
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for Them Before Us

			“Katy Faust’s voice is as essential as it is unique, and her vital work over the last decade has culminated in this eminently well-reasoned and important book. Her focus is on three particular types of family dynamics that untold millions of children are increasingly being subjected to today: widespread divorce and ever-expanding stepfamilies, the contractually donor-conceived, and intentionally motherless and fatherless same-sex families. How are the children in these homes faring? Katy is one of the few people even asking this question, and her book provides the answers. She contends, correctly, that we must put Them (the children) Before Us (the adults).”

			—Glenn T. Stanton, director of global family formation studies at Focus on the Family and author of Loving My (LGBT) Neighbor, The Ring Makes All the Difference, and The Myth of the Dying Church

			“An essential read in moments like ours, Faust and Manning’s Them Before Us offers an important intervention into a world increasingly defined by the needs, desires, and fashions of adults by foregrounding our most vulnerable: children. In so doing, they animate an altogether different conversation about marriage and family, one that centers on the care of children and the cultivating of a context that is most receptive to their needs and, critically, protective of their rights.”

			—Mobeen Vaid, Muslim Chaplain at George Mason University

			“Katy Faust and Stacy Manning have a knack for defending important truths in a culture that wants to ignore them. In Them Before Us: Why We Need a Global Children’s Rights Movement they provide a do-it-yourself manual for effectively defending children. This book will equip any reader who wants to join the movement.”

			—Ryan T. Anderson, Ph.D., author of When Harry Became Sally: Responding to the Transgender Moment and Truth Overruled: The Future of Marriage and Religious Freedom

			“A society that does not prioritize the well-being of children will not ultimately survive. And children’s well-being is best served when they are raised by their own biological mother and father. In Them Before Us, Katy Faust and Stacy Manning build a strong case that adults do children a terrible injustice when they accept policies and practices that intentionally deny a child a connection to one or both of their parents. They (children) should come before us (adults).”

			—Nancy Pearcey, professor and scholar in residence at Houston Baptist University, author of Total Truth and Love Thy Body

			“New parents are often advised to get on their hands and knees and crawl around the room to discover outlets, sharp edges, and other dangers that can only be perceived from a child’s perspective. Katy Faust is calling on all of ‘the adults in the room’—parents, policymakers, all of us—to do something just as radical. Them Before Us is a paradigm-shifting examination of the social, legal, and cultural decisions of recent decades from the eyes of the child, and the dangers revealed are absolutely devastating.”

			—Cathy Ruse, JD, Senior Legal Fellow, Family Research Council

			“Finally! A book that speaks to me as a parent and as a lawmaker about the need to protect children from much of the world’s craziness, including the breakdown of the family. In Them Before Us: Why We Need a Global Children’s Rights Movement, Katy Faust and Stacy Manning offer wisdom and insight about why the rights of children must be prioritized over the desires of adults. If you are a lawmaker or are otherwise passionate about improving the lives of children, trust me, this is a must-read.”

			—Rep. Fred Deutsch, South Dakota

			“If you want the no-holds-barred truth about what’s best for kids, look no further than Faust and Manning’s Them Before Us. This is the only book on the market that has strategically laid out all the reasons why children’s needs must come before adult desires and makes the arguments for you so you don’t have to. Not only is it a great read, it gives you the why and the data for all those things you know to be true but lack the words to convey.”

			—Suzanne Venker, Author and Marriage Coach

			“Faust and Manning will take you on a comprehensive and heart-wrenching tour of the damage done to kids when adult desires are privileged over children’s rights to their own biological mother and father. But they won’t leave you in the ruins. At the end of each chapter, they’ll offer practical suggestions to begin rebuilding a culture that prioritizes kids’ best interests. Read Them Before Us, and be ready to do the ‘hard things’ adults must do so that children won’t have to.”

			—Mark Regnerus, Professor of Sociology, The University of Texas at Austin

			“Them Before Us recasts all debates about all other rights. It brilliantly articulates the need to enshrine in law the right of every child to the marriage of its biological parents, a right that comes with the existence they gave it at conception. To the degree this right is honored, not only the child, but whole nations will thrive or wilt.”

