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Abstract 
 
This thesis explores understandings-and practices queer parents in norway draw on in relation to 

negotiating kinship, as they make their own families. The thesis provides insight into the inner 

workings of kinship and the mobility of ideas about “natural” kinship. The study draws on 

interviews with queer parents in Norway who have made their families in other ways than 

through procreation. It considers ways in which parents create boundaries for kinship, legitimize 

relations within the family, and handle norms that threaten the validity of their families. The 

study is based on the premise that all kinship is socially constructed.  

 

Abstrakt 
 
Denne avhandlingen utforsker forståelse og praksis av skeive foreldre i norge, og drar nytte av i 

forhold til å forhandle slektskap, ettersom de lager sine egne familier. Oppgaven gir innsikt i det 

indre arbeidet til slektskap og mobiliteten til ideer om ”naturlig” slektskap. Studien bygger på 

intervjuer med skeive foreldre i Norge som har skapt familiene sine på andre måter enn gjennom 

forplantning. Den vurderer måter foreldre skaper grenser for slektskap, legitimerer forholdet i 

familien og håndterer normer som truer gyldigheten til deres familier. Studien er basert på 

forutsetningen om at alt slektskap er sosialt konstruert. 
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Prologue 

 
My name is Elvira. I am used to being asked questions like, do you know your real family? And, 

in what way will you have children?  

 

 I am adopted from Colombia and what that means to me has changed through time. I am used to 

being asked questions about who my “real” or “biological” parents are. By that they mean who 

the people are that conceived me and if I know them. It is very strange because I do not know 

them, nor do I know the people that usually ask these questions. It is however, a question that is 

continuously imposed on me, one that I am confronted to relate to. That confrontation has 

shaped how I understand family.  

 

The process in which I understand what being from a different family means, as well as how I 

wish to communicate that to the world. The important thing is that these two are always relative 

to each other. These meanings can not be seen as separate parts, but rather as all parts of the 

same whole. The meaning of what appears as separate parts actually make up each other. This is 

simultaneously an empowering yet constricting personal process, whether it is conscious or 

subconscious. It is  affected by the cultural society in a number of ways ,and this has become 

very obvious for me as I have found myself in different places throughout my life. Different 

places and people have been my home, thus they continue to be a part of me.  

 

 It became impossible to ignore questions about family, not only about as part of the past, but 

also about family in the future. I thought there were several ways to have children as a queer 

women living in Norway.. Not until years later did I start realizing I wanted children. A vague 

idea, or a possibility I had thought briefly about before, became a more conscious thought 

process. I started asking myself questions like, what do these choices mean to me and my 

kinship? How will I create it, and what does that mean for the future? These are big questions, 

and I know I am not alone in the search for answers. I figured more people have had to relate to 

this issue in their own way. I stumbled upon Regnbuefamilier, a group for families that have 

queer parents. I was so lucky that a number of people wanted to meet with me to share their 
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reflections about the options, choices, and actions they made, what that meant to them then , and 

how they relate to it now, as parents. All of the people that were interviewed were in different 

parts of their journey, so this was an opportunity to learn more about seeing the past, present, 

and future from different perspectives.  

 

Talk about planning for the future! I think one has to when there is so much as risk. The pain of 

potential judgement or misunderstanding is haunting because it has to do with who we are. To 

negotiate and make sense of one’s own identity in relation to constructing kinship is unique as a 

queer experience, in that it is not a takenforgranted process.   
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1. Introduction 

 
For as long as I can remember, I have been confronted by questions about the makeup of my 

family. As a child, I thought of the questions that were asked, as well as my answers as very 

straightforward. I have considered many ideas about meanings that have to do with family 

making processes since then. In my experience, this process has been affected by being adopted 

and having a multiracial family. The “nature” of my family ties have often been questioned here 

in Norway, as well as in Bangladesh and in Colorado where I lived for several years. Questions, 

thought processes, and efforts of sensemaking became more complex through time and changing 

environments. The point of interest that complicated my point of view of family making 

processes the most however, is my queer identity and the wish to want to start a family someday. 

This combination convoluted my thought process and consideration of actions, as it brought up 

issues of the past, present, future, and last but not least: belonging.  
 

News media, books and documentaries were informative about the choices and ways in which 

one could start a family in Norway as a gay or lesbian person. Nevertheless, this information did 

not satisfy my need to know about the negotiations that were ever-present in queer people's 

varying journeys with creating a family. I remember thinking only queer parents, parents who 

break with social expectations tied to gender and sexuality, could shine a light on how they have 

dealt with the many contradictions of family making processes.   
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Background 
 
 

Clarifications 

 

This section presents clarifications of concepts and how I choose to use them in this 

study. This thesis is based on the idea that, “Kinsmen are persons who belong to one 

another, who are members of one another, who are co-present in each other, whose lives 

are joined and interdependent” (Sahlins, 2013). Even though the interview participants in 

this study rarely used this word directly, I chose to use this concept as my interpretive 

approach. With "mutuality of being" (Sahlins, 2013)  as the methodological approach to 

being related, I will raise connections between the biological and the social, the private 

and the public, and the past,  present, and future, all of which characterize negotiations of 

family relationships among queer parents in Norway. 

 

The term queer is an umbrella term that has several meaning in this thesis. First and 

foremost, queer is a word that has been used, abused, and redefined throughout history. 

At its most basic form it means whatever is at odds with the norm. The norm is a social 

expectation and taken for granted idea of identity that is considered normal and "natural". 

Through out the years queer has also taken on an identity term that is widely used to 

describe persons with sexual orientations,  gender identities, and gender expressions that 

are different from normal social expectations of being heterosexual and cisgender. 

Cis-gender means someone who identifies with the social gender that is given to them 

when they are born (or before that) based on their reproductive organs.. For the purpose 

of my thesis“queer” is mainly used to describe persons who have other sexual identities 

than the norm, and I use “queer parents” to describe parents who have other sexual 

oritentions than heterosexual, and have had children through other ways than procreation. 

The participants of this study identified with this term. All but one said they were gay or 
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lesbian, in romanticrelationships, except Mia who is questioning, and has created her 

daughter with two gay men. Lastly, the term “queer” is also used to describe notions 

about family that draws on non-binary viewpoints on gender and sexuality.  

 

 

Theoretical perspectives on kinship 

 

Family-making as a process can be traced back to research debates on kinship. The early 

research debates questioned the ontology of kinship, what kinship really is. Anthropological 

kinship studies revolved around the meaning of biological forms of kinship and its relation to 

non-biological forms of kinship (Førde, 2016 ). Cultural anthropologist David M. Schneider 

provides a structuralist point of view of American kinship and explains it as a cultural system of 

symbols. He suggested that the system of symbols is based on two main orders. One that has to 

do with nature /substance, and one that has to do with law/code. He argued that marriage was a 

symbol that brought the two orders together. Most importantly, Schneider later argued that 

sexual procreation was a defining aspect of anthropologists’ analytical approach to studying 

kinship. Such a perspective on kinship is tied to making family based solely on procreation.  

 

Janet Carsten, the author of Cultures of Relatedness: New Approaches to the Study of Kinship, 

(2000) presented the term“idioms of relatedness.” With this concept she suggests that kin 

relationships are symbolized and interpreted through lived experience in different social contexts 

(Carsten, 2000). Her account sought to explain changes in new marriage arrangements, gender 

relations and reproductive technology however, she does not discuss how these idioms of 

relatedness take form through practices tied to reproduction. 

 

Anthropologist Marshall Sahlins does that with his book, What Kinship Is-And Is Not (2013). His 

idea of kinship, “mutuality of being,” is defined as “participating in one another’s life” (Sahlins, 

2013, p.29).  Sahlins argues that kinship is purely a cultural idea, and that “mutuality of being” 

means the same for socially constructed kinship as it does for kinship through procreation. His 

argument and illustrations from around the world challenges the idea that there exists a real, or 
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“true” kinship, one which has to do with biology. His constructivist perspective on culture 

however, does not take into account cultural ideas of gender, sexuality and desire, which are key 

in queer parents’ understandings and practices of family-making.  

 

 

Judith Butler, a distinguished scholar of gender and sexuality research and critical theory at 

Berkeley Research University of California develops in their book, Gender Trouble: Feminism 

and the Subversion of Identity (1999), the theory of “gender performativity,” which suggests that 

gender is a socially constructed concept. My thesis is not particularly activated by this theory, 

however, my approach is inspired by her argument against gender and sexuality as “natural” 

categories. Howeber, Butler  suggests that gender, sexuality, and desire exist in a “matrix of 

intelligibility”, in which gender and sexuality discursively produced as natural and opposite 

categories through the “heterosexualization of desire” (Butler, 1999, p.23). This understanding is 

relevant for the naturalization of heterosexual reproduction as “real” or “true” kinship 

(Thompson, 2005).  

 

 

“The binary relation between culture and nature promotes a relationship of 

hierarchy in which culture freely “imposes” meaning on nature, and, hence, 

renders it into an “Other” to be appropriated to its own limitless uses, 

safeguarding the ideality of the signifier and the structure of signification on the 

model of domination.” 

 

In other words, the discursive production of subjects who are outliers of understandings that stem 

from a nature/ culture understanding, are identified as “other”, or “different” based on the person 

or structure that signifies them as such. Pointing out different reflects also reflects meanings of 

what is normal. I relate this to that queer parents and their families being understood as different, 

also reinforces the biogenetic family model tied to heterosexual procreation. In this thesis I will 

not focus on idefining subject positions or subject identities, rather I am inspired by 

understanding family beyond the nature/culture divide, and the understandings of family that 

queer parents negotiate with to establish kinship.  
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Charis Mary Thompson is a gender researcher and professor at the University of California 

Berkeley who has studied discourses of naturalization of kinship. Through her studies of kinship 

in Assisted Reproductive Technology (ART) clinics, Thompson says that connections between 

biological facts relevant to kinship and socially meaningful kinship categories are highly 

indeterminate. Thompson introduces the kinship work (Thompson, 2001), a term that signifies 

the processes and efforts that play a part in keeping the two realms aligned. Kinship work is used 

to disambiguate kinship identities and relations.  

  

Notions of “the natural” are central when it comes to kinship. The understandings and practices 

queer parents draw on in the production of their own families, engage with the common belief 

that presupposes a “natural” foundation of family relations. 

 

Perspectives on kinship in Norway 

 
Gender-related research questions about kinship and family are a relatively new arena in 

Norway. Since the rise of the field started in the early 2000s (Howell & Melhuus 2001), there 

have been many international and Norwegian publications on the topic, both by gender 

researchers and others. Kinship perspectives related to queer families- and parenthood have also 

been explored in Norwegian research. In this section I briefly present international and 

Norwegian relevant research, and point to findings and issues that engage with my own 

research.This section is framed by professional debates about kinship; first kinship and queer 

families in general, then kinship in Norway, and finally kinship and queer families in Norway. 
 

In 2001, social anthropologist Signe Howell argued that “decent” (In Norwegian: “avstamning”) 

is of great significance and value to Norwegian people’s understanding of themselves (Howell 

90). She further claims that biological relatives are understood as a “necessary part of one’s 

identity” (Howell, 91). Sigrun Stiklestad suggests that Norwegian family legislation is strongly 
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characterized by the idea that it is vital for children’s identity that they know their biological 

origin. An equally important aspect of this legal principle, is that children should be raised by 

their own biological parents (Stiklestad 12). In a study of involuntary childlessness in Norway, 

social anthropologist Marit Melhuus says that the idea of having one’s “own child” stems from 

the assumed “natural” facts of making a child, that being the conceiving and birth of a child who 

is genetically related to both parents (Melhuus, 2012). Furthermore, Melhuus suggests that “An 

‘own child’ embraces a sense of belonging and participation that implies an exclusive relation 

that no others can be privy to” (Melhuus, 43).  In Norway that means that when involuntary 

childless people negotiate choices and options for reproduction, they try their best to create as 

much similarity in parental relations as possible, but the understanding of the relations becomes 

more social than biological.  

 

 

Perspectives on queer family 

 

Kath Weston, previous director of women, gender and sexuality studies at Harvard University, 

studied kinship among lesbians and gays in San Francisco’s Bay Area in the 1980s. Her 

exploration of kinship among gay men and lesbians suggests that gay families have to be 

understood in relation to gay men and lesbians’ families of origin, rather than families that are 

separate and opposite (Weston, 1997). My analysis is inspired by her thinking that gay men and 

lesbians construct their families and ideas of kinship by drawing “ideologies of love, choice and 

creation” (Weston, 1997, p. 27).  

 

Laura Mamo presents her social theory “queering reproduction”, which  suggests that “the 

processes by which lesbian reproductive practices simultaneously alter and maintain dominant 

assumptions and institutions” (Mamo 5). I am not particularly inspired by this theoretical 

approach. However, I am inspired by the“affinity ties” (Mamo 21).  My analytical approach is 

inspired by this term as a kinship device that plays a role in constructing family and family 

relations in terms of  “...explicit commitments, shared values, social belonging,” (Mamo 21).  
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Kinship in Norway 

 

The “nuclear family” is a social ideal, which serves as the foundation for the cultural perception 

of natural reproduction and legitimate” kinship. It is a cultural idea based on heterosexual 

couples producing “their own,” biogenetically related, child(ren) through intercourse. This taken 

for granted way of understanding family creates premises for how other conceptions of kinship 

are constructed around different groups of people. For example reservations about gay people’s 

reproductive opportunities and family practices  (Ravn, Kristensen & Sørensen).  

 

Authors Kristensen & Spilker say that the Norwegian ideal family consists of a man and a 

woman and their biological children (2014). What she describes is the aforementioned “nuclear 

family”. The cultural basic idea and expectation of what a family is and should look like. This is 

understood as the foundation of a family, which all other understandings are based on. Like a 

control group that is seen as how things are and how they’re supposed to be, and thereby defines 

what is “different.” Norwegian political and legal administrative processes indicate that biology 

is also seen as a defining aspect of kinship. Research by anthropologist David M. Schneider has 

characterized the theoretical history of kinship in Norway (Howell & Melhuus 2001). The 

modern research branches from anthropological kinship theories that were founded in the 

mid-1950s (Howell & Melhuus, 2001) (Førde 2016). Andersen introduces the “star family,” a 

family concept that has a relational principle, which portrays family relations in postmodern 

society independently of biogenetics (2014); to summarize are kinship and family in Norway 

today characterized by changing ideals, choices, and patterns of action (Ravn et al. 2016). 

 

In 2016, Kristensen and Spilker explained the parliamentary debate about egg donation as a 

negotiation about boundaries of equality, understood as gender-sameness (In Norwegian: 

“kjønnslikhet”). Kristensen and Spilker suggest that there are different meanings and 

interpretations attached to the notion of “equality”, in Norway. The parliamentary debate on the 

legalization of egg donation in Norway, represents a destabilization of reproductive and family 

norms. Their findings portray that sexuality norms that apply to women and men are transferred 

to egg og sperm cells. This includes that the biological bond between mother and child, and 

father and child, is understood to have a particular value.  
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Sigrun Stiklestad portrays that the biological principle is ascribed different legal meaning in the 

contexts of lesbian and heterosexual family formation. A fundamental legal principle and 

understand that children should be raised by their biological parents. The principle is sustained 

by the argument that children’s identity relies on knowing their biological origin. Stiklestad’s 

findings suggest that heterosexual couple formation, is not just the center of legal determination 

of parenthood, but its “startingpoint” (Stikestad, 2012). Stigrun Stiklestad suggests that “the 

biological  principle is understood as fundamental in norwegian legal discourse, to the extent that 

it needs no further justification.” (Stiklestad, 2012, p.88).  

