



[image: A Short History of Queer Parenting by Kirsty Loehr.]














Also by Kirsty Loehr


A Short History of Queer Women














[image: A Short History of Queer Parenting by Kirsty Loehr. Published by Oneworld Publications Ltd.]


















 


 


 


For all the queer parents who have come before and those who continue to shape our world – and of course, for Hammy, who changed my life more than I ever thought possible, my closest thing to magic.


And my catties, Max and Mitch, and our dearly missed Marmie (RIP). Pets are also a valid part of a queer person’s parental journey, and it’s important to honour them whenever we can.
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Author’s Note


Have you ever wondered how queer couples become parents? If you’re straight, probably not. If you’re queer, then possibly. Maybe you had a quick Google and struggled to find anything legit. Maybe you learnt a bit but felt overwhelmed by the medical jargon and legal requirements essential to queer parenting. Maybe it was a little too complicated, so you closed your laptop, vowing to revisit it the next day (you didn’t).


If you’re a lesbian, you could ask your ex-girlfriend. She’s now married with two kids, and they all live in Eastbourne because Brighton is too expensive. It might sound like a weird thing to do, asking your ex, but it’s not. It’s just very lesbian. The more awkward and inappropriate the better! Your ex gives you some information, but it doesn’t clarify all that much, and you still don’t know where to start because the law seems to have changed again. The law changes all the time! It also cost them £15,000. You don’t have £15,000! Does anyone have £15,000 spare?


You consider adoption. Your mate tells you about their gay friends who adopted a five-year-old boy. They were on the waiting list for six years. They had to own their own house. They also needed to have more than one bedroom. I have one bedroom and a living room people sometimes sleep in… does that count?


I work with a trans woman who hopes to have children in the future. When asked about her options, she expresses uncertainty, assuming that her chances are limited due to the lack of information on trans parenting and insufficient access to trans-inclusive healthcare. You think, fuck, she’s right. There’s not much out there at all. Her friend, a trans man, has the same problem.


The person at the coffee shop around the corner, who is nonbinary, mentioned that because the United Kingdom doesn’t legally recognise nonbinary individuals, having children can not only be more complicated but also terrifying when it comes to custody matters. They specifically brought up birth certificates – fucking birth certificates. We’ll get to those later.


Remember sex education at school? On one hand, I’m lucky that I was taught anything at all. But on the other hand, the information didn’t mean anything to me. It was sex education for heterosexuals – Hi, Section 28! There was a man and a woman. They had sex (almost always in missionary) and then painlessly a baby appeared nine months later. They didn’t need to be married; they didn’t need to have £15,000; and they didn’t have to have more than one bedroom. They all fucking smoked and they all fucking drank. Nobody got involved, nobody cared, and nobody asked questions about their gender identity, sexual preferences, salary or ten-year plan.


Heterosexual people have options. They have more direct access to fertility treatments, adoption, fostering and surrogacy. Sure, it’s complicated, but it’s available, and they also have extra help in terms of funding. There are websites, leaflets, consultations and referrals. The whole system is designed for heterosexual people to reproduce, make more children and live ‘normal’, respectable lives. Queer people are not invited.


This book is for queer people who have convinced themselves that they don’t want children because they were never allowed to think that it might be possible. It’s for queer people who thought queer parenting was not an option because it did not exist in history, except that it did… It’s also for queer people who do know that children are an option but don’t know where to start.


As with my first book, A Short History of Queer Women, I want to both explore and subvert this sensitive subject. It is a subject that can be triggering. I’ll look at how queer parenting has developed over the years, and all the different methods involved: inheriting through relationships, co-parenting, adoption, foster care, donor insemination, reciprocal IVF, surrogacy and having children with someone who then becomes an ex (as in what happened to me).


This is a subject that can be inaccessible due to unreliable information on the internet, academic jargon and off-putting legal requirements. I hope that my approach will make a fraught subject more welcoming, enlightening and maybe even funny. I hope that it will give queer people the tools to start their journey, but also the quiet confidence that queer parenting is not a newfangled innovation but something that has been a part of society forever. You are not alone in wanting to start a family. We’ve been doing this for ages!


