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CHAPTER 4

“Boston Marriage”
among Lesbians

Are We a Couple If We’re Not Having Sex?

Esther D. Rothblum

A discussion about lesbian couples raises a number of questions. FlrsF,
recent research and writing have emphasized the fluidity and mu].tl-
dimensionality of the term “lesbian.” Not all women who sclf-tdentify
as lesbian are currently sexually involved with women; some are cel-
ibate, whereas others may be in sexual relationship§ with men. Women
may be sexually involved with women and identify as .hctcr(.)scxual,
bisexual, or lesbian or eschew all labels about sexual orientation. Al-
though sexual behavior and self-identity may or may not bc'congrucnt,
the general public views lesbians as women who have-sgx with women,
so that sexual activity is a critical part of the definition of who is a
lesbian.

Secondly, it is not always clear what “counts™ as a f()uple. Whén
couples cannot legally marry, sexual activity may assume importance in
defining couple status. Yet women may have romantic and passx‘?natf
relationships that do not involve genital sex. Are such couples “just
friends? This chapter will examine the overlap among the concepts of
sexual orientation, sexual activity, coupled relationships, and nonsexual
relationships among lesbians.

Portions of this manuscript were adapted from E. D. Rothblum, “Transforming licsl»mn
Sexuality,” Psychology of Women Quarterly 18 (1994): 627-41. Reprinted with the per-
mission of Cambridge University Press.
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WHO IS A LESBIAN?

In 1993 the feminist periodical Off Our Backs published a review of
the diaries of Anne Lister, an English scholar and traveler who wrote at
the beginning of the nincteenth century (Johnson 1993). The quotation
that was highlighted in italics at the center of the page stated: “In short,
there can be no doubt that Anne was a genuine nineteenth century les-
bian™ (23, italics mine). What was “genuine” about Anne’s lesbianism
was that her diaries contain evidence of genital sex with other women,
in contrast to many other historical documents where sex has had to be
inferred from love or passion.

How do we decide who “counts™ as a lesbian? This question has
been particularly challenging for historians, as language about gender,
sexual activity, sexual identity, friendship, relationship, and community
has changed over the course of the century. Historians Estelle Freedman
and John D’Emilio (1990) posc this question as follows:

What, however, is sexuality? Given its changing meaning over time, what
is one looking for in records of the past? The very term “sexuality” is a
modern construct which originated in the nineteenth century. As we
explained in our book Intimate Matters, it is only in the twentieth century
that American society became so “sexualized™ that the term had clear
meaning throughout the culture. In the contemporary era, Americans have
come to use “sexuality” to refer to the erotic, that is, to a state of
physical attraction to cither sex. In the past, however, there was no language
of “sexuality™ per se. Rather, in pre-industrial America, what is now
called sexuality was largely embedded within a reproductive language.
(483)

The rescarch on lesbians has not only been sparse, but there have
been different (if overlapping) conceptualizations of who is included in
studies of lesbians. My recent rescarch has begun to examine the inter-
relationships of components of the lesbian experience, in order to an-
swer the question “Who is a lesbian?” Most of the psychological studies
of lesbians have recruited survey participants by placing announcements
in lesbian or gay newsletters, distributing surveys at lesbian organiza-
tions or events, or leaving questionnaires at gay bars, feminist book-
stores, gay or lesbian churches, or lesbian restaurants (see Rothblum
1994 for a review of methodology). The assumption underlying such
recruitment methods has been that women who fill out surveys asking
about lesbian issues arce leshians. Jessica Morris and [ (1999) obtained
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a national sample of 2,393 lesbian (89 percent) and bisexual (11 Percent)
women, of which one-quarter were women of Folor. We examined the
degree to which women who answered a Lesbian Wellnes§ Survey are
distributed on five aspects of lesbian sexuality and the coming-out pro-

CESS:

1. Sexual orientation—numerical rating of sexual identity from
exclusively lesbian/gay to exclusively heterosexual;

2. Years out—length of time of self-identity as lesbian/gay/bisexual;

3. Outness/disclosure—amount of disclosure of sexual orientation
to others;

4. Sexual experience—proportion of sexual relationships with

women; and

Lesbian activities—extent of participation in lesbian community

5-
events.

Statistical analyses found only mild (but statistically si.gni.ﬁcant) over-
lap among these five aspects, indicating that being lesbian is not a h()i
mogeneous experience. For example, women who rated tl1em§elves as
exclusively lesbian were not necessarily out to lots of people or involved
in the lesbian community. .

