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Preface


The day my new ten-month-old daughter was due to arrive from South Korea, I woke up in such agitation I knew there would be no point in attempting a normal workday. To keep myself occupied while the time passed, I pulled out the sweaters that had accumulated on the closet floor and began washing them. As I lifted a machine-knit acrylic out of the water by its shoulders, the label caught my eye—“Made in Korea.” Never again would I read that phrase without loading it with associations: Did my daughter’s birthmother run the knitting machine? Did she paint the round blue eyes on the plastic baby dolls lined up at the discount store? She had chosen to reveal nothing about her situation when she entered the maternity hospital and asked that her newborn baby be placed for adoption. I had only the typical case to go by in fleshing out her story: a young woman from the countryside, away from her family, putting in long workdays at a factory that produces goods for Western consumption. What would it mean for me to raise the child she relinquished, whether out of economic necessity, social injustice, family obligation, or personal choice? What set of historical circumstances, economic patterns, geopolitical dynamics, and cultural transformations had made it possible for me—a white, middle-class American—to adopt a child who was also, one might say, “made in Korea”? And what responsibilities came with this privilege?

The sweater label was a timely, graphic reminder of questions I had been asking myself and others all along in the sixteen months since my husband and I began the adoption process. We came to the agency knowing that there were extremely few American-born Caucasian infants to be adopted, and that our likely options would be older children in foster care, handicapped children, or infants born in other parts of the world. The latter fit most realistically with our habits and capacities as career-minded, first-time parents. Adoption from Korea best suited my ethical requirements: There was no doubt the mother made the decision to have the baby adopted; the legal separation was firm and final; there was no attempt to hide the fact the child was being sent abroad; there were no better possibilities for the child in the country of her birth. Taking a child out of her original culture and moving her to a very different setting where she would be in a racial minority seemed a rather drastic measure. I did not want to think of myself as a greedy, imperialist consumer of imported children. On the other hand, I wanted a baby, and a chronic illness prevented me from bearing one myself; moreover, the baby we were to adopt needed a family.

Two years later, as we anticipated the arrival of a second child, I was consumed by different questions entirely: Can there possibly be another child as wonderful as the one we have already? Am I capable of loving two children at the same time? How will we manage, with the emotional and physical demands upon us doubled? These were the very same questions that plagued my friends through their second pregnancies. The documents that came with my daughter’s referral identified her birthmother as an unmarried university student, bringing to mind the years of my adolescence when girls not unlike myself “got in trouble” and had to give up their babies to spare the children and themselves a life of shame. This time, my sense of justice was provoked less by global economic inequality than by patriarchal sexual morality, to which I, too, was subject. A divorce has since given our family’s situation an ironic twist. Born to single mothers in a society where fatherless children are stigmatized and disadvantaged, my daughters are now being raised by a single mother in a society where one-parent families are becoming ever more common. Sometimes I wish their birthmothers and I could work at this together.

Over the years, the hyperrational edge on my political conscience has been worn smooth by the daily reality-testing of motherhood. The ethical questions are still valid, but global concerns give way to more immediate responsibilities: packing school lunches, luring weary children from the television to the bathtub, explaining why friends sometimes hurt you. We have become a family in the most ordinary sense—living together, loving each other, fighting it out at times. Sometimes I even forget that my daughters don’t look like me. Yet, we are not an ordinary family. As natural and normal as it feels to us to be together, we are still anomalous. How many other parents are regularly approached by strangers demanding to know, “Are those kids yours?”

The question is more puzzling than those who ask intend it to be. It is ambiguous, reflecting the paradoxical nature of adoption itself. No, I did not give birth to them. They are not “my own” or my “biological” children, depending on whose jargon you use. Yes, I am the one raising them, and I am doing it in the same fashion as any “real” or “natural” mother would. The firmest answer might be a declaration of ownership: Yes, they are mine now. I have the papers to prove it. Social science literature takes adoption out of the realm of the material and speaks instead of “entitlement”: Yes, I am entitled to these children. I have been duly approved to exercise the rights of parenthood. None of these answers really suits me, however. My relationship with the children is solid enough that strangers who pose the question get an unqualified “yes.” But in my mind, I prefer to live with the paradox: They are mine, yet not mine. Rather than claim ownership, I hope to fulfill the obligations of stewardship as the one to whose care these human lives have been entrusted.

Adoption agencies, of course, have long appreciated the potency of “entitlement.” In the past, they kept the issue muted by sealing records to ensure that the birthparents’ ties to the child would remain severed. Now, open adoption and modified variations of it affirm the right of birthparents in the United States to know about the child’s life or even to have some influence over its course, while also protecting the adoptive parents’ legally established right to raise the child to adulthood. The literature about adoption reflects this ongoing negotiation of rights and interests. Jerome Smith and Franklin Miroff called their 1981 sociological and psychological study of adoption You’re Our Child, a deliberate response to the title of Robert Silman’s book, Somebody Else’s Child, published in 1976.

I have just as deliberately chosen “Are Those Kids Yours?” as the title of this book to suggest that international adoption complicates the issue of entitlement. To begin with the obvious, most international adoptions are also interracial. No matter how firmly our children are bonded to us, to our extended families, to our religious communities, or to any other groups we might belong to, their race remains unchanged. A Korean-born girl named Bridget O’Leary is still Asian to the world-at-large, and that facet of her identity needs to be affirmed and nurtured. White parents cannot draw on personal experience to help with that. Instead, we have to recognize that our child belongs to a group from which we ourselves are excluded. Further, many children adopted internationally were born in poverty, which may even be the reason for their needing a home. They have been relinquished by parents who cannot provide for them and adopted by people who have the resources to pay agency costs, legal documentation fees, and travel expenses. Adoption brings the children out of destitution and into the middle or upper class of one of the most affluent countries in the world. No matter how benign the motives involved, this great disparity between adoptive parents and birthparents makes it look as though one is benefiting from the other’s misfortune.

