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This qualitative research explores last-naming practices among lesbian couples with 

children, the various goals and factors that influence their decisions and the outcomes that arise. 

Through a series of informal interviews, I found that last naming decisions in lesbian couples are 

highly situational and influenced by a number of complex sociocultural, legal, familial, and 

personal factors. Even couples that made the same naming decisions upon uniting and having 

children, made them in different manners and for varying reasons; all were dependent on their 

individual situation and family structure. As part of Colorado College’s Feminist Last-Naming 

Project (2012-13), we interviewed 10 lesbian mothers from various states across the United 

States as well as two children of lesbian mothers. Common themes surrounding naming 

decisions that I found throughout the interviews were the desire to signify a family unit, the 

desire for both women to be socially and legally recognized as mothers, aims to avoid future 

legal issues, convenience, attachment to name and family history, consideration of extended 

family, associations with name, and support or disapproval of their relationship by extended 

family. For lesbian parents, last-naming decisions can have more legal and social consequence 

than for heterosexual couples and can be a tool for emphasizing the legitimacy of their family.  

As of October 2013, same-sex marriage is legally recognized in 14 out of 52 states. The 

inability to marry has dictated the decision for couples to both keep their last names, since name 

changing in itself is a long and inconvenient process. Gayle Weaver from Rhode Island 

explained simply “we couldn’t get married at the time, so we both kept our own last names.” On 

the other hand, name changing can be a substitution for marriage in states that don’t recognize 

same-sex marriage, an alternate way of expression union and family. Peggy Feldmann Firinne 

and her partner, a Massachusetts couple, decided they wanted a family name before gay marriage 

was legalized, and explained the process of changing their names to attach a created name onto 

each of their maiden names: “At that time we had to go to the courthouse and sort out 

documents, and then we had to pay to change our last name, but if we had waited until gay 

marriage was legalized in Massachusetts we could have done it as just part of the marriage 

process.”  

Laura Zucker and her partner both kept their last names, and when deciding to have 

children around 1990, “there was no option for marriage or even domestic partner 

registration…we were one of the first couples in 

New Jersey to do a second-parent adoption, so 

both of their mothers’ names are on their birth 

certificates, and their other mom’s last name is 

their middle names.” Only recently when the 

conversation surfaced in the 90’s has second-

parent adoption become an option for same-sex 

partners, allowing both parents, rather than just 

the biological one as before, legal status and 

rights as parents. Without second-parent 

adoption, the worst-case scenario is that a child 

would not be able to stay with the surviving 

parent if the legally-recognized parent died. 

Seven states still bar gay residents from adopting 



an unmarried partner’s biological or adoptive child; nine states allow second-parent adoption if 

the same-sex couple is married or in a domestic partnership; 12 states allow it regardless of the 

couple’s marital status, and the remaining states don’t have clearly established laws (Elperin, 

2013).  

Not only can legal recognition be a problem, but being recognized by society as real and 

legitimate mothers can be as well. Naming can be a tool for combating these problems, 

emphasizing the legitimacy of same-sex parent families as well as avoiding potential legal issues 

involving children in the future. When Laura Zucker was discussing her and her partner’s 

options for the last name of their child, Laura said that “In the end, and I guess from the start, our 

main goal was to make things easy on the kids, and to streamline any potential legal hassles. 

Since I was to bear the children, we decided to give them my last name, one fewer problem at the 

hospital when they made out the birth certificates. We were already a curiosity in the delivery 

room where hospital policy didn’t even recognize my partner’s right to be present. Also, I was 

the stay-at-home designee and the public face of our family, so giving them my last name made 

school and community logistics easier. As the years passed, it has turned out to be a good 

decision for other legal and logistical reasons.” As this account indicates, places where 

interviewees ran into legal problems were hospitals, airports, and school administration.  