Closer examination by the demographic characteristics of.race/eth-
nicity and age revealed a diversity of experience. African American, Na-
tive American, and Latina respondents had more overlgp among'the five
aspects of the lesbian experience. For white and Asian Amerfcar'l re-
spondents, the dimensions hardly overlapped at all. The r.esults md.ncat‘e
that researchers who are studying one aspect of the lesbian experience
(e.g., outness to others) need to ensure that they are not assuming sug.h
behavior based on other dimensions (such as frequent participation in
lesbian community activities or years of being out), especially among

white and Asian American lesbians.

WHAT IS LESBIAN SEXUAL ACTIVITY?

What is sex? In our society, sex is commonly defined as heterosexual
intercourse. JoAnn Loulan (1993) has described ho-w. gdolescents who
have engaged in a number and variety of sexual activities bu: have not
had intercourse will say that they haven’t “gone all the way.” The first
time women have genital sex has a powerful definitional value, because
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it distinguishes the relationship from other, nonsexual relationships
(e.g., friend, colleague, acquaintance, neighbor). Even when women re-
call their first experience of heterosexual intercourse as somewhat dis-
appointing, they know that the experience “counted” (and in fact, most
people can recall the number of sexual relationships they have had more
distinctly than the number of friends, relatives, and co-workers they
have had).

Women in the United States and other Western nations live in a cul-
ture of sex. Girls’ toys and products for female adolescents focus heavily
on their future roles as sexual beings. Susanna Rose {1996) has described
how books and magazines intended for girls and women have a romance
narrative in contrast to the adventure narrative for boys and men. An
enormous amount of attention is focused on women finding the ideal
male romantic/sexual partner, celebrating this with a lavish ceremony
(the wedding), and staying with that same partner for a long time, pref-
erably “forever.” (Of course, since women live longer than men and
tend to marry men who are somewhat older, “forever” means that many
women will be alone in their old age.) Sex and romance are the themes
of songs, movies, and television programs and how-to books and advice
columns, especially those intended for women.

It is vital for the appearance-related economy that women feel re-
sponsible for their own sexual attractiveness, so that they will purchase
products and engage in practices (e.g., dieting, cosmetic surgery, exer-
cise) to enhance sexual appeal (see Rothblum 1992, 1993 for reviews).
Billions of dollars are at stake in the media portrayal of women’s sex-
uality. The U.S. economy alone includes an annual $33 billion diet in-
dustry, a $20 billion cosmetic industry, a $300 million cosmetic surgery
industry, and a $7 billion pornography industry (Wolf 1991). The cul-
ture of sexuality and its correlates, the cultures of fashion and pornog-
raphy, portray women almost overwhelmingly as European American,
young, extremely thin, middle or upper class, able-bodied, and hetero-
sexual. For the majority of women who do not fit this narrow demo-
graphic profile, privilege comes with being as close to this image as pos-
sible. The economy would have much to lose if women stopped being
influenced by its messages. This culture of sex, not surprisingly, priori-
tizes sexual activity, sexual attractiveness, and sexual relationships to
the exclusion of all other ways of relating except perhaps for the moth-
ering of children.

How does the culture of sex affect lesbians? Lesbians, too, are so-
cialized as girls and women to value sexual attractiveness. Most lesbians
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work and socialize with heterosexual people and are similarly influenced
by the sexual messages in the media. Lesbian books and magazines, like
those for heterosexual women, focus on the romance narrative (Rose
1996). For example, in the Naiad Press novel Never Say Never, two co-
workers, Leslie who is a lesbian and Sara who is heterosexual, become
close friends. Though it is obvious to the reader and to both women
that they are sexually attracted to each other, the suspense builds as to
whether or not Leslie and Sara will “consummate” their relationship—
that is, become genitally sexual. Whether or not the women do “it” will
affect the reader’s perception as to whether the book has a happy ending
(they become lovers) or an unhappy one (they remain “just friends”).

What is lesbian sex? Sexual activity, as defined by lesbians, is greatly
affected by heterosexual definitions of sexual activity. Two women are
considered to have engaged in sex if they perform mutual genital stim-
ulation. A lesbian who has never engaged in this activity will probably
not believe that she has had sex with another woman. A lesbian who
had an orgasm while watching or kissing another woman, for example,
has not “gone all the way.”

