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Growing up in alternative households within 
conventional families: 

same-sex couples and their children adjusting 
to the Portuguese heteronormative family

Margarida Moz

After the approval of same-sex marriage in 2010, Portugal is currently the only coun-
try in which adoption is denied to the same-sex married couples. During the parlia-
mentary discussion which led to the approval of the law, many were concerned with 
the implications it would have on the configuration of the Portuguese family, namely 
the possibility of these couples to raise children. And the well being of children is 
always the main argument used to prevent same-sex families to have access both 
to Assisted Reproductive Technology and adoptive children.
Nevertheless, gays and lesbians, alone or in couples, keep on having children both 
biological and adoptive as neither single parent adoption is denied to them, nor are 
they kept from having it done elsewhere in Europe or in the US. 
Presently there is growing number of “rainbow families” in Portugal, struggling to get 
visible and legally recognised, which almost happened with the approval, on 17 May 
2013, of a law allowing same-sex married couples to adopt their partner’s children 
(i.e. step-child adoption). However, in January 2014, the parliamentary majority party 
youth leader persuaded the majority to call for a referendum on the subject, which 
has revoked this law and postponed any decision on the matter. 
But who are these families and how do they live in a country that denies them their 
right to exist as they live, as the family they are? 

1.  Introduction

My work among same-sex couples with children started in 2005, in Portugal. 
At that time I knew but a few men and women who lived with their offspring 
from previous heterosexual relationships, or from single parent adoptions. Back 
then I couldn’t predict the legal changes the following years would bring. In 
february 2010, the Assembly of the Republic (Portuguese Parliament) voted in 
favour of a bill to extend civil marriage to same-sex couples. The conservative 
President of the Republic had yet to approve the law but first he sent it to the 
Portuguese Constitutional Court, stating he had doubts concerning its constitu-
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tionality1. In april 2010, the Constitutional Court declared it legally valid, and 
on 17 may 2010, president Aníbal Cavaco Silva ratified the law and Portugal 
became the sixth country in Europe and the eighth country in the world to allow 
same-sex marriage nationwide.

The news was received with large enthusiasm by the LGBTI community in 
Portugal and around the world. Few could anticipate that a catholic country, liv-
ing in a young democracy2, would give such a step towards equality in a matter 
involving homosexuality. But despite being among the first few countries in the 
world where gay and lesbians could marry, there were restrictions for adop-
tive rights. Decreed in five articles, the third is perhaps the one which would 
raise more doubts but was never constitutionally questioned3, thus leaving the 
country in the position of allowing same sex couples to officialise their relation-
ship but stopping them from developing their own family through parenting, 
or rather stopping them from legalising their existing family, as co-adoption4 
for same-sex couples is still not possible. Nevertheless, there are more and more 
gays and lesbians parenting, in single, couple or plural family arrangements. In 
Portugal the access to artificial insemination is not allowed for single women - 
lesbian or otherwise - or same-sex couples - married or not. What many consider 
a discrimination was justified by the fact that the access to assisted reproductive 
technology (ART) is not defined by right but by impossibility of conceiving chil-
dren by other means - infertility or life threatening diseases that make natural 
conception impracticable (HIV, hepatitis B and C, etc.). In this case, homosexual-

1   The constitutional doubts the President evoked were related with the marriage itself and if 
it could be applied to same-sex couples since, for him, the very idea of couple was based on a 
sexual differentiation. In that sense he only asked for the revision of two of its 3 main points. 
The third, however, was never questioned: the one that explicitly stated that same-sex couples 
would not be allowed to adopt children; a detail that was seen by many as the only uncon-
stitutional part of the document, since it clearly introduced a discrimination based on sexual 
orientation, clearly forbidden in the portuguese constitution in its article 13. Many, including 
some of the judges in the Constitutional Court have said that if that article would have been 
subjected to evaluation it would not be considered valid, and that was the reason why the 
President never asked for it. Thus, when the court validated the law - or more accurately the 2 
points they were asked to analyse - the President was forced to ratify it against his personally 
beliefs (as he stated in a press conference given to announce his position) but ensured that these 
couples would remain childless - at least officially I would add (cfr. the articles above: http://
dre.pt/pdf1s/2010/05/10500/0185301853.pdf - in portuguese only).
2   The Carnation Revolution, on 25th april 1974, put an end to 48 years of a conservative 
dictatorship. This year the democracy celebrated 40 years but the concept is still quite new 
considering a major part of the population grew up in a conservative regime.
3   See footnote 1.
4   Co-adoption is the term used locally for the petition to adopt the partner’s child. In Portugal 
this is only possible for heterosexual couples.
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ity does not qualify for gays and lesbians are not considered infertile. 
Portugal is currently the only country in the world where same sex couples 