The competing claims of entitlement in international adoption are not simply between birthparents and adoptive parents. There is a third party involved: the child’s birth community, whether that be ethnic group, race, or nation. The National Association of Black Social Workers raised the issue of community entitlement to children in their 1972 statement opposing the adoption of black children into white families. Transracial adoption, they said, was a form of “cultural genocide.” It deprived the black community of its children and deprived the children of the heritage the black community had to offer them, including skills needed to survive in a racist society. Similar fears of loss and suspicions of ill will are heard in the opposition to international adoption voiced in the countries from which children are being sent for adoption abroad. “They are taking our children” is the simplest way it gets expressed. Citizens of countries whose natural resources have been mined and tapped to meet North American and European needs, and whose labor is bought cheaply to make export goods might, understandably, feel that sending children abroad for adoption is a severe form of exploitation. Occasional baby-selling scandals and rumors of child abuse feed the fear.

Responsible advocates of international adoption in the children’s birth countries do recognize the community’s entitlement to children as a worthy ideal in the abstract. In practice, however, they see it challenged by the community’s inability to provide for children who are homeless and destitute. Most agencies that place children internationally rank the child’s entitlement to a loving family first among the principles that govern their work. If there are no families in the home country ready to take the children, the agencies will send them abroad, knowing and regretting that this means forfeiting their cultural heritage, just as separation from birthparents means losing one’s ancestral history.

Adoptive parents have had little voice in this controversy. Unless we visit our children’s birth countries or read publications with an international orientation, we may not even know that what we have done is controversial. Yet, our daily lives keep us aware of the ambiguities and require us to work at resolving them. This happens when a child asks, “Why don’t I live in Colombia?” It happens when a child is assigned to do a family tree for school. When a child is taunted with racial epithets. When adoptive parents and members of an immigrant community get together to set priorities for an ethnic culture camp. When a teenager longs for a peer group that will be totally understanding. When a young adult goes off on a search for both genetic and cultural roots.

My intention in writing this book is to identify some of the ethical issues raised by international adoption and to show how they are played out in the actual, day-to-day experience of adoptive families. I have interviewed thirty-one adoptive parents and fifteen people, from ages six to thirty, who have been adopted, asking them not for answers to controversial questions but simply for their stories. I wanted to see how they would portray their families and their shared lives and what experiences they would highlight as critical to understanding how international adoption works over the long run. I had originally intended to interview entire families, but changed my mind along the way, to avoid the particularities of internal family dynamics and collect more evidence of experiences common to all or many adoptive families. It was more enlightening to hear the mother from one family describe a mother-daughter conflict and have it echoed by the daughter in another family. Everyone I interviewed has been given a pseudonym to ensure privacy. Except for a few quotations from published sources, the voices heard here are only those of adoptive parents and children. I have not attempted to speak for birthparents, for citizens of the children’s birth countries, or for professionals working in adoption.

My task, as author of this book, is to interpret the stories I have been told in light of the paradoxical nature of adoption and the ethical questions inherent in international adoption. Some excellent books have already been written on the more general nature of the adoption experience, especially its psychological implications, so I have tried to keep my focus on the cross-cultural aspects. In raising and clarifying the ethical questions, I make no pretense of answering them conclusively. My hope has been that the complexity of the issues will be apparent and that readers will be moved to discuss them, to test their feelings about them, and to work alongside others involved in international adoption toward a common resolution.

Adoption is not the only area where entitlement to children is at issue these days. The question “Are those kids yours?” has a renewed and expanded practical urgency. Courts and legislatures are trying to set appropriate legal boundaries on surrogate childbearing, while the general public discusses the ethics of such arrangements. The new reproductive technology calls for new definitions of parenthood: What, for example, is the relation between a baby conceived through artificial insemination and the donor of the sperm? Who would be considered the “real” parents of a baby born of a donated egg fertilized in a Petri dish and implanted in an infertile woman’s womb? With the high rate of divorce, many parents have found themselves explaining to lawyers and judges why they feel entitled to raise their children. Public child protection agencies are challenging parents’ claims to children whom they abuse or neglect, while advocacy groups make sure that parents’ rights are not jeopardized simply by poverty and differing cultural norms. The ethical debates prompted by these developments may have some bearing on international adoption, as well.

“Are those kids yours?” is a question of much greater depth and scope than even these recent developments suggest. What does it mean to own a child, anyway, and who can ultimately make that claim? I was dragging my reluctant younger daughter through a clothing store one afternoon, just past naptime. She was dressed, according to her usual habit, in costume—this time an oversized Hallowe’en chicken suit. Each time I stopped to feel another item of clothing, she whined, “I want my real mom.” This in no way threatened my sense of entitlement. I don’t think it even had to do with adoption or with our racial difference. Our temporary difference in species was more to the point. How well I remember those moments when I too yearned for a real mom, not the one with the nose just like mine who was feeling everything in the store, but the one in my imagination who would meet every one of my needs instantly. This daughter is particularly smitten with fairy tales, and Cinderella’s fairy godmother still has more reality for her than the young woman in Korea who bore her. All these lovely fantasy mothers who die from a fatal prick of the needle and are replaced by wicked stepmothers must have some grounding in human psychology, as does the myth of the changeling, the troll child placed in the kidnapped human baby’s cradle. The emotional bond between parent and child is always subject to strain. How those bonds are sealed, maintained, and tested in families formed across racial and cultural boundaries is a central subject of this book.

