Contemporary Families 



Describe your family.

Dr. Seth Williams and Family

Our immediate family is two dads and two school children. We also have a close relationship with a family in Florida to whom we donated embryos following our own IVF process that resulted in the births of our sons. That family has twins from the process. We talk with them often and we see them whenever possible. 

Our family is different from the average and from expected or stereotyped families in numerous ways. Most obvious is that we are two men parenting children. At the current time, fathers are a distinct minority even among the community of rainbow families. Within the population of gay dads, we are a further minority, in that we intentionally parented our children by means of assisted fertility, using an egg donor and a different surrogate mother to have our two boys. This is currently the least common pathway to parenthood among gay men. 

Our family spends its time mostly in ways that are like other households with two working professional parents and children. Our days, they are a busy mix of caring for our children, going to work and taking care of the house. Most of our adult friends are heterosexual couples and most of them are parents. We have more in common with parents than we do with childless gay and lesbian people at this stage of our lives. 

We try to maintain balance in a number of ways. We currently, limit each of our boys to one organized after school activity, so that they have time for free play and exploration, and do not become over-scheduled. Both adults take one night out a week to pursue individual interests and friends, and we try to have one night a week out, together as a date. The remaining nights, we spend as a family. 

Our nightly routines include the inevitable preparing, eating, and cleaning up from dinner, reading with our children, and engaging in activities together like playing video games, visiting, playing ball and so fourth. We try to have a special family dinner once a week. We try to eat at the table together most nights. We start many meals with appreciations for the gifts we each experienced, to cultivate a spirit of abundance and appreciation in our boys. 

We have traveled a lot with our boys. Each year we try to take one special vacation and many small excursions. Our children have already visited the four corners of the United States and begun to acquire experiences in other parts of the world. 

Anjali Becker and Family

I grew up in a family with two moms, but I have a younger sister, she is about 3 years younger than me, and my sister and I are both adopted from India. We were both adopted at a very young age, 10 weeks. And one of my moms legally adopted me and the other one legally adopted my sister, so even though we are not legally related nor are we, you know, blood related, we were raised as sisters; I consider her my sister just like I think anyone who has adopted siblings would consider. Also, I consider both my parents to be my parents, both my moms to be my moms and my sister, I know considers it the same, even though again legally speaking it is not, not official, I guess you could say. But in all other intents and purposes it is. 

My parents adopted me and my sister individually or separately, because I think I understand that it was easier for them to go through the paperwork as single parents rather than as trying to explain their family relationship. I think if my understanding is correct that the policy in India might have been, if you are not married, easier to adopt as a single parent than to try and explain. 

We have always been raised together as sisters just considered like any other family with adopted children. So even though we are not related by blood and not related by the law, its never occurred to me that she is not my sister and she is actually autistic, she has high-functioning autism. So again, along lines of family responsibility, it is never —not occurred to me that when my parents are older and need to be passing on some of their responsibilities for taking care of my sister that I would do that. I actually have been talking as I have been getting older with my parents about what would need to be done for her. 

We are not a religious family. My extended family, actually the extended family on Jean's side, Jean is the one who adopted my sister. So again, legally not my mom, but I have always been closer to her family than to Sandra's, my adopted mother's family. They are a big extended family and they have been always really warm and welcoming and Jean gets along with her siblings very well and Sandra does not as much. So we have always done a lot of family things with them. Jean's mother, my grandmother, pretty much helped to raised us kids, especially me when I was younger. So my earliest memories are with my grandma, doing things with her, activities with her. 

So yeah, family events, I mean it is all the same sort of traditions, my extended families are both a little bit more religious than we are. One side is Catholic; the other I think is Lutheran—I do not really remember. So we will go and celebrate Christmas and Easter was always a really big deal with my family, even though my immediate family did not necessarily go to church all the time with them, we would still do the Christmas-type celebrations and the presents and stuff like that and Easter and summer vacations. 