 

There are several norwegian researchers who shed light on the Norwegian Welfare 

State’s role in producing and reproducing parenting norms. Danielsen and Muhlaisen illustrate a 

great example in their 2009 publication about the State’s course called “Good Cohabitation”. The 

course is offered to first time parents. The course focuses on couple relationships for building 

model families. Danielsen and Muhleisen suggest that same gender, and adoptive parents, are 

illustrated as “different” in this context. The juxtaposition carries the “implicit ideal” that parents 

who are ascribed difference can assimilate to the heteronormative family, by performing a 

certain way. They can do that with help from the state’s free course. The government’s norms 

can work even further though internalization, and self governing (Danielsen, H & Mühleisen, 

2009) 

Previous research on queer family in Norway 

 

Unn Conradi Andersen draws on the Swedish terms star family to present her theoretical 

contribution of family to encompass all family relations that are part of postmodern Norwegian 

society. She presents star family as a term that binds people together as a family independently 

of biological bonds. This relational principle is based on attachment, care, responsibility, 

involvement, and most importantly in the context of my research: continuity. Continuity and care 

were elements that many of the informats draw on in understanding relations that contribute to 

their construction of family. Whether among parents and children, or third parties and the family 

as a whole. Continuity and care were especially elaborated on through parents understanding of 
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parent-child relations that did not have biogenetical attachment. “Care” also spreads further into 

the family through that parents who are biogenetically related to the child, understand “care” as 

the element they make these individual parents, and children “their own.” (Andersen, 2014).  

 

 

Kristin Engh Førde's explores transnational surrogacy in India beyond the well-known, polarized 

debate illustrated as a "win-win vs. exploitation" situation (2016). Førde provides insight on the 

“ethical work” that are part of  negotiations that occur when intended parents give meaning to the 

various relationships and biological processes that are part of gestational surrogacy (Førde, 

2016). Førde explores negotiations of parenthood in relation to ethical work. Her study also 

includes queer participants, but does focus the queer perspective in particular, and how that 

applies to the workings of kinship in a broader range of reproductive processes.  

 

Arnfinn J. Andersen is another Norwegian researcher who look at practices tied to gay 

parenthood (2003). He suggests that gay reproduction dos not draw on the couple as a framework 

for making family, since it has been observed that gay men commonly have children with lesbian 

couples, therefore defying the couple as norm. Hiswork gives insight to how gay men understand 

their choice to become fathers, as well as time and space's role in constructing family.  

 

Kristensen and Spilker describe lesbian reproduction as a "dubious right"; assisted conception for 

lesbians is supported by medical research and it is legal, at the same time the couple norm is 

challenged since "an equal and complimentary femininity and masculinity" is not reproduced 

(2014). Lesbian reproduction by the use of donor sperm connotes a hidden third party. In relation 

to non-white Norwegians being perceived as a threat to reproducing in Norway, lesbian 

reproduction is understood as a resource. Equality discourses play a role in legitimizing gay 

reproduction. Kristensen and Spilker’s findings suggest ambivalent messages about gay 

reproductive practices. 

 

I want to point out that biopolitics is a key aspect in what i refer to as "queer" family discourses, 

but it is not the focus of my study. Instead I will focus on practices and understandings tied to 

kinship, in queer parents’s family formation. This approach does not specifically focus on 
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biotechnological processes. However, reproductive practices and biotechnology is one aspect 

that is part of blurring the lines of private and public, the natural and the seemingly “unnatural”, 

or cultural.  

 

 

Queer families in Norway 

 

Understanding kinship has grown in interest among Norwegian gender researchers since the 

early 2000s (Smedal,  2001)(Kristensen & Spilker, 2014). The growth happened in line with 

developments in feminism, queer theory, and biotechnology (Smedal,  2001). Gay and lesbian 

parents also gained further social recognition at this time, and were the focus of important family 

political debates related to kinship (Kristensen & Spilker 2014). The debates problematized ideas 

about “natural” gender, sexuality and reproduction. That included debates about marriage 

equality, adopted by Norwegian legislation in 2009, thereby giving same-gender couples access 

to legal marriage (Ekteskapsloven §1) and adoption (Adopsjonsloven) (Kristensen & Spilker, 

2014). Legal use of reproductive technology was also extended to cohabiting lesbian couples, 

who can conceive with the help of a sperm donor (Ravn & Skjøvold, 2016)(Bioteknologiloven § 

2-3).  

 

In 2014, Kristensen and Spilker intedified gay reproduction and biopolitics as an intersection of 

analytical importance to understanding Norwegian reproduction- and parenting norms. 

Norwegian biopolitics is modeled on a family ideal consisting of two parents, one man and 

woman who are equal and active parents. (Kristensen & Spilker, 2014).  

 

These notions have grown far more complex with advancement in reproductive technology and 

increases in reproductive rights and social recognition for LGBTQIA+  persons (Kristensen et 

al., 2014). The developments have issued new empirical sites to analyze meanings attached to 

biological and non-biological kinship, as well as their interplay (Levold, 2014)(Stiklestad, 2012). 

Ravn et al., claim that new family constellations can be viewed in relation to a mobility of 

understanding what is possible, acceptable, and desirable, as well as, how relations and 
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understandings of kinship and cohesion develops (p. 20). “Queer parenthood” is an example of 

an analytical site that destabilizes family norms that have to do with sexuality and gender, which 

makes practices tied to this topic an interesting area to study cultural notions about kinship 

(Mamo, 2007).  

 

In Norway, the normative gender identities are male and female. A queer perspective is 

significant then because it emphasizes social ideas that take part in constructing ideologies 

different than what is considered natural and cultural. It allows us to see nature and culture as 

processes of mutual constitution, rather than separate entities. Studying the social construction of 

kinship through queer subjectivities highlights the norm and the inner workings of kinship.  

 

Those who have minority identities like queer, understand themselves and the world in ways that 

are relative to their queer identities. Perceptions of reality from a queer angle highlights 

hegemonic ideas about personhood and social discourses. By that I mean the dominant social 

perceptions that establish ideas about what is “normal” and what is not. The production of 

dominant social ideas of the “normal” simultaneously produces ideas about what is “different”. 

There are social repercussions for people and processes that constitute what is “different” 

because the dominant ideas have social power that influence how society functions and regulates.  

 

The aim of this thesis is to learn more about the ideas of kinship queer parents draw on to 

construct their own families. I will do that by highlighting the conscious work queer parents do 

as processes of creating families of their own. Queer parent’s negotiation of understandings and 

practices related to creating their family take place in a different space of reality than those of 

heterosexual parents. Queer subjective experiences are more likely to perform work in a way that 

highlights negotiations and renegotiation of kinship understandings. Charis Thrompson refers to 

these ways of reconfiguring understandings tied kinship as processes of naturalization 

(Thompson, 2005).  Exploring the negotiations that need to be done highlights the mobility of 

these perceptions of reality, beyond the nature/culture divide. This thesis is my shy of conflict 

contribution for positive change. 
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Research question and thesis reading guide  

 
This thesis aims to explore how queer parents in Norway understand and practice kinship. This 

pursuit builds upon a lack of academic exploration of queer parents’ working and reworking of 

understandings tied to kinship. Queer parents’ family formation processes raises important 

questions about identity, relations, and agency. With this project I seek to examine how kinship 

is negotiated through the understandings and practices of people who challenge common notions 

about what it means to be a family. This research is informed by a need to examine the 

aforementioned themes as interactive and mutually constitutive processes. Queer parents’ 

subjective understandings and practices related to kinship sheds light how kinship is negotiated, 

challenged, and can potentially be reformed through queer people’s family formation. To 

summarize, it asks: 

 

How do queer parents in Norway, through their understandings and practices, negotiate 

family and kinship? 

 

I will explore and discuss the topic using the following research questions:  

 

What discourses do parents draw on to establish parent-child relations that are understandable 

and justifiable? 

 

Which family norms threaten the validity of their understandings and practices? 

 

What ideas do queer parents draw on to legitimate their family making processes despite family 

norms? 
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This is how I organize discussions regarding my research questions in the remaining chapters of 

my thesis:  

 

In chapter 2  I outline the theoretical framework for this project. I account for the collection of 

data that the thesis is built on, and discuss some ethical and methodological challenges and 

dilemmas encountered through the process. 

 

In chapter 3 I introduce the reader to the participants and their families. 

 

In chapter 4  I consider the ideas of relatedness parents use to draw boundaries for clearer family 

categories and relations. The discussion focuses on the innovative way in which they negotiate 

parenthood and relate to third-party contributions.  

 

In chapter 5  I explore how parents understand biogenetic origin in terms of the family creation 

process, and their child(ren)’s identities.  Here I will show how queer parent’s family making 

processes transgresses norms that view biological family relations as real or “true” kinship. 

 

In chapter 6  I investigate how parents creatively connect agency to time in an effort to make 

their family and family relations understandable for parents and children in different contexts.  

 

In chapter 7  Is the conclusion that is the summary of what was discovered about negotiations of 

kinship among queer parents in Norway.   
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2. Methods 
 

Theoretical framework for kinship 
 

Marshall Sahlin’s idea of kinship is called  “mutuality of being” and is based on “participating in 

each other's lives” (Sahlins, p.29). His perspective does for differentiate between how meaning is 

attributed to procreative and socially constructed relations. Procreative and socially constructed 

relations, as well as combinations of these two, are based on cultural variations of “mutuality of 

being”. His perspective supports the exploration of family discourses in Norway in a way that 

does not distinguish family constructions among queer and heterosexuals people on a theoretical 

level. Furthermore, the theory takes into account that families constructed from a "queer 

perspective" often consist of both procreative and socially constructed relations (Sahlins 2013). 

 
 
Charis Thompson studies how kinship is constructed in creative ways in processes of Assisted 

Reproductive Technology clinics. Thompson’s theory “strategic naturalization” describes 

processes by which intended parents assign different meanings to “genes, gestation and intent” to 

establish kinship and kin relations (Thompson, 2005). Her theory sees understandings of “the 

natural” as something that is mobilized in subtle and strategic ways. This theoretical approach 

takes into account that parents and children are mutually constituted through the social 

construction of kinship. That allows to see family making processes beyond reproductive 

processes. Thompson writes: “The alignment of procreative intent and biological kinship is 

achieved over time through a mixed bag of everyday and more formal strategies for naturalizing 

and socializing particular traits, substances, precedents and behaviors” (Thompson, p. 145). The 

queer parents who are participants for my project went through a range of different reproductive 

processes, and give different meaning to reproductive contributors, behaviors and 

understandings. So negotiations have to do with different subjective understandings and practices 

in relation to making family. Thompson’s view also takes time and context into consideration 

because the “natural” is a mobile idea.  
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“Strategic naturalization” allows me to focus on understandings that happen within single family 

units. I take the concept out of the ART clinic and into the participants' everyday lives to find 

how biology is mobilized to differentiate ambiguous kinship in a broader social landscape.  

 
 

Queer research 
 
 
My research question, how do queer parents in Norway negotiate kinship, centers around queer 

parents’ understandings and practices tied to their family-making processes. Because I am 

feminist and queer, I have chosen to base my approach on “queer” and feminist methodology. 

Kath Browne and Cathrine J. Nash define “queer research” as: “[...] any form of research 

positioned within conceptual frameworks that highlight the instability of taken-for-granted 

meanings...” (Browne & Nash, 4). When I use this approach I will not be focusing on the 

resulting power relations that from taken for granted meanings about family in Norway. 

However, my research approach is “queer” in that I will explore the depth of process that go in to 

family making beyond the common assumption that real, or “true” family stems from 

procreation.  

 

Qualitative feminist interviewing 
 
I have used “feminist qualitative interviewing” my point of departure because the approach 

covers the intricacy of talking: 

 

“...flexibility and productive powers of language; the subtle shades of meaning 

conveyed through the nuances of speech, gesture, and expression; the issues of 

translation; the ineluctable locatedness of any moment or stretch of talk; the 

specialized vocabularies of particular settings and groups; the organizing effects of 

format and genre; the injuries and uses of silence; the challenges inherent in 

listening and so on” (Decault & Gross, 2012, p. 2).  
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I used open ended, semi- structured interviewing, which is favored by feminist reseachers 

(Devault & Gross, 2012). With this approach I aimed to  highlight ways in which queer parents 

negotiate kinship.  

Participants  

 
This study’s participants were members of “Rainbowfamilies” (In Norwegian: 

Regnbuefamilier). “Rainbowfamilies Oslo/Akershus ” is a group that provides social 

arrangements for families with lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender parents. The group also 

raises awareness for LGBTQIA+ persons as caregivers and parents. Rainbowfamilies  is 

a volunteer based subgroup of the Norwegian Association for gender- and sexuality 

diversity (“Rainbow families OA”) 

 

 

Gathering participants 

 

Contact with the study’s participants was established through the “members only” Facebook 

group called “Rainbow Families OA” (translated:“Regnbuefamilier OA”) I had help from the 

group’s former leader to post an invitation for queer parents to share their experiences and 

reflections around parenthood and family formation. The invitation included my phone number 

and university email as contact information.  

 

Fifteen members contacted me through e-mail and text message. Most of the queer parents 

presented a brief introduction of themselves and their family. Some wanted more information 

about the project, to whom I sent a more detailed project description and examples of questions 

that were part of the interview guide. Practical decisions determined who I interviewed. In rough 

measures, I interviewed those who contacted me first and lived close to, or in Oslo. Relationship 

status was significant to choosing the last interview subject, in that I wanted to include a single 

parent family constellation.  
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Interviews 

 

I conducted seven semi-structured in-depth interviews with queer parents. Four of the interviews 

were one-on-one and three of them were with couples. The interviews were semi-structured, 

meaning they were somewhat planned, yet flexible as they are shaped depending on the 

participants' answers (Hay 2016). The interviews were conducted with the help of an 

“interviewing schedule” (Hay, 2016), that had “primary questions” written out to assist me as an 

interviewer with little experience. The primary questions were open ended, and then aimed to 

expand on the information participants provided. “Secondary questions” were more impromptu 

and conversational (Hay, 2016). As I became more confident with the topics and questions, I 

used the schedule and primary questions less. All interviews were recorded with a tape recorder, 

to be present, develop better reports, practice active listening, and make observations.  

 

The length of interviews ranged between one and a half hours and two and a half hours. 

The participants kindly invited me into their homes, which is where five of the interviews 

took place. Two interviews were set at participants’ workplace. Within a half hour after 

the interview, I recorded my own reflections about the interview. Reflections revolved 

around observations, thoughts and emotions that resonated with me.  

 

I manually transcribed all the interviews. Transcripts are mainly word for word, a literal 

transcript of interviews. I did edit out ‘eh’ and ‘um’ sounds and straightened out and 

randomly jumbled words, which I interpreted as insignificant. Longer pauses, sighs and 

attempts to find the “right words” were however, noted in parentheses. So were emotions 

in the atmosphere. In cases where they were difficult to read, I made sure to recognize 

that verbally, in hope to gain a deeper understanding.  
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Ethical reflections and challenges 

 

DeVault & Gross write, “[...] another essential aspect of feminist interview research interrogates 

the challenges of communication and the inherit contradictions in the desire to give voice to 

others” (2012). This was at stake for me to the extent that I wanted to give queer parents who 

have had children in other ways than through procreation a voice. Initially I figured that my 

queer identity would reduce this problem, but the fact that I am not a parent myself complicated 

this matter. I found myself giving excessive validation to the participants in cases where they 

expressed concern regarding some of the choices they have made in regards to how they raise 

their children. Giving this sort of validation without being asked directly could be perceived as 

invasive in vulnerable moments, even though the participants did not express that though words 

or body language. I think this balanced itself in that I also offered vulnerability in these 

interviews where it seemed fitting. Overall, that created some balance of vulnerability, which felt 

like an empowering queer experience.  