These definitions of sexual activity, both the heterosexual and the
lesbian/bisexual versions, focus on genital activity and thus ignore other,
nongenital, sexual experiences that women may have had (Loulan 1993;
Rothblum and Brehony 1993). We have no terminology for the early
sexual crushes that some girls develop on other people, usually a female
friend or female teacher. We have no language for the sexual feelings
that arise between adult friends, even when both friends are in sexual
relationships with other people. In contrast, if the friends engage in gen-
ital sexual activity with each other, we immediately have language; they
are having an affair.

A major survey of sexual activity among twelve thousand people
(Blumstein and Schwartz 1983) indicated that lesbians are less likely to
have genital sex than are married heterosexual, cohabiting heterosexual,
or gay male couples. Loulan (1988) surveyed more than fifteen hundred
lesbians and found the majority (78 percent) to have been celibate for
some period of time. Of those who had been celibate, most had been
celibate for less than one year, 35 percent had been celibate from one
to five years, and 8 percent for six years or more. The results of both
surveys were interpreted as reflecting women’s lack of socialization to

initiate sexual encounters.

What are the implications of lesbians engaging in genital sex less than
heterosexual women or than men, yet at the same time using a genital-
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based d.eﬁnition to define “sex”? This raises a number of issues. Wh

do lesbians engage in genital sex less frequently, and what does t};is s.aly
about wpmen’s sexuality? Is there a way that lesbian communiti \
should discuss the relative devaluation of alternatives to genital sex? C "
we reclaim erotic, nongenital experiences as “real” sex? o

WHAT 1S A LESBIAN COUPLE?

Heterosexual marriage is defined by a legal ceremony. A married coupl
is considered to be in a relationship until there is a legal divorce T?llilfif‘:
the case even when the married couple is not engaged in geni.tal sexs
when one or both partners are engaged in sex with other people ,
when the couple is living apart. This is not the case for nonrrf)ar’ioc;
coup.lcs. L.‘(.)habiting couples, whether heterosexual, lesbian, or ga r((;s
of FhlS writing, lesbian and gay couples cannot legally be ma;ried inyan
U.S. state, with the exception of civil unions in Vermont), are defined .
a couple if they are having sex. , e
ThlS sex-focused definition of a relationship has a number of impli-
cations for lesbians and bisexual women in female-female relationship s
It focuses on an aspect (genital sexual activity) that is less fre uepnt.
among lesbian couples than nonlesbian couples, thus overem hagizi
scxugl activity when this may not be what is important to leslfians e
relationship. Lesbians may feel pressure to have genital sex in ord o
provide a definition for their romantic feelings for another woman ;;1 o
may feel pressure to continue having sex in order to view themsel. e)i
still being partners. If genital sex ceases, and if one or both artnerVes ﬁs
clos.e friends about this, the lesbian community may view tI;le cou slte )
hav1r.1g ended their relationship, and the members of the couple m}; , ;S
considered sexually available by other women (Brown I993p) Lacl): ;
Sf.:xual activity may be interpreted (by the couple, the lesbian' com X
an};; a}?d thei.r therapist) as a sign that something is seriously wrr:r:;
:thtisfyti:g.relarlonshlp, even if all other aspects of the relationship are
) Ofren women tell me that I am using a very narrow definition of
sex” and say that they define sex in broader terms. Surveys also indicat
that lesbians, being women, place more focus on love affection a?uj
romance, than on genital sexual activity (e.g., Klinker:berg and ’Ro
1?94). Nevertheless, ask any lesbian couple who are celebrating th N
niversary of their relationship what, in fact, they are celebratif -—edalz;
is, what happened on the day they are counting as the annivefsary-—-
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and the majority (but not all) will say it was the day they first had gem.tﬁal
sex (actually, they say sex, not genital sex, but we have a very speci ;
social construction of what we “allow” to be included in the wor
ey ?
SeIi‘(ur)t-her, the sex-focused definition of what constitgtes a lesbian re-
lationship ignores the reality of women’s ways of relatl'ng. For c.en'tun?s
of recorded history, women have felt strong love, affecFlon, and intimacy
for other women, even when both women were married to men. Wh'en
two unmarried women lived together as “spinsters,” they were consid-
ered to be in a “Boston marriage,” a term that reflected the presumed
asexual nature of the relationship (the city of Boston was home to ma;ly
colleges and universities and thus to some highly educat.ed women who
lived together). Lillian Faderman (1981, 1993) has desc‘r‘lbed the paijon
and love between women in the nineteenth century: .It became clear
that women’s love relationships have seldom been llmlFed to that one
area of expression, that love between women has bgen ;’)nmaqu a sexn:al
phenomenon only in male fantasy literature. ‘Le.sblan descnbe§ a ‘re a-
tionship in which two women’s strongest emotions and affections alrc
directed toward each other. Sexual contact may bg a part of t”he rela-
tionship to a greater or lesser degree, or it may be entirely absent™ (1987,
I_/Irlni)r'estingly, the lesbian community often assumes that women \f)v}To
expressed love for each other in past decades or centuries were, in actd,
genitally sexual. The lesbian novels The Ladies (Grumbach 1984) an 1
Patience and Sarah (Miller 1969) are fictional accounts based on rea
women who lived together in past times. Although thf&lr s~exual activities
are unknown (and would have been hidden from society if they ex1st§d),
the authors have introduced a sexual component into these relation-
ShlE:sbians may not have genital sex as often as nonle§bialls, but we
certainly spend a great deal of time thinking about, talking abot;t,. anj
being in relationships. Several years ago, Kathy.Brehony and I rec aime
the historical term “Boston marriage” to describe current-day romantic
but asexual coupled relationships among lesbians (1993). There are
women in our lesbian communities who live t.ogether and share long
histories together. They may have been sexual in the past, or they may
never have had genital sex. They are “lovers” in every sense of the wolrld
except for the absence of current genital se?(ual activity. They are .usuzll" y
viewed as couples by the lesbian community, which may in factlldea ize
the couples for the longevity and romantic nature of their relationship.
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Often, in marked contrast to Boston marriages in previous times, these
lesbians keep their asexuality hidden from the community. In order to
illustrate some of the diversity of these romantic but asexual relation-
ships among lesbians, I will briefly describe some of the ways in which
lesbians form romantic but asexual relationships (from Rothblum and
Brehony 1993); all names are pseudonyms.