This book is not intended as a practical guide on how to adopt internationally, but it will certainly help new and would-be parents prepare for family life. I have described the experience in ways that need not rely on concrete, statistical data. The factual information cited has had to be continually updated in the course of writing. As the book went to press, the government of Vietnam began allowing orphaned children to be placed abroad, and American and European parents were making inquiries about the many children reported to be living in orphanages in Rumania. Adoption policies and procedures vary from country to country and can change very abruptly. Readers contemplating adoption who want to know what the process is like currently are advised to consult an adoption agency.

Anyone who writes about adoption is immediately caught up in disputes about appropriate language. Because adoption is often perceived negatively, as second-best to parenthood by birth, the vocabulary used to talk about it quickly becomes tainted. Thus “give up” and “put up for adoption” were replaced by “abandon” and “relinquish,” which were replaced in turn by “place for adoption” and then “make an adoption plan for.” The trend is usually from the judgmental to the descriptive to the euphemistic. I believe strongly that euphemisms only help perpetuate the aura of negativity by making certain aspects of the adoption experience taboo. To say that a birthmother “made an adoption plan” for a child she left behind in a bus station leaves the child’s true history enshrouded in shame and misleads us into thinking that the mother made a free and thoughtful choice. To say the child was “abandoned” compels us to recognize the hurt the child experienced and to ask what awful circumstances can drive a mother to leave her child to an uncertain future. I prefer the term “relinquish” to describe the act of turning children over to child welfare workers or adoption agencies. According to my dictionary, it “connotes giving up something desirable or prized unwillingly and regretfully.” Throughout the book, I choose terms that best preserve the paradox—the simultaneous gains and losses—at the heart of adoption.

Selecting terms to describe race and ethnicity is also a challenge. “Black,” which came into being during the civil rights movement as an emblem of pride, is being replaced in some quarters by “African-American,” which, like “Italian-American,” specifies geographical origin rather than race. “White” has a more colloquial ring than “Caucasian,” which sounds pretentious at times. “White people,” however, often suggests racial polarization rather than mere difference. “Oriental” has been the standard term for people of the Far East, but is giving way to “Asian,” which includes India, Pakistan, and other South Asian countries, as well. Yet, “Asian” used to denote physical appearance usually means East Asian. Since all of these usages are in flux and there is not yet consensus about them even in the ethnic communities they represent, I have used them alternately, trying to be sensitive to the particular meaning in each instance.

Many people have kindly provided me with information, resources, comments on segments of the manuscript, and/or alternate interpretations: Linda De Beau-Melting, Richard De Beau-Melting, Gail Dekker, Jean Erichsen, Susan Freivalds, Carolyn Hoolahan, Kashmira Irani, Virginia Jacobson, Carol Rae Jasperson, Peggy Meyer, Myrna Otte, Marietta Spencer, Ana Trejo, Jean Wakely, Karla Williams, and many others who suggested people to interview. One who deserves a special thank you is Hyun Sook Han, who, in addition to doing all of the above, served as travel agent, door-opener, interpreter, and shopping companion on my trip to Korea. There I received the gracious hospitality and assistance of Dr. Kim Duk Whang, Dr. Kim Do Young, Mr. Kim Hak Joo, Mr. Kim Young Bok, Mrs. Wee In Sook, Miss Paik Soon Young, Miss Che, and other staff members of Eastern Child Welfare Society, Mrs. Kim Young Sook and Miss Hong Choon of the Ae Ran Won Home, Dr. Park Kyung Sook, and Mrs. Cha Jeom Ye.

Once again, I am grateful for the ever-ready encouragement and finely honed critical skills of my Friday morning work group, which has guided this book from proposal to publication: Sara M. Evans (a.k.a. Rachel’s mom), Amy Kaminsky, Elaine Tyler May, and Riv-Ellen Prell. My editor, Gioia Stevens, contributed not only her professional expertise but also her personal observations as the sister in an internationally adoptive family. Of course, I owe thanks to the adults, children, and “grown-up kids” who shared their stories with me. The latter, especially, made it very hard for me to stop doing interviews and get the writing done. Their voices need to be heard much more, and I feel privileged to have been the conduit this time. Finally, I want to pay my respects to the source of inspiration: my daughters, who weathered this process very well. Maria never balked at watching a little more television while I finished a train of thought. Grace survived the last frantic weeks before the manuscript deadline by running to the piano whenever things got too tense and playing “Blest Be the Tie That Binds” as fast as humanly possible. And blest it is!
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Children in Need of Families


In 1967, Kyung Chun was living with his mother in Korea in a village near a military installation. His father, an American serviceman, had finished his tour of duty and gone back to the United States, abandoning responsibility for the son he had engendered. Kyung Chun’s curly hair and wide eyes identified him as an Amerasian child. As long as he was tiny and cute, he received the fond attention that Korean adults bestow on toddlers. He learned very early how to win acceptance with his good humor and charm. Yet, as he approached school age, he began to be set apart and mistreated. His mother realized that a mixed-race child without a father would face many obstacles in a homogeneous culture where social status depends on one’s patrilineage. Having no resources herself to help him overcome those obstacles, she put him in the care of the Holt Agency, a rescue mission begun by Harry and Bertha Holt of Eugene, Oregon, in 1956 to aid children orphaned by the Korean War. A description of Kyung Chun and his background was sent to adoption agencies in the United States, and Dan and Marlene Duval made a request to adopt him. Marlene, a homemaker with two children in elementary school, had attended a lecture about homeless children given by the mother of a large, interracial family. She and Dan decided that they, too, had “room for one more,” the slogan the speaker had used. Kyung Chun, renamed Steven, arrived in time to celebrate his sixth birthday with his new family. The next year, the Duvals adopted a second Amerasian child.

