Diversity Conversation 9/29/06

“I Don’t Look Like My Mom: Trans-racial Adoption and Identity”

This week’s facilitators were Dean Chris MacDonald-Dennis, Director of Intercultural Affairs; Kirsten O’Beirne, Registrar; a student from the class of ’07; and Barbara Hall, Instructor in the Education Program.

(Trans-racial) Childhoods.

Chris began with an adoption story from over 30 years ago—his. Born in 1969, his biological mother was Cuban/Puerto Rican and his biological father, Jewish. They did not marry. There was pressure from their families that his mother was Latina and anti-Semitism against his father too. Chris was adopted when he was 3; because he was racially mixed, the adoption took longer. (At that time agencies tried to place children with parents who looked like them.) He had an adoptive brother who was Asian and white. “My racial heritage was never talked about,” Chris explained, “except when my dad was drunk.” Growing up, Chris and his brother were told they should pass so their lives would be easy. Adopted by Irish/Scots in a Boston family identifying as Irish, Chris didn’t think about his race at first, but he knew he was browner than the rest of the family. When he would spend time with Latinos, his parents grew nervous. In college, Chris met his birth parents and began to embrace his identity as a person of color, as a bi-racial man. He says his parents were well meaning, urging him to “just pretend this doesn’t exist.” He had friends of the same generation who were trans-racially adopted—all by white parents, except one white man raised by black parents—which was very interesting. At that time, mostly families did not deal with the issue. Parents urged children to pretend “you’re just like us.”

Kirsten’s daughter was born in China three years ago and came to the US. Kirsten was aware she was taking her daughter from her birth culture and bringing her into US culture. She wants her not to lose her birth culture entirely and tries to incorporate things that will make her proud of her heritage and explore it.

A student from the class of ‘07 was born in S. Korea, but the exact place and date of her birth are not certain. She was raised in Louisville. (Not the most diverse place.) She has an older brother who was born to her parents. After the student from the class of ‘07 was adopted, foster kids joined the family, two of whom were African-American and were later adopted by the family. Can’t hide the fact she’s adopted—she looks nothing like her parents. Their attitude was, “You’re adopted, we love you go clean your room.”  She soon had an awareness of other kid similarly adopted. One child who was very much like the student from the class of ‘07 died—fate! That really made an impression on her. “You could have been me”—the fate of who adopts you. When you’re adopted, it’s like throwing the dice another time. From 10 on, the student from the class of ‘07 told everyone she was white. Just got over that after the college application process. That was pressure—check a box—“Asian from Kentucky.” Now she wants to check “other,” but does still check Asian or Asian-American. After attending private school, she later switched to a public one—more diverse—but where does she fit in? Not white, not Asian speaking Korean and Chinese. (Had hung with white kids before.)

Barbara’s son just turned 5 and is from Vietnam. She and her partner are about to adopt a second child. (She brought pictures of both.) He’s now 3 mos.old. Having one trans-racial child makes you conspicuous; now they will be really conspicuous, with two boys. She’s also an anthropologist of education. Her dissertation is about how families have done a lot of the things Kirsten talked about. From the 1960s, when the mandate was to match families racially, international adoption has tripled. Almost all adoptive parents are white and middle class. Domestic adoption is not going through same rise. She found that at the same time of the dramatic rise, the education for adoptive parents grew. Parents attend workshops. She and her partner, who are both white, were asked, “Your kid comes home and was called a Chink on the playground—how do you handle that?” Her research is since 1995. Parents ask her, “Tell me what the right thing to do is”—but it can’t be done. “All I can do is tell you what people are doing.”  Many people have very strong opinions about trans-racial adoption. She chose to focus on international adoptions to limit the scope of her project so can finish her research! Theirs is a family with two moms; Barbara’s partner and kids are/will be Jewish—she’s not. Many kinds of diversity. Beauty and joy of being their family.

Thoughts and Questions.

Finding my real mom. What do the student from the class of ‘07 and Chris think parents should do?  When it’s international adoption, the chances of finding birth parents are slim. But it’s undeniable in most cases that you’re adopted. The student from the class of ‘07 liked that her parents said, “You can go find them if you want to.”