			—Pat Fagan, Ph.D. Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute, The Catholic University of America

			“One of the most consistent and most destructive myths of the sexual revolution is ‘the kids will be fine.’ No-fault divorce? The kids will be fine. Homes without a mom and dad? The kids will be fine. Artificial reproductive technologies that separates kids from their biological moms and dads? The kids will be fine. Same-sex parenting? The kids will be fine. They aren’t, and Katy Faust has emerged as perhaps their most thoughtful and fierce advocate, as you will see in this book.”

			—John Stonestreet, President, the Chuck Colson Center for Christian Worldview

			“Amidst the legal scuffling over no-fault divorce, marriage equality, and the unregulated fields of surrogacy and in-vitro-fertilization, so many have lost sight of, perhaps, the most vulnerable members of society whose suffering has been the unforeseen unintended consequence of our own self-absorption: children. This trailblazing work by Katy Faust and Stacy Manning provides significant cause for reflection and a most ethical rationalization for opposing the flawed notion that a child merely needs the love of ‘anyone’ in order to have a healthy upbringing. ‘Consent’-supremacy in the validation of adult sexual relationships has ignored the psycho-emotional and developmental needs of children to the extent that the harm caused remains hidden from the public. Enter Them Before Us.”

			—Dr. Abdullah b. Hamid Ali, Assistant Professor of Islamic Law, Zaytuna College, Berkeley, CA

			“As the sexual revolution continues to hack away at society’s investment in the best interests of children, robbing millions of what should be their immutable right to be raised by both their biological mother and father under the same roof, Katy Faust has emerged as the 21st century’s most important voice standing up for kids. Them Before Us: Why We Need a Global Children’s Rights Movement is a clarion call to put children first and to end the era of adult selfishness and shortsightedness, trumping our children’s happiness and security.”

			––Doug Mainwaring, journalist, pro-family activist, married (to a woman) same-sex attracted man

			“The breakdown of the intact, married family has been a disaster for American children. In Them Before Us, Katy Faust and Stacy Manning offer an incisive and deeply disturbing account of the ways in which children have paid the biggest price for the erosion of marriage. As they make clear, this is an issue that Republicans who are concerned about limited government must confront insofar as the size and scope of government balloons when the family falls. And this is an issue that Democrats who are concerned about poverty and the health of the American Dream must confront insofar as children raised in non-intact families are much more likely to grow up in poverty as children and end up poor as adults. This is an important book for everyone who is concerned about the welfare of children in America today.”

			—W. Bradford Wilcox, Director, National Marriage Project, University of Virginia

			“Katy Faust’s book is a must-read for those who are interested in the rights and needs of children. She speaks the hard truth. As someone who lived in a traditional and an alternative family structure in her childhood, she is empathetic to those who may have a different perspective, while remaining focused on the rights of children to grow up in the most secure and least stressful environment. You may not agree with everything she believes or advocates for, but you will learn a great deal about the needs of children physically and emotionally, and perhaps come away with a deeper understanding, a change of perception, or even a change of heart.”

			—Erica Komisar, LCSW, psychoanalyst, parent guidance expert and author of Being There: Why Prioritizing Motherhood in the First Three Years Matter

			“Them Before Us: Why We Need a Global Children’s Rights Movement by Katy Faust and Stacy Manning will be an important catalyst in the inflection point we need in the pro-family, pro-life, and pro-marriage movement. This well-written, heart-stirring, data-supported case for putting children’s needs first rather than adult desires is refreshing and cause to celebrate! Leaders in every aspect of culture, including the church, need this invaluable resource to educate, legislate, and encourage human flourishing in a winsome, grace-filled manner, regardless of your background or beliefs.”

			—Carrie Abbott, President of The Legacy Institute and Host of Relationship Insights Radio and Podcast
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​Foreword 
by Robert George

			Which should we prioritize: the desires of adults or the needs of children? There is no avoiding this question—for any of us. And there is no way to be on both sides of it. You must—you will—come down on one side or the other. So, in the words of the old Union anthem: “Which side are you on, boys? Which side are you on?”

			Let me make my own position clear: I stand on the side of prioritizing the needs of children. And that means I stand with Katy Faust and Them Before Us.