The plight of Korean war orphans had been well publicized in the American popular press in the 1950s. The homeless Korean child became an object of both compassion and sentiment. Elementary school students like myself packed cigar boxes full of pencils and toothbrushes and small toys to send to those less fortunate children “across the ocean.” Mine was not the first generation that learned to practice charity that way. Both world wars of this century left children orphaned and homeless, and both wars elicited a response among people of conscience in countries that escaped devastation. During World War I, women from Britain and the Scandinavian countries united in an organization called Save the Children to find homes for Belgian orphans. Within a year after the Allied victory that ended World War II in Europe, the officially authorized U.S. Committee for the Care of European Children brought in just over 300 unaccompanied minors, the majority of them Polish. For several years after the war, children from Germany, Greece, Italy, and other countries were admitted to the United States as “displaced orphans.” (Unless otherwise noted, the statistics on international adoption come from the United States Immigration and Naturalization Service, which publishes them in an annual report.)

The Korean War, however, raised new issues of international responsibility. The children left homeless in its aftermath were not only orphans whose parents had been killed in the fighting. For many, “orphan” was a misnomer. They were, rather, the offspring of sexual relationships between American and United Nations soldiers and Korean women—wives, lovers, prostitutes, rape victims. Certainly, this is an age-old wartime phenomenon. But in this case, because the fathers were white or black and the mothers Asian, the children’s heritage was evident in their physical appearance, making it much harder for them to be integrated into the postwar society. Social ostracism and poverty impelled their mothers to put them into orphanages, and compassion moved families like the Duvals to adopt them.

A debate arose about whose responsibility these children were and to which culture they properly belonged. According to Korean practice, their ancestry and identity would be derived from their fathers, so emigration to the United States was a preferred solution, even though it meant separating children from their mothers and from a familiar environment. The question of responsibility was debated even more intensely toward the end of the war in Vietnam in 1975. As it became clear that the Saigon government was going to fall, the United States began evacuating children from orphanages in what came to be called “the Vietnam babylift.” Some Americans who had spoken out against the war itself saw this move as a last-ditch exercise in anti-Communist fervor, based on the presumption that Vietnamese children were better off displaced in the United States than reunited with their families or villages under North Vietnamese rule. The crash of a U.S. Air Force plane carrying children out of the country aroused wider public controversy about the wisdom of rounding up children in the chaos of war. Behind these headline events, however, a more systematic process of adoption was taking place. The Holt Agency, for example, had been working in Vietnam since 1972 and was already placing legally designated orphans in families in the United States. Holt speeded up its efforts when the end of the war became imminent but kept a distance from the babylift by refusing an offer to use military transport planes. For some American citizens, mention of international adoption still evokes memories of the Vietnam babylift.

Steven Duval was one of 1,905 children counted by the Immigration and Naturalization Service in 1967 as “orphans adopted abroad or to be adopted by U.S. citizens.” Twenty years later, in 1987, 10,097 children were brought into the United States for the purpose of adoption. Nearly 59 percent, or 5,910 of these children were from South Korea, only a few of them Amerasian. 1987 was a peak year for international adoption. The following year, 9,120 orphans were admitted, 4,942 of them from Korea. International adoption is no longer a wartime rescue effort and is not limited to countries that have suffered a violent upheaval. Many of the countries involved are, however, going through the disruptive social transformation that typically accompanies industrialization and urban development. Adoption from Latin America is on the increase, with new links established each year between adoption agencies in the United States and orphanages and agencies in most countries of Central and South America. Colombia has been the primary country of origin for Latin adoptions, with 699 children arriving in the United States in 1988. Six hundred and ninety-eight children from India and 476 from the Philippines joined American families that same year. For these three countries, too, the figures were down somewhat from the previous year. The United States is not the only destination. Western Europeans, particularly the Scandinavians and the Dutch, also adopt internationally, as do Canadian and Australian families.

Each of the nearly 200,000 children who have found new families in the United States since the end of World War II has come with a life history marked by misfortune. The reasons for separation from birthparents and the manner in which they have been separated vary, but there are common themes in the case histories that are truly universal. The following examples are specific, real life illustrations, drawn from the adoptive families I interviewed, yet each could as well be a fictional composite representing hundreds or thousands of others whose circumstances are the same:

Soon Young’s parents brought her to an orphanage when she was six years old because they could no longer manage her care. Her leg muscles were atrophied as a result of polio and she had severe curvature of the spine. The orphanage outfitted her with braces and crutches so that she could walk a little. She spent the next six years there, until she was adopted by an American family who had requested a handicapped child and had the resources to pay for surgery and physical therapy.

David was the fifth child born to a poor woman living in Tegucigalpa, the capital of Honduras. Her husband had left her during the pregnancy and she knew it would be difficult to raise the four children she already had, let alone a new baby. After he was born, she turned him over to a lawyer who handled adoptions and David was put into a foster home until his adoption at five months by an American couple with one other Latin American child.

Anita was found on the street in Guatemala City after a beating by a group of older boys. She did not know her birthdate but seemed about seven years old and had been living on her own for a year or so. She spent the next two years in an orphanage until her adoption by a divorced woman with one child. Only when she had been in the United States for several months and had grown accustomed to her new family did she feel secure enough to reveal that she had run away from an abusive father.

Asha weighed less than four pounds and was malnourished when her mother, a young, unmarried woman in northern India, left her at a clinic a week or so after her birth. She was placed in the care of a Sikh couple who run a small orphanage, and spent a year there until she had been legally cleared for adoption and emigration. Her new mother is a single woman who had been waiting several years for a child.

