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A Constructive Analysis of the Formation of LGBTQ
Families: Where Utopia and Reality Meet
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Abstract—The issue of social and legal recognition of LGBTQ
families is of high importance when exploring the possibility of a
family. Of equal importance is the fact that both society and the
individual contribute to the overall recognition of LGBTQ families.
This paper is a conceptual discussion, by methodology, of both sides;
it uses a method of constructive analysis to expound on this issue.
This method’s aim is to broaden conceptual theory, and introduce a
new relationship between concepts that were previously not
associated by evidence. This exploration has found that LGBTQ
realities from an international perspective may differ and both legal
and social rights are critical toward self-consciousness and the
formation of a family. This paper asserts that internalised and historic
oppression of LGBTQ individuals, places them, not always and not
in all places, in a disadvantageous position as far as engaging with
the potential of forming a family goes. The paper concludes that lack
of social recognition and internalised oppression are key barriers
regarding LGBTQ families.
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I. INTRODUCTION

HE starting point of this paper is that recognition of

LGBTQ identified people is not at all universal; neither is
legislation that safeguards LGBTQ rights. For example, the
death penalty for LGBTQ individuals is still effective in five
countries in the world, while over 70 countries impose
imprisonment to individuals who identify as or are suspected
to be of LGBTQ identity [1]. These international perspectives
are very important to highlight in order to set the scene for
what we want to explore here; LGBTQ identities, perceptions
and families. This reality is imperative to the concept of a
family [2], [3]; how lesbians, gays, bisexuals, transgenders or
people who identify as queer comprehend their place in
relation to having a family in the future and what that family
will look like is vastly different from one place of the world to
the next. For some, a family is a reality, a possibility that
needs pursuing. For others, however, this is utopian to even
think of. And that is where this paper will take us next. We
will explore these two concepts; the binary between reality
and utopia, and what makes it real as opposed to utopian.

II. DEFINITIONAL INQUIRIES

One of the most controversial concepts in the 21% century is
the term ‘family’. Throughout modern human history, family
would be a traditional term, which would describe the union
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between a man and a woman by marriage, as well as the birth
of biological children [4]. However, this concept has shifted
tremendously over the last decades to include the variety of
types of families which we recognise nowadays [5]. Some
families consist of two people; whether heterosexual,
homosexual, bisexual and so on. Also, a single person raising
a child is a family; again, regardless of sexual orientation or
gender reassignment. Some families also have children
whereas others do not. One of the most important types of
family, which we see more often in relation to LGBTQ
people, are the families that are chosen [6]; close friends and
allies become a close-knit family system for many people
around the world, and are recognised as a family a lot more as
societies progress. That said, signs of direct and indirect
discrimination toward LGBTQ families pertain as Haines et al.
[7] suggest. Specifically, Haines and her colleagues found that
LGBTQ families continue to be targeted in a subtle way for
reasons including the legitimacy of their family, conflicts with
family values, and gender violation within families.
Altogether, Trost [8] claimed the diversification of the
concept of family, which applies to today’s circumstances.
Trost suggests that more than often what one means by the use
of the term ‘family’ differs from another person’s way of use.
This is significant and is taken into consideration when
appraising this subject. With this in mind, it is necessary to
specify who the paper refers to by the use of the term
‘LGBTQ family’ in this paper. The term is used to talk about
the union between people who identify as LGBTQ, whether
they have children or not, with applicability to single persons
who may be adopting children or being foster parents. Yet,
family is not the only controversial term used in this paper.
The acronym LGBTQ (also popular as LGBTQI, LGBTQ+ or
LGBT) is equally contentious. To start with, it is important to
acknowledge the internationality of the acronym LGBTQ); it is
indeed, and generally, used to refer to a set of people whose
sexual or gender identities can stir social and political
concerns [9]. The term is used widely, across the world, and
sometimes there may be some differentiations. L stands for
lesbian, G for gay, B for bisexual, T for transgender and Q for
queer. In other contexts, Q may also stand for questioning; the
acronym may use a second Q or the symbol + to include
aspects of sexual and gender identities not covered with the
other acronyms. Even though Q stands for queer in this paper,
the term queer is used to identify everyone who may feel they
do not fit under any of the other categories (for lack of a better
word), and apologises in advance if this offends someone.
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III. LGBTQ WORLDWIDE

Attitudes, perspectives, conceptions and misconceptions
about LGBTQ identities vary across the world — for example
[10]-[12]; and, to appreciate how those impact on LGBTQ
families or the potentiality of having a family, it is imperative
to examine how these identities are perceived legally and
socially, across the world.