			Children have a right to be conceived and brought up in conditions most conducive to their flourishing. You heard (or read) me correctly. I said a right. At the foundation of that right is the fact that children are human beings (persons) and, as such, bearers of profound, inherent, and equal dignity. And children are vulnerable in nearly every way and in need of care and protection over the course of many years as they grow and develop physically, intellectually, morally, and spiritually. It is wrong to do things, or to support policies or practices, that deprive children of essential conditions of their flourishing.

			Children need a mom and a dad—a good, loving mom and dad who are committed and faithful to each other and to them. They need maternal and paternal influences and care. They need models of virtuous women and men, preferably in the roles of mom and dad as well as other roles, such as teacher, pastor, coach, grandmother, grandfather, godmother, godfather, aunt, uncle. Of course, bad things sometimes happen, making it impossible for a child’s biological mother or father to be in the parental social role. In these circumstances, we should do the best we can for a child. That’s what the wonderful institution of adoption, for example, is all about. But we should also do our best to ensure that as many children as possible are brought up by their married-to-each-other biological parents.

			Marriage, considered the conjugal union of husband and wife, is valuable in itself and not merely as a means. Indeed, marriage doesn’t just happen to be good for kids; it naturally unfolds into family life. After all, the act that unites a couple as husband and wife is also the kind of act that can (when all goes well) make them mother and father. So, it is no surprise that the promise that spouses make to each other—permanent and exclusive—creates the stability that parents owe to their children. If we sever the link between marriage and children, we can’t make sense of the form that marriage must take to be true to itself.

			Marriage, rightly understood, is the original and best department of health, education, and welfare—especially for children. Marriage has the shape it has historically had and is governed by the norms that have historically governed it, precisely because it is the uniquely appropriate setting for the conceiving and rearing of children. Indeed, historically in our law, marriage is consummated—completed, perfected—by the child-conceiving act; that is the act that fulfills the behavioral conditions of procreation. Even couples who, due to age or infirmity, are not able to have children of their own consummate their marital bond by performing the act that would otherwise result in the coming to be of a child. And the relationship they enter into—marriage—is what it is, with the contours and norms that it has (exclusivity, fidelity, permanence of commitment, and so on), because of its aptness for children.

			If we understand marriage correctly, we will understand—indeed, if we understand marriage correctly, it will be in part because we understand—that children are not properly regarded as lifestyle accessories; they are not products or commodities; they are not—they should not be—mere objects of adult consumer preference. And if we understand that, then we will understand why establishing and maintaining a healthy, flourishing marriage culture is so important, and why rebuilding a healthy, flourishing marriage culture should be at the top of the cultural and political agenda for all of us.

			That the marriage culture is in decline today is well-known. Increasingly, people also are recognizing that the consequences of that decline are harshest in the poorest, most vulnerable sectors of our society—and harshest of all on children in those sectors. They, ultimately, have been the victims of the widespread family breakdown and failure of family formation. They are paying the heaviest price for the sexual “liberation” movement that gave us no-fault divorce, widespread promiscuity, the normalization of non-marital sexual cohabitation, out-of-wedlock childbearing and child-rearing, and fatherlessness. The imbecilic slogan of my generation, the self-proclaimed “me” generation, was “If it feels good, do it.” Well, many people lived by that slogan, and countless children suffered and will continue to suffer as a result—as a consequence of practices hostile, indeed antithetical, to the flourishing of children. The fact that my saying so is considered bold, radical, or even (according to those at the partisan extreme of “progressive” ideology) bigoted is itself evidence of the scale and depth of the problem.

			When children come to be regarded as lifestyle accessories, products, commodities, objects of adult consumer preference, then adults will suppose that they, single or married, have a right to a child if they happen to want one. It will then seem like a denial of human rights to object to an adult consumer’s decision to produce a child in a lab (rather than accepting the child in an act of marital love) or to deprive a child of his or her biological parents. But this is exactly backward. The rights (as opposed to desires) in question here are the rights of the child—the right of every human being to be treated, even in his or her conception and certainly in his or her upbringing, as a person, not a product; as a subject of profound dignity and not an object that exists to fulfill other people’s desires. This is in no way to say that it is wrong to desire a child—married couples do desire children, and people often wish to marry in part because they desire to be parents. This is natural and right. It is merely to stress the fact that children should be wanted under a certain description, one that is consistent with their dignity as unique, irreplaceable, inestimably precious members of the human family.