are allowed to marry, but not to parenting - at least not within a legal frame as 
a couple. Despite the legal impossibility, gays and lesbians can adopt as single 
parents and their homosexuality is not considered an impediment as discrimina-
tion by sexual orientation is forbidden by the portuguese constitution, though it 
is preferable that it remains undisclosed5. But gays and lesbians are not dissuad-
ed by this legal gap. Instead they use the available possibilities - ART abroad, 
single parent adoption, joint parenting between gays and lesbians, etc. - to form 
their families and adjust to the system as much as possible. My research has been 
among some of these families in Portugal for the past years, seeing their children 
grow and go through the political changes in the past few years, and reflecting 
on how their existence, along with their invisibility, affect the anthropological 
notions of family and kinship. 

Following the best anthropological traditions, I work with no significant 
numbers, yet the time spent with these families and the level of intimacy I was 
able to establish with some of them, gave me in return the depth that can add to 
the more extended surveys, many of them authored by psychologists, on whom 
I rely to give my observations some assertiveness. My research, however, did not 
focus on children’s development or psychological adjustment. Instead I talked 
to their parents, visited their homes, engaged in family activities as much as 
possible, and tried to understand their interactions both within the family and 
outside of it. I heard their family stories (mostly what the parents told me, for 
some of the children I worked with were far too young to tell it themselves), the 
way they solve some practical issues, and then I crossed stories, hoping to un-
derstand some logic or common tendency. After all this time what I find recur-
rent in all these stories is that they are unique and diverse, like any family story.

Methodologically this is not an easy research since observing and studying 
families implies both entering people’s private lives and bringing their stories 
out of their homes. My approach to these families has to be negotiated and I 
need to explain the importance of my work in order to enter their privacy. Those 
who agreed to collaborate, however, were mostly aware of the importance to 
grant some visibility to their situation, since, at least in Portugal, they live a 
“non-existing” family arrangement. Their participation is perceived as an op-
portunity to allow others to see how much they resemble any other family. The 

5   Though there isn’t any norm for these situations and each case depends a lot on the team 
that will analyse the candidate, it is known that a single person who wants to adopt should 
not have an ongoing relationship. It is expected that he/she will be fully devoted to the child 
they are expecting. If they were in a stable relationship then the child could be adopted by 
the couple and not just by one of its members. This is valid for single candidates regardless of 
their sexual orientation. The emotional relations of the candidates are concealed and therefore 
one is not forced to talk about one’s sexual orientation. They are not asked, they don’t tell. 
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doubts are usually related to having someone observing them and eventually 
exposing their intimacy. The research has a limited space between what can be 
said and shown and what needs not to be seen; and that applies both to the re-
searcher and the researched.

After years working with very diverse family arrangements I decided to ar-
range them in two groups that best describe the arrangements and their specifi-
cities6:

a)  families restructured within difference
b)  families structured in difference

In the first group (a) are portuguese families that began by having two dif-
ferent gendered parents and after a rupture, one part engaged in a same-sex 
relationship to which the children had to adjust. In the second group (b) are 
children who have always lived only either with one gay/lesbian parent or with 
two parents of the same sex, in Portugal and under different legal arrangements. 

