromise!

As this quote implies, Jodie felt conflicted about Bobbie’s relationship to the boy.
She referred to Bobbie as “the other parent” but later referred to the boy as “my
son,” thus downplaying Bobbie’s parental status. Jodie’s narrative illustrates the
vulnerability of comothers who lack legal or biological ties to their children: Bob-
bie’s continued relationship to Jodie’s son was maintained through an agreement
with a lawyer that, in essence, exchanged Jodie’s continued use of Bobbie’s home
for Bobbie’s continued contact with Jodie’s son. This example suggests that the
lack of institutional supports available for lesbian couples (e.g., the right to marry
and the right to adopt a child as a couple) makes it especially difficult to sustain a
marginal-mainstream identity when a relationship with a partner disintegrates.

In contrast to Jodie’s volatile feelings about her separation, Linda provided a
very different account of the relationship she maintained with her ex-partner. Linda
had three children from a heterosexual marriage. After that marriage, she formed a
lesbian relationship and became a comother through the insemination of her part-
ner. When that relationship ended, she formed a third relationship and became a
comother of twins conceived by her partner through alternative insemination.
Linda now lives in an extended household with all of her children, her current part-
ner, her ex-partner, and her ex-partner’s current lover. While Linda openly admitted
that there were some logistic problems associated with such an unusual mix of peo-
ple under one roof, her sense of humor and her loyalty to her family enabled her to
hold it all together.

Kelley also noted how she and her partner maintained ties with ex-partners.
While discussing her current partner’s close ties to her ex-partner, Kelley uninten-
tionally echoed Weston’s (1991) observation about gay and lesbian relationships
with ex-lovers. Kelley said, “We laugh, as gay women—if we quit talking to our
ex-lovers, the world just ain’t that big—we wouldn’t have any friends! So, it’s not
that unusual.”

The marginal status of lesbian-mothers is illustrated by these cases of separation
in which partners are forced to creatively engineer the details of the separation and
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the role that the nonbiological mother will play in their child’s life. In these cases,
inadequacy of the law in dealing with these issues sometimes results in outcomes
that rival divorce and child custody experiences associated with heterosexual
divorce. In contrast, in many of these cases, although the couple’s relationship is
terminated, the partners retain their parental roles. The best interests of the child
become the paramount concern in maintaining these ties. In these instances,
lesbian-mothers continue to strive to be conventional “good” mothers while forging
unconventional meanings of “family.”

DISCUSSION AND AREAS
OF FUTURE RESEARCH

This study explores some of the diverse strategies employed by lesbian women
and their families as they struggle to construct marginal-mainstream identities as
lesbian-mothers. Lesbian-mothers must construct and receive validation for their
identities in a variety of networks ranging from their nuclear and extended families
to the health, education, and legal systems outside the family. In this study, we
examined a variety of ways that comothers, stepmothers, and birth mothers cope
with the stresses of constructing a balanced identity in their nuclear families and
with their extended families.

Once the lesbian-mothers in this study took on their marginal-mainstream iden-
tities, they constantly reassessed feedback cues and readjusted the impressions they
gave off so as to provide evidence of their ability to be both lesbians and “good”
mothers (Goffman 1963). For some, the focus was on demonstrating their abilities
to mother. For others, the focus was on neutralizing attacks on their claims to les-
bian identities.

Most important, this exploratory study uncovered the diversity of experiences
among lesbian-mothers. We found that the strategies employed by birth mothers
differ in important ways from those employed by comothers and stepmothers.
Based on the cases in this study, we found that the legal system plays an important
role in the way that comothers stabilize their marginal identities. Second-parent
custody laws allowed comothers in this study to legitimate their parental position
for those around them, especially their parents. These findings suggest that a
national effort to legalize second-parent adoption and same-sex marriages would
help lesbian-mothers legitimate their marginal-mainstream identities.

The interviews in this study were of an exploratory nature and covered a wide
range of issues. The importance of differentiating birth mothers from comothers
only became apparent during the course of the data collection. Because of the small
sample size, we acknowledge limitations to the generalizability of our findings. In
addition, the sample is relatively homogeneous, consisting mostly of white, middle-
class respondents living in urban or suburban settings. Despite the limitations of the
sample, the findings from the in-depth interviews suggest that the manner in which
lesbian-mothers negotiate their identities as lesbians and mothers depends on how



554 GENDER & SOCIETY / August 1999

the family formed and whether the mother is a birth mother, stepmother, or
comother.

