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Negotiating Motherhood: Identity and Difference in
“Open” Adoptions

Barbara Yngvesson

Drawing on interviews with birth and adoptive parents who have remained
in contact with each other following placement of an adopted child, this article
examines the dynamic of motherhood that emerges in these relationships.
Moving back and forth from legal and social event to women'’s subjective exper-
iences of these events, it argues that open adoption constitutes a “potential
space” where two familiar “truths” about motherhood—as an experience of
identity and of connection, and as an experience of contingency and separa-
tion—converge in powerful ways. Focusing on the double vision of mothers
who feel both “real” and “not real” at the same time, it explores the tendency of
open adoption to resolve into familiar dichotomies of nature and law and its
potential to produce new subjectivities that defy legal categories. The article
suggests that analysis of the sociolegal world and of the possibilities for its trans-
formation must work along the unstable boundary of different subjective
worlds, moving between them to expose the exclusions and injustices upon
which each is premised.

. . matter in equilibrium is blind, and out of equilibrium it
starts to see.
—Ilya Prigogine, “The Philosophy of Instability” (1989:399)

his article grows out of a talk I presented at the Law and
Society Association meetings in June 1995 and is my first attempt
to write about a project that began, in a sense, almost 15 years
ago but that only became a “research project” in 1991. At that
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32 Negotiating Motherhood

time, with the assistance of a small project initiation grant from
the National Science Foundation, I began a series of interviews
with birthmothers, adoptive parents, and a range of adoption
professionals (lawyers, social workers, agency directors, and so
forth) to explore the meanings of “open” adoption in the United
States and how it challenged or reproduced ideologies of family
and of motherhood.

My interest in adoption, as will become clear in the pages
that follow, developed in the context of my own life as a parent.
But this personal dimension of my work is closely tied to a long-
term political and theoretical interest in what it means to talk
about social “order” and with the way meanings take shape or
evolve over time in processes that are neither determined nor
unconstrained. The evolving relationships between birth and
adoptive parents in “open” adoptions provide a compelling per-
sonal arena for exploring these political and theoretical ques-
tions. These relationships illuminate law’s arbitrary and patriar-
chal construction of the family unit. But they also disrupt this
unit and the familiar identities of “mother,” “father,” and “child”
it presupposes. Because open adoption compels recognition of
the place of an “other” mother on whom one’s own mothering
depends, the “identities” it creates are nonidentical, defy legal
categories, and provide potentially powerful insights that con-
nect with current debates in political and feminist theory about
identity and difference.

These debates typically engage issues that are obviously rele-
vant to transracial adoption, to intercountry adoption, and to
adoption by gay and lesbian parents, where “difference” is con-
structed along more familiar lines of race, of culture, or of gen-
der. The larger project of which this article is a part examines the
ways that adoption complicates our understanding of the con-
struction and operation of these vectors of difference, focusing
on intercountry practices. The present article lays the ground for
this work by suggesting a methodology for the analysis of how
borders are reproduced and transgressed in the relations and
subjectivities of birth and adoptive mothers whose position at the
meeting place of self with other in open adoption is revealing of
the paradoxical interplay of sameness and difference, connection
and separation, that the process we call “reality” involves.

I began by trying to work out ideas that were emerging in my
interviews with the birthmothers of adopted children. But it soon
became clear that these ideas could only be developed in the
context of conversations I was having with adoptive parents, as
part of research I began in the spring of 1995 at an adoption
agency in Vermont, Friends in Adoption.! As I listened to the

1 The article is based on in-depth (one- to three-hour) interviews with six birth-
parents and six adoptive parents with whom I made contact through Friends in Adoption
and through a California adoption attorney. It also includes material from interviews and
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tapes of these conversations, however, I found myself drawn back
(or perhaps, forward) into my own evolving relationship with my
son’s birthmother and father and to the ways in which this rela-
tionship is formed by and reworks the legal relationships of adop-
tive kinship. The pages that follow reflect this movement and the
boundaries that are continually set in place, disturbed, and trans-
gressed by it—between life and work, between the people we
study and the people we are, between the legal and the everyday,
between legitimate and illegitimate families, and between adop-
tive parents, birthparents, and their children.