When I initiated my research I wasn’t sure about what I would find, so I was 
willing to meet any children with a gay or lesbian parent. Along the way I real-
ised that these children who weren’t really troubled by their parents’ sexuality 
were in many aspects in a similar situation to those in “step-families”, or re-
constructed families (Lobo 2005; 2009), or perhaps more accurately, restructured 
families. The sociological research on these families refers the importance of the 
breaking up of the previous relationship in the success of the following one, and 
the contribution of the individuals’ stories in its development. In short, these 
families tend to be very diverse because they are often built upon the failure of 
previous expectations and with no certain rules to follow. In the cases I got to 
know, the story of the parents’ breaking up and the parents’ adjustment to the 
new reality is more revealing and more significant than the relationship that fol-
lows, despite it being a homosexual one. 

In the first group, after the parents’ separation there is a new family configu-
ration - lived with different levels of assiduity - where one of the parents is gay/
lesbian and may live or not with his/her partner. In practical terms the separation 
of the parents needs an adjustment and so does the adaptation to the new spouse 

6   Elsewhere (Pedroso de Lima-Moz 2013) I have divided the families I have worked with in 
three groups, the third being “Different families in equality” that I described as including the 
cases of rainbow families in the netherlands, where they are given the same rights as any other 
family. The use of dutch families aimed to confront the invisibility of the portuguese families 
with the legal recognition the same families have in the netherlands. As part of my research 
I have spent a total of 16 months in Amsterdam where I tried to understand these families’ 
integration in the community and whether their legal visibility influences their daily lives. In 
here, however, I will focus only on the portuguese situation and thus will not use the third 
group along the argumentation.
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of the mother/father. That he/she is gay/lesbian always seems to be a minor 
concern, unless of course the non/homosexual parent and/or family use that fact 
to attack the other and the children. In these cases the parents’ homosexuality is 
a problem when it is perceived as a problem by the family. In my research I had 
examples of painful situations as a result of painful breakups and subsequent 
ruptures in the family, but also examples of break ups and coming-out of parents 
that were explained to the children causing a minor disruption in the family.

Even though children might have to deal with various issues when a par-
ent comes out as gay/lesbian, they are of a different nature than those faced by 
kids belonging to the second group, who have never lived in a male/female 
household and may not be able to relate to the children’s storybooks read/
heard in school and elsewhere. Some families are different from the start, in the 
sense that they never had a father and a mother, but only one of them, or two of 
each. In Portugal this is increasingly becoming a reality as single parent adop-
tion becomes more frequent and some are being adopted by a single gay parent 
(though in practice they are already planned to be brought up also by the par-
ent’s partner), or being conceived by ART, either in clinics in Spain or in USA or 
in a more domestic way, as it becomes to be common practice among lesbians 
with the help of a donor. 

The knowledge of an existing family tells us very little about the way it func-
tions, yet its structure may also be misleading. The existing ties between kins 
do not necessarily assume bonding between individuals, the same way some 
bonded kins have no place in the genealogies for there are neither names nor 
symbols to formally acknowledge such connections. However, these invisible 
intimate affiliations may prove to be crucial for the understanding of the fami-
lies and the way they develop. 

The families I work with lack full visibility and proper genealogical symbols. 
Children in a same-sex household are often simply partially viewed as single 
parent families, since officially there is no way of recognising the second parent 
of the same sex7. From such recognition seams to depend much of the manage-
ability of family issues but also its assertiveness, even though they are already 
assertive enough by existing outside the norm and, in some cases, against it. 

7   There has been a recent debate in parliament to extend “co-adoption” for children of same-sex 
couples. On 17 may 2013, the portuguese parliament approved a bill allowing “co-adoption” 
of the biological or adopted child of the same-sex spouse or partner. In order to be effective, 
the bill had to be discussed in detail and that was postponed for later in the year. In october 
2013, members of parliament opposing to the bill proposed a referendum on the issue and the 
motion was never further discussed and voted. The Constitutional Court, however, declared 
it anti-constitutional based on the argument that minority fundamental rights can never be 
subject of a referendum. Thus, on 14 march 2014, the original bill was taken again to the Par-
liament and was rejected.