 

The intent to raise social awareness is important in that this group may not reflect 

understaings and practices of queer parents in Norway. Oslo is the capital of Norway and 

likely is the city with most acceptance for queer persons.  

 

Part of challenging power relations for me meant to consider my own internalization of 

privilege as a researcher. The role as a researcher gave me power. However, this power 

was balanced through that the participants were members of a group for queer families 

that seeks to raise awareness for queeer persons as parents. All of the participants were 

older than I am. All of them had higher levels of education and were very well articulated 

in their thoughts and telling about experiences. Some of the participants expressed that 

they loved talking about their family, and it was evident that they had had practice.  

 

Another aspect that is significant in terms of challenging power relations through 

interviews is the aspect of listening. “Listening can be a radical activity...For any listener, 
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at risk are not only a sense of self, place and society, but also knowledge of one’s own 

complicity with oppression” (Olsen, 1998, p.448). All of the participants are white and I 

am not, which may have been problematic in terms of power. This would also apply in 

terms of gender relations, as two of the participants I interviewed were men. Gender was 

also significant in terms of  power relations. As a queer woman of color I found it 

necessary to take safety precautions when I visited male participants in their homes.  

 

The ten participants who identify as queer parents represent only a small measure of the 

combinations of sexual and gender identities commonly associated with the term “queer” 

(“Skeiv ungdom”).  The term “queer parents” as I use it my research does not take 

account for queer persons who become parents through procreation.  

 

The number of participants is a limitation in relation to all queer people's understandings 

and practices in family formation in Norway, however, they represents an important 

intersection that emphasizes common notions about “real” or true parenthood. I believe 

that my findings are also relevant outside my sample on the same basis. It is relevant for 

kinship studies, which is a growing research topic in Norway (Smedal, 2001), and also 

queer studies, political involvement. 

 

In my call for study participants, I invited "queer parents" without specifying what this term 

means. At this stage in the research process, I had not decided that "queer parents" refers to 

parents with a heterosexual orientation, who have had children in other ways than through 

procreation. I note this because I have not included data from the interview with the only 

informant who identifies as a transgender. I made this choice because she had had children 

through procreation, and because her family negotiations were more closely linked to issues of 

gender. With that I also want to say that I understand "gender" as a social construct, but that is 

not the focus of this thesis.   
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3. Pen portraits 

 
In this section I intend to familiarize the reader with the interview participants for this project. 

I have chosen to introduce the participants via "pen portraits", which is a form of typology in 

relation to qualitative research. “Pen portraits” describes persons and groups in terms of  “softer 

variables” like attitudes and lifestyle (“pen portraits”, Association for qualitative research). I 

choose this form of presentation to illustrate participants in terms of their individuality. These 

variables are important as they highlight aspects that tie into the allranging processes of family 

formation among queer persons. Futhermore, it prevents the reader from seeing these queer 

parents as a one-dimensional group. These informal introductions reflect the semi-structured 

interviews and the overall aim to make the participants feel seen and heard.   
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Frida 

 

Frida is a forty three year old woman who lives in Oslo with her daughter Erica. Erica is six 

years old and has two moms. Her other mom is Dilek, a Turkish woman who lives in Istanbul. 

Frida and Dilek lived together in Turkey and were a couple for five years. During this time they 

discussed having a child together. Dilek did not want to have a child together due to the social 

hurdles she would face as a muslim woman. So, Frida chose to pursue motherhood alone. Frida 

was thirty six years old when she teamed up with an obstetrician to start using Assisted 

Reproductive Technology (ART). Frida developed a lot of trust and love for her doctor 

throughout the reproductive process. She describes this relation as contrasting to how others 

perceived her project. In Frida’s experience, Dilek’s family is conservative and did not recognize 

her and Dilek’s romantic relationship.  

 

When the time was right, Frida flew to Copenhagen where she was inseminated with donor 

sperm at a fertility clinic.1 An open-donor2 was used because Frida wanted to give Erica the 

choice to know information about the donor and potentially meet him later in life.  There were 

five criteria Frida set in picking a donor. The criteria included both biological and social traits. 

Dilek also took part in picking a donor. Frida describes that Dilek manifested motherhood 

gradually:  

 

“Yes, I am the legal parent. Yes and we were together, it was mainly my project. 

But as I became more and more pregnant and eventually when Erica came, then 

Dilek was completely sold. So for Erica, Erica experiences that she has two 

moms.”  

 

Erica’s birth took place in Oslo. The plan was that Frida’s step mother would be there 

and support her through the birth, and Dilek would pick up the new mother and child 

1 Artificial (assisted) insemination by husband (AID) The process of placing sperm from a donor (a man who is not 
the woman’s sexual partner) into a woman’s reproductive tract for the purpose of producing a pregnancy. Also 
called donor insemination (DI) (Found in Thompson, 2005) 
2 An open donor has granted permission for his identity to be revealed to the child when the child comes of age 
(European sperm bank).  
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from the hospital. However, the birth was delayed so Dilek ended up being at the hospital 

in Norway when the child was born. Frida chose to only have her step mother in the room 

during the birth apart from doctors. Dilek’s presence would be a distraction to her own 

birth, as she did not understand Norwegian and very little english. The delayed birth was 

already somewhat dramatic, and Frida wanted to prevent it from escalating. She 

emphasized that Dilek would not hesitate to take up room during the birth and may even 

become hysteric, which was unwanted. She relates this imagined reaction to their 

difference of culture.  

 

The couple went on living together and caring for Erica. The turning point for their 

constellation would be that Frida could not stand living in a country that did not 

recognize their family fully. Frida experienced that her romantic relationship with Dilek 

was not spoken of; Dilek’s family as well as the couple’s common friends knew they 

were a couple living together, but it was never mentioned. Frida experienced that this 

silence had ramifications for her daughter, and she felt as though she was lying about 

who Erica is. It played a large part in the couple’s separation, and Frida’s decision to 

move to Norway and raise Erica alone. During the interview she tells me that they made 

choices together that “put the child first.” They both feel content about these significant 

choices and have a good relationship today. Dilek calls Erica twice a day, and the three of 

them visit each other and go on vacation together.  

 

 

Sverre and Robert 
 

Sverre and Robert are married, and fathers to Silje. They are both fifty four years old and their 

daughter is four. Silje was born using commercial, gestational surrogacy in the United States. 

Their long road to fatherhood was emotionally and financially draining. They pursued pregnancy 

over the course of five years with several attempts and different donors. For Sverre and Robert it 

started with “wanting children”, wanting to be parents. They knew that they were too old to 

adopt, and that foreign countries did not approve adoption for same-gender couples. Sverre goes 
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on to tell me that surrogacy was “their only option.” At this time surrogacy in India was legal. 

They briefly considered the option because it was about one third of the price compared to 

surrogacy in the United States.  

 

Sverre and Robert reached out to “the large Norwegian gay family” to learn about other gay 

people’s experience with having children and to ask for their advice. Sverre describes the 

defining moment in their journey when someone told them that, “You are now about to write a 

child’s history.” Using surrogacy in a developing country meant taking on a type of 

“responsibility” in their friends’ point of view. The couple did not want to tell their child the 

history of growing inside the belly of a woman they were unable to communicate with, and who 

did it because she was poor. From then on they realized that it was important to them to be in 

contact with the surrogate throughout the whole process.  

 

Sverre and Robert thus decided to proceed with gestational surrogacy in the United States. They 

searched for an open-egg donor because “[They] thought it is so important for the child’s 

identity that they know genetically where they come from.” Robert says they spent a while 

finding a donor who was willing to meet them. They wanted their child to have the 

“opportunity”  to meet the donor later in life. However, this was just the first try, of many, to 

become pregnant and their priorities changed. 

 
Sverre and Robert explain that they bonded with surrogate Tanisha and her family. Tanisha 

chose Sverre and Robert from a list of profiles and not the other way around. This felt good for 

the then fathers to be. They met Tanisha, her husband, and their two children for dinner, where 

all parts gave their acceptance to work together.  

 

After years of trying, and millions spent, Tanisha finally became pregnant on the second 

try. Then she miscarried in the twelfth week. The loss was unbearable for Sverre and Robert. The 

couple thought they could go this far but not any further. They reflected openly with me that they 

had lived good lives, and like all queer people do, they had reoriented their lives before and 

could do it again. Their next interaction with Tanisha is not any less emotional. Sverre recalls the 

memory: “She was simply crushed. And then she says, “there are moments when I think why am 
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I doing this to myself?” Forty eight hours passes and there she is on skype, telling us, “I’ve had 

my pity party, I’m up for it if you are.” Sverre and Robert gathered the rest of their resources to 

try one last time. This time it worked.  

 

Sverre and Robert were granted legal parents to Silje before she was born. They tell me that 

California is a “pre birth state”, where a legal verdict grants parenthood to “intended parents” 

before the child is born. They say it is a strictly regulated and professional process, and they 

were treated as parents from the moment they entered the hospital. It felt natural for Sverre and 

Robert to have Tanisha nurse and bond with Silje while they were there. After they left the 

hospital, Tanisha offered to pump breastmilk and drive forty five minutes to deliver it to the new 

family. Tanisha separates her own family with the children she had produced with her husband 

from Silje. The two families have visited each other's countries since Silje was born and have a 

strong bond to this day.  

 

It was a contrasting experience to legally establish their family in Norway once they got back. 

The new family was greeted with a letter from Norwegian authorities stating they had broken 

Norwegian law.  

 

Mia 

 

Mia is a thirty eight years old woman and mother to four year old Wilma. Mia co-parents with 

Wilmas two fathers, Øystein and Jens. The tree parents met through Gaysir, Norways largest 

online social networking sites for gay and queer persons. They went through an elaborate process 

to fulfill their wish to have a child. “All of us very strongly wished to have a child. We wished to 

make a secure child and we had a plan for how we wanted to do it.” However, things did not go 

as planned. When Wilma was two years old, Mia was diagnosed with cancer. 

 

Mia tells me that she decided she wanted to have a child after she had passed thirty and felt she 

was starting a new chapter in life. She reflected over the many ways to have a child and what 

would work for her personally. Mia tells me, “I thought I was going to have a child alone. I am 
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quite the “own” person.” She traveled to a fertility clinic in Copenhagen to learn more about the 

work that happened there. The consultation was a positive experience for her. She received 

plenty of useful information, had all her questions answered, and was taken seriously. 

Afterwards she realized she could not do it, “because I could not stand the thought of a thirteen 

year old screaming at me and then I say sorry, you just have me. Because I chose not to have 

someone else. So you just get...yes. You don’t have a choice.” 

 

After this experience, Mia started looking more seriously on Gaysir after a gay man she could 

potentially have a child with. She looked for a gay man because she needed this process to have 

clear boundaries and be “neat.”  She joined different groups that focused on the wish to have a 

child. She went on several “dates,” where she met with potential partners to have a child with. 

Mia connected well with one man who, after they had got to know each other for six months, 

found a much younger boyfriend who did not want children. This was tough on the process for 

Mia and she considered giving up the search. Then one night Mia pulled up the app while having 

drinks with her friend, and was dumbfounded by a new message in her inbox. She had to read it 

out loud. Her friend looked at Mia and said “But that’s them, isn’t it!?” Mia agreed that they 

sounded like her friends. Mia’s friends said, they almost sound like you! Mia tells me this story 

with great suspense and finally concludes:  

 

“Then we met one night, and it is funny because we now know that, that was the night all three of 

us decided. Everyone knew that this is what we want. You know that gut feeling that’s just 

there.”  

 

Mia, Jens and Øystein spent the next year meeting every other week getting to know each other. 

Their conversations focused on values, political views, how they grew up, and how they wish to 

raise a child. They also spoke a lot about death. Mia tells me that Øystein and Jens are systematic 

people like her, so if both of them could not make it, one would still show up. As the three 

became more certain that they wanted to pursue having a child together, they introduced each 

other to friends, and eventually to family. When the year had passed, they started trying to 

conceive.  
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Wilma was conceived using a “urine sample container” and a disposable syringe, Mia tells me 

bluntly. I later learn that it is important to her that people know this because they assume that she 

has slept with one of Wilma’s fathers, if not both. The three parents had initially planned to make 

the conception nice and romantic, which brings up a memory of having the two men in her 

bathroom, which Mia assures me was not nice for anyone. For the next tries, the men drove to 

her house, breaking every speed limit with a cooler of sperm in the back.  

 

From there on they planned how they would co-parent together with a lawyer. Here they wrote 

an agreement that Wilma would not spend a night without Mia during the first year. This 

decision was based on attachment psychology. Once a week, Mia and Wilma would sleep in Jens 

and Øystein’s apartment. They also decided that in case of the biological father’s death, Mia 

would marry the other father who would then adopt Wilma. She describes great teamwork 

among the parents, flexible with the scheduled days Wilma spent at the mommy house and the 

daddy house. They gave the households these names to make sure they were both equal homes. 

Little did the parents know that all their careful planning would soon be chaos. When Wilma was 

two years old, Mia was diagnosed with breast cancer. the doctors said she would have six more 

years to live. Mia tells me that what she feared most of all, was Wilma growing up without a 

mother.  

 

Geir 

 

Geir is a fifty one year old gay man who has a husband of the same age named Peter, and 

together they have an eight year old daughter named Stina. Geir wrote in his first email that he 

and Peter had been together for twenty five years and that tomorrow marked their fifteen year 

wedding anniversary. Geir grew up in a Christian household and community. Even though his 

family was and continues to be supportive, he had a difficult time with starting to live an openly 

gay life because of social stigma. Today he tries to normalize having two dads. He says,  
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“I think we should show ourselves the way we really are. At the parents' meeting and in the 

seventeenth May train with the path that carries the tassel and the dads who walk behind. I think 

that is the most important thing.” 

 

Geir and Peter adopted Stina, and that neither of them are her biological parents. Geir explains 

that their daughter started her life as a foster child and has been with them since she was three 

days old. Then they adopted Stina two years later. Stina is an active girl who enjoys playing 

handball and football. Geir says several times that they are just like any other family and do 

normal things like come home from work and fight about who’s going to make dinner. He says it 

is important for him to normalize gay families.  

 

Before Geir and Peter adopted Stina, they were a visiting home for another child who was in 

foster care for five years before and after they became foster parents to Stina. Geir explains that 

he has never had a wish about having a biological tie to a child. His husband used to think 

differently, he wanted a child who was his own. That was before they adopted Stina. What 

started the process for them, is that they wanted to have a child.  

 

Stina is in second grade and there are several who have wondered where Stina's mom is. Stina's 

fathers explain as best they can, and tell that the truth is that Stina's mother did not know how to 

take care of a child. Stina tells the same thing when she is asked. It so happens that Stina's 

mother and biological father are both mentally handicapped. It was the court's basis for deciding 

that Geir and Peter should be Stina's parents. He says that these days, adoption is encouraged for 

newborn foster kids because research suggests that they have better life quality as adults, which 

has to do with belonging and attachment.  

 

Geir tells me that his family knows Stina’s biological sister’s foster family and that the girls 

know each other as sisters. The two families celebrate birthdays together and go on vacation 

together. Geir thinks Stina has a lot of her questions that have to do with mom answered from 

her older sister. He also says that they are trying to support Stina in building a relationship with 

her biological mom. 
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Tiril and Johanna 

 

Tiril and Johanna are married and together they have a daughter Aya who is only six weeks old. 