Unlike Laura, who decided to give their child her last name because she was the birth 

mother, other couples explained that they did exactly the opposite for both social and legal 

reasons. A 1999 study exploring strategies that lesbian birth mothers and “comothers” employ to 

gain acceptance in their social networks, found that comothers were especially vulnerable due to 

their lack of both biological and legal substantiation (Hequembourg & Farrell, 1999). A last 

name can be a means to strengthen the tie between non-birth mothers and their children, at least 

from an external perspective. A previous study conducted in 2003 involving 16 lesbian 

respondents in committed relationships cited name changing as a strategy for the couples to 

secure external recognition and acceptance of their family status by outsiders (Suter & Oswald, 

2003), which was supported by the interviews in this research. Corina McKendry is the 

biological mother of her and her wife’s children, and she decided they should give their kids her 

wife’s last name. “We weren't sure what to do, but I actually, I am the birth mom, I decided we 

had to go with my wife's last name. Part of it was this queer parenting book that I read. They 

were talking about different last naming practices, hyphenating, changing names, and they 

basically made this argument that the worst possible thing you can do is give your kid the birth 

parent's name. Because being a biological parent is already socially recognized, and so if the 

other mother is neither biological parent nor has the same name, these two things we 

automatically have broader social recognition around, they will have neither, right? I found that 

really compelling.”  

Monica Schoch-Spana’s story is similar in a way to Corina’s. Monica was the birth 

mother of their son, and her partner Donna legally adopted him. Monica said that Donna took her 

last name partly because “she wanted us to have the same last name as our son because she didn't 

want there ever to be any question raised that she wasn't Leo's mother. And having the same last 

name meant that people understood her to be his legal mother, his so-called ‘real’ mother.” The 

theme of legitimizing both mothers as “real” through naming practices was common throughout 

the interviews, though it was definitely more important for some couples than others. Gayle 

Weaver expressed that “you just maintain whatever identity you want to maintain regardless of 

your name. I don't see it as such a big deal, I know my kids are my kids even though we don't 

have the same last name, you know?” For Gayle, names are not the primary signifiers of identity 



and familial connections. Ellen Pine and her partner decided to give their son Ellen’s last name. 

Ellen was the birth mother, but her partner was the primary caretaker who stayed at home with 

him. Ellen explains that “Right after he was born she kind of felt like she needed to establish 

some sort of bond, because she was lacking the traditional links that a mom would otherwise 

have, but now I don’t think she has much regret about not having the same last name as him.” 

Some interviewees conveyed the idea that non-biological mothers have insecurities about not 

being seen as legitimate mothers by society. When I asked Roxi Power Hamilton about what she 

hopes for the future of her name Power, she said that if her daughter Emma Power-Perkins were 

to drop the name power and just go with Emma Perkins, she says that “I might feel a little twinge 

of something just because I’m the non-bio-mom this name represents more connection than I 

care to admit, and maybe just like my dad I might feel a sense of having been delegitimized, but 

on a practical level I would understand.” Roxi argues that naming can be a way for non-

biological mothers to lessen their concern and publicly signify their connection to their children.  

A previous study by Kathryn Almack (2005) of 20 lesbian couples who had children by 

donor or self-insemination found biological attachment to be a one of the most important factors. 

Almack argues that society views motherhood as a biologically defined experience rather than a 

social construction. These dominant ideas of motherhood could potentially create a power 

imbalance in lesbian parents. From the 20 interviews, Almack suggests that there is an assumed 

but unspoken privilege to biological motherhood, an overriding assumption that in a lesbian 

relationship the biological mother has power to name their children, either giving her own name 

or bestowing that of the other mother. She argues that even though lesbian parents challenge 

dominant frameworks, they can’t completely ignore dominant ideologies about motherhood. The 

interviews in my research did not fully support or contradict Almack’s idea that the biological 

mother holds more power in the naming process. Although Corina does say “I am the birth mom, 

I decided we had to go with my wife’s last name,” suggesting that she was the instigator of the 

decision, she goes on to explain that her partner having the same last name as their kid doesn’t 

actually produce a connection between them because they are “already connected in real life, in 

the things that matter.” Names are more about establishing recognition to people outside of the 

family rather than actually producing real, internal connections, the kind that are fostered 

through the relationship between mother and child.  

