Monday,  Sept  2, 2002   INTERCULTURAL ADOPTION  # 10       mpcu   

   A COUPLE OF DECADES AGO  FAMILIES  WHO ADOPTED CHILDREN OF A DIFFERENT RACE  WERE UNUSUAL ENOUGH TO BE CALLED “RAINBOW FAMILIES.”    NOW INTER-RACIAL FAMILIES BARELY RAISE ANY NOTICE.     BUT THEY ARE NOT WITHOUT CONFLICT F-FROM OUTSIDE   AND  FROM WITHIN.    IN PART TEN OF THE WKSU SERIES  “A PLACE FOR ME”   MARK URYCKI LOOKS AT INTER-CULTURAL ADOPTION.  

URYCKI…    

TALL WHITE COMEDIAN ROBERT KLEIN USED TO PERFORM A SKETCH IN WHICH HE BROUGHT A DATE HOME TO MEET HIS SHORT CHINESE PARENTS.      THAT KIND OF SURPRISE IS NO JOKE ANYMORE.   MORE AMERICANS HAVE MIXED RACE FAMILIES   –  AS PEOPLE EAGER TO  ADOPT  WILL CHOSE CHILDREN FROM DIFFERENT RACES AND CULTURES.   

     HISTORICALLY,  SAYS SUSHI MOORE OF SUMMIT COUNTY CHILDREN SERVICES,   ADOPTION PLACEMENTS  WERE BASED ON PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS . . . 

MOORE…When people wanted to adopt, they were looking for a child that would fit into their family and so agencies tried to match physical characteristics of children with families so they looked like their families.     

IN THE 1950’S AMERICANS, SPURRED BY PICTURES OF THE KOREAN WAR,   ADOPTED KOREAN ORPHANS.      AND AFTER THE 1964 CIVIL RIGHTS ACT,  WHITES BEGAN TO ADOPT BLACK CHILDREN.   BUT THAT CAME TO A NEAR HALT IN 1971 WHEN THE NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF BLACK SOCIAL WORKERS PASSED A RESOLUTION CONDEMNING INTER-RACIAL ADOPTION.      THEY CALLED IT “CULTURAL GENOCIDE” ARGUING THAT WHITE PARENTS COULD NOT PROVIDE THE ROLE MODEL THE BLACK KIDS NEEDED.  THIS WAS DRAMATIZED IN THE MOVIE “LOSING ISAIAH”  WHERE A LAWYER QUESTIONS THE WHITE MOTHER OF A BLACK BOY…

MOVIE…

Samuel L. Jackson: When you and Isaiah read together, do any of the books you read have African-American characters or contain African-American history or culture? 

Jessica Lange: We read Isaiah all sorts of books in our home. 

SLJ: I’m sure you do, but is there a black face in any of them? For instance, have you read The Planet of Junior Brown or The People Could Fly or Many Thousand Gone by Virginia Hamilton? 

JL: Not yet.

SLJ: Or how about The Red Dancing Shoes by Denise Patrick or Faith Ringgold’s Aunt Harriet’s Underground Railroad in the Sky?

JL: Not yet.

SLJ: Who do you think he identifies with, Mrs. Lewin? The orange-faced Muppet? Does he share its Muppet history? Do you ever stop to think how Isaiah must feel living in a world where he never sees anyone like himself?

IN THE 80’S ATTITUDES BEGAN TO CHANGE.  THE CRACK EPIDEMIC CAUSED A SURGE IN AVAILABLE BLACK CHILDREN WHOSE DRUG ADDICTED PARENTS LOST PARENTAL RIGHTS.     THEY LINGERED IN FOSTER CARE.   ONE WHITE COUPLE IN CINCINNATI WAS REFUSED PERMISSION TO ADOPT THEIR BLACK FOSTER CHILD.      A BLACK COUPLE FROM NEW YORK ADOPTED HIM AND A SHORT TIME LATER BEAT HIM TO DEATH.   INCIDENTS  LIKE THAT AND THE RISING TIDE OF WAITING  BLACK CHILDREN PROMPTED SENATOR HOWARD METZENBAUM OF OHIO TO CALL FOR A CHANGE.    HE SPONSORED THE MULTI-ETHNIC PLACEMENT ACT,  PASSED IN 1994, THAT FORBIDS USING RACE AS A FACTOR IN PLACEMENT.   ONE EXCEPTION, IS FOR NATIVE AMERICAN CHILDREN.   UNDER THE INDIAN CHILD WELFARE ACT OF 1978,  INDIAN TRIBES GET SPECIAL JURISDICTION OF CUSTODY CASES INVOLVING INDIAN CHILDREN.  

      THE LAW GOVERNING OTHER RACE  CHILDREN HAS CHANGED BUT MANY SOCIAL WORKERS HAD NOT.      IN 1999 FIVE WHITE COUPLES SUED HAMILTON COUNTY, SAYING SOCIAL WORKERS THERE WERE ILLEGALLY PREVENTING THEM FROM ADOPTING NON-WHITE CHILDREN.    THIS MAY,  THE  COUNTY REACHED AN OUT OF COURT SETTLEMENT WITH THE COUPLES.     

      KATHLEEN BOINTON OF MAPLE HEIGHTS, A WHITE WOMAN, ADOPTED A BLACK GIRL AND SHE DID HEAR COMPLAINTS . . .      

BOINTON… I was in a workshop one time and she was a social worker and she said she would rather see a child in an orphanage or in residential care than to be adopted by a white family. And I said, “Ok, have you adopted?” And she said no. And I said, “And why not?” And then asked why they’re being put in my home.