Lesbians may become sexually attracted to heterosexual women who
do not reciprocate the desire for a genital sexual relationship. A young
lesbian, Laura, moved to San Francisco and became attracted to her
heterosexual roommate Violet. Violet seemed to encourage the relation-
ship in multiple ways, such as having heart-shaped tattoos made with
each other’s names and telling Laura it was okay that people mistook
them for lovers. Laura refers to their relationship as: “When we were
whatever we were: Whatever it was that we had.” When Laura sug-
gested they become lovers, Violet said she couldn’t do it; Laura was
devastated.

Lesbian ex-lovers often remain friends (see Becker 1988 for a review),
and the passion of the friendship may have the eroticism of the prior
genital sexual relationship. Elizabeth and Marianne were briefly geni-
tally sexual, then Marianne broke that off saying that the age difference
of twenty years was too great for her. Marianne, the younger of the two,
became involved sexually with another woman, Eve, and Elizabeth de-
cided to move away. Elizabeth and Marianne continued their relation-
ship over the telephone, and both agree that they are the most important
people in each other’s lives.

A lesbian couple may “drift” into celibacy without much actual dis-
cussion about this. The following example also illustrates how the les-
bian community may view a member of a couple as sexually available
when she is no longer genitally sexually involved with her partner: Angie
and Cedar met at a2 women’s music festival, became lovers, and were
sexual for six months. They moved in together and slept in the same
bed. Then they slept in separate rooms one night a week, then half the
time, then they slept together only one night a week. They stopped
having sex. After three years of celibacy, Angie had an affair. Cedar was
devastated, and Angie broke off her affair with Linda. Linda was con-
fused since as soon as she found out that Angie and Cedar weren’t
having sex, she didn’t think they were really a couple. Angie and Cedar
entered couples therapy, but decided to lie to the therapist that they were
doing the homework assignments to be sexual when in fact they didn’t

want to be sexual. They have recently celebrated their eighth anniversary



82 “Boston Marriage” among Lesbians

and are still “monogamous” (that is, not having sex with each other or
with anyone else).