LGBTQ rights became more and more part of public
dialogues after the 1950s [13]. Or, perhaps gay and lesbian
rights became more pertinent to public conversations. If one
looks deeper into the history of gay and lesbian rights or the
transgender movement since the mid-20" century, they will
become more familiar with the social acknowledgement of
human rights related to LGBTQ identities overall. The ever-
growing public awareness and identification of sexual
identities coincided with the aftermath of decriminalising and
legalising homosexuality as an identity — for example [14].
Many nations abided by this to date, while others opposed it
for various reasons. For example, in Turkmenistan, male-to-
male sexual relationships remain illegal on the basis of
skewing the social role of men. Qatar and Saudi Arabia are
two other examples where homosexuality remains illegal due
to social and religious reasons.

In the 1990s, gay marriage between same-sex partners was
not legally recognised anywhere in the world [15]. In
September 2000, in the Netherlands, gay marriage was
legalised. This started a decade of great dialogue and emphasis
on legal rights of LGBTQ. Following the Netherlands,
Belgium, Norway, Sweden, Spain, South Africa, Canada,
Mexico City and some states in the US [16] also legalised gay
marriage in the 2000s. Biblarz and Savci [17] extensively
reviewed the research trends in LGBTQ families during the
2000s; inclusive of their explorations was a discussion about
the emergence of legal rights regarding gay marriage, and
subsequently the potentiality for a family, across several
countries.

Many countries, including France, legalised gay marriage in
2013, while others, e.g., Germany, joined in only recently
(2017 October). Since December 2017, approximately 20
countries worldwide have legalised gay marriage (Austria
legalised it on January 1%, 2019), and many others (like
Greece, Andorra, Switzerland and Austria) have legalised civil
unions.

A.Legal and Social LGBTQ Rights

Legal and social LGBTQ rights do intertwine (also see
[18]); hence, it is necessary to look at both and examine their
relationship. This section will look at a few examples, but it is
worth noting that one does not need to cross the globe to find
different rights; within same continents there might be
opposing views about the same subject. One good example is
Africa [19]. Africa is a continent with a vast experience of the
LGBTQ community. From civil marriage rights in South
Africa to criminalisation and death penalty in Sudan; when
dialoguing about social belongingness, which this paper
explores later, and social rights, the appreciation of how single
societies diversify on the same subject is crucial.
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Criminalisation is not only evident in Sudan though, and the
reasons differ from country to country, as mentioned earlier in
this text.

Bangladesh is an example of how LGBTQ identities are
criminalised through a religious lens; religion suggests that
people with LGBTQ identities are sinners and, therefore, are
socially denied, or denied social engagement. Of course, the
religious lens through which members of the LGBTQ
community may be oppressed is not a new finding; it has been
discussed extensively since before the 20" century [20]-[23].

Germany is another nation with progressive changes
evident in its recent history. Despite its liberal character,
Germany presents itself with evidence of covert discrimination
as well; an example is Baden-Wiirttemberg’s proposed
curriculum which would include sexual diversity in education;
this was met with a lot of resistance and tremendous argument
[24]. In the UK, there have also been increased changes in
social attitudes, as well as legal rights; however, social
discrimination continues, in a casual fashion (e.g. [25]).

Japan is another nation that has not legalised gay marriage;
only since 2017, a few cities in Japan have legally accepted
civil partnership between same-sex partners. Generally, Japan
is a nation which promotes human rights on the whole, but
remains conservative on the ideas of marriage and union [26].
Also, Japan is one of the countries that legalises
homosexuality by law; an ambiguous act as other sexual
orientations (e.g., heterosexuality) do not need to be legalised.
The latter is not simply the case with Japan but other countries
as well. The situation is very similar to Greece; despite the
recent changes towards improving social and legal rights of
the LGBTQ community (e.g., civil union in December 2015),
individuals still face major prejudice and discrimination, while
the Greek Orthodox Church teaches, not dissimilar to many
other beliefs across the world, that homosexuality is a
diversion from life; an abnormality.