			If we want children in the way we should want them, and not merely as things to satisfy adult desires, then it will seem natural—indeed it will be obvious—that we are to put them before us. We will favor their rights over our desires. We will favor, foster, work for, and even sacrifice in the cause of establishing or restoring the conditions, including social conditions—centrally including cultural and legal arrangements—that put the flourishing of children first. And we will join Katy in the movement to defend children’s rights.

			Robert P. George is McCormick Professor of Jurisprudence and director of the James Madison Program in American Ideals and Institutions at Princeton University. He has served as a presidential appointee to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights and the U.S. President’s Council on Bioethics. He has also served as the U.S. member of UNESCO’s World Commission on the Ethics of Scientific Knowledge and Technology (COMEST).

			





​Introduction

			I’m here by accident.

			It was never my intention to jump headlong into the public debate around marriage, family, and parenthood. Sure, I have strong opinions about these issues. I also have a unique perspective from both my own childhood and as an adoptive mom. Except, I also like to keep my friends—and, unfortunately, as many of us have learned, keeping friends often means keeping quiet if your opinions are not politically correct. I finally chose to speak out because one day this meek and mild pastor’s wife straight up snapped.

			It was a standard-issue Tuesday in 2012, about a week following President Obama’s “evolution” on the subject of gay marriage, when I felt the temperature shift in our country. Back then, NPR was a fixture in my home, and it seemed every time I tuned in, the word “bigot” was becoming a staple. Apparently, as far as NPR and many other major news outlets were concerned, support for traditional marriage had only one cause, and the cause was bigotry. You believe children need a mother and father? That’s because you’re a homophobe. You don’t support marriage equality? You’re a hater.

			My snap was twofold. First, even though I live in uber-liberal Seattle, I was surrounded by supporters of traditional marriage who simultaneously loved their gay family and friends. Their position did not stem from any kind of hatred, phobia, or bigotry. Further, I knew traditional-marriage supporters who were gay and lesbian themselves, and their support wasn’t rooted in internalized homophobia or self-loathing, as many accused. The media was lying about who supported traditional marriage and why.

			Second, the gay lobby was lying about children. One plank of the gay-marriage offensive was to assert that kids with two dads or two moms fared no differently than kids with a married mom and dad. Of course, every one of those kids being used as a literal poster child for gay marriage was missing either their mother or father. “Kids don’t need moms and dads; all they need is to be safe and loved” became a mantra for “marriage equality.” The push to make mothers and fathers optional in order to forward a political goal sickened me. To imply that kids don’t care if they’ve lost a relationship with their mother or father, and to claim that gender is irrelevant to parenting, is dangerous and nonsensical. As someone who has been working with kids for two decades, I know these claims are politically motivated lies. Nearly all the kids I’ve known who’ve lost a relationship with their mother or father, whether through death, divorce, abandonment, or donor conception, have been left suffering a lifelong wound.

			Conflict makes me want to channel my inner ostrich. Thus, I much rather would have gone about my life with my head in the sand (and kept all of my friends) than insert myself into the most contentious public debate of our time. But I couldn’t stand silently amidst the relentless, seemingly unending lies about traditional-marriage supporters and our nation’s children. The choice was this: either passively side with the desires of adults by remaining silent, or speak up on behalf of children—come what may. I went with the lose-my-friends option.

			I started an anonymous blog because I am a chicken; I was terrified of the backlash that would surely come from defending what had suddenly become a controversial claim: that kids need their mother and their father. The “other side” has ensured a high cost is paid by those who speak out in opposition. The accusation which kept me silent for so long was that those who disagreed with gay marriage hated gay people—an accusation which continues to keep many traditional-marriage supporters in the closet. There is a very real, legitimate fear of the very real mob that will come after them for simply stating what nearly every culture and religion throughout human history has recognized: a man and a woman in a lifelong union is good for adults, children, and society.