Growing up in alternative households within conventional families
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These marginal8 family formations live within a ruled society and are often faced 
with the need for State’s ruling, not only in the advent of conflict but also for a 
broader social recognition: whether mostly symbolic - as in the case of same-sex 
couples who prefer full status marriage to registered partnership even when 
there is, practically, very little to gain from it9; - or for more practical reasons - 
as in the case, for example, of recomposed families, same-sexed or otherwise, 
where there are adults who share responsibilities in bringing up children who 
already have responsible mothers and fathers but nonetheless count on these 
stepparents on a daily basis.

These are real situations which some of the invisible families have to over-
come. Judith Butler refers some of them while criticizing “those who maintain 
that legitimate sexual relations take a heterosexual and state-sanctioned form 
and that work to de-realize viable and significant sexual alliances that fail to 
conform to that model” (Butler 2002: 25)10. For Butler, 

There are consequences to this kind of derealization that go beyond 
hurting someone’s feelings or causing offense to a group of people. It 
means that when you arrive at the hospital to see your lover, you may 
not. It means that when your lover falls into a coma, you may not assume 
certain executorial rights. It means that when your lover dies, you may not 
be able to be the one to receive the body. It means that when the child is 
left with the nonbiological parent, that parent may not be able to counter 
the claims of biological relatives in court and that you lose custody and 
even access. It means you may not be able to provide health care benefits 

8   I use the term marginal for they don’t fall under the direct control of the State and in the sense 
discussed by João de Pina Cabral in his article “A difusão do limiar: margens, hegemonias e 
contradições” where margins, which are built not so much against the dominant moral but in 
the interstices of the conventional world, don’t necessarily lack centrality for they gain some 
power in challenging hegemonies, which tend to get closer to margins, and by doing so reveal 
their often unseen permeability. 
9   The “very little” refers only to material aspects, for its symbolic dimension can be overwhelm-
ing: as John Borneman (1997) puts it “Marriage and the protection of families are often claimed 
as a universal human right, more basic to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” than other 
human needs, such as, for example, the need to eat, to work, or to love.” (Borneman 1997: 573), 
and by denying that to some a moral hierarchy is established where those unrecognized family 
formations always get the bottom places.
10   In the article cited Butler argues against those who during the french debate on PACS (“le 
pacte civil de solidarité” or in english: “civil pact of solidarity”) were strongly against its exten-
sion to same-sex couples stating, like Sylviane Agacinski, a well-known french philosopher, that 
it goes against the “symbolic order” to let homosexuals form families because, whatever social 
forms these are, they are not marriages, and they are not families, and they are not properly 
“social” at all, but private (Butler 2002: 24).
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for one another. These are all very significant forms of disenfranchisement, 
ones that are made all the worse by the personal effacements that occur in 
daily life and that invariably take a toll on a relationship. If you’re not real, 
it can be hard to sustain yourselves over time; the sense of delegitimation 
can make it harder to sustain a bond, a bond that is not real anyway, a bond 
that does not “exist,” that never had a chance to exist, that was never meant 
to exist. Here is where the absence of state legitimation can emerge within 
the psyche as a pervasive, if not fatal, sense of self doubt (Butler 2002: 25)11.

In fact the families I have been working with exist, and they exist every day, 
everywhere. They have children who have extended family relations - like in 
most portuguese families, they are surrounded by cousins and uncles and aunts 
and grandparents and all in very large numbers and assiduity -, who go to 
school and after school activities, and who travel and get sick and need to turn 
to the State every so often. Even though they are formed outside the norm it is in 
a normative reality they live and to it they have to adjust.

2. Two fathers and a son

11   Although in this quotation Butler seems to be advocating the State’s recognition of such 
‘intimate arrangements’ she is, throughout the text, very aware of the damages it may bring 
and of “whether the drive to become recognizable within the existing norms of legitimacy 
requires that we subscribe to a practice that delegitimates those sexual lives structured outside 
of the bonds of marriage and the presumptions of monogamy. Is this a disavowal that the 
queer community is willing to make? And with what social consequence?” (Butler 2002: 26).