Boston marriages can exist today in multiple ways. Pat is a sixty-
year-old retired teacher. She was involved with Cathy for sixteen years,
and they were sexual the first four or five years. Cathy has a niece whom
they called “Little Cathy.” Pat and Cathy often wondered whether Little
Cathy and her roommate Barbara were a lesbian couple. One day, Pat
discovered that her lover Cathy had become sexual with Barbara {Ca-
thy’s niece’s roommate). Little Cathy was extremely upset that her aunt
had become sexual with her roommate and was considering suicide
{even though Little Cathy said she had never been sexual with Barbara).
The last Pat heard, Cathy and Barbara had moved to Texas and were
currently asexual but still together. Three Boston marriages exist among
these women: between Pat and Cathy, between Little Cathy and Bar-
bara, and between Cathy and Barbara.

On the other hand, some lesbians may be open about the asexual
nature of their relationship. When Janet and Marty met, they soon be-
came lovers, had sex a few times, and moved in together. Suddenly,
Marty announced that she did not want to have sex. The couple built a
log cabin together, tells everyone they are asexual and a couple, and
have been celibate for eighteen years.

When couples are not genitally sexual, they may need to find new
language for sexual activity. Ruth and Iris call what they do together in
bed “bliss.” Ruth is involved sexually with a man, and Iris with another
woman. Both Ruth’s and Iris’s partners want them to remain monoga-
mous. Consequently, Ruth and Iris have an agreement that they have
only a spiritual (rather than physical) connection and say it is ecstasy.
Ruth says, “It’s like coming to the goddess.” They say that it is the most
important relationship in their lives, more important than their respec-
tive partners, yet they have trouble with people taking it seriously. They
see the same therapist, and Iris says of her, “Bless her heart, she’s trying!”

Not having genital sex may create confusion about whether women
are “really lesbians.” Sarah is in her midtwenties and in love with Han-
nah, who is in her midthirties. They have a primary relationship but
without sex. They have an agreement that they can have other lovers,
but only men. Sarah is confused because she is a lesbian, and now her
friends see her only with male lovers. It has shaken her whole identity
as a lesbian. Hannah is primarily heterosexual. They are both afraid
that sex would make them even more intense, given their closeness al-
ready.
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These examples raise the issue of what sexual activity is. When the
two members of a couple disagree on what constitutes sex, and thus
whether or not they are having sex, they may also differ on whether or
not they are in a “real” relationship. Even when both members of the
couple agree that their genitally asexual relationship makes them a
“real” couple, the lesbian community may disagree with this definition
of the relationship. The couple will need to decide whether to disclose
their lack of genital sex to other people and what to do if the lesbian
community views them as sexually “available” or otherwise denies the
reality of their relationship. Validation of a relationship by the lesbian
community as well as by the heterosexual macrosociety is important,
given the lack of acknowledgment that lesbians have received for their
sexual feelings and behaviors as they were growing up or while coming
out,

These relationships raise questions about monogamy, a term that is
difficult to define when the members of a couple are not genitally sexual.
In contrast to lesbian relationships during the so-called sexual revolution
of the late 1960s, norms of many lesbian communities today idealize
lesbians who are in monogamous couples. Is it a “real” relationship
when one or both members of a lesbian couple are not genitally sexual
with each other but are engaged in sexual relations with other women
(or with men)?

When I was doing the interviews for my book Boston Marriages:
Romantic but Asexual Relationships among Contemporary Lesbians, |
began to feel like an imposter because most of my friends told me that
they and their partner had sex often, “all the time.” Then, when a few
of these friends broke up with their lovers, they told me it was because
they “never had sex.” These were the same women; how could their
stories have changed so much? Marny Hall (1998) has written about
this phenomenon in her book The Lesbian Love Companion: How to
Survive Everything from Heartthrob to Heartbreak. She argues that we
create stories to make sense of our lives and then change these stories
when our lives change.

NONSEXUAL RELATIONSHIPS

One group that continues to have close, passionate, and nonsexual re-
lationships today are female adolescents. Lisa Diamond (1997) has de-
scribed what she terms “passionate friendships” among adolescent and
young adult women. These friendships are portrayed as “love affairs
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without the sexual element” (5), with elements of romantic love, ideal-
ization, obsession, exclusivity, possessiveness, and sexual desire. Nev-
ertheless, such relationships may be viewed (by the young women and
by those around them) as a prelude to a future partnership with a man.
Similarly, Janice Raymond’s (1986) book, A Passion for Friends, in-
cludes descriptions of women’s intimate friendships in non-Western cul-
tures in which women, even if married, spend most of their lives in close
contact with other women. Oliva Espin (1993) has portrayed close, in-
timate but nonsexual relationships among unmarried women in Latin
American cultures.