			I called my blog askthe“Bigot,” intentionally choosing a cringe-worthy name in order to highlight how ludicrous it was for marriage-equality folk to brand all their opponents bigots. The narrative they put forward assumed the only people who support traditional marriage either don’t know any gay people, are religiously indoctrinated, or are fueled by homophobia. So askthe“Bigot” aimed to respond to each of these misguided assumptions. I wrote about the importance of loving and being in relationships with my gay family and friends. I offered compelling secular arguments, without the use of scripture, for traditional marriage. I challenged the belief that the government’s interest in marriage was about how adults feel, but instead should be an interest in children. As graciously as possible, I engaged with naysayers in the comments section. In essence, I strove to be the most unbigoted traditional-marriage voice people encountered to illustrate that the whole bigot bit is an unfounded narrative based on assumptions and lies.

			When I began writing, I didn’t know much. What I did know was that children who grow up without their mother or father suffer, struggle in life, and often blame themselves as a result. I knew that men and women parent differently, but I didn’t understand those differences are actually the socioemotional food that kids need for healthy development. I knew redefining marriage would radically alter parenthood, but I was ignorant of how third-party reproduction had already been doing so. I knew that marriage matters but had yet to understand how grave a threat divorce, cohabitation, and surrogacy pose to children. I knew all children longed to be known and loved by their mother and father, but I didn’t realize they actually have a right to these things.

			Blogging taught me a great deal about why my side failed to successfully defend the most fundamental institution of society, the family, and it was the inception of a new and better way to talk about marriage, parenthood, and children.

			The Outing of “the Bigot”

			I imagine you have noticed my name is on this book. Perhaps you’re giving me undeserved credit for ditching the anonymity, choosing to believe I was suddenly filled with the courage it would take to go public, consequences be damned. I wish. The truth is, my alias was stripped by a gay blogger who hunted down my IP address and outed me in the name of “accountability.” And as if that weren’t enough, because we live in this new era of “love and tolerance,” he also doxed members of my church in an attempt to intimidate and silence me.

			Well, my friend Unintended Consequences came calling. Instead of inflicting damage on my mission, outing me to the world served only to expand my reach. I was invited by organizations like the Family Research Council and Alliance Defending Freedom to speak on children’s rights. I was asked to write amicus briefs in support of children’s rights, including for the U.S. Supreme Court. I was invited to Australia and Taiwan to champion the cause of children’s rights. I have shared children’s stories with leaders in the United Nations to educate global policymakers on why marriage is a children’s rights issue. Far from silencing me, Mr. “Accountability” expanded my audience a hundredfold.

			Once the Band-Aid was ripped off and I began writing under my own name, I found more (adult) children with LGBT parents, and they found me. Most were uncomfortable with the idea of sharing their stories with the world, a fear dwarfed only by their sheer terror at sharing their thoughts and feelings with their own families. Many chose to “come out of the closet” regarding their true feelings despite the cost, explaining what growing up without a mother or father had cost them. Brandi Walton is one:

			I yearned for the affection that my friends received from their dads. As far as I was concerned, I already had one mother; I did not need another. My grandfathers and uncles did the best they could when it came to spending time with me and doing all the daddy-daughter stuff, but it was not the same as having a full-time father, and I knew it. It always felt secondhand.1

			The reality is, there’s nothing different about children with same-sex parents. These kids are like every other human child who longs to be known and loved by the two people responsible for his or her existence. They’re also no different when it comes to experiencing the pain of family breakdown. The children of no-fault divorce, those who have been abandoned, and those who have been intentionally denied a relationship with a parent via reproductive technologies experience similar pain. Turns out, none of these kids have ever had anyone officially advocating for their rights in the family, which is an injustice serious enough to threaten our entire society.

			My Unsensational Ho-Hum Childhood

			Some of you are reading this book because you’ve heard I was raised by lesbians or have two moms, and I can understand why you might believe those inaccurate statements. Some of the misconceptions are my fault. In some cases, I said too little for too long. Sometimes, in my inexperience, I missed the chance to correct an interviewer who was, in hindsight, obviously gunning for a sensational, attention-getting way to paint my upbringing. Even though I have always been upfront about the fact both my mother and father raised me prior to and following their divorce, alas, the rumors of my two moms persist. The truth is, each of my parents not only respected the pivotal role the other provided me in my childhood, but they co-parented and remained friends until my father passed in 2015.

			Here’s the story. My parents divorced when I was ten, and afterward my dad dated and remarried. Soon after the divorce, my mom fell in love with a woman, and they’ve been together ever since. I’ve always enjoyed a very close relationship with my mom, and I consider her partner my friend. Indeed, the time I spent as a child in their home was stable and conflict-free. Further, these two women have been a model of commitment, despite the ups and downs of life.