A Short History of Queer Women was not an academic history, but a retelling. It was a starting point and, hopefully, an enjoyable one. By the same token, this is not a medical book. I am not an expert on queer parenting – just ask my son. Nor am I an expert on IVF – but I went through it and it was hard, emotional and expensive. Now I am lucky enough to write about it.












Let’s Make It Queer


Society says that queer parenting is a modern concept, alongside fitness trackers, adult colouring books and air fryers. It’s not. Queer parenting can actually be traced as far back as, well, human existence.


A long time ago, a really long time ago, between 14,000 and 40,000 years ago, everybody was shagging everybody, all holes were goals, and days were spent drawing pictures in caves. Hmm, this seems familiar…


My theory goes as follows. Before agriculture, before farming, there were hunter/gatherers and nobody cared what they did with their genitals, nobody cared where they put them, and the concept of gender, relationships and sexuality didn’t exist. Before the patriarchy introduced heteronormativity and the world became beige, everyone was just happy being. No capitalists, no fragile masculinity, no weird gender role models. Folk just wandered around grunting at one another, killing large cows and starting fires.


Family as a unit certainly didn’t exist. Mothers, fathers, wicked stepmothers, creepy fathers-in-law – all these things were yet to come. Parental roles had no place in society and mother-in-law jokes were a delight of the future…


Then things changed. Societal roles shifted. Gender and sexuality became fixed, and the Romans started making jokes about women in the kitchen and, of course, irritating mothers-in-law.


‘While your mother-in-law still lives, domestic harmony is out of the question,’ writes Decimus Junius Juvenalis (better known as Juvenal) to the knee-slap of his mates and the eye-roll of many a Roman woman.


The word ‘family’ comes from the Latin word famulus or ‘servant’… which makes total sense to me now that I’m a mother. But what exactly do we mean by ‘family’ or even ‘parent’?


According to the Oxford English Dictionary, a family is a group of people consisting of one set of parents and their children, whether living together or not. A parent is a person who is one of the progenitors of a child; a father or mother, a woman or man who takes on parental responsibilities…


If you’re like me and had to look up the meaning of ‘progenitor’, you now know that this means the person you are descended from. Thus, a parent is either an ancestor or someone who takes on parental responsibilities.


Those responsibilities often include:




1 pretending to like other parents


2 pretending to like other children


3 watching Bluey (no complaints here, even if the dad does make me feel like a piece of shit with no imagination)





But what’s crucial here is that the words ‘father’ and ‘mother’, ‘woman’ and ‘man’ are used quite prominently when attempting to understand and define what a parental figure might be. In other words, anything that steps outside of that binary is not really a parent… but we’ll get to that bit later.


For now, let’s go further back.


Keep it in the family


Believe it or not, the ancient world was reasonably diverse. I use the words ‘reasonably’ and ‘diverse’ cautiously, but it was certainly as varied as Kristen Stewart’s relationship history. Sometimes things were boring, and sometimes they were fun. Sometimes it was Robert Pattinson, and sometimes it was Stella Maxwell.


Take the Amazons, hailed by the Greeks as the most powerful women ever – clearly, they’d never witnessed a straight woman’s hen night when ‘Man! I Feel Like a Woman!’ drops. That’s true power right there.


The Amazons were the original radical feminists, rebelling against male-dominated societies and setting up camp far away from men. While male historians often doubt their existence, or at least dumb them down, we know they were real because the Greeks wrote about them and everything the Greeks say is true. They never make anything up.


But we do know that this nation of warrior women (who allegedly chopped off their right tit to shoot arrows better) lived without men, only seeking them out once a year to conceive daughters. If they had sons, which, um, was just as likely? Well, they either gave them away or… killed them. FFS, I was rooting for these titless warriors!


The Greeks had been doing ‘family’ long before the Romans. In Ancient Greece, women were… drum roll… irrelevant. If a family had a daughter but no son, special measures would be put in place to ensure the survival of the family. These measures included marrying the daughter to a male relative so that the daughter’s father could adopt him as his son. The father could even adopt his daughter’s son if he wanted. It’s all very Battersea Dogs Home, isn’t it? The phrase ‘adopt don’t shop’ comes to mind.


Over in Egypt, brothers and sisters (usually high-born) would often marry. They would then shack up in a big house as husband and wife, with all their children (nephews and nieces?). One famous example is Cleopatra, who successively married both of her younger brothers, Ptolemy XIII and Ptolemy XIV. The marriages weren’t great, though, and both ended with her reigning alone, thus disproving the old adage that incest is best.