What would have become of these children had they not been adopted? Steven Duval would have grown up in an orphanage among other Amerasian children, orphaned children of full Korean heritage, and handicapped children like Soon Young, relinquished by parents unequipped to care for them. There, his basic needs for food, clothing, and shelter would have been met and he would have received a minimal elementary school education. After that, he would have been on his own to earn a living at unskilled labor. For Soon Young, even that option was limited. With no public welfare system to aid her, she would face a life of deprivation. David’s family, having to stretch their meager resources six ways, would face a daily, arduous struggle for subsistence. Unless they could find suitable ways to help supplement the family income, the children might be pressed to beg or scavenge. They would certainly not have the means to go to school. David or any of his siblings might end up among the streetchildren who live by their wits in cities and towns throughout much of Latin America. The police who found Anita beaten saved her from that fate. The orphanage where she was housed prepares teenage girls for work as domestic servants and warns against prostitution, which may be more rewarding financially. Asha would very likely have died in infancy.

All around the world—and the United States is certainly no exception—there are children who live in jeopardy because of poverty, malnutrition, physical or mental disability, inadequate health care, abuse and neglect, or true orphanhood—the death of one or both parents. In addition to the children living in foster care and orphanages, an estimated thirty to one hundred million children worldwide live on the streets with no adult support or supervision. Adoption improves, or even spares, the lives of a relative few. Nor is a massive, global relocation of children an ultimate solution to this heart-rending problem. It would be better and more just to move the resources around and thus secure these children’s lives in their own countries. On the other hand, the “one life at a time” approach puts human faces on statistics so astonishing as to be incomprehensible otherwise.

In many countries, international adoption remains the best or only hope for a particular category of children, known officially as “illegitimate,” a term that puts the onus on the child by declaring its very existence null and void. We might instead call them the “fatherless.” Birth out of wedlock is the most common peril in the early lives of children adopted by American families. The simple fact of being born to an unmarried mother, often in defiance of cultural taboos, is enough to place a child at risk of ostracism and lifelong poverty. In countries where patrilineage determines identity and social status, children born outside marriage are anomalies with no legal existence. Even where the stigma of sexual immorality has been eased, as it has in the United States, children raised by young, single mothers face a distinct material disadvantage. In much of the world, desertion by the father leaves children of a formal or common-law marriage in similarly dire circumstances. Women deserted by husbands fare very poorly in countries that have no laws obligating fathers to support their children and no public welfare systems. Abandoning children so they will be free for adoption is often a painful sacrifice made on the children’s behalf. Despite the fact that it puts millions of children at risk, “fatherlessness” is regarded neither as a historical cataclysm, like war, nor as a natural disaster worthy of global attention. It is perceived, rather, as an individual stroke of misfortune, a parental error—usually the mother’s in the case of illegitimacy—for which the child itself pays recompense. The immediate solution for each of these children is adoption into another family—a solution that the child’s birth culture may not offer.

Thus, the typical child adopted from abroad by an American family in the 1980s is, like the typical native-born child adopted by American families in the 1950s and 1960s, an infant—or by the time of arrival, a toddler—born out of wedlock. Viewed from the American perspective, international adoption is, for the most part, an extension of domestic adoption, across national boundaries that has been brought about by changing social mores in the United States. When I was entering puberty in the late 1950s, the greatest horror imaginable was getting pregnant before marriage. It happened frequently in my hometown, and the girl—as she still was—was whisked away to an undisclosed place where her abdomen could grow in anonymity. When the baby was born, it was “put up” for adoption, and the mother returned home to live among whispers until public memory of her transgression had faded. By the time I was ready to become a mother myself and had learned that pregnancy would endanger my health, the situation had changed dramatically. New methods of contraception and legal abortion had reduced the risk of unintended pregnancy, and a change in sexual mores had made it less socially hazardous for an unmarried mother to raise her child. The book Chosen Children by William Feigelman and Arnold Silverman (New York: Praeger, 1983) reports that 65 percent of Caucasian babies born out of wedlock in the United States in 1966 were placed for adoption. Twenty years later, that figure had fallen to five percent. At the same time, the incidence of infertility, the primary reason for domestic adoption, seemed to be on the rise, attributed in part to a voluntary delay in childbearing among college-educated women, and in part to damage caused by intrauterine contraceptive devices and environmental health hazards. Resolve, Inc., a national infertility education and advocacy network, estimates that one in six American couples of childbearing age is experiencing infertility. According to the Bureau of National Affairs, two million couples and one million single people sought to adopt children in 1987.

White prospective parents learn at their initial inquiry that there are extremely few healthy Caucasian infants waiting to be adopted. Transracial adoption in the United States is limited, as well. Following a statement by the National Association of Black Social Workers in 1972 objecting to the adoption of black children by white families, many agencies stopped making such placements, and one-fifth of the states passed statutes requiring that only black families be considered. In part because of insufficient efforts to recruit African-American families, that rule has left many children waiting in foster care. The current trend is toward a three-tiered policy that would place a child, first, with another relative, then with a family of the same race, and then with a family of another race sensitive to racism and African-American culture. The federal Indian Child Welfare Act of 1978 reserved the right of determining a child’s custody to the tribe in which the child is registered in order to end the forcible removal of Indian children from their parents’ homes on the grounds of poverty or “incompetence,” a judgment open to racist attitudes. The tribal governments prefer to place children, first, with parents who are members of the tribe, second, with other Indian families, and as a last resort, with non-Indian parents who can demonstrate genuine interest in Native American culture. As a consequence of all these changes, white Americans who want to adopt infants are advised to look abroad.

