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As dusk falls, I pull up to the  house feeling embarrassed at my lateness. 
The e-mail invitation said to come any time after 4 p.m., but I am arriving 
slightly after eight, and the sun has already set. I have been  here before. 
The fi rst time was to interview Ruthie Erickson1 about the family she has 
created with her three- year- old adopted son, Lawrence. Ruthie is a thirty- 
six- year- old accountant for a large fi nancial institution. During the inter-
view, she talked a great deal about Lawrence’s godmothers, Dana and 
Angie Russell, who live on the second fl oor of the two- family  house that 
Ruthie owns. Angie was recently promoted to sergeant in the New York 
City Police Department, and Dana works for the post offi ce. This eve ning 
I am at their home for a purely social event: an end- of- summer/back- to- 
school barbeque. Dana’s only child, whom she had in a prior heterosex-
ual relationship, is headed off to college in a few weeks, and the invita-
tion asks that we bring something her daughter can use for school. I 
forget to do this but manage to follow the other instruction, which is to 
bring “a dish or bottle to share.” I’ve made a jerk chicken pasta salad 
and am hoping everyone will like it.

The Ericksons and the Russells share a large two- family  house in a 
Black middle- class neighborhood in Queens, a short distance from a 
well- known shopping mall. It is a warm night and lots of folks are sit-
ting on the front porch. A few people are smoking, and some children 
are tossing a ball outside. The family dog playfully chases other kids as 
they run in and out of the  house. Rhythm and blues music fl oats into 
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the yard and a few people are casually doing a two- step, though at this 
point no one is actually dancing. Most are standing around laughing, 
talking, eating, and drinking. The scene looks and feels very familiar and 
reminds me of countless summer barbeques I have attended in my family 
throughout the years, with one exception: almost everyone  here is gay. 
While walking up the front stoop I pass two men together on the stairs. 
One sits on the lower step between the legs of the second. He leans back 
into the other’s chest, and they laugh at something they have just shared. 
As they talk, I detect a West Indian accent but cannot decide if it is Jamai-
can or Trinidadian. At the top of the steps, two women stand underneath 
the porch light; one takes the other’s hand, playing with her fi ngers as they 
talk. On a bench near the front door a woman sits on another’s lap feed-
ing her a burger. From the entrance to the front yard it is diffi cult to see 
that the couples are of the same sex. Others who are not coupled are scat-
tered throughout, so a casual observer might not notice the same- gender 
pairings. At this point I have been in the fi eld for more than a year, but 
this scene still slightly throws me off. I expect to see gay people openly 
expressing their sexuality at bars or in nightclubs, but a lesbian outdoor 
barbeque in this Black neighborhood creates a subtle dissonance in my 
mind, because everything  else about the setting suggests Black hetero-
sexual life. In a context like this one it quickly becomes apparent that 
the family life of gay women of color has for many years been largely 
invisible to African Americans, myself included.

Scholarly research on lesbian identity, gay and lesbian family forma-
tion, and Black family life have also paid scant attention to these “invis-
ible families.” While a maturing fi eld of study examines gender and sexu-
ality in the construction and maintenance of families headed by gay 
people, particularly lesbian women, those scholars who deal with race 
at all tend to do so by including the experiences of very few racial mi-
norities. Their overarching theme is gay sexuality, not sexuality and 
race. In fact, few scholars and hardly any sociologists have made race or 
ethnicity the focus of analysis of lesbian families. Past research has also 
taken for granted the middle- class and upper- middle- class status of its 
subjects, with less consideration of how middle- class experience helps 
produce par tic u lar ideological understandings of family. Yet if we allow 
“lesbian families” to mean “White middle- class lesbian families,” and if 
we do not fully “race” ourselves and our subjects, we cannot de- center 
the White gay subject as the norm, and we reify the myth that “Black 
people aren’t like that.” We also continue to perpetuate unidimensional 
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understandings of the experience of creating and maintaining openly 
lesbian families and relationships.

Invisible Families offers a corrective, building on past work by as-
serting the fundamental importance of race, class, and gender in or ga-
niz ing lesbian sexuality and lesbian- headed families. It shows the ways 
in which Black cultures, ideologies, and the historical experiences of 
Black women structure lesbian identities, as well as how Black lesbians’ 
participation in and enactment of their intersecting identities as Black, as 
women, and as gay people infl uence family formation, mate selection, 
expectations for partners in committed relationships, and other aspects 
of family life. The structural positions Black women have historically oc-
cupied in the labor market, in their families, and in cultural institutions, I 
argue, are critical to how Black lesbians defi ne themselves and use those 
defi nitions to construct families (Moore 2011).

Both the inclusion of Black women in the study of lesbian identity 
and family formation and the inclusion of homosexual women in the 
study of Black families challenge some of the theoretical and empirical 
approaches that scholars have previously taken. In living as openly gay 
people raising families, the women I studied make their homosexuality 
a salient component of the selves they project to others in predominantly 
Black social spaces. These are spaces that have historically asked for al-
legiance to a social group whose boundaries are drawn around Black-
ness. Because gay people of color have to deal with the perception by 
some racial group members that lesbian sexuality challenges their race 
consciousness, their experiences may differ qualitatively from those of 
their White peers, whose racial identities may not be as salient to their 
sense of self. Including women of color in the study of lesbian practice 
and lesbian family formation reveals how these women structure their 
lives and approach family formation and identities of all kinds, includ-
ing sexual identities, from a perspective that has at its foundation not 
lesbian feminism but Black feminist ideologies, discourses of Black re-
spectability, racial socialization, race consciousness, and structural expe-
riences with racism and racial discrimination. These alternative founda-
tions lead Black women to approach lesbian sexuality and the structuring 
of lesbian- led families with different goals and objectives than previous 
theories of lesbian sexuality might predict.