Argentina is another nation that has seen recent changes on
the subject; gay marriage was legalised in 2010, making
Argentina the 10" country in the world to legalise gay
marriage, and the legal and social circumstances for
transgender people are increasing since the Argentina’s
Gender Identity Law in 2012. Uruguay and Mexico City have
also legalised gay adoption, while remaining openly
supportive to the advancement of social belongingness of
LGBTQ identified individuals. Colombia has as well legalised
gay marriage in 2013; and, France, Brazil, Denmark and New
Zealand followed with similar responses to legally identifying
LGBTQ rights. Meanwhile, while LGBTQ rights are more and
more recognised in some countries in the world, many others
continue to criminalize homosexuality; same-sex relationships
and sexual contact. The punishment varies from mild
imprisonment to death. Russia is a country which has
promoted misconceptions about the LGBTQ community and
fostered hatred towards it. Many individuals who identify as
LGBTQ live in fear that someone will find out about their
identity and experience prejudice generally [27]. Other
nations, like Trinidad and Tobago, have banned
homosexuality and criminalise it. Malawi is another example
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of where homosexuality is criminalised.

In other nations, homosexuality is punished by death; e.g.,
Iran. Also, in Cameroon, homosexuality is penalised and
criminalised, while the nations hold anti-gay laws. A very
similar situation is seen in Nigeria and Uganda [19]; for
Ugandan anti-gay law, see [28]. Yemen is another example of
the death penalty in cases, where if the person engaged in a
homosexual activity is married, where if unmarried, the
punishment is whipping and imprisonment. Mauritania, Saudi
Arabia and Afghanistan are also nations where homosexuality
is punished by death, in this case stoning [29].

This section has, so far, looked at several examples
regarding  legal  rights; the  criminalisation  and
decriminalisation of homosexuality and transgender identified
individuals. However, do these rights or lack of always match
the social rights of LGBTQ across the world? Is the legal right
to marry a partner also socially recognised and accepted? For
example, despite the liberal approach to homosexuality in the
Netherlands and the legal rights established for more than 15
years, research by Keuzenkamp and Kuyper [30] recommends
that in Holland there is still ambiguity with gay adoption, led
by social attitudes.

Before discussing some thoughts and facts about social
rights across the word, it is worth highlighting that gay men
and lesbian women or transgender people have a more
concrete experience of legal rights or lack of than bisexual
individuals; people who identify as bisexuals have been
widely criticised by both heterosexual and homosexual
individuals [31]. When discussing bisexuality, or asexuality as
another identity, we can primarily focus on social rights;
recognition and acceptability.

The US has seen progressive changes in the 21* century
[32]. A shift in attitudes toward LGBTQ families, to be
specific [32]; today, 60% of Americans endorse gay marriage.
Despite the positive remark here, however, it raises questions
of whether LGBTQ families formed outside of marriage are
also accepted or accounted for. The European Region of the
International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex
Association ran a study published in 2006, led and authored by
Takacs [33], which explored social exclusion of young LGBT
people in Europe. This study found that more than 85% of the
young people who participated in the study have experienced,
or are experiencing social exclusion in various forms and in
various settings because of their sexual orientation or gender
identification. The first place where young people experience
social exclusion is their home. Community and circle of close
friends came next. Also, approximately 75% of the
respondents suggested that they feel that prejudice is
expressed in the media.

The association of LGBTQ (especially gay men) with
AIDS/HIV enhances or perpetuates thoughts and attitudes in
societies. The AIDS epidemic in the 1980s was otherwise
recognised as the gay cancer — unquestionably a stigmatising
approach to gay men of the LGBTQ community, but also
other members of the community (lesbians, transgender
people, and bisexuals). Socially, such recognition has a much
more hurtful impact on the LGBTQ communities across the
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world; in the long run, the public associated AIDS and HIV
with LGBTQ people, which shift the public’s attitudes
towards LGBTQ people [34]. Also, children and youth that
have experienced bullying at school are more likely to carry
long-term effects. Bullying projects general discrimination and
long-term effects, in which situations people may withdraw or
socially isolate [35]. The latter influences the individual and
impacts on self-worth, equally.

Despite the positive progressions towards social recognition
and acceptance of LGBTQ identities and gender
identifications, in many countries, people from these
communities still experience discrimination and are often
victims of hate crimes [36]. We need not look far for
examples, especially drawing on the last three years; however,
this paper does not name any of those as they can often be
interpreted as general crime and not done on the grounds of
prejudice and discrimination (e.g. Orlando shootings in the US
— [37]). Worth noting, however, is a very recent Stonewell
study with LGBTQ people in the UK [50]; the study explored
LGBTQ people’s experiences of hate crime and discrimination
in the UK in 2017.