Growing up in alternative households within conventional families
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Antoine and Vítor, wanted to be full time parents. They thought they could 
adopt a child but they had been living together already for a few years and it 
would be too much trouble having to pretend a single parent household in order 
to pass the evaluation of the adopting teams. Having searched the Internet, they 
chose an american agency specializing in such cases which offers a full service 
in providing gay couples with biological children: from the selection of the sur-
rogates and donors, to medical procedures and legal issues. 

When Eduardo was born, in the United States, the surrogate was declared 
the mother and, because she was married and the State of Oregon applies the 
presumption of paternity, her husband became the father. The next step was to 
contest paternity and for that a DNA test had to be done. With its result the offi-
cial father of Eduardo was declared to be another man rather than the parturient 
woman’s husband. After this, the maternity was both contested (for the woman 
who had given birth was not the egg donor) and declined (for she did not wish to 
keep the maternity status), opening the possibility for the other men to co-adopt 
the child who is now an american citizen, living in Lisbon, to where he went 
with just a few months, by plane, via Amsterdam12, with two official fathers, one 
french and one portuguese. Yet he is not being given the portuguese national-
ity because, the fathers were informed in the registration office, it is impossible 
to register a child with no mother and two fathers, and the fathers insist that 
the son’s birth certificate be according to the american. Yet Eduardo can live in 
Portugal because SEF (the Portuguese Immigration Bureau) needs only to know 
that one of his fathers is portuguese and the other an EU citizen officially living 
and working in Portugal to authorize his residence. The first concerns came with 
the first health needs, but it became clear that despite being a foreigner, Eduardo 
is a minor and therefore can benefit from the National Health and Educational 
System. And when at the age of 18 his rights as a minor will be lost, he will have 
been living in Portugal for long enough to apply for the portuguese nationality.

Despite the legal issues (with no real impact on his daily life) Eduardo is like 
any other child: he has two dads, grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins who 
are very close and willing to participate as much as possible in his young life. 
He does not have a mother (only a surrogate and a donor) but so far he hasn’t 
really shown any concern about it. Unlike him, the mother of a set of twins from 
his class who was very receptive towards his two dads’ situation and shared 
with the fathers her support was very curious to know if Eduardo had already 

12   The detail of the flight is referred only because although it seems to be so important for the 
portuguese authorities to know who the mother of Eduardo is, it was never an issue while he 
travelled from the United States to the EU with both his fathers. The fact that he entered the 
EU via Amsterdam and proceeded from there to Lisbon already under the Schengen Agree-
ment might have helped his entrance, although the fathers have stated that they were never 
concerned with the fact and that the decision of flying via Amsterdam was merely economical.
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started his therapy. “Therapy?! - they asked - What for?” “To start dealing with 
the absence of his mother” - she explained. As they shared this story they also 
told me how shocked they were to hear such a comment from a psychologist. 

In this story it becomes clear that the refusal of the portuguese State to recog-
nize Eduardo’s existence has had so far no impact whatsoever in the daily life of 
the fathers and their son. While talking about it, both fathers show some irony 
and are able to laugh about the difficulties they encounter, but recognise that 
they have always managed to overcome them due to the fact that the child is a 
minor and has a portuguese full-right father. The fathers are sure that being Ed-
uardo legally their son, even if the recognition came from a North-Eastern State 
of America, is enough to recognise their relation to the child, and they see the 
portuguese refusal to grant him nationality as some sort of inability to deal with 
new situations. Thus they hired a lawyer to solve the issue by turning official 
what they already turn public every day: the acknowledgement that Eduardo 
has two fathers and no mother.

They want their intimate life to go public in the same way everyone else does: 
in its form; but for that they will have to prove that their child was given birth 
by a woman whose uterus provided the locus for a man’s semen to grow and 
develop together with a woman’s egg - who cares if it is obvious that the child 
came from a woman’s womb, or that the egg was not hers, and the sperm was 
not her husband’s, and the child is not her children’s sibling? And why is it so 
important that the nationality of a child is dependent upon some nature facts if 
the authorities themselves would have an ever bigger problem to register all the 
details of the conception of that child who is, in fact, the son of those two men. 