This is not a story of oppression and victimization, though racism and 
discrimination are important parts of the histories and current experiences 
of these women and their forbearers. Instead, I attempt to simultaneously 
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deconstruct and claim marginalized and intersectional identity statuses 
for Black American and West Indian women who are gay and creating 
families. Moreover, I analyze race, class, gender, and sexuality not just as 
identity statuses but structural locations that infl uence the life chances of 
my respondents and the ways they experience their social worlds. I fol-
lowed one hundred women for three years and gathered survey, in- depth 
interview, participant- observation, and focus group data to gain insight 
into how they negotiate their lives and form and raise families as openly 
gay people in predominantly Black and Latino neighborhoods in New 
York.2 Given the structural inequalities that have historically been associ-
ated with race, gender, and sexuality for this population, my subjects 
cannot entirely stop thinking about or escape from categories. There-
fore, I pay attention to— and sometimes (but not always) reconcile— the 
fractured, problematic aspects of identity. Identity is represented in this 
work not as a settled status but as a lived, continuous project.

The broader framework for the study of Black lesbians in this work 
is the examination of the intersections of race, sexuality, and socioeco-
nomic status as they shape the construction and experience of identities, 
behavior, and social relationships.3 The intersectional approach taken in 
this study offers two modifi cations to traditional intersectionality para-
digms. First, this approach derives its strength from what McCall terms 
an “intracategorical” approach to intersectionality (2005, 1774), because 
rather than compare respondents across race or gender categories it ana-
lyzes the experiences of individuals who lie at the intersection of single 
dimensions of multiple categories (in this case race, gender, and sexual-
ity). These respondents are revealed to vary within- group and to refl ect 
multiple dimensions of those and other categories (i.e., ethnicity, class, 
gender pre sen ta tion, motherhood status). It is the intersection of race, 
class, and gender pre sen ta tion within a single group— in this case, Black 
lesbians— that is of interest in this work.

Second, while the intersectional perspective ultimately ties together 
the book’s chapters, and while Black lesbians are the perfect embodiment 
of an intersectional existence and agency, this work specifi cally recog-
nizes the signifi cance of race in structuring Black women’s lives and in 
defi ning their identities. Both Higginbotham (1992) and Dill (1983) have 
shown that po liti cal, religious, and other identities of African American 
women have historically been framed around and are embedded 
within the context of race. A close scrutiny of the ways Black women in 
this study experience these multiple statuses suggests something similar. 
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Age cohort, region, racial socialization, and racial hierarchies in society 
work together for the respondents to produce par tic u lar understand-
ings of gender and other identifi cation categories through a racial lens 
that refl ects a given sociohistorical period. Although the women pre-
sented  here are multiply positioned, racial ideologies, racial identities, ra-
cialized social systems, and racial inequalities together create a frame-
work for understanding and articulating their other statuses as women, as 
gay people, and as mothers. The lens of race does not negate the intersec-
tional experience; rather, it guides these respondents’ interpretations of 
how gender, sexuality, social class, and other axes shape their lives.

Black lesbians and their families have historically crossed the bound-
aries of traditionally constructed groups, and this work reveals the com-
plexity of lived experiences within this population. My approach to the 
study of Black lesbian identities and their relationship to family forma-
tion explicitly uses categories to defi ne the subjects of the analysis and to 
articulate the broader structural dynamics that are present in the lives of 
the respondents.4 It simultaneously acknowledges the stable and dura-
ble relationships that social categories represent at any given point in 
time, while interrogating the boundary- making and boundary- defi ning 
pro cess itself.

This work offers a counterpoint to postmodern theorists who under-
stand identity categories to be so inconsistent, transient, and unstable 
that they are virtually meaningless. While the shifting nature of sexuality 
is certainly apparent in the lives of Black lesbians, I fi nd some aspects of 
anti- categorical approaches to identity problematic as frameworks for 
explaining how people who have had their entire lives structured around 
race experience identity categories. Race remains a relatively stable and 
slowly changing power system in the way it structures the life chances of 
Black Americans. For this group, the idea of categories being meaning-
less is largely a theoretical one, with little application to their experi-
ences of being in the world or to their experiences of the domination and 
subordination that Alexander and Mohanty (1997) argue are named and 
articulated through the pro cesses of racism and racialization.

The answer of one respondent, Jackie Roberts, to the question “Where 
are you from?” is illustrative:

I: Where you are from? Where did you grow up?

JACKIE ROBERTS: Harlem, born and raised.

I: Which part of Harlem?
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JACKIE: Upper Harlem, Upper West Side; 150th and Broadway, right 
on the end of Harlem.

I: Isn’t that the beginning of Washington Heights?

JACKIE: No! Washington Heights starts on 155th Street. I make it 
clear to people when they ask me that. [They say,] “That’s Washington 
Heights.” No, it’s not Washington Heights. Washington Heights 
starts on 155th on the other side of the cemetery. So, I am very clear 
about that.

I: How was Washington Heights different from Harlem when you 
 were growing up?