In contrast to a sexual relationship, a friendship is presumed to be
independent of sexual behavior and, to a great extent, of sexual feelings
and fantasies. Friendships are so secondary in importance to sexual re-
lationships that many women (including lesbians) have had the experi-
ence of a friendship decreasing in intensity when one or both women
became sexually involved with someone else. When friendships between
women are especially close or intense, outsiders suspect the presence of
sexual feelings or behavior. One reason for the greater acceptance of
nonmonogamy in sexual relationships in the women’s communities of
the 1970s was the idea that feminists could be close to several other
women in the spirit of “sisterhood.”

Friendships and sexual relationships are not mutually exclusive. Les-
bians often feel that their lover is their friend, even their best friend (as do
some heterosexual couples). Similarly, friends may have sexual feelings
for one another, though they may or may not acknowledge these feelings
to each other (or even to themselves). Discussion of sexual feelings be-
tween friends may interfere with the friendship, given the high salience of
sex over friendship in our society. Lesbian ex-lovers often remain friends
(see Becker 1988 for a review), and the passion of the friendship may
have the eroticism of the prior genital sexual relationship.

[ have argued previously (Rothblum 1999) that in contrast to the
coupled model for sexual relationships in Western society, friendships
are permitted to be more permeable. Perhaps this greater flexibility in
friendships is precisely because friendships are less salient than sexual
relationships.

Being part of a “couple” connotes being part of a twosome, not more
and not less. Women who are not coupled may rush into a new rela-
tionship just to avoid the stigma of the word “single.” Given women'’s
relational capabilities and the multiple ways in which women are inter-
connected with family of origin, friends, neighbors, co-workers, and, in
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the lesbian communities, with ex-lovers, the word “single” hardly does
justiFe to this web of kinship ties. Similarly, not all women limit their
passion to one sexual partner. Whether openly or secretly, whether tem-
por-arlly or more permanently, many women have multiple partners.
This range of relationships among lesbians has been discussed in the
book The Lesbian Polyamory Reader: Open Relationships, Non-
Monoganry, and Casual Sex, edited by Marcia Munson and Judith Stel-
boum (1999).

In sum, there has been little feminist debate about women’s ways of
r?lating in either sexual or nonsexual ways. Sexual relationships in par-
ticular are so influenced by patriarchal definitions that we cannot truly
conceive of women relating in ways that feel authentic to us. Women’s
relationships are so complex and multidimensional that behavior, iden-
tity, and affection may not be homogeneous. We know little abou’t how
women’s sexual and nonsexual relationships change over the lifetime. As
we begin the new millennium, there is increasing uncertainty over who is
av“.woman,” given the emerging transgender movement. For a feminist
vision of women’s sexuality, “sex” would need to be broadened to en-
compass morc aspects of women’s bodies, spirituality, love, and passion.
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CHAPTER §

“You’ll Never Walk Alone”

Lesbian and Gay Weddings and the
Authenticity of the Same-Sex Couple

Ellen Lewin

Several years ago, | taught a course on lesbian and gay issues at the
University of California, Berkeley. One of the books I assigned, Paul
Monette’s Borrowed Time, is the chronicle of the illness and death of
the author’s longtime lover, Roger, from AIDS. It deals in wrenching
and highly emotional detail with the progress of the disease itself, its
changing impact on the two men’s relationship, and the terrible loss
Monette sustained with Roger’s death (Monette 1988). During the week
the class was reading the book, one of my students, a recently divorced
woman in her midthirties, came to see me during my office hours. Her
face was puffy, her eyes red, and she admitted that she had stayed up
all night weeping as she read the book. I asked her what about the book
most affected her, and she said with some amazement, “They loved each
other so much. More than me and my ex-husband.”

One of the constant problems for those of us who do our work on
gay and lesbian family life is the conviction by many, both academics
and ordinary people, that kinship and all that it is thought to entail—
intense, unconditional bonds of love and lifelong commitment as well
as the mundane details of domesticity—cannot be a part of gay life. Gay
people’s relationships with their lovers are assumed to be transitory and

Portions of this paper appear in Lewin 1998 and were included in talks given at the
University of Calitornia, Santa Cruz; the University of New Mexico; and the University
of Minncsota.
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