The couple has received Aya with the help of an open donor, and it is Tiril who has carried the 

child. The couple has lived together in Oslo for four years. 

 

Johanna says that they started talking to each other quite early about having children. The couple 

had many discussions in relation to the fact that Tiril did not want children without the child 

knowing the biological father. Tiril says that Johanna was her first girlfriend and when they got 

together, she had to think about having children. Because it had not been a topic before, where 

she thought that when she got ready she could have children. Johanna says that this played a big 

role in the beginning of their relationship which was about the question of being together if one 

could not have children with this person. She says it would have been stupid to throw themselves 

into a relationship then, but that it was rather an impossibility that they live in Norway. They 

were a lot "back and forth" on the subject of having children. 

 

Johanna says that the thought of having a third person to relate to was unpleasant for her. 

Especially that that person should go around knowing that this is really my child even if it is only 

clinically put together. She also says that she and Tiril talked for a long time about adopting a 

child and that they still want to, but that it is difficult. They could consider adopting a child from 

abroad who needs parents. 

 

Tiril says that to begin with, the couple decided that they should not have children. Hoon tried to 

calm down with the thought. The thought of having a child who would grow up without one was 

difficult for her. Especially also to deliberately opt out of that danger. Hoon says that this thought 

was paradoxical in that she had never thought that this was a problem in others, but that it was 

difficult when she faced the problem herself. Tiril is a trained lecturer and very articulate in her 

explanations. She tells of a meeting with her father which is very important to her where he said, 
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"I think you will regret it if you do not have children". What he so clearly showed his acceptance 

which was very important to her. After this, she began to think more about the fact that she and 

Johanna could have a child together, with a donor. 

 

Johanna said they chose to make it private. They also lined up at the public hospital Ullevål as 

you can go through the process of having children for free. It all depended on whether they got a 

donor or not, because in Norway there must be a voluntary donor, one who does not get paid to 

donate sperm. Hoon notes the public process as very altruistic and that they therefore chose to 

make it private. Tiril adds that this was the fastest way, and that it was not about choices in 

relation to choosing a donor. Tiril became pregnant on the third attempt. 

 

Tiril says that the donor has committed to the child being able to make contact when she turns 

eighteen. They have a lot of information about the donor such as medical history in the family 

and personality tests etc. Tiril thinks it was an absurd process to choose a donor. but they chose 

some criteria and it was weight, height, skin color and eye color. They chose a donor who looked 

like Johanna. Tiril says that it is very nice to have the donor profile in that they can tell about the 

donor if the daughter becomes curious. 
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4. Negotiating kinship and parenthood 
 

I was pleasantly surprised and relieved when so many parents from Regnbuefamilier responded 

to my invitation to be interviewed. My hope that parents would be interested, and maybe even 

eager to share their thoughts and experiences with forming a family came true. It was clear that 

the parents had wildly different stories about building a family.  One thing that was common 

about their stories of building family, was the idea that they all related to breaking with the norm 

that considers biogenetic relations as the “natural” form of kinship. They wanted to share their 

stories. Some contributed to research, others who just loved to talk about their family. It was 

clear that they appreciated this space that acknowledged the complexities of their stories. It 

quickly showed that parents had a close relationship with the intricacy of these processes.  

 

Marit Melhuus explains this analytical gateway as a “paradox” in her research about 

“Involuntary Childlessness” in Norway (2012). “On one hand, women involved in her project 

described the process as if it was driven by its own momentum; they are drawn in, but not by 

their own volition. In other words, people’s thought processes and choice making was moved by 

the complexity of the context of being involuntary childless. This moved them to become very 

well spoken regarding their choices and thoughts of the matter. Melhuus proposes that, “They are 

reflective and the producers of a self-conscious kinship” (Melhuus, p. 29).  

 

In the popular Norwegian view, kinship (In Norwegian: “slektskap” ) has to do with descent and 

blood relatedness (Howell, 2001). Beyond the norm, Howell suggests that “self conscious 

kinship” is a process of “kinning”,  based on own experiences, knowledge, ideas about right and 

wrong, as well as desire and fear (Howell, 2009). In her PhD, Unn Conradi Andersen sees self- 

reflective kinship as a response to an “ontological uncertainty.”  
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This chapter is about the ideas of relatedness parents draw on to kin their children. That has to do 

with claiming rightful and exclusive parental relations to the child. That involves explaining 

different reproductive components and contributors in relations to the child. I show how the 

parents I interviewed draw boundaries for kinship and how these boundaries are sometimes 

ambiguous because the normative understanding of what it means to be related, is too flat to 

cover the complexities that occur among the respondents and their family formation projects. I 

will show how parents negotiate different understandings of kinship to legitimize parent-child 

relations.  

 

“goodnight story” 

 

In the following I will give three examples of ways parents narrate reproduction to legitimize 

parental bonds.  

 

Frida tells me that a couple she is friends with made a book of pictures, from when they 

used the Stork fertility clinic in Copenhagen. Frida describes their book as concrete and 

tangible, like a piece of their history. Frida explains that she has made a goodnight story 

about how her daughter Erica “came into being”.  

 

“Once upon a time there was a woman named Frida who lived in 

Istanbul with her girlfriend Dilek. Frida really wanted a child, a girl 

named Erica. But two women who are together cannot make a child by 

themselves, so they had to get help from a doctor. She also had to have 

help from a man who is a donor that gave her his sperm. The doctor put 

the sperm cell into the egg cell and the two meltet together, they became a 

tiny, tiny baby inside Frida’s stomach. The baby grew bigger and bigger, 

and so did Frida’s stomach. Frida flew home to Norway when it was time 

for the baby to come out. There the baby was finally born, and you were 

placed on my heart where you will stay forever.” 
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Frida explains that she tries to tell the “goodnight story” the same way, every time, for 

her daughter to have a sense of security in it. Frida has told the story since her daughter 

was quite young, she explains that she practices telling it. Frida clarifies that even though 

she is not uncertain about the story, she thinks it is important to be relaxed about it so she 

does not transfer anything else to Erica. Frida points out that children do pick up on 

things very easily. The goodnight story is supposed to have a form that Erica can get a 

grip on. It is like a fairy tale, where things are repeated and things stay the same. In her 

words, the story has a type of rhythm.  

 

I see the goodnight story as an example of Sahlin's understanding of kinship "mutuality 

of being" (2013) in that it represents “creation.”  He writes, “the relations of birth reflect 

the greater kinship order and are incorporated into that order” (Sahlins, 2013, p. 65). In 

other words, contributing to bringing someone into this world, makes you part of their 

existence. I want to draw attention to when the story says that, "two women that are 

together cannot make a child by themselves." The Goodnight story illustrates that Frida 

and Dilek created Erica together. It specifies that two women cannot have children 

together without help and portrays both Dilek and Frida as Erica's parents in a way that 

makes sense to her. 

 

Furthermore, the story does not differentiate between Frida and Dilek as mothers in 

relation to genetic contribution. This explanation corresponds to Shalin's idea that all 

culturally varied ways of making kinship are social constructions.  In other words, the 

fact that Frida and Dilek were involved in bringing the daughter into the world, 

regardless of in what way, illustrates the tree of them as "mutual persons." This 

understanding I think is also visible with this story. 

  

Furthermore, I think the story exemplifies Thompson’s idea, “strategic naturalization.” As 

aforementioned, her theoretical perspective has to do with processes of assigning meaning and 

importance to "genes, gestation, and intent" to establish parents and children as kin (Thompson, 

2005). The goodnight story exemplifies what Thompson refers to as a "narrative production" that 
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works to "disambiguate" kin relations. I believe that the narrative is a form of strategic 

naturalization in that it illustrates "intention" as the thing that reproduces. Thus, the story reduces 

the focus on the fact that Frida is the genetic mother who has also carried the child. I would note 

that this narration is described as a fairy tale and is adapted to the child's understanding. It is a 

way to explain both Dilek and Frida as mothers, even though they are no longer a couple and 

Dilek lives in another country. It also becomes clear that this is an example of strategic 

naturalization, in that the "baby" that grows inside the womb becomes "you", ie Erika at the end 

of the story. 

 

“She should just know who she is and her whole story” 

 

So if I should have, there was a break up and I was maybe not like a superfan of 

Dilek for a couple of years. Right now I am very happy that we are in each other's 

lives. But then, purely selfishly I  I could have said screw you. Like get away. I did 

not want anything to do with her. But it is just that it is important to me that she 

knows what has happened from day zero. [Erica] should just know who she is 

then and her whole story, and then [Dilek] is part of the package” 

 

The fact that Frida emphasizes her own kinship as more indisputably can be understood 

as a form of strategic naturalization. It reflects her understanding of her own motherhood 

as more important and more binding than Dilek's. It is common to point to biology when 

it "matches" the social ties that one has decided on. This example indicates that Dilek was 

part of bringing Erica into the word, like in the previous example. Furthermore, it shows 

that Frida also has the power to eliminate Dilek as kin if she wishes to.  

 

 

The “choices” parents in my study make represent strategic naturalization in reproductive 

processes, as well as postnatal constructions of parenthood. Thus, their choices have to do 

with the social intent that occurs before children are born, as well as how meanings and 
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relations change after the birth. These changes are based on choices, as well as processes 

that are out of parents control. For example, one couple experienced miscarriage with the 

gestational surrogate who carried their child. The experience which was out of their 

control, and impacted the intended parent’s choice to maintain the relationship with the 

surrogate. They describe their choice as “natural” because of all she has done for them. 

Robert and Sverre refer to carrying and birthing their daughter despite the emotional 

trauma of miscarrying during their second try.  

 

Unn Conradi Andersen is a gender researcher who wrote her phD about negotiations of marriage, 

parenthood and family in Norway. Andersen uses the step family as an example to show that 

kinship is commonly created without genetic links. She continues with presenting a new notion 

of kinship that has a relational principle. “Star family” depends on “attachment, continuity, care, 

responsibility and involvement” (Andersen 2014, p.65). “Star family” unifies biological and 

social kinship constructions, and is suitable for many queer family constellations. 

 

The heart of the star family is “unity” (In Norwegian: “fellesskap” ) that is constructed by 

different individuals’ contributions. I see her work as a solid empirical basis to further implement 

kinship as Sahlin’s sees it (Sahlins, 2013) in research on "queer" parenthood and family. Like 

Conradi suggests, I aim to “think bigger” (Andersen, 2014), by expanding notions of family 

through everyday negotiations. Eventually we will understand the extension of how perceptions 

of “natural” reproduction is embedded in our culture. 

 

Kristin Engh Førde is a norwegian gender researcher, whose dissertation, “Intimate Distance: 

Transnational gestational surrogacy in India”, explores the construction of parenthood and 

family. Førde aims to produce a deeper understanding of power relations that are a part of this 

reproductive process. Her research draws on interviews with scandinavian, “intended parents”, 

some of whom are gay men, which were focused on how they experienced and understood their 

the reproductive process they were in. Førde’s analysis suggests that gay couples specifically 

negotiate relations in terms of what is “natual”. Førde’s provides gay, and transnational 

perspective on power relations within surrogacy, a method of assisted reproduction, that is 
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largely pursued by queer people. “Intimate Distance” sets me up to further understand how 

“queer” parents negotiate kinship in different relations and social contexts.  

 

“Who is the dad?” 
 

First, I want to give a quick reminder of who Mia is. Mia is a single mother in her 30s. 

She has a daughter named Wilma wich she coparents with married couple Jens and 

Øystein. The tree of them wanted to have a child and met each other with that purpose 

through a queer networking app. Mia tells me that people often ask her who the father of 

her child is.  

 

And I arrest many around me, because there are very many people 

who say, oh okay, but who is the dad? No, she has two dads. Both are the 

dad. Yes, but who-no. Are you now wondering who is the biological 

father? I try to. Because that is pretty intimate to ask about, too! Now you 

have to remember what you are asking about. And then people often get 

like yeah biological, oh that does sound very… Yes because that is what 

you are asking about.  

 

When she explains who the father is, she says it is them. Øystein and Jens. This answer 

does not satisfy people’s curiosity. Mia knows that they are wondering who the 

biological father is, and she points out to people that that is what they are wondering 

about. She tells me that she arrests them, telling them that this is an intimate thing to ask 

about. People acknowledge that they are asking about something inappropriate. Going 

into the personal, getting told that her given answer is not enough. It does not fully 

explain. The way I understand it, Frida tells them that they are stepping over a boundary. 

She rhetorically asks what purpose this information serves. Frida is very bothered by this 

question. Like people would go out of their way to give her discomfort. She plainly tells 

me that seeing the family together would answer this question because one father is light 

skinned, and the other one is dark skinned.  
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This example shows that That kinship is renegotiated in relation to the heterosexual 

reproduction and the couple model. By "arresting" people who ask who the biological 

father is, it makes clear that Wilma and her family draw on the mutuality of being in their 

understanding of parenthood. In this context, biology becomes something "personal" that 

is not shared. In Norwegian society, the importance of the biological relationship is very 

strong and public, as we can see through programs such as Tore på Sporet, where 

children look for their "roots" (Howell, 2001). Here we see an example of a family that 

has three parents who have had children together due to choices. It becomes clear that 

Mia constructs mutuality of being through naturalizing intention. 

 

5. Kinship as a question of “choice” 
 

“We did not want to know”  
 
When I asked the fathers about the legal aspect of their journey, Robert exclaimed that 

we would not be talking much about that. It was the only time I had the feeling that I 

might have offended the couple or touched on a sensitive subject. Robert quickly changed 

his mind and it seemed as though Sverre had telepathically given him the OK to talk 

about the legal aspects of their journey. 

 

Sverre says that both he and Robert had given sperm. They had initially chosen that the 

gestating surrogate would be inserted with two donor eggs and sperm from both the 

fathers, with a hope for “twins”. That is not the focus of this analysis, however it is 

important for the context of this example. Let me explain. When the surrogate finally 

became pregnant with one child,  the fathers did not know which of their sperm had 

fertilized the egg.  This became a problem when they returned home to Norway. They 
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were met with a letter from norwegian authorities, which claimed that they had broken 

the law, and also requested that they take DNA testing to establish paternity.  

 

Sverre: No it is, we agreed that we were not going to take that fight. About 

Geir Kvarme. So in Norway it is. We have a child in the USA. In the USA 

we are recognized as parents to the child. Legally. So our child in the USA 

gets a birth certificate, a social security number and a passport. And then 

we can technically bring that child to Norway. If we had done that without 

having taken a DNA test to establish genetics then our child would have 

ended up in a kind of void.Og det er jo dette geir kvarme og mannen hans 

har gjort. For de har nektet og sagt, det er vårt barn. Vi vil ikke vite.  

 

What Sverre says here is an example that shows that the fathers renegotiate the 

importance of biogenetic origin in terms of their daughter's identity. I want to bring 

attention to what Sverre says the consequence of not taking DNA testing would be: “ If 

we had done that without having taken a DNA test to establish genetics then our child 

would have ended up in a kind of void.”  

 

The interesting thing about this statement is the connection between “establishing 

genetics” and a potential “void”. This shows that Geir most likely conforms with the 

norm,  to safeguard his daughter’s identity. This example shows that the fathers have to 

renegotiate what it means to know which of them are biogenetically related to Silje, in 

terms of her identity. I think this portrays what Marit Melhuus says about the idea that the 

meaning of having an “own child” changes from being cultural to biogenetic in the 

norwegian context.  

 

Marit Melhuus has studied what it means to have an “own child” in Norway. She says 

that the understanding of having her own child has the biogenetic family model as a 

starting point for "natural" reproduction. She studies "involuntary childless" who break 

with the family norm because they do not have children in the "natural way" and explores 

and tries other methods such as adoption and assisted reproduction. Melhuus writes: “it is 
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at this juncture that what constitutes an ‘own child’ starts to move, shifting from its 

biogenetic foundation to a more sociocultural one” (p. 26).  