Then we have various ancient Hindu medical texts portraying the sexual unions of two women, mostly in the context of co-wives. In many of these texts the result is a child, as in the two women conceive. Sometimes a poet will pick up that theme and run with it: for instance, in a fifteenth-century retelling of the birth of King Bhagiratha, ‘the two wives of Dilipa took a bath. The young women lived together in extreme love… Both of them knew one another’s intentions and enjoyed love play, and one of them conceived.’


If only!


In another version, their son Bhagiratha is ‘born of mutual enjoyment between two vaginas’ – sadly, this wasn’t the case for me, but interesting nonetheless. (Later writers also claimed his very name pays respect to the vulva, or bhaga.) And while many of these texts aren’t exactly positive accounts (most of the babies end up as misshapen lumps of flesh), the concept of same-sex parenting and producing children is there.


In Ancient China, families were led by Confucian moral values in their ancestral worship. This demanded absolute obedience from younger members of the family towards elders, and supposedly resulted in a peaceful and serene lifestyle. I’m listening. But then breastfeeding your sickly mother-in-law was also expected. Earmuffs!


It was also all about the men (when isn’t it?) to the point where the most distant male relative was considered more important than the nearest female relative. So like a male cousin of mine, a million times removed, would have more rights over my father’s money than, well, me. And if a family had no distant male relatives? Then someone with the same surname would make do, as this was evidence that, at some point in their life, they shared an ancestor. I hope you’ve taken your antidepressants today!


OK, by now you’re probably thinking, ‘Where are the gays?’ And you’re not wrong, it certainly seems that way. Historically, children have been raised in all sorts of ways, and by expanding our definition of ‘queer’, any family that isn’t the usual mum, dad, two kids, dog and cat could technically be considered a ‘queer’ family – queer doesn’t always have to refer to a sexuality, after all. So, by this logic, the concept of queer parenting isn’t new in the slightest. But honestly, that’s a bit boring – and I wanted to find actual queers, not loopholes! So, as with all of history, if you dig deep enough, you’ll find us. We’re here, we’re queer and we’re ready to parent!


Let’s begin with China’s Jinglanhui (the Golden Orchid Society), formed in around 1644, a place where women would go to actively avoid men, like a women’s football game, therapy or the bath.


In the Golden Orchid Society, women could not only marry each other, but they could also adopt a daughter together. Oddly the latter was more acceptable than the former. Confusing!


The adopted daughter would then be able to inherit property from her parents. Her parents as in her mother and her other mother… yes, you read that correctly. A leg up on the property ladder plus having another mother!


What’s funny is that ancient civilisations and queer parenting have a lot more in common than your school curriculum, history books, and modern life would have you believe. Much like pre-colonised Africa. In many ancient African kingdoms, gendered clothes weren’t really a thing, as in people wore whatever they fucking wanted. Plus, there were (and still are) several African languages that characterise(d) queerness positively and lovingly.


And then there’s the classic proverb, ‘It takes a village to raise a child’ – often linked to African cultures (although we still don’t know for sure where it originated), emphasising the idea that parenting isn’t a one- or two-person job, but more of a group project where everyone, from the grandparents to the next-door neighbour, gets involved. This rings especially true for a lot of queer people today who embrace co-parenting, making it a popular choice as they embark on their parenting journeys. (But more on that later… it’s a vibe.)


You could say that this ‘it takes a village’ mentality was weakened when the Europeans decided to colonise the continent and savagely force their own backward shit onto several of these kingdoms. You could also say that this should be remembered when we disparage countries like Uganda or Nigeria for their lack of LGBTQIA+ rights. It wasn’t always like that… at least not until the Europeans arrived.


Heading into the Middle Ages, into Southern and Eastern Europe, it was common to see multiple generations of one family all living under one roof. Much like how Gen Z live now but with fourteen unrelated roommates, and the constant anxiety that someone will steal your kombucha from the fridge.


Northern Europeans had other ideas and left the family home as soon as they were married. In fact, many Northern European women never married at all, and we know what that means… THEY WERE ALL LESBIANS. Joke. Not all of them.


