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In 1981, feminist artist Judy Chicago asked: how do women feel about all aspects of 
birth? In the resulting Birth Project (1980-85), Chicago conducted a survey and 
collaborated with needleworkers to create a series of artworks that sought to represent a 
universal experience of childbirth. In the years since, gender and queer theorists have 
deeply challenged the biological essentialism underpinning conceptions of birth and 
family formation. Moreover, through a combination of social and technological change, 
increasing numbers of LGBTQ+ people in the U.S. are having children. This prompts a 
revision of Chicago’s important question: how do queer people feel about all aspects of 
birth? To answer this question, we use Chicago’s methods as a model to explore the 
childbirth experiences of LGBTQ+ people in America. Our project interrogates the 
underlying theoretical framework and methodological approach of the original Birth 
Project, providing not only an intersectional feminist and queer critique of its archives, 
but also charting a radical feminist model for collaborative arts-based research. For this 
presentation, we compare and contrast responses to three critical questions from 
Chicago’s original Birth Project survey to our own data collection with contemporary 
queer families to explore changing the decision-making structures and justifications for 
why people decide to have children. In the original data that informed the Birth Project, 
participants explicitly tied their decisions to have children to essentialist beliefs about 
motherhood. In contrast, we find that queer people recount a series of intentional 
decisions about family building that are decoupled from cultural tropes about biology 
and reproduction. Through this comparative analysis, we argue that despite the deep 
uncertainty and inequalities in the process of queer family formation, queer people 
articulate a retrospective agency in their choices to have children that transforms their 
understanding of their role as a parent beyond cultural tropes of motherhood. In a post-
Roe era, this work sheds light on LGBTQ+ experiences, draws new attention to the 
relationship between feminist art and culture, and proposes intersectional methods for 
collaborative, arts-based research practice. 
 
Katherine Sobering is an Assistant Professor of Sociology at the University of North 
Texas and an affiliated faculty member in Women’s and Gender Studies. Her research, 
which has been supported by the Fulbright Commission and the National Science 
Foundation, examines questions at the intersection of gender, labor, and politics, with 
an attention to how people resist inequality in the U.S. and Latin America. Her recent 
book, The People’s Hotel: Working for Justice in Argentina, was published with Duke 
University Press. Her work has also appeared in Social Problems, Work and 
Occupations, and Socio-Economic Review and with Oxford University Press and the 
University of Texas Press. https://katherinesobering.com/  
 



Liss LaFleur is an Associate Professor of New Media Art at the University of North 
Texas. She is the Director of the Future Feminist Lab and an affiliated faculty member in 
Women’s and Gender Studies and LGBTQ Studies. Her teaching and research 
foreground women’s histories, social computing, embodied technologies, and the 
politics of visibility. She is the recipient of a John F. Kennedy Center Citizen Artist 
Fellowship and a Mellon Foundation Immersive Scholar grant. Her multimodal projects 
have been exhibited nationally and internationally, and her digital humanities 
scholarship is archived in the #MeToo Digital Media Collection at Harvard University. 
www.lisslafleur.com  
 


