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TALKING ABOUT SAME-SEX PARENTHOOD
IN CONTEMPORARY GREECE: DYNAMIC
CATEGORIZATION AND INDEXICALITY

Costas Canakis
Department of Social Anthropology and History, Lab for Ethnographic
Approaches to the Study of Language (LESoL), University of the Aegean
c.canakis@sa.aegean.gr

epidnym

Eotidlovrag oe nuidounuéves ovvevrevkers pe §vo opdpula (evydpia mov embiwxovy vo
PIVOUV YOVEIG ETIYEIPW VA TIPOOEYYIOW TIG APHYHOELG TTOV TIPOKUTITOVY e T epyaldeio THG
Avélvons Adyov kau 16 Avédvans Zvvopidiag. H oubdpudn yoveixotyra vroypappiler 1o
Siaywptopd TS avamapaywyhs amd T4 oefovalikOTHTA e amoTELETUX VX avadUoVTaL VEES
VOPUES OE OXEON UE AVAYVWPIOIHES KOWWVIKEG KXTHYOpIEG. SUVETIWS 1] UEAETH THG YAWO-
oog-kai-oebovaikbtnTag Sev pmopei va ayvorioer Ty ovvemakorlovln adldayn otic ovvageis
evleikTikés oyéoels aldd ovte kou v unv mpoPAnuatomoijoer To (10 TO TEPLEXOUEVO TWY
KaTHyopidy, epooov avtd Oe petafdAdetar anddg, ovv 1w xpdvw, aAdd emPdler pilixés

aVaVoUaTOSOTHOEL.

Keywords: gender and sexuality, parenthood, queer linguistics, (dynamic) categorization, in-

dexicality

1. Introduction

This work focuses on discourses of same-sex parenthood in contemporary Greece

based on data derived from semi-structured interviews conducted by Aspa Chalki-
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dou' for (In)fercit,® an interdisciplinary project on parenthood and kinship vis-a-vis
assisted reproductive technologies (ARTs). It picks up where earlier work (Canakis
2015a, 2015b) has left off, attempting to take some of the arguments further.

I argue that, as ARTs have crucially enhanced the chances of parenthood for same-
sex couples in Greece (Kantsa 2006, Kantsa and Chalkidou 2014, Chalkidou 2015),
there have emerged new opportunities for the investigation of narratives produced
by a part of the population for which parenthood has been habitually relegated to the
realm of the unthinkable. This notable development —especially in a society where
childbearing and parenthood weigh heavily towards enhancing social capital (Paxson
2006, Athanasiou 2006, Kantsa 2015)- has far-reaching consequences for the “erotic
projects” (Valentine 2011 [2008]) of lesbians and gay men and the indexical relations
among gendered and sexed predicates. Indeed, as same-sex parenthood has under-
scored the dissociation of reproduction from sexuality, there have emerged new norms
vis-a-vis established social categories (their names, conceptual and evaluative content,
and the indexical relations they establish; cf. Canakis 2015c, to appear). Therefore, the
informants in these interviews position themselves (cf. Bamberg et al. 2011, Archakis
and Lampropoulou 2011) as gendered and sexual beings vis-a-vis both established and
changing norms and expectations.

The transformation of the indexical relation (cf. Ochs 1992) between reproduction and
heterosexual orientation, and the conceptualization of kinship in a way that goes beyond
genealogical procreative relations (Kantsa 2006, Sahlins 2014: 109) has played a pivotal
role in this development, which the study of language and sexuality has, so far, largely
ignored (but see Hall 2013, Canakis to appear). Perspectives on sexuality as identity and
desire (Canakis 2010, 2011) and more recent, “queer linguistic” approaches to discourse
(Motschenbacher and Stegu 2013) can be explored to this effect, especially if more at-
tention is paid to the shifting content of “(homo)normativity” (Hall 2013) and the dy-
namic nature of categorization and, thereby, of indexicality (Hanks 2000, Canakis to ap-
pear), which is interpersonally constituted (Sidnell and Enfield 2016) and interactionally
based. The challenge for any such study is to combine pragma- and sociolinguistic as

well as discourse- and conversation analytic findings with ethnographic research.

