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oppresses or subtly subordinates them. However, in recognizing the power of language 

and of negative words, I must also critique my own language. Though it is my instinct to 

speak of alternative families as muted, I must also be critical of the underpinnings that 

exist in the term mute. To be silenced also may carry with it a connotation that marks the 

individuals as inferior. To refer to a person as muted seems as if it may impose upon 

them a treatment of inferiority. This indicates the possible value of a different term, one 

that allows us to realize that the dominant culture is only one identity among many 

others. However, there might also be disadvantages in this. Though the terms muted and 

silenced hint towards a perceived inferiority, they also are able to make clear the power 

differences and disadvantages that new terminology might not be able to . 

Before beginning this study, I would have stated that this dominant culture is 

more than likely made up of those that universally benefit from the idealization of the 

family- white, middle class, heterosexual, "traditional" family members. Yet, the 

reflections narrated by these respondents don' t necessarily support that. It is true that this 

dominant culture holds sway over the discourse and language used to discuss the family. 

Those at the top ofthe social hierarchy during the Victorian period enacted a form of 

family that eventually came to be seen as correct and was applied to all groups. And yet, 

even those families that are valued for being "normal" can experience marginalization 

and harm. Nate experienced marginalization as he was socially pressured to silence his 

experiences with a family, though they are structurally nuclear. Accounts of various other 

known nuclear families indicate that many more are silenced due to characteristics that 

may be perceived as flaws when compared to mythical ideals. These insights only serve 
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to underscore the reasons why I speak of the established notion of The Family as a 

familial mystique rather than an ideology. 

MAINTAINING THE FAMILIAL MYSTIQUE 

Though vast diversity is found within and between familial arrangements, family 

researchers suggest that many Americans continue to defme the ideal family as a nuclear 

family unit consisting of a married heterosexual couple and their biological children. This 

persistent definition exists alongside the familial mystique, the false and pervasive 

established ideal of the family. Societal understandings of The Family then do not reflect 

an image of family that is truly average, but rather an image that has been enculturated 

and maintain through various means. 

During the interview process, schools were most frequently identified as the 

social system that most visibly perpetuated inequalities and biased notions of the familial 

mystique. Respondents narrating their experiences often recounted ways in which schools 

reinforced inequalities by transmitting knowledge without considering the systems of 

power that direct that knowledge. As Patrick recounted in his narrative, students know 

whether their teachers are aware of and respect their background. His account of bullying 

demonstrates that schools are not objective institutions, but rather subjective ones that 

perpetuate the communication of enculturated ideals. 

Texts and other classroom curriculum can also discriminate against some 

students. The concepts embedded within school books and the selection of what 

information to privilege above others serves to create what may be discussed as a "hidden 
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curriculum" (Jay 2003). English literature that identifies and speaks about the nuclear 

family inculcates into students the notion that the nuclear family is institutionally and 

morally superior to others. This hidden curriculum describes the phenomenon of 

alternative students receiving a different education from the normative group, one which 

preserves the hierarchy in which they are subordinate. These interviews thus continually 

showed how schools legitimized the familial mystique by placing institutional value in 

the nuclear family while denying it to other family forms. 

THE NATURE OF STIGMA AND DISCLOSURE 

Much ofthe history of family research has been characterized by the reiteration of 

stereotypes which produce in the public mind the image of non-normative families as a 

social unit unable to produce individuals who can adjust to the demands of civilized 

society. Unfounded myths revolving around black families, LGBT families, and others 

arose due to the underlying biases reflected in the emphasis on white heterosexual 

middle-class norms as the barometer of what is regarded as desirable. A family that does 

not meet the criteria of middle-class, heterosexual, white family behavior is consequently 

defined as deviant and is studied due to its assumed pathology. 

Data collected through this interview process speak to this experience of being 

stigmatized. Many respondents referenced their experiences being compared to the 

familial mystique. Using what are presumed to be middle class normal families as 

measuring rods for all families moves these families from a place of deviance to a place 

of stigmatization. Consequently, research on these deviant and stigmatized families is 

predicated on the assumption that it is a malfunctioning unit. The institutionalized 

perceptions of alternative families as "deviant" or even "pathological" deeply affect the 
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ways that they are perceived. Meaning-making for these families thus take on a deficient­

centric construction. 

It is my belief that this construction of stigma in part impacts the issue of 

disclosure that was revealed through these narratives. Throughout this process, alternative 

families spoke of issues related to the nature of divulging their non-nuclear family 

structure. Fully disclosing their non-nuclear family form often led to instances of 

shaming and punishment. Lilith speaks of this when she describes her experiences with 

harassment as others insult her family structure and then belittle her response, claiming 

she was overly-sensitive and lacked humor. Frequent communication of pride in their 

family form could also result in punishment, as was the case for Amy. In referencing 

pride in her adopted family form, Amy was after targeted by classmates who claimed she 

merely wanted attention. 

