IDENTITY FORMATION IN INTERNATIONAL ADOPTION
One issue every adopted child must deal with, regardless of country of origin, is identity formation.  To be successful adults, children need to develop positive and healthy self-esteem and a strong, secure self-identity.  They need to know who they really are, and feel good about themselves and their place in the world.  They need to feel they belong, not only in their families, but in the wider society.

 This is more difficult for adopted children, who often lack enough information about their genetic heritage, and face that primal rejection from their birth families.   That is one reason why open adoptions are encouraged so much for domestic adoptions today.

However, our internationally adopted children not only lack adequate, or even any, information about their birth families, they have lost a nationality and a heritage. Every one of them has a heritage and a history outside the United States that is a crucial and irreversible part of their identity: their relatives and their ancestors, however unknown to us, belong to them. They have inherited features, talents, personality traits and more from those forbears. Another country, another culture, another language, formed every one of our children before birth, and while they waited to be adopted.  Our children carry a genetic heritage that stamps their features with their origins, whatever their race.

Transracially adopted children from other countries face the most difficult identity issues.  They grow up as white Americans, but look like people of color, and will be treated as recent immigrants, and endure racism, all their lives.  Many will never feel fully accepted as 100% genuine American.  However, they are equally not at home in their countries of origin, where they stand out as Americans despite the fact that they look like everyone else.  Raised in American culture, they think and behave as Americans.  Most do not know more than a few phrases of the language.  They are outsiders among their own people.  Nor are they entirely welcome in the immigrant community from their country.  The immigrants do carry with them their own values and culture, which our children do not know or understand.  Sometimes, because of their own values of caste or class or bloodline, or because of negative traditions about adoption, immigrants will regard our children as inferior, and unacceptable, especially when it comes to marriage. Their children eagerly adopt American ways, from school, the media and popular culture,, but absorb their parents’ culture and values. The immigrants’ American-born children struggle, it is true, with trying to balance the two cultures, but they may not feel a common bond with a young adult who is Asian or Hispanic in looks only.  In the end, as the adult Korean and Vietnamese adoptees have shown us, our children must make their own unique way in the world, drawing strength from each other to form a new community of adult adoptees secure in a new bicultural identity drawing both from their birth and adoptive family cultures. 

When we adopt a child from another country, every one of us has an obligation to honor our child’s heritage and help our children draw from it to form a strong self-identity.  We must raise our children to be Korean-Americans, Chinese-Americans, and so on, because that is what they will be, as far as the rest of America is concerned.  We need to raise them both as Americans and with their own heritage.  We need to give them the tools they need to form their own identity.

Our children are, of course, American citizens, and we need to raise them to feel pride in their American heritage, to know their American heritage.  We need to celebrate the Fourth of July and Thanksgiving, and take our children to see Washington D.C., and the Grand Canyon. They need to know the Pledge of Allegiance and the National Anthem, and feel loyalty and pride. We need not feel guilty about raising our transracially adopted children as Americans.   We need not feel guilty that they will think and behave just like white Americans when they grow up. The countries that permitted us to adopt their children want them to be American citizens, and expect us to raise them with all the benefits and advantages of an American upbringing.  

We cannot ourselves teach our children their own culture.  We can never be Chinese, or Haitian, or Guatemalan, and we can only transmit the culture at its most superficial level of cuisine, dress or ornament.  We cannot teach the actual values, beliefs, customs and appropriate behavior of that culture, especially as these vary between groups, places and over time even within our child’s birth country.  Our family is not really “Chinese-American”, or “Guatemalan-American”. We remain tourists; enthusiastic and well-meaning, but still naive and ignorant about the ways of our child’s own people.  

So what should we be doing, to fill our child’s toolbox of identity? 

We can learn about our children’s heritage and teach it to our children; study the country’s  history, read its literature, admire its art, eat its cuisine, and listen to its music, and we can and absolutely should bring all of this into our home.  By doing so, we demonstrate to our child that we accept and respect his or her heritage, and it is part of our family culture.  When people walk into our home, and visit us, they should be aware of the family’s pride in its multinational heritage; it should not all be shut behind our child’s bedroom door.  

To build a positive racial identity, take advantage of every opportunity available in your community to teach your child about his or her national heritage- language classes, art classes, craft classes, dance classes and so on, even if it means inconvenient, time-consuming and expensive travel.  Your efforts and commitment send an important message to your child about his or her worth. Rather than send the child alone to language lessons or art lessons, or dance lessons, send all the children, or participate yourself, so the child does not feel different and separate from the rest of the family, and so there is not implicit message that this heritage belongs to him or her alone, and is not valued by the rest of the family.  There is of course, a debate about how much one should force a child to take lessons he or she resists.  Some parents insist in matter-of fact way that it is what our family does, it is not optional, just like going to school, or church, or piano lessons.  Many adult adoptees wish that parents had prevailed, as they wish they had learned more when young.  Other parents back off, fearing the child will grow to hate the activity, but make sure they keep on offering these opportunities as the child grows.  

Take your child to any community event put on by the immigrant group or international students, or our own support group, which showcases the national heritage.  These will be publicized in the monthly newsletter as information becomes available.