JACKIE: Basically, Washington Heights was considered more of an 
upper- echelon type of neighborhood, whereas Harlem has always 
been seen as something that had to do with poverty and the ghetto 
and that type of thing. I’m from the ’hood, but if you lived in 
Washington Heights when I was growing up, it was like, “Oh, I live 
in Washington Heights.” It sounded better.

From the very beginning of the interview, Jackie Roberts makes it clear 
that she is from Harlem and that this information is important to her 
identity. In answering a simple question, she establishes categories to 
clarify where she sees herself and where she wants others to place her. 
Her father’s Portuguese ancestry has given her fair skin and long, wavy 
hair, so she could be mistaken for part of Washington Heights’ predomi-
nantly Latino population. But she wears her hair in dreadlocks to help 
others identify the group to which she belongs. She claims all that a 
Harlem identity has to offer a Black woman raised in New York City in 
the 1960s and 1970s: the poverty, the toughness, the history of the streets, 
and the inequalities that have constrained the life chances of many in her 
generation. Jackie’s statements offer a glimpse into how she sees the 
world and the meaning- making that goes into it. The way she introduces 
herself in her interview and the categories she uses to frame her identity 
and experiences not only include sexuality and motherhood but also 
race, class, gender pre sen ta tion, and other statuses that, when taken to-
gether, offer a corrective to those who theorize social categories as social 
fi ctions. For Jackie, to treat these categories as fi ctions would be to disin-
tegrate her sense of self.

Moreover, the structural position of Jackie as a young, Black, poor 
woman whose family life has been one of struggle amid a neighborhood 
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of struggling Black and Brown people typifi es the structural nature of 
racial in e qual ity. Rather than try to dismantle categories, I aim to under-
stand how people whose lives have historically been structured by cate-
gories make sense of them and use them in different ways to explain who 
they are and how they fi t in the world.

race and class in the study of lesbian 
sexuality and families

In order to understand how lesbian- headed families are or ga nized and 
function, we have to fi rst understand lesbian sexual identity and its ori-
gins. The research on lesbian identity once framed it as a subculture of 
the dominant society, with some similarities but also some important dif-
ferences in how lesbian values are demonstrated— particularly in terms of 
monogamy, future orientation, feminist ideologies, and family structure. 
This division was assumed to be based in or driven by sexuality, with the 
homosexual group suffering isolation from the larger heterosexual soci-
ety and turning to one another, thereby increasing solidarity within the 
sexuality- based subculture (Lisagor 1980). For members of groups whose 
primary feelings of group identifi cation lie elsewhere, however, there may 
be reason to question the assumption that boundaries in lesbian commu-
nities are primarily drawn along the axis of sexuality. That is to say, it 
may be the case that race rather than— or in addition to— sexuality is a 
primary or ga niz ing identity for some Black lesbians, with ramifi cations 
for how we understand the ways memberships in the “Black” and “gay” 
identity categories affect the daily lives of gay women and their partici-
pation in communities or ga nized around just one of these statuses.

Race as an identity status or as a social location has not been well 
analyzed in the lesbian identity literature. Esterberg argues, for example, 
that lesbians’ understanding of race has been limited to seeing race as “an 
invisible backdrop” used in constructing one’s own identity, as a source 
of guilt and shame (viewed through the lens of Whiteness), as racism or a 
subject around which to rally, and as a force that creates hierarchies in 
society (1997, 99– 100). Work like this fails to consider how “Whiteness” 
as a racial experience, or race/ethnicity more generally, affects the cre-
ation, enactment, maintenance, and reception of the individual identities 
and group identities that gay people take on or choose to ignore. The 
experiences of women whose biology, cultures, and structural positions 
in society have produced similar same- sex desires but different ways of 
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identifying with those desires have not been fully recognizable in past 
research. This study references a par tic u lar set of lived experiences that 
fall outside of much of what is currently represented in this fi eld.5

In order to understand how Black lesbian families function, we must 
draw from previous understandings of the roles, experiences, and ide-
ologies of Black women in heterosexual African American  house holds. 
Both the literature on family pro cess and functioning and the research 
theorizing Black feminist ideologies have emphasized several distinctive 
characteristics of Black heterosexual  house holds. Two features that have 
attracted considerable discussion, research, and analysis have been the 
mother- centered nature of family relationships within Black nuclear and 
extended family structures and the long history of women’s employment 
and economic contributions to the survival and stability of poor, working- 
class, and middle- class Black  house holds. Some have pointed to these 
characteristics as evidence of cultural deviance and as an explanation for 
the economic uncertainties and conditions that Black women’s poor and 
working- class male partners face (Rainwater and Yancy 1967). Others 
view the central position of women in Black families and their fi nancial 
contributions to the home as adaptive compensations for the structural 
limitations of racism and in e qual ity, and as key features of the intersec-
tional nature of Black women’s oppression in the social, economic, and 
po liti cal realms of society (Collins 2000; Dill 1983). Still others see the 
strong participation of Black women in the economic and occupational 
spheres as evidence of their greater autonomy and self- reliance across 
social class (Kessler- Harris 2003; Wolcott 2001) and as a route to greater 
egalitarianism, self- actualization, and fulfi llment that Black middle- class 
women have had more success in following relative to their White 
middle- class peers (Landry 2000; Moore 2009; Shaw 1996).