1 Iam as grateful to Aspa for sharing her data so generously as I am to Eleni Antonopoulou for editing.
(In)fercit http://www.in-fercit.gr/en/ is a research program jointly funded by the European Social Fund
and the General Secretariat of Research and Technology of Greece and run by Venetia Kantsa at the
Dept. of Social Anthropology and History, University of the Aegean, Greece.
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2. Context
2.1. The people

Two gay men (Aris and Andonis,” 43 and 30 years old, respectively) and two lesbian
women (Despina and Kalliopi, 39 and 34 years old, respectively) in same-sex rela-
tionships have decided to have a child by DIY artificial insemination of Despina with
Aris’s genetic material. The interviewees reposition themselves vis-a-vis social institu-
tions and gender-appropriate expectations, negotiating proscriptions and possibilities

and resignifying their position as gendered and sexed citizens.
2.2. The data

The data are excerpted from a database of 12 semi-structured interviews, conducted
by Aspa Chalkidou, with lesbian mothers in same-sex relationships aged 27-54 (over
20 hours of recordings) and one interview by a couple of gay men. This paper is based
on three interviews:

1. Despina, 02:14:58

2. Kalliopi, 00:54:17

3. Aris and Andonis, 02:32:55
Although not video-recorded (cf. Duranti 1997, Enfield 2009), the data are still mis-
represented in a short paper, hence readers are referred to other treatments of the same
material (Canakis 2015a, 2015b).

3. Analyzing the data
3.1. Despina
Despina problematizes her decision to have a child (8-12, 14, 16-17) in relation to her

sexual orientation (11, 14), underscoring the unprecedented level of acceptance result-

ing from her pregnancy (21-30), which causes her contradictory feelings (33-34). Her

3 Names are obviously changed.
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narrative performs crucial identity work in context (Benwell and Stokoe 2006: 161, De
Fina and Georgakopoulou 2012: 155, 176, Bamberg et al. 2011: 178).

EXTRACT 1: Despina [00:12:49 - 00:16:32]

8 D: n emBupia og T avaivetas () [...]

[...]

11 pmopei/ >eivat kATt oav pa ghodogio< ot eipat Aeaio ala pmopw va to
12 KAVW KL avTod;

13 A: ayd:

14 D: dpa yovotdpw

15 A: =ax:

16 D: k1 Ot €xet éva xoppdte:: (2) 6 € (1) fuck off (1) koAag (2) [...]

17 Bé:Paras: (2) e vrd&et (1) Toug Aeg (1) T0 k&vw oM art’ tnv dAAn ((laughs))
[...]

21 >Ea@vika €xw yivel TOAD 1o acces/ mOAD o mpoottr< (.) To PAénw

22 070 WG 1oV [Adve ot avBpwmot

23 A

24 D: =tdpa wg £ykvog evvo/ gvvoEltat (.) ot yvvaikeg cuvadedgot katd apxry
)

25 E&:povve: T/ €x0vve Eva TPAYHA VA LoV Kd:vouve: TG (1) va kdvovve bonding
padi

26 pov (.) dnhadn: eivar evBovoragpéveg, dev E€pw ylati

27 A: ((incomprehensible word)) eioat o€ eviiagépovoa

28 D: =¢i[pat og evilagépovoa

29 A:  [apketd evdlagépovoa

30 D: =sipat mpaypatika evotagpépovoa

[...]

33 ovpPaivel kau k&t vTTOTTO (.) OTAV £TOL OF AOdEKEVTAL' (2)

34 0 eTEPOPUAOPINOG KOOHOG

8 D: this desire, what does it amount to? (.) [...]

[...]

11 maybe/ >it is something like an ambition< tha:::t ’'m a lesbian but I can

4

Sic.
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12 do that too?

13 A: ahuh

14 D: if I so please

15 A: = Ahuh

16 D: and that there’s also a pa::rt (2) tch exr (1) fuck off (.) too (2) ...

17 suzre (2) e:xxr OK (1) you tell them (.) I do this but on the other hand ((laughs))
[...]

21 >suddenly I have become much more acces/ much more affable< (.) I see it

22 in how people talk to me

23 A: O::h

24 D: =now as a pregnant woman of cou/ of cOUrse (.) women colleagues to begin
with (.)

25 they kno::w th/ they have a thing to do:: with me tch (.) to do bonding with me
26 (.) that i:s they are thrilled, I don’t know why

27 A: ((incomprehensible word)) you are pregnant’

28 D: =I [am pregnant

29 A:  [quite pregnant

30 D: =I am really pregnant

[...]

33 (5) there is also something fishy going on (.) when they accept you like that
34 (2) heterosexual people

Despina suggests various reasons for her pregnancy. Yet, connecting childbearing and

lesbianism with aAld ‘but’ (11), she presents their relation as noteworthy, which jus-

tifies her characterization of child-bearing as ¢ilodo&ia ‘ambition’ (11) but also as in-

your-face appropriation of “transgression” (16). Crucially, the slangy and strongly as-

sertive dua yovotdpw ‘if I so please’ describes her pregnancy flatly as a matter of choice.