 

 Robert says that they did not want to know that he is Silje’s “genetic father”. 

 

“I never think that I'm the genetic father of Silje. That thought almost never 

strikes me. Now, so long afterwards.We both found it very uncomfortable to be 

forced to know. Because it was something we did not want”.  

 

Førde writes that "ethical work thus aimed at enhancing "sameness" and avoiding or 

downplaying difference ("Indianness") (Førde, 2016, p. 185). She introduces "not 

knowing" as a dimension of distance which has to do with "familiarity" and "ignorance" 

that characterized the ethical work done by intended parents who used commercial 

surrogacy in India.  

 

"Not knowing" takes on a different meaning in the context of my own research. I 

understand it as a choice that has to do with "enhancing sameness and avoiding and 

downplaying difference" (Førde, 2016, p. 2016) of genetic attachment, that one of the 

fathers have to their daughter. It becomes clear that Robert says “We both found it very 

uncomfortable to be forced to know.” This statement indicates that knowing which of the 

fathers is genetically tied to their children is a threat to understanding their paternal 

relations as the same.  

 

“Make a choice and stand for it” 

 
First I would like to reintroduce Frida. Frida is a forty three year old woman who lives in Oslo 

with her six year old daughter Erica. Erica has another mom named Dilek. Dilek is Frida’s ex 

partner. Initially, Dilek did not want to have a child. Frida considered it her own project to try to 

become pregnant. As she became more and more pregnant however, Dilek was totally on broad. 
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The three of them lived in Istanbul together for a while, but it became very problematic for Frida 

because people did not understand, or accept their family. The couple broke up, and Frida and 

Erica moved back to Norway. This is an interesting turning point that is indicative of the 

foundation that Dilek’s motherhood is built on.  

 

Frida: Yes, you just have to make a choice and stand for it. That's the most 

important thing. Stand for things. And maybe, well. I do not think. I think I 

have solved it, whether it is not the best way or a perfect way, but then at 

least me and Dilek have solved it in a way that puts the kid first.  

 

What Frida says here is an example of what Kath Weston calls "chosen families". Unn Conradi 

andersen consider chosen families as an example of “self-conscious kinship” (p. 41).  

 

From Frida’s point of view, Dilek’s motherhood is not taken for granted.  

The statement that comes next shows that Dilek’s motherhood has “conditions”. Frida is likely 

speaking from an understanding that motherhood without a biogenetical connection is not taken 

for granted.  

 

Frida: Yes. Yes. I was a little like, to be completely honest I was a little 

awaiting to begin with. Because I was moving to norway and so I have 

actually never presented Dilek as mom to Erica. I have let them figure it 

out a little. Because I think that what is most important for me is that she 

is not betrayed. Right. And that she feels any rejection, because that would 

be terrible.  

 

As I see it, she distances herself from finding out about Dilek's and Erica's relationship. She says 

that she has never presented Dilek as Erica's mother. This implies that if Dilek herself chooses 

that she wants to be Erica's mother, then there is less chance that she will not change her mind, 

and that Erica is “betrayed”, or feels “rejection”. The fact that she can change her mind shows in 

particular that Dilek's motherhood is conditional, and also different from her own, in Frida's 

eyes. I will take a closer look at this later. 
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Frida explains this way of choosing family even more closely with the relationship she has with 

her own stepmother. Frida says that she lost her father at an early age, and that this was 

something that was involved when she chose to have children and how she wanted to do it. She 

also says that it marked the choices she made when she was to travel to Norway. This is because 

she has a very close relationship with her stepmother. She mentions that it is common to lose 

contact with stepparents when the parents die, or it becomes a more distant relationship. 

However, Frida's stepmother was present at Erica's birth, and it was she who cut the umbilical 

cord. Frida explains:  

 

We have a close relationship that is not a parenting relationship, but one. Family 

for me is, has for quite a few years been something other than just mother, father 

children. And I love her parents as much as my own grandparents. I have a very 

strong relationship with them. And that was when I thought about having 

children. So it was my truth that family is through heir (right?) That was one of 

the factors that i thought of. And yes, it's true. For my part, it's about ties. Yes. So 

in that sense, I do not think I have any other relationship after I got Erica. It has 

only been confirmed, that I initially felt then. Yes, that family is somehow about 

being there over time then, standing up for each other. And that it has some 

continuity more than biology. 

 

This section shows that Frida considers Dilek as her family. Here I want to draw attention to the 

fact that she says that family is about "continuity" and "bonds", and not biology. This example is 

reminiscent of Unn Conradi Andersen's contribution to Norwegian kinship theory, which is the 

“starfamily model.” How Unn Conrado Andersen uses the Swedish term "star family" in the 

Norwegian context.  

 

In her dissertation "When the Margin becomes Mainstream '', "star family" is the name of all the 

family ties we face in the post-modern. Unlike the nuclear family, a star has a series of outward 

rays that represent multiple people and relationships. I want to draw attention to what ANdersen 

says the foundation of star families is: "... a relational principle, which rather than biology draws 
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on attachment, continuity, care, responsibility and involvement" (Andersen 2013b, p. 41). I think 

this concept takes into account all the relationships in this example. For parenthood Dilek has for 

Erica, which is different from Frida's motherhood, which is biogenetic and therefore considered 

unconditional. The concept also takes into account that Frida and Dilek are no longer partners. In 

a way, there is room for flexibility, as "each individual family member constitutes a unique and 

delimited corner of the family, with a certain form of autonomy and at the same time openness to 

other relationships". 

 

She differentiates between a parenting relationship and being family. With the help of Arnfinn J. 

Andersen, I believe that this example shows that Frida thinks that biological parenting is 

unconditional, and that biological children are a guarantor of continuity and stability. Although 

his dissertation is about men and fatherhood, what he says about gay men and the importance of 

having their own biological children is an important point in relation to the resources Frida draws 

on to construct kinship. Det er fordi biologiske barn anses som garantist for kontinuitet. The fear 

of rejection she never had in relation to Dilek and Erica is not mentioned as a potential problem 

in her own relationship to Erica. Rather, Frida believes that she has the power to choose Dilek 

away when she moved to Norway. She says:  

 

It's about, I think, when you have a black hole in your story, it gets painful and 

problematic. So if I had to, there was a breakup and maybe not that kind of super 

fan of Dilek for a couple of years, I thought ... but right now I'm very happy that 

we're in each other's lives. But then, so purely selfish, I wanted to, I could have 

said screw you. So stay away. Did not want anything to do with her. But it was 

just, it's important to me that, or I should know what has happened from day zero, 

she should just know who she is then and her whole story. And then there is, then 

[Dilek] is part of the package. 

 

This choice that is being made by illustrates an important part of kinship among lesbians and gay 

people, that Kath Weston makes in her book “Families We Choose”.  This point shows how she 

differentiates family from friendship. She writes that gay and lesbian families shared a 

distinguishing feature opposed to so called “straight families”. “...conscious incorporations of 
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symbolic demonstrations of love, shared history, maternal and emotional assistance, and other 

signs of enduring solidarity” (Weston, 109). Frida’s example shows that “choice” is closely 

related to some sort of continuity. Frida’s example indicates that continuity was important for 

maternity, and that it is also a “choice.” She challenges the “natural” kinship norm in that she 

legitimizes parenthood by choice, and also being co-parents without being a couple. 

Furthermore, I have to note an interesting thing about this choice to parents in relation to 

autonomy.  

 

In the statement above, Frida says that “she wanted to, and could have” said screw you, get 

away. The statement implies that Frida thinks that she has the power to decide the outcome of 

that situation and the family relations. Here I want to point out that Frida considered getting 

pregant as “her project” form the beginning. Dilek did not want to have a child, and Frida 

traveled by herself to Copenhagen for assisted reproduction. But since Dilek had been there from 

“day zero”, and continuing without her could potentially leave a “black hole” in Erica. Here we 

can see that the child's identity is one of the elements that has to do with how parenting is 

constructed. Not only as something that belongs in relation to biogenetic relationships, but that 

the belonging comes from continuity and love.  

 

This potential "black hole" is different from what arises in the example of Sverre and Robert, and 

in the Norwegian legal discourses, namely not knowing their biogenetic origin. Here, the origin 

is somewhat more fluid, which is about the relationships that existed before Erica was born. 

Frida says that she and Dilek have made a choice that "puts the kid first". At the same time, it 

seems that Frida has significantly more power in relation to making choices in this situation. It is 

never uncommon for motherhood that is in line with the biogenetic norm to be considered 

"undisputable". It's a little funny then that she says that she has "let Dilek and Erica find out a 

little about you in between." 

 

In this example, I have shown that biology is both important and unimportant in Frida’s 

construction on kinship. I think that Frida’s example shows a way of resisting the biogenetic 

family norm. She seems aware of taking this position when she points that what family is to her 

is different from “biology.” I think that she wants to transfer continuity through the child, 
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recognizing that losing someone with whom has a strictly socially constructed relationship, can 

also cause “holes” in children.  

 

Here we see that she challenges the norm by saying that a social parent also is part of her 

daughter’s identity. Her own relationship with her stepmother is also used to buffer this way of 

thinking. They are not biologically related, and Frida does not consider her a parent, but she does 

consider her stepmom family. On the other hand, Frida has never presented Dilek as a mom to 

Erica. This illustrates that it is uncertain whether she actually Dilek as a mother to Erica. She 

makes clear that Erica sees it this way. But she does specify that having someone grow inside of 

you is something completely unique, a “Symbiosis”. Her biogenetic mother, as well as caring for 

Erica indicates that her motherhood is “natural”. But I think the situation shows “mutuality of 

being” because of the different kinship understandings that are negotiated and put to use. But I 

see an overarching trait, which is the power to “choose parenthood”. Expressing agency as a way 

of forming family, and also kinship as Sahlin's sees it. 

 

 

“Choosing to take on the responsibility together” 

 

Married couple Tiril and Johanna welcomed me into their cozy apartment on Oslo’s east 

side. Tiril holding their brand new baby Aya. Johanna’s email said that we are fresh in 

family life, but can share the thoughts and experiences we have. This couple stood out 

from other interviews in that their daughter was only six weeks old. I also have to say 

how excited I was to meet the baby. We sat down for a cup of tea that warmed me up 

from the ice-covered streets of the city.  

 

 When I asked them to tell me about their time as new parents specifically, Tiril 

answered:  

 

Yes. It's tiring and all this, but it's most pleasant. And there are so many 

such feelings of love that are somehow much greater than I had. Than I 
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thought it would be. So it is. It is also very nice to be able to do it together. 

Or it is. It is very special. That it's somehow our child. And that's a huge 

responsibility, but yes. Which we have chosen to take then. It is a 

completely conscious act that we have got her. It's so thoughtful and she's 

so necessary. 

 

 

This example shows that Tirik thinks there is something special about doing it together,  A 

conscious decision and a huge responsibility that they have taken. “It is a completely conscious 

decision that we have had her”.  It is likely that Tiril is speaking from an understanding that the 

desire for having a child has taken on its own force that constitutes the emotional meaning 

attached to parent/ child relations (Melhuus)(Howell, 2012) From her perspective, that has to do 

with making a conscious choice and taking on responsibility together. I find it interesting that she 

is surprised by the feelings of love that she experiences when having a child with Johanna. They 

have used a donor, and Johanna is not genetically related to the child. This was one of the 

reasons why Tiril did not want to have children for a while, and the issue was a big part of the 

couple's discussions about having children.  

 

Here I want to draw attention to what Tiril says next, namely, “that it is our child”. This is an 

example of Marit Melhuuæs idea of having an “own child”, a mobile social discourse practiced 

in relation to which opportunities one is issued with. Tiril shares that she always wanted 

children. Until she met her now wife Johanna, she had envisioned that she would have children 

with a man. Tirilæs action room is different due to. her lesbian identity and partnership, which 

makes creating new life through intercourse not possible. Their way of having children, there 

with breaches of the bilateral kinship system. It is not possible to get the cards in this biologically 

bilateral kinship solitaire to go up. Marit Melhuus explains that the idea of having your own 

child moves in relation to who the actor / actors are and what their room for maneuver is.  

 

Marit Melhuus emphasizes the significance of the conjugal relation in expressing ideas about 

relatedness in norway. How tiril describes becoming parents together is an example of focusing 

on the importance of the couple in expressing parental relatedness.  
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Tiril’s statement indicates that it is important that they are choosing to be parents together, and 

that they are taking on a mutual responsibility. The importance of togetherness and the couple’s 

relation in relation to ART has been discussed in relation to Melhuus’ work. One of them is 

social anthropologist and gender researcher Kristin Engh Førde. Her dissertation is about 

commercial gestational surrogacy in India. Through her exploration of how parenthood is 

negotiated among heterosexual and gay couples, she suggests that for most of the gay men, 

having a child of ones “own” was inextricably linked to “having a child together” (Førde, 114). 

This study is about gay men and commercial gestational surrogacy in India. The represented 

group and the reproductive method is different, the couple is important in both cases. I interpret 

that Førde says it is pretty clear that the gay men in her study downpay the importance of 

biogenetic ties were strongly downplayed as an important element. In Tiril and Johanna’s 

example, the importance of biogenetic attachment is more ambiguous. 

 

 The authors of the norwegian book ‘Reproduction, gender and equality in today’s 

Norway’ (In Norwegian“Reproduksjon, kjønn og likestilling i dagens Norge”) emphasize that the 

discourses of reproduction in norway are ambiguous.  

 

 

Johanna shares she wife’s sentiment, eagerly agreeing while she describes the importance of 

doing it together. I can imagine that Johanna especially has to deal with the fact that Tiril thinks 

it is important that the child should know his biological father. It is expressed when Johanna 

describes the discomfort she feels about the idea of having a known donor.  

 

I think it was quite uncomfortable because then suddenly there is a third party in 

our family who you do not quite know how to handle it either. So like that, you 

can have as many agreements as you want, but then it will be a person to relate to 

anyway. And then that person should go around knowing that this is really my 

child even if it is only clinically put together. So like that. Yes, so I was very. Yes, 

we talked for a very long time about adopting. And we still really want to, but it's 

difficult. 
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I am interested in if Tiril perceives the lack of a genetic relation between Johanna and Aya as a 

threat to their joint motherhood, and how she handles this. Tiril tells me that “she did not feel 

like this is my child” while she was pregnant. This was unexpected for her, so she thinks it’s 

strange that she is thinking about biology when it comes to Johanna and Aya. She recalls that 

pregnancy felt strange, and that this is different from many people expect and also experience 

during pregnancy.  

 

But when I was pregnant I had no such feelings that this is my child, or. So it was 

completely foreign to me that there was something inside my stomach. If you 

understand? There are many who talk about such a contact even then, I did not 

have it at all. Not even when she was born. 

 

This example portrays that Tiril’s way of thinking is a way of breaking with the fundamental 

understanding of motherhood in norwegian society. This means that motherhood is whole, and 

can not and should not be fragmented. A woman’s eggs, gestation, and birth of a child is what 

together constitutes motherhood and also belonging to a mother. This prevents belonging and 

motherhood from being separated. This is the very essence of arguments that have keps egg 

donation illegal until this year. Marit Melhuus calls this the “inviolability of motherhood”. 

(Melhuus 2012, pp.79).  