My point is not to support or refute these perspectives but to show 
how the vulnerability of Blackness makes the vulnerability of sexual 
and familial intimacy more burdensome for African Americans, creat-
ing a double jeopardy.6 One must examine the experiences of prior gen-
erations of Black women who lived through the major racial struggles 
of American history in order to understand family pro cesses and expec-
tations of autonomy in Black lesbian  house holds.7 A volume edited by 
Honey (1999), for example, contrasts how White and Black America 
understood the experience of female blue- collar workers who became 
welders, riveters, and line workers during World War II. Honey argues 
that White women in dominant- culture magazine stories and advertis-
ing  were featured as leaving behind or sacrifi cing their homemaking 
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desires and activities so they could take “temporary” industrial jobs 
and by doing so help the country win the war. These mothers and wives 
 were shown in static roles, waiting for the return of soldiers so they 
could “resume” their lives as homemakers. Women workers in Black 
magazines, by contrast,  were shown as trailblazers able to escape low- 
wage domestic work. The blue- collar jobs they now held  were depicted 
as better alternatives to domestic work because of the higher wages and 
greater autonomy they brought to Black women and, by extension, to 
Black families. Labor recruiters noted the war’s disruption of Black wom-
en’s historic confi nement to domestic work and assumed they would 
continue in this new line of work even after the war ended (Honey 1999, 
12). This contrast suggests that differences in White and Black percep-
tions of women’s labor run deep and are likely to affect how Black 
women perceive labor and its place in their lives today.

The centrality of the Black church and African American religions 
more generally, provides a different example of how prior experiences 
in Black social environments frame the expectations lesbians have for 
how to structure their lives. Religious institutions both react to and shape 
local sexual attitudes and behavior (Ellingson, Tebbe, Van Haitsma, and 
Laumann 2001), and this is particularly the case in African American 
communities.8 The body of research on the functions of Black religious 
organizations as cultural institutions has highlighted the integral role 
they play not only as places of worship but as direct actors in secular or-
ganizations, fi nancial and educational institutions, and po liti cal move-
ments (Lincoln and Mamiya 1990; Taylor, Mattis, and Chatters 1999). 
The church and mosque act simultaneously as a school, bank, benevolent 
society, po liti cal or ga ni za tion, social hall, and spiritual base. Pattillo- 
McCoy’s 1998 research on the South Side of Chicago suggests that the 
rituals, beliefs, ideologies, and practices of the Black church in African 
American communities become part of the cultural repertoire of its 
members. If this is true, church rules and rituals are something that resi-
dents in predominantly Black communities believe in, even if they do 
not attend ser vices regularly or have no par tic u lar religious affi liation 
(Moore 2010a). The involvement of churches and other religious insti-
tutions in so many aspects of Black community life means that the teach-
ings of the church or mosque indirectly infi ltrate and infl uence nonreli-
gious components of life, including how people who live in Black 
communities go about expressing their sexuality.
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black women’s sexuality and discourses 
of respectability

When trying to understand how Black lesbians interpret and portray 
their own sexuality, it is also critical to draw from the literature on dis-
courses of respectability in Black communities. This literature takes two 
forms. The fi rst dates back to the response of middle- class Black women 
to the ideology of the cult of true womanhood, which defi ned the bound-
aries of acceptable female behavior in the South from the 1820s through 
the Civil War and well into the twentieth century. The second draws from 
Black feminist arguments responding to this fi eld, criticizing the absence 
of analysis of the sexual agency of Black women. When taken together, 
the silence surrounding Black women’s sexuality that emerged as a middle- 
class response to accusations of immorality as well as the active defense 
of sexual autonomy and exploration of plea sure expressed by the work-
ing class are simultaneously competing and complimentary forces at work 
in the open expression of Black lesbian sexuality.

True womanhood was presented by elite women’s magazines and reli-
gious literature of the nineteenth century as an ideal by which a (White) 
woman judged herself and was judged by her husband, her neighbors, and 
middle- and upper- class society (Welter 1966). The attributes of this ideal 
 were divided into four cardinal virtues: piety, purity, submissiveness, and 
domesticity. They  were understood to represent a certain type of woman-
hood to the world. Regardless of social class, Blacks  were seen as lacking 
virtue, an essential characteristic of true womanhood. Indeed, true wom-
anhood was often defi ned in opposition to Black and working- class 
women. Darlene Clark Hine, Paula Giddings, and other Black feminist 
historians have shown that in the generations after emancipation and 
throughout the fi rst half of the twentieth century, Black middle- class 
women collectively sought to create alternative self- images in order to 
shield themselves from pervasive ste reo types about and negative estima-
tions of their sexuality.9 In Righ teous Discontent (1993), Higginbotham 
defi nes a “politics of respectability” through which turn of the Century 
Black women sought to gain status in the minds of Whites by reforming 
Black working- class behavior. A vulnerability around intimacy developed 
within Black communities because Black bodies  were “assumed to be ex-
cessively proximate and desirous bodies, too readily revealed or exposed, 
too willing to reveal and expose others” (Jenkins 2007, 19– 20).10

A crucial difference between Black and White women in their quest 
for true womanhood is that the model of Black respectability and virtu-
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ous Black womanhood was one of achievement in both private and 
public spheres. Research on women raised in Black middle- class families 
during the Jim Crow era shows that Black women not only had to main-
tain a certain image of womanhood in their day- to- day lives, but these 
images  were also critical to their ability to obtain work (Shaw 1996). In 
order to take advantage of the best work opportunities available, Black 
women had to be “extremely circumspect and never give even the slightest 
hint of impropriety” lest they be “negatively typecast” and raise doubts 
about “their abilities and fi tness to serve in professional, educational, or 
other public settings” (Shaw 1996, 14). Black women’s strategies of cul-
tivating respectability included formal schooling, moral behavior, self- 
assurance, self- discipline, and social responsibility.