Chris’s mother was threatened when he met his birth mom. His mom cried and didn’t want to talk about it. They were both at his grad school commencement. He gave his mom a poem called “A tale of two mothers.” When she asked, “Did you see your real mother?” he replied, “Of course I did—she’s right in front of me.”

Transmitting culture. Is it important to you to build communities/families who have the same background as the adopted child? The student from the class of ‘07 was simply put on a plane as a baby—shipped to her parents (They still do that from Korea.)—Now parents go, stay for weeks. And adoption can be a first choice for building a family. 

The student from the class of ‘07 felt she was raised white, does not speak Korean (other kids did). But maybe these things emerge later: now she’s applying for a Fulbright to teach in Korea!

Kirsten feels it’s false to try to create a role model, but you should try to incorporate people [from your child’s culture] into your circle. Sophie’ s daycare is diverse—several Asian or Asian-American children, one of whom is also adopted. One of the older kids said to Sophie, “You’re not Chinese.”

It’s important to see children who are adopted in the same way you are.  And for the adoptive parents to be the ones who are different, sometimes. For example, don’t drop off the child at the Korean church—go in! There are culture camps—for families who have adopted people from certain countries. In Barbara’s research, people who enrolled in these camps were always committed as family.

Barbara’s advice is to seek to transmit culture, but people are nervous—can you teach it? Culture? Hard to do. But how to navigate racism—that is on the agenda. White people actively grappling with racism work their way through that. 

Racism and Trans-racial Adoption. One participant said, “I dealt with racism—‘you don’t talk like you’re supposed to’—and I have a black family!” What about issues of how to do hair—other things that different races don’t know? White parents sometimes were denied the opportunity to adopt black children: cultural genocide, it was called. In this society in which blackness is so devalued, it should not be taken lightly. Even if the adoptive parents seek out “aunties”, etc., it’s hard. Black people can be scornful: “Why you?” “Here comes the great white hope. . . .”

Chris would have liked to know how to deal with racism, even in his own family. When The student from the class of ‘07 was called names, they didn’t hurt/stick because she did not consider herself to be that identity.

Barbara did research domestic trans-racial adoptions for comparison. Race is the main concern if adopting domestically, culture if internationally.

Siblings. Is it easier to have a sibling? Barbara says probably, and she wanted to adopt again from Vietnam. (Was closed for a while.) When asked, the student from the class of ‘07 said her relationship with her (non-adopted) brother is weird—competitive. Interestingly, he developed a bond with their younger (adopted) sisters. maybe they seem cuter since there’s more age difference? Maybe he didn’t quite get being the only boy and the only one who looks like their dad.

Some other concerns. 

Others feel they can comment on your choices.

If you don’t talk the language, then you’re not “really” x.

Babysitters or parents, each being thought the other. 

Family can be a very loose term. 

People say “I guess I have to adopt. I guess I just want my own child.”  Chris replied, “I am my mother’s child—believe me, I have the therapy bills to prove it!”

What do we do now? Where do we go from here?

Finding multi-cultural/ multi-racial spaces is important. There was a plug for Mixed Company, the affinity group that addresses multicultural issues, even multi-faith issues. They meet Mondays at 8PM at the MCC. 

Talk about being adopted more.  Through the OIA? Or just on campus in general—a discussion. 

Would like to explore how some (non-adoptive) families are racially diverse—how they look to other people, for example. People make assumptions. 

Barbara suggested John Raible’s dissertation at UMass about the experience of the non-adopted sibling. It can be found at  http://scholarworks.umass.edu/dissertations/AAI3193934/
We could bring together some alums (Barbara is one)—there’s discussion there. Lesbian parents or single mom with donor—might choose donor of different race. Can we bring in families with that perspective? How to make a family. Invite some alums. We could also talk about foster situations.

Another opportunity to discuss this topic will be facilitated by Lucy Edwards and Betsy Gauthier in Rhoads meeting room Monday at 5:30.