The findings of this study suggest several promising areas of inquiry for future
studies of lesbian motherhood. The exploratory design of lesbian motherhood
research suggests that researchers should begin addressing the problem of design
and sampling in future studies. Larger, more diverse samples, coupled with more
systematic design protocol, would improve our ability to generalize these findings
to other lesbian-mothers in the United States. For example, the findings of the cur-
rent study suggest that we could learn more about the diversity of experiences
among lesbian-mothers if we designed our research to systematically compare a
larger sample of birth mothers, comothers, and stepmothers. Additionally, we sug-
gest a need to explore the differences between single birth mothers and those who
have partners. Among those who have partners, there are important differences
between those who have comothers or stepmothers who actively participate in par-
enting and those who do not. Furthermore, longitudinal research studies would
greatly contribute to our understanding of the experiences of lesbian-mothers over
time.

Our findings also suggest the need to further explore the impact of second-
parent legislation on the experiences of comothers. For example, how do the experi-
ences of comothers who have legal second-parent custody of their children com-
pare with those who do not? The implications of these rights could also be explored
in the context of lesbian separations. How do the separations for couples who have
legalized the comother’s rights to the children differ from separations for those who
have not?

Related areas of study might include the spillover effects of workplace stress on
lesbian-mothers. During the interviews for this project, several respondents related
experiences of workplace stress associated with the disclosure of their lesbianism.
Future studies could explore the various ways that birth mothers, comothers, and
stepmothers validate their roles as mothers in their workplace settings. Compari-
sons could be made between those who have and have not chosen to disclose their
lesbianism to their coworkers to determine how disclosure hinders or facilitates
their marginal-mainstream identity claims. In addition to family experiences,
researchers could also explore the ways that lesbian-mothers forge a sense of selfin
their other social networks. For example, researchers might compare the various
ways that birth mothers, comothers, and stepmothers strategically manage their
interactions with their children’s friends and teachers, as well as school officials.

In postmodern society, individuals are freer to construct identities that combine
a wide range of unlikely combinations. Much can be learned about the stress and
coping strategies of managing these complex identities by examining the experi-
ences of lesbian-mothers in their families and in their larger networks.
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NOTES

1. For a sustained discussion of the ways that ideologies of intensive mothering cast a shadow on
encounters among working mothers, see Hays (1996). For a wider discussion of these issues, see
Nakano Glenn, Chang, and Rennie Forcey (1994).

2. In differentiating between the two groups, we recognize that stepmothers could also be character-
ized as comothers when they share parenting responsibilities. These labels are not necessarily represen-
tative of how the respondents (and their partners) spoke of their relationships to their children. Of the six
respondents who shared parenting responsibilities, most referred to the nonbiological mother in the rela-
tionship as a comother regardless of whether the children were from a prior heterosexual marriage or the
result of alternative insemination. Five of the respondents indicated that they shared parenting responsi-
bilities equally with their partners, and two of the respondents mentioned some pressure for one parent to
have more primacy in some social contexts. For example, Linda and her family had recently moved to a
new school district where they did not know anyone. When Linda attended the children’s first teacher-
parent conference, she and her partner decided not to disclose their family arrangement to the teachers or
students so that their children could make their own choices when they were ready.

When asked what their children called the comothers and stepmothers in their families, the impor-
tance of naming was further validated. Among the women, there was a combination of responses, with
some children referring to their comothers or stepmothers by their first name and others calling them
“mom.” In two cases, the child’s middle name was the last name of his or her comother. For Sally and
Cindy, their daughter’s name was of such importance that they conducted a naming ceremony for her
that included all of their kin and friends. These examples illustrate the importance that language and dis-
cursive constructions play in the marginal-mainstream identity claims for lesbian-mothers.

Readers should keep in mind that the motherhood labels used in this article are not universal or static
categories, but merely representative of the women in this study.

3. See reviews of this literature in Victor and Fish (1995) and Patterson (1995). This growing body of
literature includes Golombok, Spencer, and Rutter (1983), Gottman (1990), Green (1978), Green et al.
(1986), Hoeffer (1981), Kirkpatrick, Smith, and Roy (1981), and Miller, Jacobsen, and Bigner (1981).

4. Due to the time constraints of the researchers and their lack of access to several of the respondents’
partners, interviews with some of the respondents’ partners were not conducted.

S. In the Matter of the Adoption of Caitlin and Another (1994), In the Matter of Dana (1996), In the
Matter of an Adoption Pursuant to Article VII of the Domestic Relations Law by S.M.Y. of a Child
‘Whose First Name Is Camilla (1994).
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