One tradition in my family that is a little unusual I suppose, is that my sister and I both being adopted have what we and our family call arrival days, which is the day that my sister and I both arrived in the United States. So those were like little mini birthdays that we are always really excited for, when we were little because that meant, we got presents a second time during the year, so that was always fun. 

What challenges and pressures do you face?

Dr. Seth Williams and Family

We face challenges of equal access under the law. These led us to migrate to one of the growing number of countries that recognize our family legally. We face challenges of invisibility and lack of awareness by the hetero-normative society in which we live. 

Neither parent has experienced overt discrimination as gay parents at work. However, we have been denied equal access to benefits packages at both our workplaces. More of the challenges in the workplace for us, are around being parents, like who will stay home with the kids, if they are sick. We are constantly aware of our uniqueness as a family in the wider world. The ways that this has affected us, and how it feels though, has changed as our family life stage has changed. When the boys were infants, we received constant unsolicited advice about how to care for them from people in the most unlikely of places, like airports and waiting rooms. Strangers felt some strange pull to inform men with infants how to care for their children. Several times, people asked where our wives were and called us heroes for caring for infants ourselves. Clearly, it is still not common social expectation that men will want to care for babies, or can do so competently. 

We think that we are denied equal access to societal benefits in the United States on a systems level. This rarely extends down to individual or small group level. It is tiresome to face the seemingly endless series of referenda about whether we should have the same civil rights as others. To us, it is very unenlightened that civil rights should be subject to majority vote. But we try to remind ourselves that in the United States, it was not until 1967 that people of other races, a made-up category, were allowed to marry in all the states and territories. 

Anjali Becker and Family

The biggest challenge is, I mentioned earlier that my sister is a highly functioning autistic child/person—she is not a child anymore—and the biggest loophole has been getting social services and getting medical benefits and medical services for her, given that my mom had to file for a lot of things as a single parent and just going through all those loopholes. 

And my other mom, Sandra, who has legally adopted me, she was a government employee for a number of years, so she had pretty good benefits, but I think they had trouble transferring over to my sister. I do not even know if they even could, because she had no legal relationship to my sister, Sandra did not. So I think going through those types of things was the biggest challenge for my family. 

Just, you know, if I got into an accident, Jean who is my other mother couldn't necessarily go into a hospital and be able to get me medical treatments. And I think we ended up signing power of attorneys, so Jean has the power of attorney for me and Sandra has a power of attorney for my sister, I believe is what we ended up doing. But that is the kind of thing that is really been the biggest struggle in our family just in terms of, you know, being able to claim benefits for your family that other people do not really have to jump through hoops to get or if they do, it is not nearly as intense. 

In terms of other pressures, I went to a really small private school, pretty much my entire life. I went to the same school with the same kids for 12 years. And they all knew me and knew my family, so it really wasn't until I got to college that I had to sort of explain my background, and it was just kind of funny. To be perfectly honest it never really occurred to me that it was something that people would not necessarily immediately get. I also went to grade school with a couple of other people who had two-mom families or whatever, so in elementary school and high school people kind of knew. I was never singled out in any way or never experienced any sort of issue with that. 

And when I got to college and I had to explain it a little, again I did not really experience any sort of discrimination or anything like that. It just, it was kind of funny having to explain for the first time because I was not used to it. I have always felt really lucky with my family just because we are really close, we get along really well. I never had serious fights with my parents, other than, you know, the normal teenage stuff and I would see my friends who grew up in the, you know, more quote-unquote traditional families and they would go through fights and had really bad relationships with their parents and I just did not with mine. 

And we actually used to joke, I had a close-knit group of girlfriends, there were about six of us, and we used to joke that I had the most normal, most stable family as pretty much any of them, or any us. So I felt lucky in that regard because I know a lot kids really did not have the same type of relationship that I had. And I think in that respect also that is not necessarily the norm—or maybe it is not, I do not know. I have not had an overwhelming negative experience with it myself. 

