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With What about the Children? Damien Riggs, a lecturer in Social Work
and Social Planning at Flinders University in Australia, has written a dense,
rigorously challenging text. In eight chapters, Riggs examines how”aspects
of hegemonic masculinity have been constructed and maintained” (p. 39),
and how alternative family forms intersect with and are affected by those
constructions.

He begins by analyzing transcripts of interviews he himself conducted
with 30 Australian sperm donors, both gay and heterosexual, exploring 3
common themes: (1) donors’ concern with leaving a legacy; (2) responsibil-
ity for genetic materials; and (3) sperm as gift. Each of these themes center
on adult needs rather than on the needs of children. The section concludes
with a review of legal issues surrounding agreements between donors and
mothers. Certain requirements mandating access to a child for a donor may
end up undermining the recognition of alternate family forms, perhaps, un-
intentionally, promoting heteronormativity.

Next, Riggs turns to issues of adoption. He points out that, at least in
Australia and the United States, media and research suggest that as children of
gay/lesbian couples age, there are no significant differences between them
and the children of heterosexuals, at least in middle-class white families.
Persons of color may be at a cultural disadvantage that could reinforce com-
mon stereotypes about their parenting skills. Economic issues are important
as well: “access to reproductive technologies. . . are still mediated by eco-
nomics in conjunction with race” (p. 44). Riggs concludes this section with
a look at transnational adoption, examining how binaries are set up—for
example, comparing Chinese orphanages to loving white couples or to chil-
dren rescued from African orphanages. Riggs examines the implicit racism
in such comparisons and the resulting view of children as just a commodity.

He then highlights 10 instructional books, describing specifically how
boys should be raised and generally “how boyhood should be” (p. 61), rein-
forcing the notions that heterosexuality is proper and that a family should be
created by a man and a woman. In a majority of these books, the possibility
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that a boy might end up other than heterosexual is not even considered; in
three of them, a homosexual outcome is perceived as negative, suggesting
that parents’ hopes for career, marriage, and children will be dashed, result-
ing in feelings of grief. That such feelings are natural only in a homophobic
culture is not mentioned: “The effects of these books must indeed be taken
seriously, as there is considerable potential for them to be used in ways that
are detrimental to a wide range of boys and their parents” (p. 78).

In this book Riggs also reviews five popular films in which gay men
are presented as parents and caregivers. These media portrayals reveal that
the more closely gay men resemble a typical heterosexual lifestyle, the more
positively they are considered. Nevertheless, the films show a variety of men
and situations, offering fresh views for the general public, and “provide gay
parents with a mirror in which. . . they are reflected” (p. 94).

In 2006, the author conducted research with foster fathers, both gay
and straight, from across Australia. While some of them report engaging
in parenting styles that challenge traditional notions of masculinity, they are
“always parenting as men” (p. 108). Riggs highlights a particular case, Thomas
Beattie, the pregnant transman, and his interview with Oprah Winfrey in
2008. He brilliantly deconstructs Winfrey’s interview to shed light on her own
transphobia, her repeated comments that support normative masculinity,
and her interest in “a society that privileges particular forms of (normatively
enacted) embodiment” (p. 120).

Riggs covers a lot of ground here. For a U.S. reader, there are unfamiliar
references to Australian celebrities, Australian Idol contestants, and court
cases that sent me repeatedly to the Internet to fill in some gaps. But, in the
end, this is an insightful, thought-provoking book that will encourage serious
readers to reflect on their own thinking, biases, and cultural assumptions. It
is a valuable resource for academics and academic libraries.

David B. Combe
Librarian Specialist
Ventura County Library
Ventura, CAD
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