Because lesbian couples and parents have only recently become recognized and 

accepted(and even that remains uneven and partial), they lack traditional naming conventions 

from which to base their decisions. Of course, since the male gender is taken out of the picture, 

the dominant patronymic naming system of our society holds little relevance. Thus, lesbian 

couples are faced with a whole range of new questions that must be decided upon in the absence 

of cultural models, allowing for more negotiation and experimentation with naming. Although 

this offers freedom and possibility and creates opportunity for self-invention of family, it can 

also give rise to uncertainty and risk (Almack, 2005). When I asked interviewees if they had any 

models or examples to base their decisions off of, most responded that they didn’t. Laura Zucker 

answered “We were doing this starting around 1990; there were very few role models out there, 

and certainly no one was talking about it. We were just sort of making things up as we went 

along.” Most respondents said that they knew other lesbian couples with kids who had done 

different things, but there seemed to be no apparent single, correct, or common decision, as 

reflected in Gayle Weaver’s response “Yeah, we've had friends before who had various 

permutations of the way they have kids, but there's no really great path to follow or anything.” 

Two of the interviewees expressed the idea that it really depends on the individuals, and that 



each couple needs to come up with a last name that fits their family and circumstances. Megan 

Murphy, who kept her last name and gave their children her partner’s last name, said they didn’t 

really have any examples and that “each family needs to figure it out for themselves and figure 

out what works for them.” Reflected in this statement is the fact that every interviewee had a 

different last naming story for different reasons. For lesbian couples, decisions about names are 

highly dependent on personal and familial context; because there are so many different factors 

that contribute to and affect the decision, no single naming system can be established.     

Although lesbian couples lack traditional naming conventions, they did share the desire 

to signify a family unit through a shared name. Having a shared name can have more of an effect 

for same-sex than heterosexual couples because of the issues surrounding legal and social 

recognition, although of course it also applies to both. As Corina McKendry argued, last names 

are “indicative of a family unit in our culture,” and she sometimes she wishes her, her partner, 

and daughters all shared the same last name. For Monica Schoch-Spana’s partner, “It was more 

important that we all, as a family, had the same last name. I had the attachment to the name and 

she had no attachment other than that it was signaling to other people that we were all part of the 

same family…I supported her because it was important to her, and I see now, that it did make a 

difference. It did make it easier, socially easier for us to be seen as a little family unit because we 

all had the same last name.” Catherine Smith, who kept her last name when having a 

commitment ceremony, revisited the decision when they were having kids. “Clearly we have to 

decide what the baby's last name will be, and then any subsequent changes to our last name, to 

reflect more of a family unit.” None of the interviewees decided to give their children last names 

different from their other children, regardless of which mother was the biological mother, and 

were very definitive that their children all having the same last name was the right decision. 

Megan Druss, the daughter of a lesbian couple who has one mother’s name as a last name and 

one as a middle, stated that two women giving their children their names “just really makes the 

statement that we're a family. Like you’ll respect our love but you’ll also respect us under the 

law. This is our family. I think that’s the statement it makes.”  

Attachment to name, the family history that comes along with it, and the degree to which 

identity is tied up in a name really varies to from person to person, family to family. These 

factors play a defining role in name decisions for both queer and heterosexual couples, but there 

seems to be more negotiation and flexibility in lesbian couples because there isn’t the same 

expectation and pressure to follow a patrilineal tradition. In Suter and Oswald’s study (2003), 

they found that women in lesbian couples deciding not to change their names was a strategy to 

preserve each partner’s individual identity. Attachment to name and the desire to pass a name 

down to future generations, as well as the opposing ambivalence about name, were important 

concerns for the interviewees in my research. Catherine doesn’t hold much attachment to her last 

name because it is so common and generic, whereas her partner whose last name is Steponowski 

“has a strong relationship to her heritage, to her background, and to her last name. And that’s 

how we’ve got to our current place.” Her partner’s attachment to her name drove the decision to 

pass it on to their child. Attachment to name and family hisory can be a very strong influencing 

factor, overriding other concerns. When Roxi Power Hamilton discusses changing her name to 

Roxi Power, dropping her stepfather’s name, she points to how it can be very emotionally 

complicated because of people’s attachments to you via names. There is a historical basis for 

believing that giving someone a name grants possession and power over them, creating a 

superior versus inferior relationship (Ridge, 2003). Roxi described that “It’s almost a signal of 

loyalty, right, and things like that are very important for fathers. They have their attachment and 



relationship to you through this kind of almost ownership signifier of their last name, but it’s 

very emotional too.”  