Furthermore, while conscious of the stigma attached to lesbianism (18-21; cf. Kantsa

2011) and aware that motherhood among lesbians is unexpected (11-12; an inference

arising from 1 av7o ‘that too in 12), she still opts for “doing being ordinary” (11-15;

Sacks 1984), a pivotal move for normalizing stigmatized practices (Lawrence 1996) —to

which the interviewer contributes with her affiliative minimal responses (13, 15).

Pun featuring the idiom oe evéiapépovon ‘pregnant’ and evdiapépovon ‘interesting.’ Incidentally, the
semantic potential of pregnant approximates that of (ce) evéiapépovoa in Greek.
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Despina negotiates the social consequences of her pregnancy online and is suspicious
about what it may index (33-34). Yet, in focusing on how others perceive of her preg-
nancy, she negotiates the category lesbian in relation to her own gendered and sexed
subjectivity (her own womanhood). The use of extreme formulations (Pomerantz 1986)
when describing her relation to other women at work and frequent use of English words
in narrating her reactions position her as an outsider by choice. Indeed, the ironic com-
ment (27-30) co-constructed between Despina and the interviewer by exploiting a pun
(see footnote 4), targets this outgroup and its values (cf. Tsakona 2013) which the two
women (as members of another ingroup) do not share. This becomes particularly clear
later, where she expresses unease at doing k&7 10:00: <kevipixd: Kavoviké: ko> (.)
‘something so: <w:ltimately o:rdinary a:nd> (.); since reproduction ei:vau: ei:vau: kd: 11
elvau: [...] givan madpver:¢; mwg To Méve:; ma/ € oo mpoaywy o€ K&TI 107 UOTAVOUNL
(-) ‘i:s i:s something i:s [...] is taking how shall I pu::t it? pr/ u:h like a promotion to
something that’s how I feel (.). The “promotion” she is talking about is not necessarily

a “privilege” she is comfortable with, as it indexes a set of values she hardly espouses.
3.2. Kalliopi

Tensions relating to the concept of (either attributed or claimed) “normalcy” also ap-
pear in Kalliopi’s interview with regard to conceptualizations of the reproductive body
as a locus of erotics. She problematizes “normal procreation” through heterosexual
activity as opposed to the perceived markedness of insemination with sperm injection,
contending that Aris’s and Despina’s bodies are not sexualized (9-10, 33-35) in this
procedure. Moreover, she suggests there is something transactional, “mechanical” (30,
33) and “non-magical” (31) about DIY insemination which is “annoying” (16, 30) to

people who have children as a result of heterosexual desire.

EXTRACT 2: Kalliopi [00:30:23 - 00:33:02]
9 K: ) Sadikagi:a [...] mov Oa tpaPn’ tn pokakia o Apng to omépua i/ 6t/ avtd
10 6\o 10 5efovaliko |...] eivan oa va eEagaviletar: (.)
[...]
15 Aéyape 6Tt poomadolypie: (' aLTO TOV TPOTO Kal Ta AoLd virpxe: pio: oav
16 eNO:xAnon () [...]
17 a6 oY/ TOAAEG SLaQOpETIKEG TIA:VTEG EPXOTAV AVTO €:::

[...]
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29 1) vapxet TPOPANUA; >ValL KAl TTaG 6TO VOCOKOUEIO< (.) avTd To dAlo mov eivat
30 \iyo avtd Ta: ooy pnxavikd: (1) fvta’ oa va dnpovpyodoe evoxAnon (1) 1 6t
31 [...] oa va amopaywkonolovoe:: (.) To Sikd Tovg Tpomo (2) & [...]

32 1o S1kd Tovg Tpomo (2) & [...]

33 Tt (3) vmpye pa and-oefovakikomoinom (.) evw: >&eqg |[...]

34[...]ta cwpata gkeivy TV Wpa

35 kL avtég ot Stadikaoieg <Sev gizvaw: oeEovakikomnowm[puéva>

36 A: [vai: (1) vai.

9 K: this proce:dure [...] when Aris will jerk oft the sperm wh/ th/ this

10 whole sexual thing [...]

11 body, it’s like it’s disappeari:ng (.)

[...]

15 we said we are try:ing in this way et cetera there wa:s something like a:n

16 anNO:yance (.) [...]

17 from very/ many different si:des this kept coming from

18 eur

[...]

29 either there is a problem? >yes and you go to the hospital< (.) this other thing
which is

30 alittle like tho:se li:ke mecha:nical (.) was like it caused annoyance (1) or [...]
as if it demy::::stified ()

32 their way (2) exr [...]

33 tu: (3) there was a de-sexualization (.) wherea::s >y’know [...]