But before the Romans, before pre-colonised Africa, before the Golden Orchid Society, there was Sappho. Ah, Sappho, the original lesbian. Soooo lesbian that she invented the guitar pick so she could bang more women. Soooo lesbian that her tragic poetry inspired future dykey writers to come up with even more tragic and depressing songs – cooee, Billie Eilish! Not only was she the original lesbian, but she was also… wait for it… probably the first lesbian parent (that we know of anyway). How exciting!


Yes, according to some (probably lesbian) historians, Sappho supposedly had a daughter named Cleis, which for some reason sounds like a name a lesbian would give to their child. Don’t ask me why.


If there was a Cleis, biology would suggest that there was a father of Cleis, but nobody knows (cares) about him, at least Sappho didn’t care enough to write about him anyway. Even though that is literally what Sappho did – she wrote about her lovers. That was like her whole thing!





Jesus had two dads, and he turned out just fine…


Then we’ve got the little-known historical figure Jesus Christ.


Brace yourselves (or maybe I should).


The story goes that the ‘saviour of the modern world’ Jesus Christ had two dads, Joseph and God. And while LGBTQIA+ Christians love this little anecdote, I’m pretty sure non-LGBTQIA+ Christians don’t. So, let’s make this snappy.


It’s quite simple really. Mary was the mother of Jesus. Joseph was the father of Jesus. God was also the father of Jesus, you know, like his other dad (insert those large emoji eyes). What does this tell us about the rapport between God and Joseph? Who knows! And what about that other Joseph, the one who loved to wear an ‘amazing Technicolor dreamcoat’? He also seemed pretty gay to me. Maybe it’s a Joseph thing. Hey, my dad is called Joseph and apparently being gay is genetic… but I digress. What we do know is that Jesus turned out fine and was actually really sound.


The history of queer parenting is not merely a history of same-sex parents. It’s not just two queer people getting together and deciding to have a baby. It’s much more than that. It’s people challenging heteronormativity in a world that makes it difficult for queer people to live in. And, as we move into the modern age, this becomes much more apparent.


Forging families


What’s the first thing you think of when you think of Oscar Wilde? His sharp wit and love for the drama, obvs. If he were alive today, he’d have been live-tweeting the Rebecca Vardy vs Coleen Rooney saga – I mean, he basically invented the celebrity court case. He was also famously gay and went to prison for it. It’s what I immediately think about when I think of him. Most queer people do! We do because it was a pivotal point in our history, proving that nobody was safe, not even the rich and famous. But for real, Oscar Wilde, arguably one of the best-known queer figures in Western history, was married to a cis woman and had two kids. A real plot twist for the ages!


Then you’ve got the self-described sapphist, gardener and top shagger Vita Sackville-West. Vita was married to the bisexual politician Harold Nicolson, a marriage that produced two children. Both Vita and Harold had affairs and relationships outside their marriage and both of their children were aware of these. Their youngest son, Nigel Nicolson, even wrote a book (Portrait of a Marriage) about them that almost proudly detailed their extramarital affairs. I recently had the pleasure of meeting Juliet Nicolson, Vita Sackville-West’s granddaughter, and I’d never want to take anything away from Juliet – she’s an incredible author in her own right – but, as someone who’s completely obsessed with her grandmother, when I met Juliet it felt like I was meeting Vita. It was surreal. I’m also well aware this has absolutely nothing to do with this book, but it was Vita Sackville-West’s granddaughter! Sapphic blood! I also wanted to show off.


But anyway, let’s talk about the writer Walter Sholto Douglas. Walter, who was assigned female at birth in 1790, presented as a man (in fact many different men) for most of his life. Walter’s partner, Isabella Robinson, became pregnant by another man, so to help cover the pregnancy’s illegitimacy, Walter married Isabella and took on the role of father.


After the baby was born, Walter and Isabella escaped to Paris under false passports assisted by their mate, Mary Shelley (yes, that one). Imagine your ‘mate’ being Mary Shelley, and while we’re on that topic… Everything that I read about Mary Shelley is cool – her mother was cool, her writing was cool, she was cool – but I’ll never understand why on earth she married that drip Percy Bysshe Shelley. And she didn’t just marry him, she was like proper in love with him. Seriously, can someone enlighten me? Why? I’d honestly respect her more if she had married Byron; at least he had a bit of flair, even if he was a misogynist wanker, incomprehensible poet and an unforgivable human being. Should I be footnoting these opinions?