In addition to family history, associations of names to individual people played a role, 

whether it be a positive or negative association. Negative associations were spurred from having 

a bad relatoinship with a single family member, a side of the family not supportive of the queer 

relationship, or a member having a bad reputation in the family. Monica Schoch-Spana’s partner 

decided to take on Monica’s last name. One contributing factor was that her last name “was her 

father's last name and she didn't really have a good relationship with him so she had no 

emotional attachment to that last name.” Corina McKendry at one point toyed with the idea of 

their family changing their name to her partner’s mother’s maiden name, “But her mom's 

grandma's husband whose name it is is an abusive alcoholic, so I don't want his name, you 

know?” Catherine Smith also added about her name that “It's important to know that I also feel 

slightly disconnected from my last name because my father's parents and his side of the family 

are not supportive of my relationship with my partner. And our family. And so that also 

complicates things…We both are a little bit hesitant to support a last name that doesn't 

necessarily support us, meaning my family.” This reflects the idea that you represent and support 

your extended family through your name, and not taking their name can be a way of distancing 

yourself from them.  

Some of the interviewees expressed desires to distance themselves from men in their 

extended family and many wanted to support the women in their family through matrilineal 

naming practices. Even though the union of two women ensures that at least one of their names 

will be passed down, women’s names usually come from their father and therefore represent 

them. Many of the couples mentioned that they used naming as a symbolic way of recognizing 

and enduring their mother’s side of the family. Monica Schoch-Spana, who was born Monica 

Spana, decided to legally change her name, hyphenating it to include her mother’s maiden name. 

When going before the judge, she explained her reasoning. “For me it was both a personal thing 

and a public act or teachable moment to let people know that there are ways, alternate ways of 

representing who you are, your family, and where you come from, and that you preserve 

knowledge of that matrilineal relationship.” Her partner Donna decided to take her hyphenated 

name, and they gave their son Donna’s mother’s maiden name as a middle name as a way of 

“injecting Donna’s female line” into their son’s name. Roxi gave her daughter the middle name 

Joy to signify the relationship to her mother’s side of the family, since Joy was her mom’s 

middle name, her grandmother’s name, as well as many other women in the family’s names. 

Names can act as symbolic signifiers and thus be a source of pride and emotional connection.  

One theme I found that couples considered when giving last names to their children, 

other than social and legal conveniences discussed earlier, was the idea that a name could help 

their children tell the story of their family. In the interviews, a couple women said that they lived 

in pretty liberal areas where it wasn’t uncommon for other children at school to have either two 

mothers or two fathers. Still, some of the couples took into consideration how their kids would 

explain their non-normative family structure. Couples that did take this into consideration opted 

for a hyphenated name because they beg more explanation more than non-hyphenated names, 

and people ask about the story behind them. Roxi Power Hamilton chose a hyphenated name for 

their daughter for many reasons including letting “the name speak our daughter’s story itself, so 

she didn’t always have to say ‘Okay I have these two moms’ with her peers because who knows 

how that’s going to go as she gets older.” Freda Hawver-Pachter, the daughter of two mothers, 

expressed that her hyphenated last name “helps with telling people about my family, because 



then they kind of get it. They’re like, ‘Oh! That’s why you have two last names!’” which shows 

that Roxi’s goal for her daughter can be effective.   

This paper explores the main themes I found in the 12 total interviews conducted about 

last-naming practices among lesbian parents. Although there were many commonalities in the 

couples’ decisions, the numerous legal, social, cultural, familial, and personal factors combine in 

different ways for each family, showing how complex and context-dependent last-naming 

decisions really are. Every lesbian parent family has a unique family structure, varying 

attachments to their names, different extended families, personal goals, and desires for their 

families. Go to “Queer Naming Practices” under the “Interviews” on Colorado College’s 

Feminist Last-Naming Project website to read the full last-name stories of each interviewee 

mentioned in this essay.   
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