34 [...] the bodies at that time and

35 these procedures <a:re no:t sexua[lized>

36 A: [ye:s (.) yes.

Kalliopi theorizes the desexualization of reproduction as a crucial step in understand-

ing her role as a mother, especially since dominant discourses place her in the marginal

position reserved for the corporeally uninvolved. She returns regularly to the eNO:yAnon

‘annoyance’ (30) DIY insemination causes to others, which gives coherence to her nar-

rative and promotes interpersonal involvement (Tannen 1987: 584). The mechanical

Sic.
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aspects of sperm injection (30) and the “de-sexualization” of the bodies (33) are pivotal
points in her negotiation of lesbian (social or genetic) motherhood; for they disassociate
reproduction from sexuality. Her reference to Aris’s sperm as the product of padaxia
‘jerking oft” (9) contributes to her argument of bodily absence and desexualization, by
dramatically underscoring the absence of a desired other. She thus produces a technical
and desexualized narrative of procreation claiming recognition for herself and her com-
panion as lesbian women and mothers in terms that do not collide head-on with their

lived experience.
3.3. Aris and Andonis

Aris, who contributes genetic material, also focuses on issues of normativity from his
perspective as a gay man who will soon become a father. In Extract 3, Aris recognizes
the difficulties of same-sex parenthood (4) but claims normality for his decision to
have a child (5), and justifies it by invoking the changing (indeed favorable) social
conditions for gay men (9-10) compared to a past (12-13, 15-16) which he invokes

throughout the interview.

EXTRACT 3 [02:29:19 - 02:32:10]
((Aspa has just contributed a turn on the difficulties of same-sex parenthood))
4 ARIS: (3.5) o’ v &AAN Eeg > [...]

5 o1 (1) >0ev yivetal Kat et va unv kavovue maudid<

6 Aspa: =((whispering)) kaAda vat:

[...]

8 AND.: [((whispering)) oxt

9 ARIS: [kd:moTe >eyw dTav Huovva adi< o eyw: éxw Set Stapopd otV
10 EANGSa:: 010 Bépas: g eligibiliz: tavtoTnTag.o

11 ASPA: () Tt Stagopd €xelg Sey;

12 ARIS: (1.5) [...] Sev vrr:pxave opa/ Sev LII:pxe OPATOTNTA,

13 vpxe undév

14 ASPA: ((whispering)) vat:

15 ARIS: =6tav Aépe unAEv (1) undé:v Sev vmrpye Bépa ag mov:pe >Eépw yw mov
elvat

16 avto< pe Tov IamakaAidtn kat 1o QuAL (1) <dev vrfipxe QLAL:>
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[...]

37 AND.: twpa e to maudi Oa md:6ovve ((laughs))

38 AspaA: ((laughs))

39 ARIS: =ag tdBovve

40 ASPA: =((laughs)) vau

41 AND.: ((yedaotd)) Ba ovv mob Bpébnke avtd;

42 ARIS: ((ironically, softer)) o Oa yéxvouv va ppovv tn pitpaoc
43 ALL: ((laughter))

44 ARIS: Ba Tovg ypayoupe ar’ ¢§w Sev vdpxeL purTpa

45 ALL: ((laughter))

((Aspa has just contributed a turn on the difficulties of same-sex parenthood))
4 ARIS: (3.5) on the other hand y’know > [...]

5 tha::t (.) >there is no way we: can’t have children too<

6 ASPA: =((whispering)) sure yea:h

[...]

8 AND.: [((whispering)) no

9 ARIS: [=befo:re >I when I was a kid< oI: have seen a difference in
10 Gree::ce as rega:rds elgibiti::: identity.o

11 ASPA: (.) What difference have you seen?

12 ARIS: (1.5) [...] there we:re no vis/ there wa:s no visibility,

13 there was zilts

14 ASPA: ((whispering)) yea:h

15 ARIS: =when we say ZILTS (.) we mean zi:lts there was no [...] >you know
16 [...] this things< with Papakaliatis and the kiss (.) <there was no KI:SS>
[...]