			I expect some of you might be inserting sensationalism into my story here—perhaps a little reading between the lines—so let’s dispense with the juicy gossip. My parents’ marriage did not end because my mom was a closeted lesbian. Nope. Their marriage ended for complicated reasons, complications that are theirs to share, not mine.

			To the great credit of both my mother and father, they were committed parents to me no matter their romantic interests or marital status from my adolescence into my adulthood. I benefited from their involvement and affection at every stage of my life. They were good parents. Both gave me the essential ingredients all children need from their mother and father, which we’ll discuss later. In fact, there’s a good chance you would not be reading this tome had I gone without the nurturing and influence provided by my father and my mother.

			I inherited my mother’s ability to see all sides of an issue and empathize with everyone involved. She is gifted in conflict resolution because she can see each perspective and understand everyone’s struggle regardless of what side she is on. When I’m writing about topics that get me kicked out of Facebook mom groups, that ability to empathize inoculates me from attributing malice to those with whom I disagree.

			My inheritance from my father? Confidence. The credit for my ability to walk into a room full of men, extend a firm handshake, and look them straight in the eye rests squarely in my father’s ledger. Whether facing off with Tony Jones on Lateline or engaging a roomful of male nonprofit presidents, when it comes to navigating the world of men, I acquired a certain level of self-esteem from my father. I’ve never struggled with confidence, and I credit my father and his loving involvement for this gift.

			That said, not everything was rosy. As I will detail later, divorce is awful, and it’s the worst for kids. Divorce is not a one-time event but rather kicks off a roller coaster of losses and transitions. It is the end of childhood stability as parents move out and remarry or otherwise repartner, oftentimes with children in tow, and then one or both move again, and one or both break up, and round and round it goes. Even describing it in that comma-heavy sentence is exhausting. Many adult children of divorce are still juggling two Christmases and acting as the go-between for sparring parents. It’s not easy to be a child, or an adult child, of divorce.

			So, while my story is not one of a fatherless girl raised by two moms, it certainly is the story of a woman who loves her mother and her mother’s partner. And it is therefore the story of a marriage advocate, mother advocate, and father advocate who simultaneously cherishes gay family and friends.

			A lot of people ask me, “What does your mom think about what you’re doing?” The answer is, I don’t speak for my mom. She knows that I love her and she knows that in my life, two men could never replace her.

			The Other Author of This Book

			I am passionate about kids, I have become a capable researcher, and I am adept in public speaking. A writer, I am not.

			When I began askthe“Bigot,” I needed someone capable of turning my overly wordy, plodding posts into something worth reading. Enter Stacy Manning, my friend and Facebook poster extraordinaire. Back in the blogging days, I’d send her a content-rich but “Lord have mercy” boring post, and she would work her magic. What departed my inbox a wordy, only-your-mom-would-read-the-whole-thing-because-she-loves-you diatribe would return sharp and hilarious.

			We had stumbled upon a divine partnership—two stay-at-home moms whose gifts complemented the other’s perfectly. Two good friends who came out swinging with no ringside professionals or institutional support, shouting the truth from our little corner of the internet. In time, all the shouting and swinging attracted the attention of those who inhabit much larger swaths of internet real estate and began publishing our work. Now here we are with our names on the cover of a book we hope will impact public discourse.

			Them Before Us is my baby, but I would not have made it here without Stacy, my wing woman. For eight years she has been at the ready, always willing to refashion my words into the witty, weighty prose I wish I possessed the ability to craft myself. Sometimes she has added just the right amount of polish, and other times my work has returned completely rewritten. If anything in our book makes you chuckle, or some wrap-up hits you like a mic drop, it’s a safe bet Stacy is responsible. I’m amazed by authors who write without a wing woman in their corner because without her contributions, you likely would have stopped reading by now.

			It’s Time for Something New

			The more I blogged and advocated for the rights of children, the more I realized how topics surrounding marriage and family usually focused obsessively on adult desires. Also glaring was in each and every one of the situations under debate, children are constantly losers. It was clear someone needed to formally advocate for the rights of children in matters of marriage, family, and parenthood. I was included in the launch of the International Children’s Rights Institute, the first but short-lived attempt to refocus the conversation on children. In the meantime, threats to children only grew. Just as in the marriage debate, adults were dominating conversations about reproductive technologies, birth certificates, divorce, and cohabitation despite the fact children pay the highest price when we arrive at the wrong answers to these questions. Someone needed to give kids a voice in this debate.