International adoption is not, however, an easy and problem-free solution to infertility. Adopting across racial lines, national and cultural boundaries, and economic classes raises complex ethical questions and provokes political controversy. Opponents of international adoption tend to view it in the aggregate and see it as a simple matter of supply and demand, an international trade in human lives, parallel to the trade in natural resources. The Western industrialized nations, with a growing “demand” for adoptable infants and a short “supply,” turn to poorer countries where children born out of wedlock are still likely to be abandoned at birth. It is troubling to speak of children in terms usually associated with inanimate commodities and to see the family’s acquisition of a child as an expenditure of money, and this arouses suspicions that those engaged in international adoption are profiting by it.

Moreover, adoption itself is not a universal phenomenon and is not accorded the same meaning or value in the cultures where it is practiced. The twentieth-century American practice of absorbing a child born to someone else into one’s family on an equal status with the family’s birth children may have no counterpart in the child’s original culture. In countries where children enter the labor force as young as six and poor children may work for wealthy employers for subsistence only, it takes no leap of the imagination to assume that foreigners adopting children intend to exploit them in some way. In countries where long-raging civil strife has exposed much of the population to violent atrocities, nothing is beyond belief. Thus, similar apocryphal stories about babies killed and hollowed out for drug smuggling, their organs sold for transplants, crop up in very distant parts of the world.

More reasoned opposition comes from advocates of social change who see international adoption as an impediment to needed political and economic reforms. Elizabeth Bartholet, a professor at the Harvard Law School and mother of two children from Peru, summarizes this argument in an article in the book Adoption Law and Practice (New York: Matthew Bender, 1988):

For the poorer classes in these countries, international adoption is said to represent exploitation by their own government; the argument is that by exporting the children of the poor, the government avoids coming to terms with the economic and social needs of its most powerless members.

To its proponents, who are more likely to focus on case-by-case examples, international adoption proceeds from the same benign motives and fills the same mutual needs as a domestic matching of would-be parents and children whose birthparents are not in a position to raise them. The benefits to the children—family security, sufficient food, health care, education—are more tangible measures of good than abstract arguments about national integrity. Rosemary Taylor says this forcefully in a comment piece in the 1988 Report on Foreign Adoption published by the International Concerns Committee for Children (ICCC): “The nationality or citizenship of a child is a meaningless concept to a child who is dead, or subnormal from the deprivation of institutionalization.”

Proponents emphasize that adoption has always involved dislocation of some sort: from one family to another, from the tuberculosis-ridden slums of the city to the invigorating countryside, from England to the British Commonwealth, The “orphan train,” which brought more than 100,000 East Coast children—some of them European immigrants—to the Midwest between 1854 and 1929, has been replaced by the jumbojet, and the children encounter not only new landscapes and social mores but new languages, new physiognomies, new food, new rituals. This greater displacement raises new issues, as well, that are best clarified by keeping both the aggregate and the individual in mind.

While the cross-cultural transitions are major ones, the stories sketched out on the social history forms of adoption agencies are not always culturally specific, especially in cases of infant adoption:

Father unknown, mother age 22. Bio-mother was hospitalized alone without her relatives and left asking that her baby be adopted to a happy home because she was not able to bring up this baby by herself. There was nothing to be known because bio-mother avoided answering. No one has come to see or ask about the baby.

The hint of secrecy and shame in this birthmother’s silence are certainly not lost in the translation from Korean to English. It would come through as well in Portuguese, Spanish, or Bengali.

Sometimes the social histories tell a compelling story of false hope and heartbreak that reiterates what seems to be a universal theme:

Birthparents had been living together for some time, but separated during pregnancy. Birthfather left the area without promising marriage. Birthmother has tried to raise child alone for four months, but has no support from parents and can no longer continue.

Occasionally there is enough detail reported to give the outlines of a cultural context that makes the situation different from that of the typical teenage pregnancy in mid-century America, as in this account relayed by the adoptive mother:

My son had been born with rickets. The mother was an orphan, post-polio, walked on crutches. The father walked with a limp. He was also post-polio, but his family was well-to-do. They were “of class” and didn’t approve of her and refused to allow them to get married. And so they together made the decision that he should be adopted to the United States. They broke up ten days before he was born. She worked in a factory. She went to work in the morning before the sun came up and she worked until after the sun went down, so she was never in the sunlight. And she couldn’t afford to eat properly.

The country in question here is South Korea. It is important to understand the circumstances that put so many children in need of adoption in developing societies like South Korea, certain Latin American countries, or India.

In its emergence as a modern industrial nation with leadership in technology, South Korea has only recently begun to find ways to deal with the many adverse effects of industrialization, such as urban crowding and the disruption of family ties and traditional social structures. The young women who migrate to the cities to work in factories seem to have borne the brunt of the change, and an increased rate of unintended pregnancies in the 1970s and 1980s is symptomatic of that. The social disruption brought on by the war, which left Korea divided into two hostile nations, and then by South Korea’s rapid industrial development cast many rural young people into an urban environment with new and unfamiliar values and weakened the family’s control over the younger generation. Although out-of-wedlock birth is now in a rapid decline, the typical unmarried mother can still be characterized as a woman in her early twenties living apart from her parents, who has an elementary or middle school education and works in a factory for a wage barely sufficient to support herself that she nevertheless shares with her family back home. She knows very little about sex and reproduction and becomes pregnant in a short-lived relationship with a man she has met at work or perhaps in her leisure time at a teahouse.