General findings suggest that one in five LGBTQ people
have experienced hate crime due to their sexual orientation
and/or gender identity. The percentages increase when looking
at transgender people specifically (two in five). The number of
people who experienced discrimination and hate crime in 2017
has increased by 78% since 2013. This is an incredibly
worrying fact which should be looked at very carefully in
future work. Many reasons hide behind such attitudes, and
even though this paper is not focused on that, it is worth
highlighting two which have subtly been introduced this far;
first, contestations of gender and family norms influence
homophobia [38]. The idea of normality and its contextual
construction are great factors that inform people’s beliefs and
attitudes. Religion has often been considered another reason
behind discrimination and prejudice [39]. Examples were
discussed earlier (e.g., Bangladesh).

In conclusion, the relationship between legal and social
rights is uneven; legalisation of gay marriage does not
constitute social and unifying acceptance of the right or does
not secure fair and honest treatment, free from hate crime,
prejudice and discrimination. The latter opposes the idea of
citizenship as described by Bellamy [40]. The constitution of
citizenship includes freedom of expression and the right to
social engagement as well responsibility for advocacy and
public action. The information presented in this section,
however, seem to contest the true nature of citizenship or at
least challenge the applicability of the right to citizenship.

IV. IMPACT OF LGBTQ RIGHTS, OR LACK OF

Social and legal rights and/or lack of impact on the
individual; Honneth [41] recognised this when discussing
equity and social justice. In his words, ‘even if conflicts over
interests were justly adjudicated, a society would remain
normatively deficient to the extent to which its members are
systematically denied the recognition they deserve’ [41, p.1].

A most important way in which individuals who identify as
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LGBTQ are influenced is self-worth. Recognition of self by
the others is a most important factor of self-worth. Those
individuals who experience a lack of social rights specifically,
may suffer from a sense of worthlessness. Equally, another
way in which LGBTQ people may be influenced by the lack
of social rights, and legal, is self-denial. Oppressive
behaviours and attitudes towards the person tend to be
internalised [42] and the individual starts acting out the
oppressive behaviour by the other; if the other is denying the
person’s existence, social and sexual identity, the person starts
acting that attitude out. It is the process of normalising
behaviour or lack of. Wolfensberger [43] discussed this in the
terms of social role valorisation theory. His accounts were
specific about how the lack of recognition of one identity and
enablement of another gave value to the latter and pushed it
towards normalisation. Similarly, the lack of social
recognition of sexual identity logically solidifies the opposite,
and, therefore, internalises the normality of the opposite.

Further, the rights to social recognition and engagement
impact on the person’s sense of belonging and sense of
identity. It is imperative to understand the long-term effects of
social isolation [44], disenfranchisement [45] and stigma [46]
to better appreciate LGBTQ families or the potentiality for
one. Drawing on Doka’s [45] work about disenfranchised
grief, we can appreciate how lack of social recognition and
acceptance of other than grief experiences can also be
impactful to the individual. Self-denial, internalised stigma
and oppression, lack of self-worth, are all factors toward social
isolation and disengagement. Equally, Honneth [41, p.2]
approached the issue of social recognition as follows: ‘The
possibility for sensing, interpreting, and realizing one’s needs
and desires as a fully autonomous and individuated person — in
short, the very possibility of identity-formation — depends
crucially on the development of self-confidence, self-respect,
and self-esteem’.

The lack of recognition of one’s identity more than often
leads individuals into constructing a double life strategy [33].
Due to social denial, individuals start leading a secret life in
which they express themselves freely, and a more conservative
one, which meets the expectations of own family of origin,
peers, and communities. Such ‘strategy’ further influences
self-denial and lack of self-worth; leading a secret life
rationalises social attitudes and solidifies to the individual that
their lifestyle is not simply different but incompatible and,
therefore, unacceptable to the wider society. Also, LGBTQ
people who have faced oppressive attitudes and general lack
of legal and social recognition are likely to disengage from
their family [33]; in other words, they are leaving their family
home and distance themselves from everyday interactions.
This is a much more important issue than we have considered
thus far, as such actions impact on how individuals appreciate
family, family values and their worth of being a member of a
family. This idea is subtly presented, but not intentionally, in
Chambers’ [5] work.