Ironically, in Portugal, where this american child, the son of a portuguese/
french gay couple lives, the public opinion and the parliament are still discuss-
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ing whether same-sex couples should be allowed to adopt/conceive children 
and what consequences that may have on the family institution that are unpre-
dictable.

This discussion always uses the conditional tense because there are no ac-
counts of their existence in the past or in the present, and it seems there is also a 
great resistance for it to exist in the future. But this is all happening despite the 
State’s deliberations on the subject because though, for example, lesbians are 
not allowed to be artificially inseminated in Portugal, there is no way of stop-
ping them from crossing the border and doing it in Spain, or even at home; if the 
State does not allow a gay couple to adopt a child, a single father of an adopted 
child may decide to share the child’s upbringing with his lifetime partner. And 
though Portugal can’t find a way of granting Eduardo the portuguese national-
ity because his mother cannot be found, they can’t stop him from living in Por-
tugal with both his fathers and his extended family.

3. New genealogies for diverse family possibilities

João de Pina Cabral and Antónia Pedroso de Lima (2005) have been insisting 
on recovering the importance of studying kinship13 but also the prestige of the ge-
nealogical method and family’s histories, following its dark period “which start-
ed with the publishing of Rethinking Anthropology by Edmund Leach (1961), and 
whose crucial moments are Rethinking Kinship and Marriage by Rodney Needham 
(1971), A Critique of the Study of Kinship by David Schneider (1984) and After Na-

13   Pina Cabral has elsewhere addressed these issues (2003).
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ture by Marilyn Strathern (1992)” (Cabral-Pedroso de Lima 2005: 360). Although 
here we have shown and questioned the frailty of some genealogies (see pictures 
1, 2 and 3 for how the same family can be drawn in such different ways), the idea 
was never to diminish its importance; on the contrary, it turns visible what needs 
to be shown only if it is written in accordance to the way people live them: in their 
intimacies, their solidarities, in the projects they build and which tie them to-
gether14. And the method, Pina Cabral and Pedroso de Lima tell us, is flexible and 
adaptable to the specifics of the context and that is why it was possible to erase 
the circles and what comes along with them in the genealogy of the boy and his 
two fathers, and add the relatives in an extended context. Despite the portuguese 
government persistent attempts to place some at least a woman somewhere in 
the boy’s genealogy the boy was never meant to have a mother.

If, like Butler, 

We understand kinship as a set of practices that institutes relationships 
of various kinds which negotiate the reproduction of life and the demands 
of death, then kinship practices will be those that emerge to address fun-
damental forms of human dependency, which may include birth, child-
rearing, relations of emotional dependency and support, generational ties, 
illness, dying, and death (to name a few). Kinship is neither a fully autono-
mous sphere, proclaimed to be distinct from community and friendship - or 
the regulations of the state - through some definitional fiat, nor is it “over” 
or “dead” just because, as David Schneider has consequentially argued, it 
has lost the capacity to be formalized and tracked in the conventional ways 
that ethnologists in the past have attempted to do (Butler 2002: 14-15).

Kinship is adaptable and revealing if it can bring light into those intimacies 
that are in fact shaping the social realm. It has been said over and over again that 
there is more to kinship than just blood ties and alliances established by mar-
riage. If so, shouldn’t we be writing down the genealogies of the intimacies that 
these families develop? The fact that marriage and affiliation can be manipu-
lated in order to serve personal needs and relations non conforming to the rules 
does not indicate the uselessness of the genealogical method but reveals the im-
portance of being tied to one another, and how the available rules of descent 
and affiliation can be managed in order to provide the needed ties even to those 
who cannot have it otherwise. But then, again, if, like I have been doing here, 
we adjust the genealogies to the living reality of these families aren’t we taking 
a position in normalising them, changing part of their reality - the official one?