Usually, the decision to relinquish the child is made before the birth. Being the mother of an illegitimate child would make it impossible for a woman to keep her job or marry anyone other than the child’s father, who has no legal or moral obligation of support and, even if he loves her, may encounter family opposition. There has been no public aid for single-parent families, even in cases of death or divorce. After divorce, legal custody of children is automatically granted to the father, because they are considered members of his family lineage. If he chooses not to take them, however, the mother has no formal recourse to financial support. Even widows often have to relinquish their children because they have no means of supporting them. If a divorced or widowed mother remarries, her new husband may refuse to accept her children because they belong to another man’s family. Many of the older children who have come to the United States from Korea were placed for adoption by loving mothers who saw no other way to ensure the children’s well-being.

Korean people trace their cultural origins to Confucius and are infused with the Confucian values of male supremacy, filial obedience, and reverence for ancestral memory. The multigenerational, patriarchal family is the cornerstone of Korean society, and a birth outside the bounds of the family is intolerable. Not only the mother, but the child, too, is marked by shame. Every Korean baby born within a legal marriage has its name entered in the father’s family registry, a document of lineage that is all-important in Korean economic and social life. A prospective employer or the parents of a potential spouse may check the family registry to make certain it reveals nothing improper. A baby not legally acknowledged by its father cannot be entered into the public record except as the founder of a new family, which is culturally unacceptable. The child may as well not exist.

The care of these large numbers of children born out of wedlock fell first to the orphanages established after the Korean War, some run by the government and others privately administered. Postwar child welfare has been in large part a Christian endeavor, involving both Korean citizens and Western missionaries of several different denominations, from the Maryknoll Fathers, a Catholic order that follows the social gospel, to more evangelical organizations such as Holt International. They are similar in that they meld the Christian admonition to love thy neighbor and care for widows and orphans with the Confucian emphasis on family stability. Most child welfare advocates do not see institutional life as a favorable mode of upbringing and have promoted adoption instead. The justification for international adoption has been that a loving family is more important to the child’s welfare than preserving national identity for its own sake. The four agencies licensed by the Korean government to place children abroad operate as social service agencies and are motivated by their commitment to the well-being of the children in their charge. Eastern Child Welfare Society, for example, which had cared for my children, was founded by Dr. Kim Duk Whang, a retired public official and Methodist layman, as a personal ministry to needy children. Eastern has actively sought adoptive homes in Korea and has been prepared to cease international adoption altogether whenever domestic adoption meets the need.

Adoption has been practiced in Korea all along, but it has been rare, extralegal, and highly secret. In preindustrial society, a family might hide away its pregnant daughter, register the baby as the child of the oldest brother, and then bring the child up within the household. There were many women who had no such protection, however. Their recourse was to abandon the child by the gate to a wealthy family’s home or in front of a police station, where it would not go unnoticed long enough to endanger its life. A family without a son might take in an infant found abandoned and enter him as a birthchild in the father’s registry. Since 1976, there has been a legal process for relinquishment that has almost completely replaced physical abandonment. The same law also allows adoption of nonrelatives and is meant to encourage Korean families to take responsibility for the many homeless children. Through the 1980s, in-country adoption saw a slow but steady increase, but there have been many cultural barriers to overcome. In Confucianism, to count as heir someone of a different bloodline violates the sanctity of patrilineage. Those couples who do adopt may use several subterfuges to avoid offending their own or their families’ propriety. They almost always plan to keep the adoption secret from the child and look for an infant with similar physical traits and a compatible blood type. Sometimes they go so far as to feign pregnancy so that even family and neighbors do not know. And, wary of the stigma attached to fatherlessness and adoption, they will register the child as a birthchild if they can.

Attention of the media, both domestic and foreign, to the “export” of Korean children has kept the practice of international adoption under very close and demanding government scrutiny. During the Seoul Olympics in 1988, a feature story on the adoption of Korean children was broadcast to an international television audience. The South Korean public was ashamed and outraged by the numbers of children involved—the Health and Welfare Ministry counted 109,579 from 1954 to 1988, compared to 24,317 adopted within Korea—but also moved to find internal solutions for the needs of homeless children. More families are seeking to adopt, and the government is giving financial support to in-country adoption. This has abruptly diminished the number of children coming from Korea to the United States. Other factors are also at work. The number of out-of-wedlock births is declining, as contraception and abortion are more readily available and more widely practiced, and vigorous family planning efforts have slowed the country’s population growth. There is also a slight change in public acceptance of single mothers who are of age. A 1988 survey found that seven percent of the unmarried women giving birth planned to raise their children themselves, and the percentage is expected to increase. The Ae Ran Won Home in Seoul, which has offered housing and vocational training to pregnant women intending to place their children for adoption, now operates a day-care center and a transitional home for unmarried mothers who need assistance as they begin their new lives. Finally, with economic stability, Korea is now in a position to finance social programs that will benefit children and families.

While Korean adoption has served as precedent for the placement of children outside their home countries, adoption from Latin America does not follow the Korean model. The differences relate both to the socioeconomic conditions in the countries involved and the structure of the adoption process. There are significant national and regional variations among the Latin American countries, as well, and generalizations do not apply across the board. Colombia, which accounts for the greatest number of adoptions to the United States (699 children in 1988), also has the most coherent policy and procedures. Paraguay was second, with 300 children, but a new government temporarily suspended adoptions in 1989 in order to review the policy. Chile was next with 252 American placements, followed by Guatemala, Brazil, Honduras, Peru, Mexico, El Salvador, and Costa Rica. Several other countries each placed fewer than 50 children in the United States in 1988.