 

Tiril distances himself from the normative understanding of motherhood. Her explanation 

reflects what Charis Thompson calls "strategic naturalization". As mentioned before, this has to 

do with attributing different meanings and importance to the procreative elements "genes, 

gestation and intent" (Thompson, 2005). With the help of Thompson, this example suggests 

“denaturalizing” pregnancy and birth in relation to understanding their own family. Rather, Tiril 

focuses  on intention and unity. It becomes clear that Tiril constructs “mutuality of being” 

through “strategic denaturalization” (Thompson, 2005). Especially in that she emphasizes that 

the love of their shared daughter came after Aya was born.  
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However, the point I wish to make here is that these various notions of nature and nurture not 

only exist, they co-exist – within the same person, couple or even situation. People struggle to 

make sense of their own understandings and feelings, recognizing fully that they are not 

necessarily consistent. “The different meanings ascribed to social and biological connectedness 

are mobilized according to context and the shifting explanations take on the semblance of a fi 

gure/ground motif: the one serves as backdrop for the other. These two notions are mutually 

constituted, mutually implicated.” (Melhuus, 2012) They reflect the core of the nature/nurture 

configuration as it is articulated within kinship and assisted reproduction in Norway.  

 

Chapter summary 

 
This chapter portrays that queer parents in Norway, through their understandings and practices, 

negotiate family and kinship as “mutuality of being” (Sahlins, 2013). In this chapter I show cases 

in which “biology” initially played an important part for how parents initial understandings of 

family. Sverre and Robert “did not want to know” which of them were Silje’s genetic father. 

Their efforts to denaturalize genetic fatherhood indicates that genetic fatherhood poses as a threat 

to the family as mutual persons. However, their child ending up in a “void” is understood as an 

even larger threat. The meaning and understanding of genetic fatherhood is renegotiated to 

safeguard the child's identity. The renegotiation indicates that the child's sense of belonging, and 

identity is more important that symmetrical relations, in establishing “mutuality”.  

 

I illustrate that parents' constructions of “mutuality of being” (Sahlins, 2013) rests on the 

children’s identity and sense of self. The understanding of biological parenthood also takes on 

several understandings in choices tied to family, commonly in a way that rejects threats to 

children's identity.   
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6. Kinship as a question of “origin” 
 

The "biological principle" is a legal principle that has strongly influenced norwegian 

children and family laws. The biological principle proclaims that it is vital for children’s 

identity that they know their own “biological origin”. In the norwegian legal discourse, 

concept has been explained as children’s best interest”, as well as their “right” 

(Stiklestad, 2012) (who else?) In her phd, Lesbian Families- Kontroversies and 

Knowledge: Family law issues in light of public debate, Stigrun Stiklestad suggests that 

“the biological  principle is understood as fundamental in norwegian legal discourse, to 

the extent that it needs no further justification.” (88).  
 

Social anthropologist and gender researcher Signe Howell argues that biogenetic origin is 

understood as a significant source for self understanding in Norway. In her book 

published in 2002 called “Blood Thicker Than Water?”, she suggests that not knowing 

one's own biological origin is understood as a personal “void”. She looks to children who 

are adopted to exemplify the common idea that children who are adopted have missing 

parts of themselves that need to be found.  

 

In 2014, Kristensen and Spilker intedified gay reproduction and biopolitics as an 

intersection of analytical importance to understanding norwegian reproduction- and 

parenting norms. It is significant how queer parents relate to this concept because they 

form family, and thus kinship, based on other ideas of relatedness than those embedded in 

the biogenetic kinship model. More about that later.  . In this chapter I will focus on how 

queer parents relate to the normative idea that knowing ones own biogenetic origin is the 

most essential part of children’s identity. I will give three examples that show how the 

informans relate to and negotiate with the norm. 
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“Naive Norwegians” 

 
In this section I want to show how married couple Sverre and Robert relate to the norm 

that, knowing the child’s biological origin is important for their identity. I want to start 

by reintroducing Sverre and Robert. This married couple started a family by using 

gestational surrogacy in the United States. Together they have a two year old daughter 

named Silje. The reflected and well educated couple invited me to their gorgeously 

modern, suburban home to share thoughts and experiences around having a child. They 

considered different ways that they could have a child and decided that surrogacy was 

their only option. Robert tells me that biology was very important to them:  

 

“We initially thought that biology was very important. First we were 

going to be a donor that we would meet to create ties to biology. We also 

spent a relatively long time having a child as one donor came and the 

other went and the third came. We spent almost five years at Silje. In that 

process over the five years, I think we had three donors. And we had three 

surrogates too. But then when we started we were a bit like that, what 

should I say. Somewhat naive Norwegians who started that process with 

point one in mind, that biology was important and such, so therefore we 

wanted to get in touch with a donor who would meet us. So that we would 

know who had donated the egg that was to become our child, or the origin 

of our children.” 

 

Robert recognizes that they have a conscious relationship to biology. They went through 

a series of attempts for pregnancy, with three separate egg donors, as well as gestational 

surrogates. He describes himself and Sverre as “naive Norwegians” who had one point in 

mind as they started the process, which was that “biology was important”. This is the 

reason why they spent quite a while finding an open egg donor who was willing to meet 

with them. For them, this had to do with wanting to know who had do with wanting to 
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know who had donated the egg that would become “their child, or the “origin” of their 

children.  

 

I look to Marit Melhuus research about “A Child of One's Own”,  to illustrate this 

example in relation to the topic of the importance of biological origin for children's 

identity. She emphasizes that the biogenetic form of relatedness signifies a specific type 

of knowledge that has to do with origin, which has to do with where the child was made, 

and as an extension: to whom it “belongs”.  

 

I think that Robert’s example shows that they confine with the normative idea that 

biogenetic relatedness is important for the child’s identity. They want to know the person 

who had donated the egg that would become their child. Here we can see that the donor is 

separated from the egg, but still carries relational importance. The way I understand it, 

the egg donor is not portrayed as a mother, but as a “biological relative”.  

 

“A need to find out where they really belong” 

 
In the following section I will give an example that shows how Geir relates to the normative idea 

that “biogenetic “origin is crucial for children's identity. I will analyze this example with help 

from Signe Howell who proposes that having knowledge of one’s own biogenetic origin is a 

Norwegian cultural expression for “belonging” (Howell, 2009).  

 

 She uses a well known norwegian TV program called “Tore Sporet” as an example for this 

phenomenon. The program often shows adopted people searching for their biological relatives.  

Howell points out that parents and adopted children share a past that starts from childrens’ births. 

Everything prior to birth occurred in other geographical, cultural and biological spaces, that for 

the most part are unavailable for parents and children. Howell suggests that there is a significant 

need in norwegian society to fill these “empty or unknown spaces” with concrete knowledge, 

and emphasizes that as a cultural expression for “belonging”. “Tore på sporet” thus satisfies the 
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norwegian audience’s natural wish to look for and reunite with one's biological relatives. Howell 

uses this example to show that biological relatives are perceived as an integral part of people’s 

identity.  

 

Before I present the example I want to briefly reintroduce Geir and his family. Geir is married to 

Peter, and together they have an eight year old daughter named Stina. The three of them were a 

foster family until Geir and Peter adopted Stina when she was two years old. The norwegian 

court considered Silje’s biological parents unfit to raise her due to mental retardation. Geir thinks 

it is important for Silje that they reconnect with her biological mother, as Silje becomes older. 

He says:  

 

Geir: Yes I think it is important for Stina also as she gets older. And we 

hear that when she starts puberty, then you hear about those kids who are 

adopted, whether from China or where they’re from, then they like, have a 

need to find out where they really belong. As in their biological. And that I 

think we will help her with. When she gets a little older then we will help 

her and accommodate that.  

 

Here I want to bring attention to what Geir says about belonging. He recalls hearing that children 

who are adopted have a need to “find out where they really belong” As an explanation, he notes: 

“as in their biological”. The interesting thing about this explanation is that it puts biology and 

belonging together. Almost as if they are the same thing. Geir acknowledges that Stina might 

have that same type of need as she grows older. With this, Geir underlines the importance of 

having a relationship with Siljes' biological mom, as well as her biological sister and her foster 

family.  This example in light of what Signe Howell writes about  “voids”.  

 

In relation to the cultural expression of belonging, Howell brings up the importance of so called 

“voids”. She says the things that happened before the child was born happened in other 

geographical, cultural, and biogenetic spaces. These spaces are perceived as personal “voids” in 

people who are adopted. Howell emphasizes that there exists a significant need to fill these voids 

with concrete information.  
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Stiklestad is based on Howell's idea that knowing his biological origin is understood as a 

fundamental part of people's self-understanding here in Norway, and presenting this meaning is a 

highlight that shows the changing nature of the biological principle. Geir's family shakes it 

"natural" family model. He must renegotiate the importance of biogenetic origin in relation to 

Stina's identity. Here we can see that the idea of what creates identity and security for Stina 

changes in relation to her getting older. Geir's example shows that he thinks the biogenetic 

mother can satisfy this need. However, they have not spent much time together. It is relevant that 

Geir sees Stina's biological sister and her foster family as a gateway to discovering her identity.  

 

Sigrunn Stiklestad’s idea about the “reunification ideal”. She says that a highpoint that 

portrays the biological principle, is when the wish to find one’s biological origin becomes 

a requirement. She also notes that people are expected to build relationships in cases 

where it is possible. 

 

Through Geir’s example I can see that geir renegotiates the importance of biogenetic 

relatives for Stina’s identity and belonging. At the time when Geir and Peter adopted Stina, 

they sided with the norwegian court who legitimized adoption with a greater sense of belonging 

and attachment. Geir says that:  

 

“Research says that foster children who get adopted will have it better. They have 

better quality of life when they become adults. Belonging and attachment and 

stuff”.  

 

Here I want to bring attention to what Geir says about “belonging”. Geir sides with of 

Norwegian law and research. He advocates that adopting newborn or young foster children gives 

children a greater sense of belonging, and life quality in their adult lives. For him, adopting Silje 

meant giving her a better life in terms of “belonging and attachment.” I want to make note of that 

underlines that it was the court’s decision that Stina would be adopted. The example shows that 

Geir leans on the court’s decision to justify breaking with the norm. This decision is centered 

around her “life quality” and “sense of belonging”.  
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Geir stresses the importance of this relationship in terms of Silje becoming older. He suggests 

that they were open to other solutions back then. Especially now, he thinks the relation would be 

useful for Erica in terms of knowing who she was.  

 

“It was the court. Because we were positive about it. Because we could actually 

have imagined that. Because now we see now that it would have been good to 

actually have that link. So that she knew who she was. Or who they were. But it 

was the court who decided” 

 

 

In relation to Geir’s example I want to point something that Geir finds it important that their 

family has a relationship with Stina’s biological sister and her foster family. The two families 

celebrate birthdays and go on vacation together. Silje’s biological sister still spends time with 

their biological mother because she is a foster child unlike Stina, who is adopted. Stina is closer 

to her biological mom in that she sees pictures of her and talks with her sister about their 

biological mom. Geir thinks that Stina will find a lot of “answers'' here. I want to draw attention 

to how that Geir finds to be more important to focus on these relationships as she is finding out 

who she is. The situation highlights how Stina is different from the norm in that she does not 

know her biological mother is in such close proximity to her.  

 

In this space Silje is also closer to her mother, seeing pictures of her, and relating to someone 

who has had a similar experience. This is a depiction point of biology being portrayed as 

important for children’s identity. However, this example shows that having a “relation” is 

perceived as the most important part to Geir. In a way he goes with the norm and against the 

norm. He agrees with the norm in that he agrees with the authorities decision to adopt. 

Discursively this meant creating a family that has most resemblance with the norm by creating a 

family that has clearer relations within the family.  

 

In this example I want to draw attention to what Geir says what  having this link would mean for 

Stina. He says that the link is important for Stina to “knowing who she was”. What Geir says is 
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an example of Sigrunn Stiklestad’s idea about the “reunification ideal”. She says that a highpoint 

that portrays the biological principle, is when the wish to find one’s biological origin becomes a 

requirement. She also notes that people are expected to build relationships in cases where it is 

possible. 

 

Then I want to bring attention to how Stiklestad’s PhD speaks with Howell’s argument, that 

biogenetic origin is believed to be an important source of identity. For example, she says that in 

Norway, people who are adopted are portrayed as "deficient people" because they do not have 

the biological ties to their parents like many others do. Stiklestad suggests the reunification ideal 

that occurs in Norway is a high point of the biological principle; the right to know one's origin, 

turns into a requirement (Stiklestad, 2012).  
 

Chapter summary 

 
This chapter shows that the queer parents in my study draw on the idea that children should 

know their “biological origin” in their constructions of family and kinship. I have shown 

examples of which the participants aim to use as an open donor, and building a relationship with 

a genetic relative in the future. I write genetic relatives because, in Geir’s example, the mother is 

not understood as a parent. This also indicates the need to know one’s biological origin is a way 

of setting boundaries for kinship.  

 
 
 
 

7. Kinship as a question of the past, 

present and the future 
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In this chapter I will explore time and continuity’s role in constructing family through the 

practices and negotiatiations that I draw from interviews with queer parents in Oslo. I will do 

that by looking at what was said in the interviews that relate to the topic. I will also examine how 

these things relate to each other, among the participants, as well as concepts mentioned in earlier 

chapters. First I will tell a little about what has been written about time and continuity in relation 

to family, and queer family in norway.  

 

This chapter is about choice (valg muligheter) and time in projects of starting one’s family. 

There are two dissertations that address the theme to a certain extent. It is in Unn Conradi 

Andersen’s dissertation, specifically in the article “From Corefamily to Starfamily”  (“Fra 

Kjernefamilie til Stjernefamilie” my translation) and in the dissertation of Arnfinn J. Andersen 

about men who create room for parenthood and family.  

 

The two first chapters of “Når margin blir Mainstream” (When margin becomes mainstream) 

concerns the family in change. These chapters lead up to renegotiations of family. What I want to 

focus on is the later chapter “New families, old households” (In Norwegian: “Nye familier, 

gamle hushold”). I understand this as a paradox. Somehow, they do not fit. That does not mean 

that one is right and one is wrong, or that one has to adapt to the other. I am thinking back to the 

article “Queer scavenger”, and it reminds me about the “room” that exists as “inbetween and 

both” instead of as “either/or”. I think in addition to being a mutually constitutive process, there 

is something more. By that I mean that there is not just something that is in this room, but 

something that is constantly being shaped. With that, I propose that we have to look at the 

mutually constitutive process in relation to time. Because time is always relative.  

 

Unn Conradi Andersen draws on the swedish terms starfamily to present her theoretical 

contribution of family to encompass all family relations that are part of norwegian postmodern 

society. She presents star family as a term that binds people together as a family independently 

of biological bonds. This relational principle is based on attachment, care, responsibility, 

involvement, and most importantly in the context of my research: continuity (Andersen 2013b: 

41).  
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The way I understand it, Andersen indicates a change of how we look at things, as well as 

continuity in relations. But she does not explore these together, as one thing. I am talking about 

change in relations through time. I think the change of relations through time has to be 

considered to explore family relations and belonging in a new light. Andersen describes 

“counter-public voices” as a context where kinship has to be done. This is what Charis 

Thompson calls “kinshipwork” and also to kin by doing. I think kinship always has to be done. 

Yes, it is constructed socially, but it is important to point out consciousness and unconsciousness 

in relation to the future. A consciousness in changing. I think the “togetherness” that make up the 

core of the star inevitably changes through time and place.  