Not only did Black women have to be concerned about how their 
portrayals of self would impact potential work and educational oppor-
tunities, they also had to be concerned about how the way they carried 
themselves would affect their ac cep tance by the larger Black commu-
nity, which could reject them for being ineffectual or for being improper 
role models. Members of the Black middle class  were taught from an 
early age the importance of collective consciousness, of setting an ex-
ample for others in the community, and of being competent. Those with 
lower socioeconomic statuses also held the Black middle class to these 
standards, seeing community leaders as vehicles for their own and their 
children’s advancement.

Moving forward into the new millennium, Jenkins argues that Black 
women have been “scripted out of narratives of American national be-
longing” because of their alleged sexual and domestic character— their 
intimate lives (2007, 5). Black women’s high rates of nonmarital child-
bearing and disproportionate repre sen ta tion among the poor have fu-
eled a need for their ongoing self- defense of respectability. This is the 
case for Black women in the Ca rib be an as well, where changing eco-
nomic conditions in Jamaica, to take one example, have had the conse-
quence of increasing the rigidity with which social status, and Black 
middle- class behavior in par tic u lar, is policed. Black women emigrating 
from the Ca rib be an bring these understandings with them to the United 
States.11 The emphasis on respectability for the Black middle class to-
day goes beyond a general concern about images that are portrayed to 
Whites or the enhancement of employment opportunities. It is equally 
important for Black women to be seen by other members of the racial 
community as “people of good character,” meaning that they show re-
spect toward others, commitment and responsibility to the group through 
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the demonstration of loyalty, and accountability to themselves and to 
others for their actions. An openly gay sexuality, however, complicates 
this image.

Black women choosing to live openly as lesbians— expressed through 
behavior, gender pre sen ta tion, styles of dress, display of gay- affi rming 
symbols, and other such actions— offer an active expression of Black 
women’s sexual autonomy. This expression of sexual plea sure and de-
sire fl outs the type of respectability championed by Black middle- class 
leadership. Carby’s article “It Jus Be’s Dat Way Sometime” (1986) and 
Davis’s book Blues Legacies and Black Feminism (1998) analyze the 
sexual agency expressed in Black working- class communities through 
pop u lar music culture of the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s. Carby says women 
Blues singers appear as liminal fi gures who explore the various possi-
bilities of a sexual existence. They are “repre sen ta tions of women who 
attempt to manipulate and control their own construction as sexual 
subjects” (12). Davis also locates a Black feminist consciousness in the 
type of lyrics and tonality of the Blues and jazz music sung by Black 
women, a consciousness that was expressed through the open dialogue 
in song text about desire, heartache, violence, infi delity, and sexual inti-
macy. The singers and performers themselves embodied sexualities that 
 were associated with working- class Black life in their styles of dress, hair, 
make- up, ways of walking, and ways of communicating with their audi-
ences. The per for mances, the lyrics and arrangement of the music, and 
the dances that accompanied the music  were open repre sen ta tions of 
sexuality and plea sure that  were at odds with the type of Black respect-
ability that educated and other higher- status Black women struggled to 
teach. Davis locates in social class these differences in expressions of 
Black feminist consciousness, fi nding that working- class women pre-
ferred and often embraced a space for the expression of feelings, be-
haviors, and experiences that contradicted the prevailing standards 
of femininity. The Blues women and the music they created provided 
“emphatic examples of black female in de pen dence” (1998, 20). They 
offered an alternative way to understand the autonomy of Black women, 
a way of being that was not in alignment with middle- class discourses of 
respectability.

In a different analysis of working- class Black women’s consciousness, 
Wolcott (2001) shows how the extremely limited job market in the de-
cades following the 1920s required Black women to participate in the il-
licit economy through sex work, selling liquor, and other jobs that placed 
them in opposition to the “respectable” roles of mother, homemaker, and 



Introduction  |  13

worker. This, combined with their engagement in less  wholesome leisure 
activities like suggestive dancing in dance halls, public drinking, and 
even ecstatic styles of worship in storefront churches, blurred the dis-
tinction between respectable and disreputable women (103). Working 
women needed to survive, and they  were involved in various, sometimes 
sordid social activities to escape from the economic realities of their 
lives. Their participation in the informal economy and in urban nightlife 
as employers, employees, and consumers transformed certain behaviors 
from disreputable to acceptable, expanding the boundaries of respecta-
bility for women and making visible the autonomy of Black women.

Openly gay Black women today are positioned at the juncture of 
middle- class respectability and working- class sexual agency. Many les-
bians across the socioeconomic stratum who are forming families are 
concerned about whether and how much they should conform to “ac-
ceptable” images of motherhood, but they also stand in defense of their 
own sexual agency and their right to defi ne and declare a sexual free-
dom. Black lesbian couples reclaim sexuality, and through activities like 
weddings and commitment ceremonies, simultaneously affi rm their own 
repre sen ta tions of Black respectability. They are at the forefront of a 
new era of Black female sexuality and offer a visible repre sen ta tion of 
female sexual expression.