FORMER SOCIAL WORKER, DARREN,  AN AFRICAN AMERICAN AND NOW  AN ADOPTIVE FATHER HIMSELF,  POINTS OUT THAT IN THE OLD DAYS BLACK WOMEN RAISED WHITE CHILDREN WHO CALLED THEM “NANNY” OR “MOMMA” …

DARREN    . . . I also know a foster kid that was raised by an Amish family. And she was black. Now, how many black Amish kids do you know? None. But that little girl was very smart and she was well adjusted and ended up going to college. If she was in a situation where she was in a group home, would she have went to college? Nobody knows, but the answer probably is no she probably wouldn’t.

AT CASE WESTERN RESERVE UNIVERSITY, DOCTORAL STUDENT LINDSEY HOULIHAN HAS FOCUSED HER RESEARCH ON INTERRACIAL ADOPTION.     SHE SAYS DESPITE THE CULTURE CLASHES, THEY USUALLY WORK . . .

HOULIHAN… The research does indicate that most trans-racial adoptions fare very well in terms of overall child adjustment. Yes, there are issues, and yes, they need to be addressed. But overall, the majority of trans-racial adoptions are successful. And most of those studies have been done in the United States in African-American and Caucasian.          

ABOUT 60% OF THE CHILDREN AVAILABLE FOR ADOPTION IN THE U-S ARE BLACK.    BUT NOW STORIES OF ROMANIAN ORPHANAGES AND CHINESE GIRLS BEING ABANDONED HAVE RENEWED INTEREST IN FOREIGN ADOPTIONS.      THE HEAD OF ADOPTION NETWORK CLEVELAND,  BETSY NORRIS,  SAYS PARENTS CAN STILL HAVE CULTURAL DIFFERENCES IN ANY OVERSEAS ADOPTION . . .

NORRIS  . . . Families need to prepare for some of those issues. If the child is a different race or is going to look very different from the adoptive family, that is going to bring on some of those issues sooner because the differences are going to be more obvious.  But even for a child who is of the same race and can blend in, there are going to be cultural issues. There is going to be the typical adoptee issues of wondering why this happened the way it did. For children who were adopted into another country, the loss issues can be even greater because they lost not only their family, but their whole culture and could wonder “Nobody in my country could parent me and keep me? I had to come all the way here for a family to want me?”.  

WHERE ONCE ASSIMILATION WAS THE GOAL OF EVERY INTERCULTURAL ADOPTION, THE TREND  TODAY IS TO ACKNOWLEDGE AND EVEN EMBRACE THE DIVERSITY.      LINDSEY HOULIHAN  . . .

HOULIHAN…It is not, you are Caucasian parents who adopt a Chinese child or African-American child, you are a multi-cultural family and to acknowledge that on some level. But just to deny that and say, “You’re just like us and love is color-blind” is where I think that families are naïve.        

DENYING THE DIFFERENCES MAY HAVE MADE LIFE HARDER FOR ADOPTIVE CHILDREN IN THE PAST.     CONFLICTS OVER RACE OFTEN ARISE WITH BIRTHPARENTS WHEN MIXED RACE  CHILDREN REACH ADOLESCENCE.    ISSUES OVER IDENTITY ARE EVEN MORE LIKELY WITH ADOPTED CHILDREN.   DR. ANNA MANDALAKAS OF RAINBOW BABIES AND CHILDREN’S HOSPITAL  . . .

MANDALAKAS . . . We know all children are going to go through identity issues in adolescence. So I think that families should be prepared for cross-cultural issues particularly when they may look different from the children they adopt. That definitely is going to be something that surfaces and actually, earlier than some families may think. I have families come in all of the time telling about their three year old is asking them why they’re brown and their parents freckled or spotted. These issues come up early on and adolescence is a particularly challenging period for any parent.

A STUDY FROM SWEDEN  PUBLISHED LAST MONTH FOUND THAT FOREIGN ADOPTED CHILDREN IN THAT COUNTRY WERE FAR MORE LIKELY TO SUFFER MENTAL ILLNESS AND TO MORE LIKELY TO COMMIT SUICIDE THAN THE GENERAL POPULATION.    A NON-NATIVE CHILD WOULD TEND TO STAND OUT MORE IN A MOSTLY HOMOGENOUS COUNTRY LIKE SWEDEN THAN IN THE UNITED STATES.     BUT THE NUMBERS INDICATE THAT CHILDREN WHO STAND OUT CAN SUFFER.   KATHLEEN BOINTON TRIES TO KEEP HER AFRICAN AMERICAN DAUGHTER  CONNECTED WITH HER CULTURE.     . . . 

BOINTON…By interacting with my friends, I live in a racially-mixed neighborhood. All of her friends on the street are black. She went to a predominantly black school.          

THAT’S EXACTLY WHAT THE EXPERTS SUGGEST.   SOMETIMES IT’S SIMPLY A MATTER OF THE CHILD SEEING FACES THAT LOOK HIS OWN.   FOR FOREIGN KIDS,  MANY PARENTS BECOME INVOLVED WITH LOCAL CULTURE CAMPS SO KIDS CAN HEAR THE LANGUAGE OF THEIR HOME COUNTRY.     HOULIHAN ADOPTED A CHINESE GIRL AND NOW TAKES CHINESE LANGUAGE CLASSES WITH HER.   

HOULIHAN… I’m very conscious about the community that I live in, that it is multi-racial. The school that Kate goes to is multi-racial. That she has Chinese role models. Other people that she networks with, that she is friends with that I build this social network around her so that she doesn’t always have to be the only Asian kid in a particular situation.            

THE PARENTS AND EXPERTS WE SPOKE TO ALL URGED ADOPTIVE PARENTS TO MAINTAIN A CULTURAL CONNECTION FOR THEIR CHILDREN.      THEY SAY THAT ALL ADOPTIONS ARE BORN FROM LOSS.    CULTURE IS ONE THING THAT DOESN’T HAVE TO GO.  