Adoption from Latin America began on a random, case-by-case basis, on the initiative of foreign citizens seeking to adopt. Bob and Rita Garman’s story offers one example of how it came about. When the Garmans went to Ecuador as missionaries in 1972, they were newly married and intended to remain childless in order to devote themselves fully to their work. As Rita began orienting herself to the community and looking for places to be of service, a Peace Corps volunteer invited her along to visit a state-financed orphanage. Rita recounts what conditions were like there:

The babies were left swaddled, and they were basically left in cribs to lie all day and all night. Their bottles were propped. They were changed, my guess is, once a day. And chronic diarrhea. It just reeked. And the diaper rash! They had sections partitioned off for babies who were left because they were dying. You would pick up a seven-month-old and it was just limp—no pick-up reflex. Children terribly, terribly ill. It was a real bad situation. We went to try and give the children stimulation—play with them, hold them, wash them.

Rita began making weekly visits to the orphanage and found herself drawn again and again to a particular infant girl. The nuns who staffed the orphanage explained that the mother had brought her there and said she would be back, but they did not know her name or how to locate her. While Rita saw more children come into the orphanage, she rarely saw one leave again. Those who survived the many health hazards would spend their entire childhoods warehoused in that way. Rita began the long and complicated legal proceedings to take her one favorite baby into her home and talked to other people about the children’s need. The legal process included putting out public notices calling on relatives to claim the child if they wished. At the same time, Rita was put in touch with a maternity hospital at which many newborn infants were being relinquished and was asked to help find alternatives to the orphanage for these babies. When the Garmans’ missionary assignment ended after two years, they returned home as a family with two small children and had found adoptive parents in the United States for several others.

The Garmans’ experience is not unique. Other North American and European missionaries, volunteer workers, business people, exchange teachers, and foreign service employees returned home from Latin America in the 1970s with newly adopted children. The omnipresence of streetchildren makes the severity of homelessness very obvious and difficult for a comfortable North American with a sensitive social conscience to bear. These few families made themselves available as advocates for international adoption and offered assistance to others seeking to adopt. Heino Erichsen and Jean Nelson Erichsen, who adopted twin daughters from Colombia in 1972, published a guidebook, Gamines: How to Adopt from Latin America, in 1981, and opened a consulting service, Los Niños International Aid and Adoption Center, to assist with private, parent-initiated adoptions. Los Niños gradually evolved into a full-fledged placement agency operating in eleven Latin American countries, and other U.S. agencies sought their own Latin American contacts. As rumors spread that South Korea might soon be closed to international adoption, Latin America was promoted as a new “source” of adoptable children.

The number of homeless children in Latin America seems limitless, but this is due less to sexual mores than to poverty, particularly the poverty that afflicts women who have sole responsibility for their children. In deference to the Catholic Church’s stance against premarital sex, and the extra force with which it is applied to women, wealthy families will go to great expense to protect their pregnant daughters’ privacy. Among the poor, however, long-term cohabitation without the formality of a wedding ceremony or a civil marriage license is very common. Some governments have made cohabitation quasi-legal by passing laws granting equal status and rights of inheritance to children born to unmarried parents. Yet, if the parents have no possessions, or if the father leaves and paternity has not been established, this makes little difference. Indeed, these relationships are quite unstable, and it is not unusual for a woman to bear children with two or three partners in succession. In a common adoption story, a young woman bears a child in an ongoing relationship but has no firm promise of support from the baby’s father. He leaves, and she turns to her family for assistance. The family consists of her mother, who is also unmarried, and several sisters who have small children. Sometimes, there is no man contributing to the support of any of these children, and the financial need is greater than the family can manage. The young mother may see no recourse but to relinquish her child and might leave the child at the hospital right after birth or take it to an orphanage. Or, to guard her privacy, she may abandon the child in a public place, where it is likely to be found and provided for. In some countries, voluntary relinquishment of parental rights is against the law, making physical abandonment the only option. With increasing knowledge of international adoption, more women are contacting agencies, lawyers, and professional “childfinders” and requesting that their children be placed in wealthier countries, where they will have an opportunity for education and other advantages the mothers could never afford.

The out-of-wedlock children who are adopted abroad are most often the offspring of the poor, since wealthy families can afford illegal abortions or arrange private, in-country adoptions. With the exception of Chile, the children are more likely to be Indian or mestizo than of full European ancestry, and some are of African heritage. Many of the children have been born to domestic servants whose employers will not allow them to raise children on the premises. In some cases, the father is the employer himself or a member of his family.

The single mother is certainly not a new phenomenon in Latin America, but her numbers are increasing. The ideology of machismo, with its emphasis on virility, sexual prowess, and masculine dominance, has traditionally offered some leeway for men to avoid paternal responsibility. It is not considered shameful for men to leave their spouse or partner and form new relationships, or to have two families—one with a wife and one with a mistress. The growing impoverishment of the rural areas has strained and broken family bonds and increased the risk of abandonment. First, the men go off to the cities to look for work, which is hard to come by. Many men never earn enough money to bring their families along, or they find new partners and lose interest in returning to the old way of life. More recently, women and children have joined the urban migration. Poor women left alone with several children have extreme difficulty providing for them, especially in an unfamiliar and intimidating environment. They may feel compelled to house one or more of them in an orphanage, at best, or, at worst, to “lose” them in the marketplace or at a bus depot. Having three children to feed rather than four may make the difference between constant hunger and outright starvation. In addition to the children of poverty, there are thousands more who have been orphaned by war and political violence in Central America.

The three Frazee children, adopted from Colombia at 5, 4, and 3, were placed for adoption by their mother. What John, the oldest, recalls from their early life is living in a house about the size of the Frazees’ dining room, watching rats crawl on the floor at night, and helping their mother wash clothes in a central square. He remembers a father who disappeared without explanation. One day a car came to pick up the children and drove them off as their mother waved goodbye. Three months later they were in the United States.
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