When evaluating family formation and the development of a gay 
sexuality among Black lesbians, then, we must consider the economic, 
po liti cal, and socioemotional positions Black women have historically 
occupied in heterosexual families. We must also consider the racial so-
cialization these women and their parents and grandparents experienced 
in order to understand how the structural and cultural experiences of 
race infl uence lesbian practice. In this work, I show how Black lesbians, 
socialized in Black families and communities, incorporate and navigate 
notions of Black respectability into their identity construction simulta-
neously with their behavioral expression of sexual autonomy and sex-
ual freedom. This is particularly the case for middle- class lesbians and 
women trying to achieve middle- class status. Relative to working- 
class women and women who are not mothers, the upwardly mobile 
and women who  were mothers before taking on an openly lesbian iden-
tity use the framework of Black respectability as a guide for how to enact 
a gay sexuality.12 Their use of this framework affects when they publicly 
claim a lesbian identity, how they approach lesbian motherhood, and 
their more general self- presentation as lesbians.
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the women of the invisible families study

New York is the best place to study gay populations of color. During 
the time of my fi eldwork, from 2003 through 2006, it offered several 
public social events each week that specifi cally catered to Black lesbi-
ans.13 Information about these activities is not readily available through 
the usual outlets of gay- themed periodicals, which showcase a city’s les-
bian and gay- themed parties and social groups, however. It was only once 
I was introduced to several gatekeepers in New York’s Black gay com-
munity that I began to receive party fl yers and hear through word of 
mouth about these types of events. I began this research by spending time 
at a variety of public events, including after- work networking cocktail 
hours, karaoke socials, church meetings, book clubs, art salons, shared 
meals, poetry readings, parties, and workshops on parenting and adop-
tion. I also attended gay pride and Black gay pride events in Brooklyn, 
Manhattan, Philadelphia, Washington, DC, Atlanta, and Orlando, all of 
which draw large crowds of Black women from New York.14

At the start of this fi eldwork, I was not sure how the study would 
evolve. I was meeting working- class and low- income Black lesbians in the 
South Bronx, middle- and upper- middle- class gay women in Brooklyn’s 
Park Slope neighborhood, older lesbians in Harlem, and African Ameri-
can adolescents with lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender (LGBT) identi-
ties at the pier off of Christopher Street in Greenwich Village. As I began 
to delve further into these women’s lives, I discovered their participation 
in intricate, multilayered, expansive networks with other Black lesbians 
who occasionally intermingled socially with Whites but who tended to 
remain with other Black people for their primary social interactions. 
Drawing on my past research experiences with African American hetero-
sexual families, I decided to focus my efforts for this study on how Black 
gay women formed families.

When I began my fi eldwork, I was not familiar with Black lesbian 
communities in New York and had had very few experiences with Black 
gay social groups more generally. I had spent the majority of my adult 
life in graduate school and doing postdoctoral work outside of New 
York, where my social networks consisted primarily of colleagues and 
students. Hardly any  were Black gay women, and to my knowledge none 
 were signifi cantly involved in New York’s public Black gay life. Mc-
Corkel and Myers (2003) write about the ways in which the multiple di-
mensions of the researcher’s identity take shape when relating to subjects 
in the fi eld. They and other feminist ethnographers argue that the re-
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searcher’s status as both an outsider and an insider shifts throughout her 
time in the fi eld as she negotiates and renegotiates relationships.15 I write 
from the perspective of someone who was an insider by virtue of my 
race and sexuality, but also as an outsider, having no prior knowledge of 
the norms and practices of Black lesbian social spaces. The shifting con-
texts where my fi eldwork took place at times made some of my identity 
statuses less visible and at other times heightened their visibility. During 
the time I was collecting data I did not have children, which particularly 
cast me as learner, rather than expert, when respondents would describe 
childrearing issues and  house hold dynamics related to parenting. I am 
Black American, and some Caribbean- born women saw me as culturally 
different from themselves. I was a professor at Columbia University while 
conducting this research, and my social class made middle- and upper- 
class women feel connected to me and willing to share their lives. I believe 
it made some working- class women proud of my accomplishments. It is 
also possible that other working- class women thought of me as having 
signifi cantly different life experiences than themselves. Despite this differ-
ence, I was able to successfully gain a rapport with working- class women, 
who represent 42 percent of my sample.

Once I was invited into the friendship groups of gay Black women in 
New York, I was introduced to others who did not participate as fre-
quently in lesbian public events. These more private women hosted par-
ties and other activities in their own homes, and many of these events 
bore a striking resemblance to the vibrant portraits painted by Lorde 
(1995) of 1950s Black lesbian life. I began taking fi eld notes approxi-
mately four months after learning about these activities, and soon after 
began talking informally with my contacts about their potential involve-
ment in other forms of data collection.

There are populations that traditional methods of data gathering 
will not capture, and the Black lesbian community is one such group. 
Public advertisements, notices, fl yers at lesbian nightclubs, or postings at 
LGBT community centers largely go unnoticed or unanswered by gay 
populations of color, and studies that use these methods of getting in 
touch with research subjects are not successful in recruiting signifi cant 
numbers of non- Whites in their samples.16 By spending time at social 
events attended by Black women, I was able to recruit respondents who 
are not part of predominantly White social groups. They are understud-
ied in part because of the tendency of researchers who study gay families 
to be White and to recruit participants from their own networks. I drew 
from more traditional Black social spaces to recruit individuals for the 
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more formal methods of data collection in the study. For Invisible Fami-
lies, I targeted women living in New York and the surrounding metro-
politan area who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, “in the life,” and/or 
same- gender- loving and who are forming families. These women are ei-
ther in committed relationships with other women or are gay mothers. 
To be eligible for the study, one person in the relationship had to iden-
tify as Black.