Punishment for silence also was discussed throughout the interview process, as is 

the case with other stigmatized identities. Nate's avoidance of disclosure often resulted in 

punishment as those who knew of his family structure accused him of shame. Lilith' s 

narrative adds to this, as she experienced punishment for both her disclosure and her 

silence. Alternative families thus appear to be placed in an impossibly contradictory 

place. Respondents all spoke of the nature of a stigmatized identity, and the rather 

unattractive choice between disclosure and secrecy that they felt themselves forced to 

make. Such revelations remind me of queer theoretical texts such as Sedgwick' s 

Epistemology of the Closet. In this text and in these stories the logical contradictions 

internal to normative discourses give rise to a series of double-binds which function to 

systematically impair the lives of alternative families. 
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THE NATURE OF PERFORMANCE 

I am struck by the importance of performance in these individual's lives. Because 

the understanding of how to behave within the normative family was gathered during 

their youth, many of the respondents do not remember a specific episode or event where 

they were taught how to perform. Rather, they were taught those strategies of 

performance by influential adults. Acting out the illusion of normalness was learned 

through parents who regulated behavior or brought in external examples. Omission and 

silence were learned through the wordless behavior of parents and other influential 

adults. In this way the nature of family is seen to be one of social performance before 

biological fact. 

In the past such instances of performance may have been discussed in terms of 

Freud, and attributed to the desire for normalcy due to a yearning for what is missing. 

Indeed, many of these performances do seem to take the form of desiring normalcy, or at 

least the desire to enact it for the time. However, it seems a bit obtuse to state that only 

alternative families hold this desire. Nate's accounts of performance, as well as numerous 

references of other families ' efforts, show that even seemingly normative families must 

perform in order to retain the privileges of normalcy. Even without Nate' s example, such 

an idea could be revealed. Though various nuclear families exist, many of them operating 

under the illusion of normalcy, the truth is that no two of them are alike. This fact alone 

could lead us to the revelation that family as we understand it regularly involves 

performance. 
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However, the nature of performance is more than merely a strategy. The 

performance of family, recognized as a form of situated acting, does not merely utilize 

notions of normalness - it creates them. As families seek to embody or enact their 

constructions of the familial mystique, they do so in a manner that is continual. This form 

of acting is then reiterated constantly to the point that it produces the effect of appearing 

normal. When viewed in terms of society as a whole, we see that this singular event 

easily merges together to create the idea of a "normal" family. 
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A common illusion of what constitutes the family lurks just beneath the surface of 

our everyday interactions. It creeps in the comers of our vision, coloring perceptions 

regarding various families . Tragically, this illusion is incredibly limiting, delegitimizing 

all real families as their mere existence is revealed unable to enact the perfection of an 

ideal. Such an illusion can be understood as a mystique, as it serves to promote idealized 

ways of being and doing over the actual components of lived experience. Further insight 

into this mystique reveals that it' s positioning leads to significant distress, as real families 

(alternative and normative) are compared to it and found lacking. As one of the first 

studies to discuss our illusions of family as a mystique, direct proofs cannot be claimed. I 

am unable to state beyond a shadow of doubt that the familial mystique is inherently 

harmful. However, I do believe that the available literature and the data from interviews 

clearly demonstrate at the very least the potential for harm. 

Conflicts and complexities discussed within the interviews conducted speak to 

this potential as they paint a detailed picture of the meanings constructed alongside the 

mystique and the strategies used to deal with it. The mystique is central to the 

maintenance of dominant privileged and heteronormative culture; it secures the social 

order that harms so many, and serves to perpetuate itself. Grounded in reaction to this, the 

three categories of strategies constitute a valuable asset available to all. Further 

investigation into these strategies seems necessary, as the extent to their use cannot be 

statistically determined. However, the problems accrued when one either fails or 
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performs the familial mystique can be linked to a number of other problems that harm 

various stigmatized and intersecting identities. 

Researchers have long enumerated the possibilities of critical examinations into 

problematized institutions and identities, and I find that I am no different. Destabilization 

of our notions of normativity is provoked by critiques and research that challenges. 

Discussions that challenge authority and structural disadvantages must continue in this 

way. Experiences of real people must continue to be explored and discussed in ways that 

allow them authority. Although institutionalized images of the family often presume that 

there is first the nuclear and then alternatives- it may be now necessary to displace and 

invert this thought. If data acquired through these interviews are generalizable, then it can 

be understood that our understanding of family is acquired through institutionalized 

myths and compulsory performances. In fact, it is through these performances that the 

dichotomy of the ideal and "deviant" family has come to have intelligibility. It may then 

be the case that our very categories of family form are produced and maintained in 

response to this performance, as an often disingenuously enacted norm produces and 

legitimizes itself. If this is true, then it is then the case that our understandings of 

differences within and between family forms are not, in fact, "real". They are rather a 

product fabrication - a process used to legitimized illusions of the norm and dominant 

culture. Alternative families must thus be further explored, as their subversive 

possibilities might prove to not only challenge the familial mystique- but also fully 

delegitimize it. 
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