Stigma, as discussed by Goffman [46], is a most apparent
result from the disenfranchisement of sexual orientation and
gender identification. The individuals may experience
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negative attitudes in society. In his work, Goffman, describes
all individuals who have characteristics outside of the norm, as
socially ‘abnormal’. Mind this is a work from the 1960s, when
political correctness was not a hot topic and ‘abnormal’ was
the normal way of referring to difference. Nevertheless,
Goffman’s suspicions are not far from today’s society. For
example, lesbian women who start a family, continue to
experience stigma as an abnormal family [47].

Yet another aspect of stigma is the following. Fear of social
stigmatisation of the other is an additional impact on LGBTQ
people who have or are experiencing lack of recognition of
their identity and its meaning [33]. To explain this, further,
Takacs [33] found that often, LGBTQ people would blame
themselves for their families’ and friends’ reactions to their
sexual orientation and/or gender identification; they would see
the reaction as stigma in response to their identity, which leads
them, sometimes, to develop fear of stigmatising others
because of their identity. Again, this links with self-worth,
self-denial and sense of identity.

V.LGBTQ FAMILIES: REALITY VERSUS UTOPIA

It has probably, and hopefully, become evident by now that
legal rights may be easier to overcome. Of course, this is not
to undermine the importance of legal rights and equitable
treatment between all members of society. However, it is
human mentality that informs the potentiality of an LGBTQ
family more than anything else; of course, this is in the
proviso that one needs not get married to run a family.

It was mentioned earlier that approximately 20 countries
worldwide have legally recognised in one way or another the
rights of LGBTQ people to either marry or be in a civil union/
partnership. What about all the individuals in the rest of the
world; aside from those 20 countries? Well, the
straightforward answer is behind globalisation [48]; large
waves of migrants have moved across the world for decades,
and continue to do so. Many LGBTQ couples would either
move to a different country in which they can enjoy the
benefits of fairness or even visit a country in which they could
get married, even if the marriage would be invalid upon return
to their home nation, except for all members of the European
Union, since very recently (i.e., 2018) that are legally bound to
recognise any marriage. In 2000, when gay marriage was
legalised in the Netherlands, for example, many couples flew
to the country to get married but with no intention of staying.
Of course, in the 2010s, the scenario of migration is much
more common.

That said, when LGBTQ families are not a reality in one
place, individuals move to another, in which they can enjoy
the benefit. However, there are two concerns with this. First,
not all individuals may have the opportunity for movement;
whether this relates to the capacity (e.g., financial) and
strength to do so, or the ability and freedom (e.g., victims of
war, victimisation), neither of which is the focus of this paper.
We do need, nonetheless, to highlight the diversification of
experience in this perspective. This has been highlighted most
constructively since the 1980s by Nungesser [49], who
identified the diverse range of identity and homosexuality in a
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single space.

Moving beyond the technicalities of marriage and civil
unions, we ought to pay close attention to the impact of lack of
social rights in the long run, as discussed earlier. Lack of self-
worth, sense of belonging, sense of identity and the self-
victimisation and self-blame are all internalised processes
which feed the individual with negative feelings about the self.
The culmination of all these feelings leads to the most
important questions of all, when considering LGBTQ families:
Is the individual considering themselves worthy of a family?
Does the individual allow themselves to have a family? In
other words, for some people, a family may be a reality,
perhaps because of legal benefits or their sense of worth and
self-sufficiency. However, for others, an LGBTQ family is a
utopia; an unreachable dream which has no chance of
materialising; whether that has to do with legal or social
barriers and their impact.

VI. CONCLUSION

We have looked at some definitional issues in the beginning
of this paper, reflections and facts about legal and social rights
of people who identify as LGBTQ, as well as the contested
notion of an LGBTQ family; dependent on emotional, social,
psychological, environmental, legal, economic and
experiential factors. This leads to few concluding thoughts, as
follows.

First, both legal and social rights of LGBTQ people are
contested; there is diversity of opinions and attitudes, not
simply across the world but within the same societies and
communities. This, generally, leads to contestations about
LGBTQ identities; this only complicates the situation more
and impacts on the self; self-worth, self-identity, self-
awareness and self-understanding.

Despite all the challenges we have looked at earlier,
LGBTQ families are increasing. The movement advancement
project in the US informs us that more than two million
children are currently raised by LGBTQ families, for example.
However, we ought not forget that this is a small proportion of
LGBTQ people from across the globe, and strive for more and
better welfare for all; inclusive of their right to a family and
family participation, whether this includes children or not.
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