			Embarking on this children’s rights mission is a bit like being the first one to arrive at a gala without a host. I thought Someone Important would surely see that there is an event about to take place, and any moment Someone Important would swoop in and make it happen, but Nobody showed. Nobody, as it turns out, is awfully persuasive. Nobody pointed out the obvious fact that while I might not be “Someone Important,” I did possess one necessary ingredient to make this happen: willingness.

			With the help of several adult children who have experienced the loss of a parent by divorce or donor conception, or those with LGBT parents, I founded Them Before Us, a nonprofit committed to putting Them (children) before Us (adults). It is the only organization devoted solely to defending children’s rights in the family. We are on a mission to advance social policies that encourage adults to actively respect the rights of children rather than expecting children to sacrifice their fundamental rights for the sake of adult desires. We aim to equip all adults with the tools to defend the rights of all children. Or more simply, we believe adults need to do hard things so kids don’t have to, a theme we will revisit throughout this book.

			Here’s the gist: In the context of family, children have a right to their mother and father. When this right is ignored, children are commodified; they become possessions to be cut and pasted into any and every romantic adult relationship. Of course, deadbeat biological parents and heroic stepparents do exist, but they are a rarity, and social scientists on both the left and right acknowledge the leading factor that stacks the deck in favor of a child’s ability to thrive are married biological parents. Them Before Us encourages both individual choices and legislative measures that honor children’s rights with the goal of maximizing the next generation’s mental, physical, and emotional health. Our goal, with the utmost humility, is a global takeover of all conversations around marriage, family, and parenthood.

			This book is going to tell you:

			 

			•Why we will never achieve any level of social justice unless we first secure justice for individual children.

			•Why mothers, fathers, and stability are the three macronutrients in a child’s social emotional diet, and what happens to society when our children are malnourished.

			•Why every departure from the married-mother-father household is, at its core, a threat to the rights of children.

			•How divorce, same-sex parents, sperm/egg donation and surrogacy, and adoption impact children.

			•How failing to protect the rights of children turns back the clock two hundred years in our quest to defend human rights.

			 

			By chapter ten, you will understand why the battle for children’s rights is the greatest battle of our time. When you put this book down, I hope you will see yourself as a member of this global children’s rights movement—a movement that demands prioritizing the rights of children in personal and policy decisions regardless of the desires, struggles, and longing of adults.

			The heart of every child and the health of our entire society depend on it.





​Stories of the Silent

			From time immemorial, kids have suffered the tragic loss of their parents. Wartime casualties have resulted in waves of fatherlessness, and mothers used to die routinely in childbirth. Fortunately, modern medicine and modern warfare have significantly reduced such tragic losses of mothers and fathers. But modern attitudes and modern technologies are creating a new wave of suffering children.

			Sociologists have studied family structure for decades. Pro-marriage advocates have always had the best data. We have always had strong evidence for the importance of mothers and fathers. But society has not gotten the message because studies and statistics don’t stir the heart. Stories do.

			That’s why Them Before Us has created a safe space for adults who suffered parental loss as children to tell their stories. These testimonials are sorted into three categories of intentional parental loss: children who experienced divorce and abandonment, children with LGBT parents, and children born of surrogacy and via sperm and/or egg donation. I will share their stories throughout this book.

			It’s likely you’ve never heard their voices before. That’s because society at large, and often these children’s own parents, have made the telling of their stories very costly.

			When children’s parents are lost by tragedy, they are allowed to openly mourn. Further, they aren’t alone in their sorrow. Everyone who knew and loved the parents will weep with and for the children because everyone understands that the loss of a parent is wholly devastating. But when a child’s parent is lost intentionally, the child must mourn alone. Here are a few examples of how a child’s life is impacted by parental loss:

			 

			•A young man with a single-by-choice mother is not free to grieve his missing father. Giving voice to his loss condemns the actions of the mother he loves. His pain is not validated; he is told to be grateful that he is so loved and wanted.