We need to provide adult role models of our children’s own race and ethnicity. to help build positive self-esteem, and also provide role models of successful Americans who are like themselves. Your children should get to know adults and children from the same country.  These include first and second generation immigrants.  Try to meet and adults in a variety of occupations, so your child does not develop a stereotypical view - such as Asians only work in restaurants, for instance.  When you choose physicians, day care providers, instructors and so on, if they are equally qualified, pick those who are not Caucasian.  Encourage your child to take up an extracurricular activity that is taught by an adult of his or her race or ethnicity.  Ideally, your family should befriend families from your child’s birth country, and invite them to your home.  One easy way to do this is to become a host family of an international student at MSU, and you might consider hosting an international high school student in your home. If you are the same denomination, or feel comfortable with the services, visit the local church for the immigrant group, like the Chinese church on Chestnut Expressway.  These congregations are very welcoming.  

Immigrant communities can introduce our children to their actual and current culture -only from them can our families learn the appropriate behavior, customs, manners, style of dress, and so on, that will help us become more acceptable to these groups when they grow older.  They can give us helpful advice on traditional ways of raising children - especially important when we adopt toddlers and older children.  By forging links now with our child’s ethnic or racial or national community now, we make it easier for him or her to find acceptance there when they grow up.  In many cases,  it really does help if your child learns the language, as that is very important to many people in those communities.

However, some of us live in communities far from Springfield, with little opportunity to meet, let alone befriend, people from our child’s country. In this case, be sure to buy and share books and videos about successful Americans of your child’s race.  Everyone should teach their children the history of their children’s people in America, as well as the history of their homeland.

If at all financially possible, you should plan for your child to attend an annual heritage camp. There are now summer and fall camps for every country.  These camps usually involve the whole family, and are a great way of not only supporting your child’s racial identity formation, but of providing a bonding experience with other adopted children -these camps address the issues of adoption as well as of race and ethnicity.  If your adoption agency offers weekend camps, as Dillon does, take advantage of them, and enjoy the reunion as well!

Do seriously consider a homeland visit.  Ideally, the cost of a homeland visit at around age 8-11 should be factored in when you adopt.  It is so very important for our children!  Homeland visits help our children know more about where they came from, and answer many of their questions and concerns.  They are enormously helpful in building a positive racial identity, and feeling good about themselves.   It is well worth foregoing several family vacations in the U.S. to save up for a family visit to your child’s homeland.

Don’t fall into the trap of celebrating and honoring only your child’s national heritage.  Our children do best in homes where all races and ethnic groups are respected.   We need to give our children positive messages about all people of color.   They need to see parents who treat Asians, Latinos, African-Americans and Native Americans with respect, and who do not tolerate racism in any form.  Be careful about subtle and unintended messages about race: if your children are Asian, do your children’s books,  toys and music include Black and Latino themes as well as Asian ones?  

Even if you adopted a child from Eastern Europe, do consider celebrating the multiracial heritage of the United States in your home.  Some of us who adopt from Eastern Europe do so because we believe our community is not tolerant of children of color, and we do not wish to subject a beloved child to discrimination and prejudice.  That is a valid consideration in selecting a country.  However, we need to make sure that we are part of the solution, not part of the problem, and should raise our Caucasian child to have positive attitudes about other races.

It is difficult to provide a multicultural experience for our children in Southwest Missouri, where the city of Springfield is over 90% white, and many rural communities have virtually no people of color. All of us need to be proactive in providing them with multicultural experiences. We should take our children to cultural events like Dwali, Kwanza, Cinco de Mayo etc, or international festivals, or events attended by many people of color.  Public libraries and universities often hold multicultural events for families. 

If possible, encourage your child to meet befriend children of all races.  You can take your child to places like parks or restaurant play areas where children of other races play, take classes where there are children of color, or take vacations in locations that are multiracial.  You can invite children of color in your child’s class for playdates, and include them in party invitations.  

Again, if you live in a community where you simply do not have these opportunities, be sure that your home is a multi-cultural place, where your child plays with dolls of all races, sees videos with children of all races, and read books about children of all races, and introduce your child to the cultural traditions of all Americans.

If you have choices about where to live, and where to send your child to school, the racial makeup of the neighborhood and the school should be a factor.  Your child will feel more comfortable in a more multiracial neighborhood and school.  This is particularly important in the teenage years, when identity formation becomes a critical issue for all young people.  Adult Korean and Vietnamese adoptees often point to the school as most important setting for a negative experience of racial isolation, discrimination and rejection.  Their worst memory of childhood is often the one of being the only Asian child in an all-white classroom, subject to stereotypes, forced to become the representative of their race or nation of origin, and feeling ugly and unattractive by white standards in the teenage years.

All of us raising a transracially adopted child in Southwest Missouri need to realize that by bringing a child to this overwhelmingly white community, we have placed a great burden on him or her. We have placed our children in communities where they will forever stand out as different from everyone else.  They are forever in the spotlight, vulnerable to not only intrusive, ignorant and offensive questions and comments, but to subtle and even open racism.   Often our child will be the only child of color in the class, on the team, in the choir, in the park.  It is hard for these children to feel positive about themselves and to feel they truly belong.  As white parents, we can never know how that feels.  But we do have to try.  When we committed ourselves to adopting transracially, we committed ourselves to this obligation. We should become informed about race issues, reading books, watching videos, and attending seminars.  We should learn,  about how teach our children to deal with discrimination and racism.  We should learn from parents of color, and from white parents raising African-American children, how they raise their children to deal with race issues.
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