I collected four types of data: (1) participant- observation fi eldwork 
gathered over a period of approximately thirty months; (2) focus groups 
on Black lesbian identity, family life in  house holds with children, gender 
pre sen ta tion in relationships, and the infl uence of religious background 
on individual sexuality; (3) a fourteen- page mail- in survey of one hun-
dred women who provided demographic and family background infor-
mation and answered questions about the methods they have used or 
considered to obtain children, the division of  house hold and economic 
labor in the home, relationship quality, changes in the respondents’ sexu-
ality over time, physical repre sen ta tions of gender, experiences with fe-
male and male partners, and the extent and nature of their friendship 
groups and social interactions in Black communities, gay communities, 
and predominantly White communities; and (4) in- depth, semistructured 
interviews with fi fty- eight of the respondents who participated in the 
mail- in survey. The more process- oriented, detailed information provided 
by the interviews complemented the broader data of the survey.17 I used a 
variety of collection strategies to create a multidimensional portrait that 
would help me evaluate behavioral patterns over time and allow me to 
capture not only how respondents said they behaved but also their actual 
behavior, which I observed repeatedly over a three year period.

The women who have shared their lives with me and who are repre-
sented in this book are those who in some way participate in public or 
private social groups or ga nized around gay sexuality. To some extent, 
they see themselves as part of or interested in some aspect of a lesbian 
community, and they interact with people who see themselves in this 
way. There are others with same- sex desire who do not identify as a 
member of a sexual minority group or who do not interact with others 
who self- identify around these categories. While they may share some 
similarities and experiences with the women in this work, their voices 
are not directly incorporated  here. Lesbians who do not ever spend time 
in predominantly Black gay social spaces or who do not have an under-
standing of themselves as having a Black ethnic or cultural group mem-
bership are also not well- represented in this book, though they may 
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also fi nd some commonalities with the women who are the focus of this 
study.

My work draws loosely from Cornell and Hartmann’s defi nition of a 
“race frame,” which conceives race as “an or ga niz ing principle that is 
deeply embedded in culture and social structure and has profoundly 
shaped both intergroup relationships and society as a  whole” (2007, 
105). My discussion of Black lesbians throughout this work in no way 
describes an essential Black gay woman with certain inherent or natural 
traits. I use the term, rather, to refer to women who participate in same- 
gender- loving relationships and social or po liti cal communities, and who 
also participate in Black heterosexual families, social groups, and institu-
tions. I realize that my defi nition may not adequately capture the ideolo-
gies, experiences, and ethos of some Black women who predominantly 
participate in social worlds that contain few Black people, women who 
experience a social distance from Black communities, or women with 
same- sex desire who do not identify as lesbian or gay.

In this work, I categorize my respondents as “lesbians” and as “gay 
women.” I use both of these descriptors to be consistent with the terms the 
respondents use to describe themselves and the larger women’s commu-
nity. Lesbian is a term not uniformly embraced by the women in this work 
and by many Black women born before 1970. As a label and identity, 
“lesbian” is at times politicized in a way that some Black women do not 
appreciate. These women prefer “gay,” “gay woman,” or “in the life” as 
descriptors for their sexuality, so throughout this work I also use “gay 
woman” to identify members of this population. While the term queer is 
used by some scholars and activists to describe the LGBT community, 
as well as in reference to queer theory, it has not been embraced by the 
women in my study, and I do not use it in this work. Throughout the 
book, I also use the term Black to refer to people of the African Diaspora 
and to such populations that reside within the United States. In New York, 
approximately 30 percent of Blacks are foreign- born, fi rst- or second- 
generation American, or identify as members of Ca rib be an and African 
ethnic groups (Kent 2007). Because some of them are fi rst- generation 
immigrants or for other reasons do not identify as African American, I 
tend to use Black rather than African American to describe the women 
in the study.

As suggested above, “Black” is not a monolithic racial category and 
the diversity of my respondents refl ects this point. Almost two- thirds 
(64 percent) of the study participants are Black Americans, while 26 
percent identify as Ca rib be an or African, 5 percent are Latina from 
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non- Caribbean countries, and 5 percent are the White partners of Black 
respondents. Twenty- two percent of my respondents are foreign- born. The 
women in this book range in age from twenty- one to sixty- one years 
old, with a mean age of thirty- six. Ninety- two percent live in neighbor-
hoods with substantial Black and Latino populations. Thirty- six 
percent completed their education with high school, 29 percent hold a 
bachelor’s degree, and one- third hold a master’s degree or higher. The 
respondents’ occupations vary considerably and include physician, exotic 
dancer, professional football player (for the New York Sharks, a Tier I team 
in the In de pen dent Women’s Football League), electrician, secretary, po-
lice sergeant, elementary school teacher, nonprofi t or ga ni za tion director, 
and attorney.