So queer people like Oscar Wilde, Vita Sackville-West and Walter Sholto Douglas have been forging families for centuries, figuring out how to exist under the guise of conventional heterosexuality.


They existed, and their families were legitimate. And it wasn’t just the intelligentsia. Everyday dummies were doing the same thing. Even working-class queer people were attempting to be their authentic selves while outwardly adhering to what society expected from them.


The Caravan Club (London’s greatest bohemian rendezvous, opened in 1934) was a place where men hooked up with men, women hooked up with women, men dressed like women and women dressed like men. It was great until some straight people got wind and called the police. God forbid we have any fun. The papers later described the Caravan as ‘an absolute sink of iniquity… frequented by sexual perverts, lesbians and sodomites’ – a description that in my eyes is akin to ★★★★★ Guardian.


After more and more complaints, the police decided to enter the club undercover; you know, to see exactly what was going on in there. It took them a good couple of hours before they revealed themselves to the punters. A couple of hours? How long does it take to spot queer people being queer? All of five seconds in my experience.


When the police finally revealed themselves, several people were arrested and the club was closed down. Then, a few weeks later, in a hotel bedroom, a letter was found. It was written by Cyril Coeur de Leon to the Caravan Club owner, Billy Reynolds.




My Dear Billy,


Just a note to say that I am very disappointed about you, I honestly thought that you were queer, but different from the others, and I liked you very much. I didn’t intend coming to the Club last night only I felt that I must see you. I have only been queer since I came to London about two years ago, before then I knew nothing about it, as I told you I am married and have a little girl two years of age, and I still like girls occasionally, there are very few boys with whom I want to have an affair with, I like them all as friends but nothing more. I have a boy staying with me and who is really my affair, we have been together now since I came to town and I like him very much, and I think he is a better pal to me than any woman could ever be, altho’ sometimes I wish that I was still normal as queer people are very temperamental and dissatisfied. I honestly hoped to have an affair with you Billy, and I shall only come to the Club to see you. Well it is now 10 p.m. and I have just got up out of bed so must close down and have a bath and dress, and hope that you will excuse my telling you all this only as I say, I like you very very much and feel that I can talk this way to you. Please be a dear boy and destroy this note, and do not mention it to anyone as this is just between you and I. I shall look forward to seeing you in about a couple of hours. Until then.


Your Very Sincere friend always,


Cyril Coeur de Leon1





Look, the cheating on your wife who is at home with your daughter thing isn’t great, but this is another example of a repressed queer person attempting to navigate life as a repressed queer parent in a repressed heteronormative world. It’s all so repressed!


So queer people can and will continue to forge families through various means. We can have children as a result of opposite-sex relationships. We can co-parent. In later years, we will adopt and foster. Technology will become a vital part of queer family building. But most importantly, we are good parents. Research consistently shows that queer parents are just as capable as heterosexual parents and that our children are just as healthy, both physically and mentally.


Queer parents are just as competent caregivers as non-queer parents. We’re not running around in rainbow colours talking about smashing the gender binary while changing our children’s nappies. I mean, some of us are, but mostly we’re just trying to raise our children as best we can in a world that often makes things difficult.


As for me, I can recite almost every single episode of Peppa Pig. I’ve extracted snot from my son’s nose using my mouth, and I’ve had his shit in my hair, behind my ear and weirdly in my belly button (though that might have been my own). I am just as much a parent as any other person; me being queer has absolutely nothing to do with my parenting (for context, my son does have an incredible sense of humour and looks like my shrunken twin).


I had always wanted children but had conditioned myself to believe that I couldn’t. I had also been brainwashed into believing that bringing a child into this world would be selfish and dangerous for the child. This was drilled into me so much that it is still something that I struggle with today. I worry that my son will resent me for his existence or wish that he had a ‘normal’ family. There’s a sense of guilt that will probably never leave me fully, but through the research for this book I have found that I am not alone, and never have been. Queer parents have been raising children and redefining the parameters of family forever. So let’s go look at some more examples, shall we?


 


 


_________


1 See ‘“Queer” history: A history of Queer’ by Mollie Clarke, The National Archives: https://blog.nationalarchives.gov.uk/queer-history-a-history-of-queer/
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