 

One of the chapters in Arnfinn J. Andersens phd is about paternity’s place and children’s 

autonomy in the future. I will come back to this later. First I will tell a little about what is it he 

writes about chosen parenthood. Andersen proposes that the past is a symbol of continuity and 

stability. Family produces different relations and with that different rooms. I understand these 

rooms as formations of different perceptions. Andersen explores which rooms are being kept up 

by continuity. It is significant that he explores through the descriptions of a gay man’s 

relationship to his siblings and parents. From this point of view, Andersen suggests that it is 

useful to have a history about sameness to indicate kinship. The most recognizable history about 

“sameness” (In Norwegian“likhet”) is physical appearance, which implies biogenetic kinship 

(Andersen). His claim agrees with Marit Melhuus, who along with other researchers suggests 

that “likhet”, or “sameness” is an ambiguous idea in norwegian social discourse. Melhuus and… 

thinks it has to do with gender equality, social justice, as well as biology. This indicates that 

people’s approach to understanding sameness are different, based on the social contexts that 

people embody.  

 

The way I understand it, Andersen builds on this concept in relation to time and shared 

experiences. He writes, “The past [someone] have shared and which rooms many individual 

experiences and individual episodes, creates in history’s light also a “togetherness” (In 

Norwegian: “fellesskap”) among them” (p.186). The way I understand it, the togetherness is 

something that at the same time happens from different people’s perspectives, so the “fellesskap” 

is not shaped on neutral grounds. It develops through subjective experiences, and as a mutual 
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experience at the same time. And the meaning of this experience changes in relation to time and 

space, as well as personal views.  

 

Andersen suggests that these family relations are different than other relations because it is tied 

to the sexuality order, which has to do with having “collective parents” (“felles foreldre” my 

translation). The example he uses is about Anders, a gay man, and his biogenetic brother, and 

their shared experiences and upbringing. When both brothers have children a development 

occurs. With that a new dimension is shaped, with new meaning content. Andersen suggests that 

through the children, a continuity is shaped through two generations. What one has experiences 

could be realized through the child with the thought about the child’s future. So then I ask, what 

happens when the parents' past has a different foundation than what the future child will have? 

This is where I come back to one’s own parents and one’s own “origin”.  

 

“That is where I decided that you would become you” 

 

Mia is a thirtyfour year old social worker and mom to Wilma who is a social worker and mom to 

Wilma who is four years old. She is a parent together with Jens and Øystein who are a married 

gay couple. So Wilma has three parents, a mom and two dads. Mia had wanted a child for a long 

time and used a gay app gaysir to try to find someone to have a child with. She wanted a gay 

man to reduce the risk of complications. She called this a practical approach to having a child, a 

solid plan. Something that was not bound in a romantic relationship. She wanted it to be “neat”. 

She explains that she did not have a clear picture of what the role of the father would be, but 

maybe it would be a weekend dad or someone she could lean on financially. But this search of 

gaysir was split it half. She “dated” potential men who wished to have a child, but there was a 

“breakup” and after that she went to the stork clinic in Denmark for a consultation. After the 

consultation she sat at a cafe and cried because she knew that she couldn’t do it. She says that 

 

“So I ended up sitting at a cafe and crying! Because I could not stand the 

thought of a thirteen year old standing and yelling at me. Because I chose 
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to opt out of you having someone else.  So you just have me. Like you 

don’t get a choice! I could not envision that.  

 

I wondered what felt wrong about this. It is likely that Mia is speaking from an understanding 

that has to do with the child’s right to know their biological origin (Stiklestad, 2012) The idea of 

the child’s right to decide is an idea that stands strongly in Norway (Howell, 2001). That can be 

seen from the weight it carries in the norwegian legislation. Sigrun Stiklestad who explores 

controversies and knowledge about planned lesbian families understands that this idea applies to 

lesbian families to a large extent than other families. She thinks that it shows the changing 

meaning of the biological principle. The principle that appears as a static, foundational ideal, 

actually takes on different meanings in different contexts. I want to pinpoint that it is based on 

biology, portrayed as a “natural” right and perception. It weighs deeply in legal processes and 

has been used to argue against anonymous sperm donation (and won) in Norway for a long time. 

Not until later years has it been assessed more critically based on the ideas’ meaning content. 

Stiklestad suggests that the right for children to know their biological origin is not applied to the 

same extent to heterosexual couples as it does lesbian couples. That is because the biological 

principle is not applied to heterosexual couples who adopt. However, it is applied to lesbian 

couples who use donor sperm to become pregnant. However, the sperm donor has to be “open”. 

In other words, his identity will be available for the children when they turn eighteen years old 

because of the right to know their biological origin. The argument for the legalization of 

anonymous sperm donation in Norway has been rejected based on the child’s right to know their 

biological origin. Therefore, the biological principle that appears to be the same for all children, 

apply to some families, and not to others. Stikelstad suggests that heterosexual families who have 

kids through adoption conform to the nuclear family so much though the heterosexual couple 

that knowing the biological origin is not seen as an issue (Stiklestad, 2012).  

 

I think Mia’s example shows signs of this idea in terms of envisioning the future and planning. 

At this point in time she is envisioning, or exploring the idea of becoming a mother alone, which 

is pretty far from the normative idea of shaping a family. I think the idea of choosing to be a 

mother alone, from before the child is born, is the thing that separates this imagined family from 

the norm. This choice is significant in that it is not usually what people want. It may happen 
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through unpredictable factors which are commonly perceived as okay. However, choosing to 

parent alone appears to be questionable. This example resemples Guri Riksaasen's findings in her 

study of lesbian family planning in Norway. Riksaasen suggests that the idea of "the best 

interests of the children" is central to lesbian mothers' choice of donor / father (2001). She writes 

that this idea includes, "that it is best for a child to have a close male role model, [and] that it is 

best for children to have one home and two parents" (Rikaasen, 1991, p. 115). Mia does not 

identify as a lesbian, however she identities as questioning, which fits the description of “queer 

parents” in my study. I find it compelling that she ends up parenting with two gay men, which 

indicates that her “chosen family” (Weston, 1997) does not adhere to the norwegian discourse of 

the “child’s best”. However, Mia and one of the fathers are genetic parents to their daughter, and 

that might indicate that they conform more to norwegian family norms. 

  

To make a choice about being a different familie which does not look much like the norm maybe 

then this choice is interpreted as a moral choice. This may be looked at differently from other 

situations like adoption where knowing one’s biological origin, or parent may not be questioned 

because those parents who adopt their children may commonly be understood as they are doing a 

good deed.  

 

It is also possible that Mia is speaking from an understanding that does not view sperm 

independently of a potential other parent. Maybe because in her vision at this point in time, this 

space is empty. To use a sperm donor is still understood as choosing away a parent (opting out?). 

Sperm and parent is more difficult to separate because there is not a different parent there to fill 

this space, and that may create pressure to fill this space with a parent, or an explanation. This 

explanation could be seen as the child’s right, and potentially something that Mia owes her child. 

But it is unexplainable at this point in time. I think that has to do with that the future is only 

imagined. It could be that she can’t justify this choice morally at this point in time because she 

can not know what the child needs in the future. Separating what the child might need in the 

future and what she needs at this point in time, are morally ambiguous.  

 

This example resembles the “ethical work” Kristin Engh Førde examines and suggests intended 

parents from scandinavia do i processes of transnational commercial surrogacy in India. Førde 
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suggests that intended parents put significant time, effort, thought, and emotion as part of their 

“ethical work” to handle the morally ambigous landscape of surrogacy. Part of that is because 

they do not want to tell a story of how their children came into being that contains something bad 

or morally wrong. The example that follows shows that this choice has gained new meaning in 

the future, a choice and a story that is emotionally significant in a good way because it means 

“picking her daughter”.  

 

Mia tells me about an incident that indicates that choice changes in space and time. In the 

aftermath of having a child with Jens and Øystein.  

 

Mia says,  

 

“We were in copenhagen a few weeks ago, Wilma and I. And then I went past the 

cafe where I sat and cried because I experienced that I lost my opportunity to 

have a child. And then I had to tell her, Wilma, right there, that is where I decided 

that you would become you. Yes, and it was so, yes. And then I had to take a 

picture of that table and send it to the guys and just, I am so happy for not 

choosing that road. And that happened here.” 

 

This example indicates that the meaning of choice changes through time and space. The child 

shows to this change in relation to kinship. In the past, Mia experienced that she lost her 

opportunity to have a child. Her strong emotions and that she tells that she cried, with a tone that 

hints at that that is absurd, indicates that the choice as an experience of loss. The way I 

understand it, the choice was at that point in time experienced as something final. That is 

something Marit Melhuus writes about in her study of involuntary childlessness. A loss of 

something (a child) that had not been created (find quote). Something one thinks they should 

have had. The participants in her study were heterosexual couples who showed this loss and 

shared it with others in the support group for involuntary childlessness. Some even wore a 

bracelet as a symbol of the loss of a child which people thought would become.  
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This indicates heterosexual and couple privilege. But I mean that with the social benefits 

associated with heterosexual couples in relation to family formation in Norway (Ravn & 

Skjøsvold, [The work of making children: Lesbian couples and third-party challenges in family 

formation], 2016). The way I understand Mia’s example as a very personal loss. Several times 

she tells me that “I am a very own person” (“egen person” my translation in Norwegian). This 

indicates that she experienced a loss that she experienced as her own at this point. Maybe 

something one does not have the same right as others to express because it is in a way not 

viewed as a “natural” imagined future. This indicates that as a queer woman, she could not take 

it for granted that she would become a mom, as a “natural” process and a personal “right”.  

 

The choice to not go through with having a child alone using donor sperm meant in the past to 

lose a possibility or an opportunity. In the present the choice takes on the meaning of choosing 

her daughter. I note that the choice no longer has to do with just the idea of the child. In 

retrospect, the imagined child from before, turns into a known child. Namely, Mia’s daughter 

Wilma. The choice that was made in the past has changed meaning through time. I understand 

this in relation to what Arnfinn J. Andersen writes that the change happens in relation to the 

child. This shows that the imagined child turns into Wilma in the future. The choice is no longer 

characterized by powerlessness. It is no longer to choose away, or to opt out, or to lose, but an 

autonomous choice she made. The explanation and that it was important to her to share it with 

her daughter and Wilma’s fathers through a picture indicates agency, a power to choose family. 

Something that was not “foreseen” in the beginning, something that was not part of the plan. It is 

interesting also that she says that Wilma was no coincidence. I think that the kinship was. That 

was a plan and also not a plan. No one could have foreseen how these relations would build and 

change over time, which becomes very clear, in that the plan went out the window so to say, 

when Mia was diagnosed with cancer. I see that in that she says,  

 

“No one will know before [Wilma] tells it herself”.  

 

The term “chosen family”  illustrates the creation of long long-lasting family ties among gays 

and lesbians,  after being rejected by their own biological families because of their sexuality. 

New families were created by choosing who one would be related to. Weston writes that “chosen 
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families” largely consisted of friends, but that they also encompassed lovers, co-parents, children 

from past relationships and children who were born by assisted reproduction. (Where does this 

fit?) 

 

Lisa and Tora were also very conscious of to not to take away choice from their children. They 

explain that it was important for them to use the same donor for all the children. They have used 

an open donor to have all of their children and they keep the information related to the process in 

a safe that they could show the children “if they had that need”.  
 

This is an example that portrays the parents’ choice to take into account that children's needs and 

choices change over time. Guri Riksaasen suggests that lesbian mothers emphasize that it is for 

the “child’s best” to stay at home for as long as possible before they start kindergarten. Some of 

the lesbians in her study about lesbian family planning have organized that their children will 

stay with “day moms” until the children are three years old (Riksaasen, 2001). This illustrates 

that parents'choices” tied to kinship is negotiated based on the child’s needs in relation to time. 

That is accommodation maybe, for not having a biological father in their life, which is part of the 

norwegian idea.  The aspect of planning considers choice through time. and goes in line with the 

child’s need to know their own biological origin, also in relation to identity. That “the child’s 

need” is something unknown, but something that i norway is understood as critical for children’s 

identity. It indicates that Lisa and Tora take account for the child’s choice and children’s needs, 

which can or will change over time. And it seems like they now know that that is a changing 

process.  

 

“It is conscious and unconscious. It has not always been conscious either, but 

eventually one thinks, sees the effect” (check this, p. 86).  

 

This example suggests that children’s identity and their biological origin do not depend 

on each other, but can be. It depends on the child as well as their kin, it is subjective. It 

suggests that parents and children’s need are affected by a social framework for 

understanding. I think the family’s subjective understandings change relative to each 
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other as well and the social framework over time. Having information available is a way 

to be open for this change.  

 

This shows that Lisa and Tora’s children tie different meanings to the information that is 

in their donors profiles. I think the safe represents the choice the two moms give their 

children. They can open it if they want to, but they do not have to. It is available. In a 

way I think the availability and openness to change, minimizes the risk for being 

negatively affected by the social norms which sees them as different, and that the 

information about the donor and process is critical. This example indicates that one can 

see the effect of choices later. That the unconscious and conscious understandings change 

with time.  

 

That also shows that the couple’s children tie different meanings to the donor profiles that 

are locked away in a safe in the family house’s basement. I think the safe represents a 

choice parents give children. De can open it if they wish to, but they do not have to. It is 

available. It minimizes the risk for being actively repressed by the social norm which 

sees that information as critical. This example indicates that one can see the effect of 

choices later. That unconscious and conscious understanding changes through time.  

 

In the interview with Sverre and Robert, I also found that "time" that time was an 

important part of understanding family. The couple had silje via gestational surrogacy. 

That is a commercial partnership between someone who wants children called “intended 

parents”, an egg donor, and a surrogate who is pregnant with and births the child. Both 

Sverre and Robert gave sperm with a hope to have what Sverre refers to as “twins”. More 

about that later. They had an anonymous egg donor and a surrogate whose name is 

Tanisha. Robert explains that they went through a long process with trying to have a 

successful pregnancy. They spent five years, were in contact with a number of donors and 

surrogates. Sverre jokingly says they had a gold card at norwegian. They went through an 

exhausting process. When Sverre, Robert, and Tanisha experienced a miscarriage, they 

thought “they would go this far but not any further”. First I will briefly explain how I see 

time and space as an overall theme through their interview.  
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“Telling a story vs. a family-project” 

 

Furthermore, I want to show that choices change meaning through time and space, and 

that the consciousness of this change is significant.  

 

Sverre tells me that he and Robert explored surrogacy by asking other who had been 

through the journey of surrogacy before them for their advice and experiences.  Sverre 

says. “They said. And that was immediately burned into my memory. Do you know 

what? You are now about to write the child’s history”. I understand his statement as a 

sign that “the meaning of choices” in  relation to "time" is of great importance for this 

couple’s family-making process.  

 

Sverre relates “writing a child’s history” to “taking responsibility”. He says,  

 

“Yes, then you take responsibility for it somehow. And I thought I would 

not be part of that story. That is, we do not want to tell that story to our 

child. That's not how we want it.” 

 

Here, Sverre is likely speaking from an understanding that the “choices” they make in 

relation to forming a family prior to the birth of the child, will have one, and the same 

meaning in the aftermath of the child’s birth. What he says also indicates that the "story" 

they tell their child will have the same meaning for the child as it does for them as 

parents.  

 

I would also like to draw attention to the fact that he describes writing the child's story as 

a "responsibility". This way of thinking is similar to what Førde calls "ethical work", in 

her study of commercial surrogacy in India. She writes that “ethical work” entails “... 

[parents making sense] of their own motives, experiences and connections to others, in a 

situational context in which the moral framing was altered or even unclear.”  (Førde, 
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2016, p. 32) In other words, parents negotiate moral meanings relative to the process of 

surrogacy. The ethical work was also related to that parents did not want to tell their 

children a story that was morally wrong or painful (Førde, 2016).  