Education, income, and occupation  were taken together to create 
a composite mea sure of socioeconomic status: 45 percent of the respon-
dents are categorized as working class, 42 percent as middle class, and 13 
percent as upper middle class. There are three types of  house holds in the 
study: partnered with children (40 percent of respondents), partnered 
without children (34 percent), and single- mother families (26 percent of 
respondents). During the survey and interview data collection period 
(October 2003– June 2004), 74 percent of respondents  were cohabiting 
with a partner, and those relationships had a mean length of 3.7 years 
(SD = 3.1). Sixty- four percent  were parenting or co- parenting at least one 
child, and 45 percent  were biological mothers. Please see the method-
ological appendix for additional information about data collection and 
methods.

overview

The central six chapters of this volume explore, through different ana-
lytic lenses, concepts of gender, power, class, and identity in pro cesses of 
lesbian family formation and family life. Chapter 1 offers a pro cess 
analysis of the spectrum of affect and choices that individuals make as 
they come to recognize and act on their same- sex desire in Black racial 
and ethnic contexts. The majority of Black lesbians born before 1975 
have a sense of themselves as Black that was formed before they accepted 
a gay sexuality. Even if they felt same- sex attraction or a sense of “differ-
ence” at early ages, they tended not to name those feelings or link them to 
a par tic u lar identity until much later. This chapter reveals four dominant 
pathways by which these women have come to accept a lesbian sexuality, 
and it emphasizes the importance of race, class, and geographic disloca-
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tion in the initial move from private to public pre sen ta tions of gay sexu-
ality. Chapter 2 analyzes pro cesses of gender pre sen ta tion and mate selec-
tion in racially segregated lesbian social environments, showing how 
race, class, and notions of authenticity through style infl uence the pre sen-
ta tion of lesbian sexuality. It introduces three categories of gender pre sen-
ta tion that or ga nize interactions in Black gay social environments and 
shows how gender complementarity is used to express the eroticism of 
difference.

Chapter 3 looks at race, gender, and sexuality as multiple stigmatized 
social identities as well as structural positions for Black lesbians. It analyzes 
how reception by outside forces (i.e., mainstream society, family mem-
bers) and from within the self (i.e., self- assignment of some identities as 
primary) infl uence the differential importance lesbians assign to race, 
gender, and sexuality as identity statuses. These evaluations have critical 
relationships to the ways they express a gay sexuality and create families. 
These statuses are not only markers of identity but repre sen ta tions of 
positions these women occupy in the larger social structure. Chapter 4 
examines the different constructions, pathways, and timing of mother-
hood for Black lesbians. It compares the ways Black women view moth-
erhood and lesbian identity when they become mothers in a heterosexual 
context before they take on a self- defi nition as gay, to the ways they view 
motherhood and lesbian identity when they identify as lesbians before 
becoming parents. It also shows how discourses of respectability and 
differences in social class permeate those experiences. Chapter 5 con-
centrates on family life and the division of labor among couples with 
and without children. It reexamines lesbian- feminist assumptions of 
greater egalitarianism in lesbian relationships and presents a provoca-
tive argument for alternative conceptions of “gendered” power between 
women drawn from Black feminist frameworks.

Chapter 6, the fi nal analytical chapter, shifts away from specifi c pro-
cesses of family life to explain how the move from private to public 
expressions of gay sexuality has affected the quality of the relationships 
Black lesbians cultivate with their families and with others in their 
larger racial communities. It also explores the contradictions of Black 
religions and religious ideologies as or ga niz ing features of Black com-
munity contexts, analyzing how Black lesbians’ experiences with reli-
gion as a simultaneous source of condemnation and support infl uences 
how they interact with others in the racial group and how they inter-
pret their own sexuality. Finally, the concluding chapter situates the 
fi ndings of this book in contemporary debates on same- sex marriage 
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and the future of identity group politics. The appendices detail the pro cess 
by which this study evolved, the methods used to recruit subjects, and 
the instruments used to collect data.

Taken as a  whole, Invisible Families offers at least three important 
correctives to disparate literatures and fi elds. First, it speaks directly to 
the sociology of the family and study of  house hold divisions of labor 
through its examination and rethinking of how gender structures familial 
relationships and organizes labor in the home. It will help others rethink 
defi nitions of egalitarianism as a feminist ideology by bringing in alterna-
tive foundations upon which lesbians build a sense of self and use those 
foundations in the creation of families. It also extends the literature on 
Black families to sexual minority populations and draws conclusions 
about the ways cultural experiences of Black American and Ca rib be an 
families work with structural experiences and understandings of racism 
and discrimination to infl uence the ways Black lesbians “do” family.

This book also contributes to the study of sexuality and identity con-
struction by showing how lesbian family formation and lesbian sexual 
identities are shaped by racial differences in norms, culture, historical un-
derstandings of women in families and the labor force, and historical in-
terpretations of women’s sexuality. It simultaneously explores how people 
with multiple stigmatized identities imagine, construct, and reconstruct an 
individual and a collective sense of self, negotiating the maintenance of 
boundaries around various identities according to social context. It looks 
at how individual agency works with structural conditions and social 
stratifi cation on the basis of identity categories like race and gender to re-
ify these categories and individuals’ memberships in them.

Finally, this volume contributes to a growing so cio log i cal literature 
interrogating intersectionality using the intra- categorical approach by 
offering a nuanced understanding of how social class interacts with 
race and sexuality to affect the experiences of Black lesbians. It does 
this by looking not only at economic disadvantage but also at how class 
privilege and diversity within this group mediate the stigma of gay sex-
uality. Race and class status are often confl ated in ways that inadver-
tently construct images of “the Black woman” from the experiences of 
those who are poor. Those images are then compared to images of 
middle- class White women to illustrate difference. I highlight and ana-
lyze the signifi cance of class diversity and even class advantage among 
Blacks in shaping ideologies about lesbian sexuality, pathways to les-
bian motherhood, gender pre sen ta tion, notions of respectability, and 
the lived experiences of being openly gay in Black social contexts.