Have you felt singled out or treated differently?

Dr. Seth Williams and Family

People often do not know how to address us to our children or to our faces. They find themselves confronted with their own assumptions about what mothers and fathers do, and wondering what happens when there is no mother in a family. 

We face these challenges within our family as well. We are among the growing number of fathers who have chosen to stay home with our infants, to flex our work responsibilities and schedules to be actively involved in our children's lives, and to take primary responsibility for our children. 

Our children and we are continually coming out, just by living our lives. At school, all the readers feature non-gay families. We often find ourselves working with teachers and administrators, to remind them that families are diverse and coaching them on ways to include images and stories, that will help our children feel included. 

The classrooms are filled and generally led by people living within heterosexual families, and many activities are based on expectations of these family experiences. For example, when children prepare cards or crafts as Mother's day gifts, we work with the schools, so that they can find ways to include our children. 

As our children have grown, we have found ourselves excluded from other community activities for parents. We were not allowed to join one parents of twins group because they do not allow men. Mothers who have formed playgroups for their toddlers have often excluded us. We have learned it is because they are not sure how to include men among them and have been unsure if we would want to join. Some mothers go out for walk or coffee after dropping their children at school. They have asked nervously if we would want to be included, and they carefully explain there are no other men in their group, although they have invited the occasional hands-on father before. 

Anjali Becker and Family

The one thing, I can think of, and I do not know if this is my mom being bitter or whatever, when I was applying to school, I applied to Georgetown among another colleges. I got wait-listed, and I remember being really disappointed because it was one of the schools that I really liked and it ended up fine I went to a different school, and whatever. But I remember my mom commenting that she wondered if having two moms made a difference in the application to Georgetown, just given that it is a Jesuit school, obviously, there is no sort of evidence for that, we cannot, look back and say but she commented once that, she thought she was not sure about that. 

On a footnote, it was kind of funny. I ended up going to a different school and the financial aid person was—we did not really know this at the time, but she happened to be gay and she obviously saw all the paperwork for my family and—I guess she had some questions about Jean's finances or something, I am not quite sure, how it happened, I do not remember, but she ended up calling and kind of, you know, implying like, "Oh, I understand where you are coming from," like, "I recognize these sorts of situations," and ended up being very understanding of our finances and what that all meant and just a very helpful advocate for the financial aid for the school that I went to, which is just sort of funny. That is, I guess, is an example of reverse discrimination, I do not know. 

Personally though, I do not really know if they have or not. My parents do not really talk about it that much, they do not like to focus on, I guess, the negative. They have always been really encouraging to both me and my sister, and they do not like this focus on the negative. I am absolutely sure that they had experienced some discrimination and prejudice growing up, just given, A if nothing else the time they grew up in. So they never liked to emphasize that they did. There was talk when, gay marriage started becoming more and more of a political issue in the last couple of years. They had disagreements over whether or not they would get married. I am of the opinion that, you know, you have been together over 30 years, if it does not need fixing or if it is not broke why fix it, or whatever that saying is. I could see them doing it just for financial reasons again, for benefits and etcetera. But they disagree, one of them says, you know, we do not need it, it is fine as it is and the other one I think more just wants an excuse to have a party. Who knows? 

I remember, actually, I was in high school, there were some study, someone did and I do not remember the particulars of it, but it showed evidence that people who grew up in gay households might be, oh gosh, I cannot remember what it was, something about the fact that children of gay families are not wildly unstable or like sexually deviant or anything like that, and they grow up to be very social, stable and etcetera, and I remember my parents talking about that and being pleased. But it is just sort of a fact of my life rather than something peculiar to remark on. I remember when I was talking about it with someone and they are like, well, was it any different. And I was like, I do not know, how would I know? I have no, you know, experience with any other sort of situation. So what seems to me is normal, might seem odd to someone else, but I cannot speak to anything else. 