			•A grown woman with two moms remembers a childhood spent waving at every plane flying over her house because she hoped her dad was on board looking down at her. If she publishes her story, those she loves most, and the rest of the world, will label her anti-gay.

			•A little boy is fearful of telling his father not to marry his new girlfriend. Will his relationship with this new woman who runs his home and commands the affection of his father improve if he reveals that what he really wants is for his father to reconcile with his mother?

			 

			For children who have lost a parent because adult desire was prioritized over their right to be known and loved by both their mother and father, sharing the painful consequences of their parent’s decisions can cost them their most intimate relationships.

			When adults share their stories of familial self-fulfillment, the world swoons. Empathy for adults is always at the forefront when it comes to articles about a woman’s battle with infertility, GoFundMe campaigns for a gay couple seeking a surrogate, or when a celebrity “comes out” and leaves his or her spouse and children.

			When children share their stories of familial fallout, the world seethes. Children of divorce are told to stop complaining because “plenty of kids have it worse!” Kids raised by two moms who disclose their father hunger are labeled bigots. Donor-conceived children who share their identity struggles are told, “You should be grateful to be alive.”

			One woman conceived via a donor embryo and born of a surrogate describes the empathetic coverage given to adults who want a baby. Writing on AnonymousUs.org, which hosts the stories of donor-conceived kids, she observes:

			[T]hey want to push the sob stories of moms who cannot conceive for public pity and talk about the moms’ wonderful stories about how they bought kids from other mothers and fathers so they can be parents now…. It’s so funny, how those stories make headlines, while mine makes a website not many will read.1

			To be clear, there are adults from divorced homes, those conceived via third-party reproduction, and those from same-sex parent homes who don’t feel they have suffered. Some feel loved and supported by their stepfamilies, 20 percent of children conceived through donated sperm couldn’t care less about the identity of their missing biological parent,2 and Zach Wahls can land an internship in the Obama White House after championing same-sex parenting to the Iowa legislature. Children who share these stories are rewarded with affirmation and increased parental connection. Stories like these can be found in every major news outlet because they reinforce the belief that however the adults choose to live, the kids will be OK.

			The problems lurk amidst the silent supermajority that desperately needs a voice in the conversation. The ones who are penalized for speaking up. The ones who may lose everything if they are honest.

			As our story bank has grown, it has become apparent that many children don’t process their loss until midlife. One friend I’ve known for ten years who was adopted at birth and raised by amazing parents originally said she never cared to find her birth parents. “My adoptive parents are my parents,” she told me when we first met. But recently at dinner, soon after her thirty-sixth birthday, she said, “Maybe I do care. I kinda want to know who they are.” The stories on the Them Before Us website (thembeforeus.com) are mostly authored by people in their forties, fifties, or sixties and sometimes older. Many had never shared their stories before. Many have no other place to be honest about the impact that their parents’ decisions had on them.

			This book will examine the distinct struggles children in the three groups—divorce or abandonment, sperm and/or egg donation and surrogacy, and same-sex parents—have faced. But there is one constant in every category: The children have been required to make sacrifices to accommodate the adults.

			Whether it is the result of a parent’s “coming out” and leaving the marriage, the use of an egg or sperm donor, or a dad’s running off with his secretary, the loss of a parent because adult desire was prioritized over the child’s rights requires the child to do the emotional heavy lifting. Every one of these kids is expected to understand and accommodate the parent’s romantic and sexual desires in the resulting household.

			That’s exactly backward. Adults, the humans with the fully formed brains and emotional intelligence, are supposed to do the hard things. Adults are supposed to understand, accommodate, and support their children—not vice versa. Yet, when adult desire is prioritized over the rights of children, the parent-child relationship appears reversed: The children are required to do hard things to support their parents’ wishes.

			We are inundated by tales of what adults want in family matters. It’s time we listen to kids, the true victims created when we arrive at the wrong answers to questions about marriage and family. If we do, we will create a path forward for healthy children, healthy families, and a healthy society. If we refuse to hear their voices, children will continue to be mere constituents of adult fulfillment, starved of the emotional staples they require to really thrive. Our collective investment in future generations is imperative if society is to be presided over by adults who, as children, were provided the necessary socioemotional diet they require to flourish in adulthood.
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