 

 Førde also says that this work had to do with parents not wanting to tell their children a 

story that contained something hurtful or ugly. 

 

Robert talks about choices in relation to a "family project": 

 

When Silje started [making choices], I became more aware of what our 

adult project is, and what is actually a family project. We had an adult 

project. We thought that was just fine. That was the way it was supposed 

to be. But then Silje came [into the world] and she has her own will. Then 

in a way she just sweeps our thoughts off the charts. And says you know 

what? I don’t want it to be like that. It will be like this. 

 

Here I want to draw attention to the comparison Robert makes of "adult project" and 

"family project". What is interesting about this statement is a new way of looking at 

forming a family. What used to be an adult project to have children has become a family 

project. This change seems to be evident in relation to the child being born, and 

especially in relation to her own will. This idea is reinforced in that Robert's explanation 

illustrates the daughter as a strong-willed person. 

 

I would also like to draw attention to the statements of the two fathers in relation to each 

other. This is because it clarifies a renegotiation in relation to choies and time. Where the 

choices in the past are expressed as something definite and predictable, and in the present 

are rather expressed as a dynamic and unpredictable "family project". I understand this as 

a way of cooperating within the family, in a way in which everyone has a voice. This is 

similar to what Unn Conradi Andersen says, that each family member continues with 

something into the “togetherness” (In norwegian: “fellesskap”) of the family (Andersen, 

2014). “choices” do not only move downward, but also upward. The boundaries for 
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“choice” are renegotiated after Silje is born, and are portrayed as something that moves in 

several directions and is not “fixed”. Choice thus appears as something more ambiguous, 

in relation to the “child’s agency”. 

 

S: Mm. Det går ikke. Rett og slett. Nei men akkurat det der er en fantastisk reise. 
Det unner jeg flere folk. Folk skulle fått barn på den måten altså for det er 
innmari ålreit! Det er rett og slett veldig ålreit. Også får vi dette barnet også 
ammer hun det på sykehuset de to første dagene og det trodde jeg at jeg skulle 
synes var gærent. Det trodde jeg at jeg skulle synes var nesten sånn incestuøst på 
en eller annen måte. Men det ble bare helt naturlig og helt fint. Du hadde ikke 
noen sånne greier på det. 
 

Both Sverre and Robert bring attention to what I refer to as, their and surrogate Tanisha’s 

“mutual intention” to reproduce. Robert has a liking for how the agency articulates their 

encouragement for the intended parents to meet with the surrogate. He says, “They so 

nicely call it that, we will meet and each will give their acceptance that we want to 

cooperate”. Sverre says that Tanisha has received several profiles of intended parents 

from the agency. He points out that, “she is the one who has chosen us. And not us who 

have chosen her. And that feels good”. I understand this remark as if Sverre and Robert 

got their wish fulfilled, to build a relationship with the surrogate. Earlier in the interview, 

the couple said that they considered having children via gestational surrogacy as their 

only option. They considered doing it in India, but soon found out that they did not want 

it to be part of their child's history to grow inside the womb of an Indian lady they could 

not communicate with who did it just because she was poor. Thus, the couple’s 

relationship with the surrogate portrays their mutual intention as the element that 

procreates the child.  

 

Sverre, Robert, and Tanisha's mutual intention to procreate brings an interesting 

comparison to the negotiations that occur among informants in Førde's (2016) research. 

Carl  is a gay intended parent who viewes commercial gestational surrogacy in India as 

the only option for him and his partner Peter to have children that belonged to the two of 

them equally, and no one else. He states that “I have no interest… I feel my relation to 

[the egg donor and surrogate] is a … transaction. We had an agreement, and we have 
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fulfilled our respective obligations under that agreement. And now it is over. Førde 

explains that the couple’s mutual intention to have a child is naturalized as “the decision 

that procreates” (Førde 2016). Ultimately separating their family from the egg donors and 

surrogate’s contribution. Førde writes that Carl thinks “interpersonal stuff/family” is 

required to establish a relationship with the other contributors.  

 

This is very different from what I take from Sverre and Robert’s negotiation of 

parenthood. The way I understand it, Tanisha’s “intention” is explicitly related to 

procreation. The couple portray Tanisha as a stable constributer, which distinguishes her 

from previous donors and surrogates. She did not one, not two, but three transfers with 

the couple. And not only that, she went through a devastating miscarriage. At this time, 

Sverre and Robert thought to end the process and “reorient” their lives because it was all 

just too heavy. Tanisha’s  determination and choice to try again changed Sverre and 

Robert’s minds to end the process, making her “intent” the front enabler of the 

procreation of their daughter. 

 

Here I have given an example of Sahlin's idea of kinship, a culturally varying prerequisite 

for procreation. It becomes clear that kinship is constructed in that the surrogate is not 

genetically linked to the child. It is rather her determination that is the main factor in 

enabling "common intent" that creates a new life. The construction of kinship rests on 

Charis Thompson's "strategic naturalization" in the respect that these parents define 

collective "intent" as the key element that establishes parenthood. Since the parents met 

with the surrogate, both genes and gestation fall in the shadow of the parents relationship 

with the surrogate, and “intent” is understood as what is “natural”, the element that 

procreates. The surrogates “intent” is legitimized as the procreative element based on that 

she has already had her own biogenetically related (implied) children. The negotiation of 

the gay couple’s parenthood is legitimized through the denaturalization of gestation tied 

to motherhood. At the same time, the surrogate is understood as the mother to her own 

children because she is genetically related to them. She also carried and birthen them. 

That has to do with seeing motherhood as one thing that can not be parted. Then it is 

understood as unnatural (Melhuus, 2012).  
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Summary 

In this chapter I have given examples of parents relating to ideas of change and time, as a 

part of establishing kinship. I showed that choices of the past were then understood as 

something fixed, like “taking responsibility” as part of an “adult project”, or like “losing 

the possibility to have a child”.  After the children are born, new understandings about 

choices in the past emerge. It shows signs of what Charis Thompson says about the 

negotiation of kinship is not just about making children, but also parents. It seems that 

parents focus more on intent as the element that reproduces in their flashbacks in the 

present time. In the future, intent takes on a different meaning. It is not part of 

reproducing a child, but rather a family project, where the child's will is strong. 
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Findings 

 

How do queer parents in Norway, through their understandings and practices, negotiate family 

and kinship? 

 

This project proposes that queer parents in Norway negotiate family and kinship in a number of 

ways. Their negotiations were based on the premise that "biological kinship" was the most 

legitimate form of family and kinship. We can see this from the fact that biological parenthood 

was understood as a threat to couples where only one of the parents was genetically linked to the 

child. Genetic child-parent relationships also gave the power to decide who could be part of the 

family and not. There were also a couple who wanted to re-establish a family relationship with 

the child's biological mother. In that situation, they were protected by legal parenthood and the 

fact that the biological mother was unable to take care of the child. The situation referred to a 

renegotiation of skepticism that became clear through the naturalization of intention and the 

denaturalization of genes and gestation. 

 

Negotiations of kinship were also marked by the denaturalization of genetics and gestation in a 

situation where the "biological mother" was also the intended mother. Through this process of 

denaturalization, it became clear that parents renegotiated kinship from being something "created 

by biology" to "mutuality of being" that focused on intention, choice and mutual care. 

 

Relationships of kinship also showed symmetry in parent and child relationships that were in the 

family, were downgraded because the child's biological origin was considered very important for 

the child's identity. This was uncomfortable for some of the parents because biological 

parenthood is valued so much in society, and was therefore considered a threat to the family 

kinship. This made the parents see the relationships as "like". 
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But parents had ways to deal with threats. It was through "equal participation" and through 

having different family rituals with their extended families. It legitimized the child and parent 

relationship, through other family relationships. 

 

The negotiations that arose among queer parents were also visible through stories of origin. 

Where the story of how the child came to be moved from being about biology, to being more 

about social conditions. It became clear through examples where a parent had had important 

parental roles in his life.Telling children about how they came into the world through stories, or a 

choice made by the parents, was a way to renegotiate relationships and at the same time make 

relationships ready for children to understand. 
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Epilogue 

 

So what does all this mean? What are all those “things?” It is about a personal understanding of 

who we are and where we belong. These questions have to be answered in relation to a sense of 

self, family, and society. Can we hurt children's sense of belonging? Give them a “black hole”, 

like Frida calls it. And in different relations. First of all, I have to recognize this process as an 

open wound and something that needs to heal. Not just be sewn closed. It does not mean that 

they are gone or done. Rather something that is always in motion. The narrative that was told to 

me about the time before I met my parents, was that I have been “given up” because I was sick. 

Even though this narrative neutralizes thoughts about being unwanted, it is a pretty grim history. 

Now I know that it meant something different for them, that it would to me. 

 

Because the information I use to fill the unknown changes. It has changed for me, it has changed 

for my family, and it continues to change how we understand it together, and in relation to one 

another. It is not a static concept, and it will continue to change with time and with experience. 

However, we are part of each other and that is the one thing that will never change. So when 

people ask about my biological mom, I tell them that I got my name from her. My mom and dad 

kept the name I got from her, which is also her own: Elvira.  

 

  

76 



 

References 
 

Adopsjonsloven. (1991). Lov om adopsjon (LOV-2017-06-16-48). Hentet fra  

https://lovdata.no/dokument/NL/lov/2017-06-16-48  

Andersen, A. (2003). Menn skaper rom for foreldreskap og familie: Farskapets betingelser i en  

heteronormativ kultur (E. Russ, Men create room for parenthood and family: Paternity  

conditions in a heteronormative culture.). [Doctoral thesis, Institute of sociology and  

political science]. Norwegian University of Science and Technology. 

Andersen, U. C. (2014). Når Margin blir mainstream: Forhandlinger av ekteskap, foreldreskap 

og  

slektskap i mediene (E. Russ, When Margin becomes mainstream: Negotiations of  

marriage, parenthood and kinship in media.). [Doctoral thesis, Institute of sociology  

and political science] University of Oslo. 

Bioteknologiloven. (2003). Lov om humanmedisinsk bruk av bioteknologi m.m. 

(LOV-2020-06-19-78). Hentet fra  

https://lovdata.no/dokument/NL/lov/2003-12-05-100/KAPITTEL_2#KAPITTEL_2 

Butler, J. (1999). Gender trouble (2 edition) Routledge. 

Berkeley Research University of California. (n.d.) Judith Butler.  

https://vcresearch.berkeley.edu/faculty/judith-butler 

Carsten, J. (Ed.). (2000) Cultures of relatedness: New approaches to the study of kinship.  

Cambridge University Press. 

Danielsen, H., & Mühleisen, W. (2009). Statens parkurs godt samliv (E. Russ, The State couple  

course good cohabitation.). Tidsskrift for samfunnsforskning, 50(1), 3-23.  

Ekteskapsloven. (1991). Lov om ekteskap (LOV-2018-06-22-52). Hentet fra  

https://lovdata.no/dokument/NL/lov/1991-07-04-47/KAPITTEL_1#KAPITTEL_1 

Eriksen, L. M. (2018). It Starts with wanting children: Norwegian parents’ experiences with  

commercial surrogacy in the USA [master thesis, Center for gender research] University  

of Oslo. 

European sperm bank. (n.d.) Choice of sperm donor.  

https://www.europeanspermbank.com/en-int/donor-sperm/donor-profile-information 

77 

https://lovdata.no/dokument/NL/lov/2017-06-16-48
https://lovdata.no/lov/2020-06-19-78
https://lovdata.no/dokument/NL/lov/2003-12-05-100/KAPITTEL_2#KAPITTEL_2
https://lovdata.no/lov/2018-06-22-52
https://lovdata.no/dokument/NL/lov/1991-07-04-47/KAPITTEL_1#KAPITTEL_1


 

Førde, K. E. (2017). Intimate distance: transnational commercial surrogacy in India [doctoral  

thesis/Faculty of medicine] University of Oslo. 

Kristensen & Spilker. (2014). Hvem kan reprodusere i Norge? Normering av reproduksjon og  

foreldreskap som biopolitikk [Who can reproduce in Norway? Norms of reproduction  

and parenthood as biopolitics]. Fagbokforlaget.  

Howell, S. (2001). “En Vanlig familie”: Utenlandsadopsjon i Norge, et stadig voksende fenomen  

(S. Howell, An “Ordinary family”: The Ever-growing phenomena of transnational  

adoption in Norway.). Fagbokforlaget.  

Howell, S. (2009). The kinning of foreigners : transnational adoption in a global perspective.  

Berghahn Books.f 

Kristensen, G. K., Ravn, M.N., & Sørensen, S.Ø. (2016). Reproduksjon i dagens Norge (E. Russ,  

Reproduction in today's Norway.). Fagbokforlaget. 

Levold, N. (Ed.). (2014). Biopolitikk: Kropp, kunnskap og teknologi (E. Russ, Biopolitics: Body,  

knowledge and technology.). Fagbokforlaget.  

Mamo, L. (2007). Queering reproduction: Achieving pregnancy in the age of technoscience. 

Duke University Press.  

Melhuus, M. (2012). Problems of conception: Issues of law, biotechnology, individuals and  

kinship. Berghahn Books.  

Melhuus, M. (2016). Ønske om et eget barn: Muligheter, forestillinger og forhandlinger i 

etablering av foreldreskap (E. Russ, Wish of an own child: Possibilities, perceptions and  

negotiations in the establishment of parenthood.). Fagbokforlaget.  

Olson, L. C. (1998). Liabilities of language: Audre Lorde reclaiming difference. The Quarterly  

Journal of Speech, 84(4), 448–470. https://doi.org/10.1080/003356398 

Pen portrait. (n.d.). The Association for qualitative research, the hub of qualitative thinking.  

Retrieved November 17, 2020, from 

https://www.aqr.org.uk/glossary/pen-portrait#:~:text=An%20informal%20description%2

0of%20a,as%20attitudes%2C%20appearance%20and%20lifestyle 

Ravn, M.N., & Skjøvold, T.M. (2016). Arbeidet med å lage barn: Lesbiske par og  

tredjepartsutfordringer i familieskaping (E. Russ, The work of making children: Lesbian  

couples and third-party challenges in family creation.). Fagbokforlaget. 

Riksaasen, Guri. (2001). To Mammaer, går det an? En annerledes familieplanlegging (E. Russ,  

78 

https://doi.org/10.1080/003356398


 

Two moms, is that possible? A Different family-planning.). Fagbokforlaget.  

Sahlins, M. D. (2012). What kinship is- And is not. University of Chicago Press.  

“Skeiv fra A-Å” Skeiv Ungdom , https://skeivungdom.no/skeiv-a-a/. 

Smedal, O. H. (2001). Innledning: Modeller, fenomener og realiteter (E.Russ, Introduction: 

Models, phenomena and realities.). Fagbokforlaget. 

Spilker, K., & Lie, M. (2016). Biopolitikk på norsk: Eggdonasjon som et spørsmål om likestilling 

(E. Russ, Biopolitics in Norwegian: Egg donation as a question of equality.).  

Fagbokforlaget 

Stiklestad, S.S. (2012). Planlagte lesbiske familier- Kontroverser og kunnskap: Familierettslige  

spørsmål i lys av samfunnsdebatten (E. Russ, Planned lesbian families- Controversies and  

knowledge: Family law issues in light of social debate.). [Doctoral thesis, Institute of  

social work and health sciences]. Norwegian University of Science and Technology.  

Thompson, C. (2005). Making parents: The Ontological choreography of reproductive  

technologies. MIT Press. 

Weston, K. (1991). Families we choose: Lesbians, gays, kinship. Columbia University Press. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

79 

 
 

https://skeivungdom.no/skeiv-a-a/