37 AND.: now with the child they will have a co:w ((laughs))

38 AspA: ((laughs))

39 ARIS: =let them have a cow, then

40 AsPA: =((laughs)) yes

41 AND.: ((yehaotd)) they’ll say where did this come from?

42 ARIS: ((ironically, softer)) o they will be looking for the uteruso

43 ALL: ((laughter))

44 ARIS: we will write outside there is no uterus for them

45 ALL: ((laughter))
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In saying (5), Aris presents gay parenthood as ordinary, the highlighted phrase being
an encoding idiom for presenting something as unnoteworthy, even self-evident. Mei:g
‘we’ constructs collectivity (Pavlidou 2014) evoking a wider group of people, while xa:
‘and’ intensifies it (Canakis 1995), so that ko per:¢ is idiomatically glossed as ‘we of all
people. This emphatic performance of ordinariness is conversationally achieved, as it
is backed up by Aris’s interlocutors (6, 8) in contributions latching onto his own. Fur-
thermore, Aris moves on very swiftly to a justification of his position (9-10), invoking
more favorable social conditions for gay men than “when [he] was a kid”, a point on
which he later elaborates at length. To that effect, extreme formulations (Pomerantz
1986), such as yyAEN/undé:v ‘zero, zilts' (2, 4), legitimize his claims. Aris’s repetition
of undév (2, 4) contributes to creating “a discourse, a relationship, and a world” (Tan-
nen 1987: 601), reconfirming his negative evaluation of the mores of a past in which
he keeps projecting himself.

And yet, despite capitalizing on these changes as favorable, Aris is still ready to stand
his ground and defend his choices against possible odds: towards the end his tone
becomes bitingly antagonistic, since the potential for stigmatization is as thoroughly
inscribed in the experience of these men as is the precarious tolerance/acceptance of
their social milieu. Andonis’s (37) rather playful and teasing 0o mé:0ovve ‘they’ll have
a co:w’ is met with Aris’s flat a¢ mdBovve ‘let them have a cow’(39) and his second
comment on the neighbors’ surprise (41) motivates a couple of acerbic remarks (42,
44) —apparently, yet misleadingly, in absentia. All three participants co-construct a
narrative of contestation, employing humor to demarcate two groups with compet-
ing value systems (De Fina and Georgakopoulou 2012: 176), while simultaneously
enhancing the image of the ingroup by targeting the values of the outgroup (Tsakona
2013: 122-127). Aris’s subsequent change of subject at an eligible transition-relevant
point (45) and return to positive developments for gay men is emblematic of his am-
bivalence between contestation and expectation of acceptance, thus indexing both a
craving for acceptance and readiness to defend his choices. The ordinariness he claims

is intelligible precisely because it evokes ordinary demands of face (cf. Tannen 2009).

4. Conclusions

The thread connecting all interviews is a preoccupation with claiming ordinariness

(cf. ‘doing being ordinary’) while being aware of the relative extraordinariness of the
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circumstances. In talking about their joint parenting “project’, the speakers position
themselves vis-a-vis dominant discourses on gender, sexuality, and parenthood at-
tempting to make sense of their past and current experience. In particular, Aris’s ref-
erence to changing conditions for gay men is crucial for a queer linguistic approach
to language and sexuality as critical to (hetero)normativity (Motschenbacher and
Stegu 2013), which has been gaining ground despite its epistemological shortcomings
(Canakis 2015c¢). Aris’s references to changing normativities is a useful reminder that
the content of (hetero)normativity is not static (Hall 2013), for it could not be: a con-
comitant of the dynamic character of categorization and its interplay with indexicality
(Canakis 2015c, to appear). The “regimes of the normal’, so persistently focused upon
by queer theorists, already encompass heretofore non-normative practices and states
of affairs — which is precisely why homonormativity is a big (and thorny) issue. Closer
attention to emerging interactional regimes will probably endow queer theory with the
cogency it now lacks (but see Barrett 2014 for a notable exception).

Incidentally, in talking about their experience, speakers contribute to changing nor-
mativities online. Therefore, language and sexuality research has to historicize norma-
tivity while focusing on interaction as opposed to merely the views presented therein;
and this presupposes an understanding of specific social categories as dynamic rather
than as inescapable, non-negotiable straightjackets; and it calls for (much) less theoriz-
ing (pace Motschenbacher & Stegu 2013) and (much) more attention to data (Canakis
to appear) and data collection (Mortensen 2015). It is precisely because categories (e.g.
[lesbian] woman, [gay] man, and a variety of kinship predicates) are interactionally
negotiable that the narratives examined here are meaningful.

In talking about themselves, these parents-to-be renegotiate the content of [(“)les-
bian(”)] woman, [(“)gay(”)] man so as to include parenthood and kinship; and, in so
doing, they redefine [(“)homosexual(”)] couple. Unavoidably, this creates tensions on
many levels, as it is connected both with their gendered and sexual self-identification
and with broader issues of citizenship and national belonging (to point out just a few
strands). However, it also has significant consequences for the “erotic projects” un-
dertaken by non-heterosexuals and the ensuing “political economy” (Valentine 2011

[2008]) of sexually relevant language, in its inexorable complexity.
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