John Borneman in his Caring and Being Cared For: Displacing Marriage, Kinship, 

14   The option to present three different genealogies for the same family aims to underline this 
very idea.
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Gender and Sexuality (1997), presents two examples of how the rules of descent and 
affiliation can be manipulated to serve the need that underlies its very existence: 
to care and being cared for. In his article he shows how two lovers became father 
and son; how a lesbian woman married her lover’s son in order to overcome some 
difficulties regarding residence issues. In my research I also came upon such ma-
nipulations in order to turn around obstacles to the formation of one’s family.

4. Brothers and sister or fathers and children?
Filipe and Pedro took into their home a brother and a sister when they were 

still very young. Miguel and Zélia were thus fostered by their (actual) fathers 
(officially by only one of them) after being removed from their biological mother 
who kept them in very degrading conditions. They were still very young and 
hardly remember their biological mother, though for years the Court forced them 
to visit for a few hours a week the biological father despite the fact that he was a 
complete stranger to them. A long and exhausting judicial battle was initiated so 
that the fathers (or legally only one of them) could gain permanent custody of the 
children and withdraw all parenting rights from the neglectful biological father 
who refused both to take them into his house and to let them be adopted by some 
other family. The fact that the men who fathered the children were gay was an 
obstacle to the adoption even though the children regarded them as their fathers 
and wished to remain with them. After a very long ordeal marked by countless 
setbacks, it was Filipe’s mother and stepfather who legally adopted Miguel and 
Zélia, making them officially their fathers’ brothers and brothers-in-law. 

The grandparents who in the meantime became the legal parents delegated 
the responsibility over the children’s education to their son and that has solved 
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some of the practical problems this family faced for so long (education, health, 
travels, etc.). The fathers and children do not share the same family name be-
cause the grandfather/father is the grandmother/mother’s second husband 
and not the father of the father/half-brother, though they still hope one day that 
will be reversed and they will all share the same family name. In the meantime, 
socially they already use the name they wish to formally have. 

And all the family, parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins who of-
ficially are known to have different kinship ties with the children, know exactly 
with tie they share with Zélia and Miguel, disregarding completely the legal ver-
sion of the family who the parents are of the two and never use any other way 
of addressing them.
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In the article referred above, Borneman (1997) denounces how anthropology 
has long contributed for the exaltation of marriage even though, he says, “as the 
study of humankind, the discipline of anthropology prides itself on providing 
discursive frames for conceptualizing, demarcating, or understanding human 
affiliations and identifications across social formations and over time”.

My response to this paradigmatic history is threefold: (1) I maintain that 
power, gender, kinship, marriage, and sex are part of a chain of signifying 
practices with no particular term being prior or more grounded; (2) I cri-
tique the privileged status of particular practices or forms by paying more 
attention to variability and instability in “occasions of symbolization” 
where practices and forms are reiterated; and (3) I argue that anthropol-
ogy’s quest for a regulative ideal for humanity has involved the repression 
of care and the privileging of forms of communal reproduction; anthropol-
ogy should focus instead processes of voluntary affiliation: processes of 
caring and being cared for (Borneman 1997: 574).

The care of and for others relate people in meaningful ways. Recent ethno-
graphic studies show an ever greater concern with the performance of the daily 
routines which give meaning to relationship between people, even within the 
family puzzle, where kin links may need to be constantly reiterated by daily 
feeding and care (cfr. Astuti 1995; Carsten 2000; Viegas 2003). And in study-
ing the importance of relatedness in all its symbols and actions, the meaning of 
family can be further understood, for these actions may adjust and reshape the 
families closer to an ideal that translates the aspirations deriving from having a 
family - and in doing so one can better understand its persistence and universal-
ity in, of course, all its diversity. In all these researches, and most surely in my 
own, the family is far more important than the shape it comes in or the routines 
you have to undergo to keep your kin ties together. Common to both the families 
restructured within difference and the families structured in difference is their 
diversity and ability (sometimes creativity) to maintain a family together under 
the most unconventional of situations. 

Margarida Moz
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