The comments and suggestions of various audiences who
read or heard earlier drafts, including my research subjects, my
two sons (one biological, one adopted), and the birthmother of
my adopted son, as well as anonymous reviewers for this journal,
have also been incorporated into the version here. Their reflec-
tions helped me see my own blind spots and buried insights;
their occasional discomfort (particularly that of some of the
anonymous reviewers, who requested a more linear plot and gui-
dance at the “front end” regarding the meaning of each of the
sections, and who expressed confusion about the relevance of
the journal entries and concern about a “retreat into psychology”
at the end) led to some minor (clarifying, I hope) insertions at
various points. This is not a linear tale, however. My contribu-
tion, rather, is to connect the subjective experience of pain and
fear that is instantiated in the “opening” of adoption to cultural
and legal discourses that regulate the connection of parent to
child. I have tried to do this by moving back and forth from sub-
jective experience to legal (cultural) practices that at the same
time shape this experience and are continually transformed in
the relations that link adoptive mothers to the birthmothers of
their children. It is in this sense that open adoptions become out-
law or contested spaces, even as they seem to confine true moth-
erhood within conventional terms, as revealed in the very distinc-
tions (“adoptive” mothers, “adoptive” family; “birth” mother,
“birth” family) that open adoption sets up.

observation conducted with two of the social workers from Friends in Adoption. The par-
ents were chosen because all are involved in “open” adoptions and are attempting to
maintain some degree of physical contact over time, and I am interested in the cultural,
psychological, and legal considerations that shape this ongoing relationship. The parents
I interviewed are not representative of most birth and adoptive parents, since it is both
rare and culturally sanctioned for birth and adoptive parents to remain in contact follow-
ing the legal termination of birthparent rights. Friends in Adoption, which describes itself
as a “non-traditional” agency because it encourages ongoing contact of some kind (mini-
mally, the exchange of nonidentifying information, letters, and pictures) estimates that
only about 10% of the adoptions it has completed (it was founded in 1986 and presently
completes 60-65 placements a year) involve visitation by the birthparent(s). The Califor-
nia attorney places 30-35 children a year, and while many of these adoptions involve
limited exchange of letters or pictures after the adoption is complete, very few (by her
estimate, 5%) involve visitation. For comparative research on the advantages and disad-
vantages of “closed,” “semi-open,” and “open” adoptions, see McRoy, Grotevant, & Ayers-
Lopez 1994; McRoy & Grotevant 1987.
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A Form of Consent

I first met my son Finn in the office of our lawyer, David
Kaplan, in Northampton, Massachusetts. We had arranged for
his parents to fly in from California the night before; the lawyer
we had hired for them had met them at the airport in the morn-
ing and brought them to the law offices of our lawyer. There we
all came together to sign the papers that would “irrevocably ter-
minate” his birthmother’s parental rights. Finn was then 4
months old. I remember that he was tired and crying; that his
mother, Diana, nursed him, there in the lawyer’s office, to soothe
him; and that as we signed what seemed to be endless paperwork,
our older son Dag carried Finn around the office, bouncing him
gently, thrilled to be entrusted with the brother he had so longed
for. Diana had brought with her all of Finn’s baby toys, the cards
and presents he had received when he was born, his favorite
blanket, a plastic bluebird we could hang from the ceiling in his
room, and a Japanese kite of blue and white fabric, shaped like a
giant fish. These belongings, the familiar raiments of his first few
montbhs of life, came in a well-worn blue canvas duffel bag, its red
handle secured with a diaper pin covered in yellow plastic. We
still use this bag today, almost 14 years later, and the yellow safety
pin is still there.

The documents we signed that morning included papers au-
thorizing me and my husband Sigfrid to become Finn’s guardi-
ans and a “form of consent” signed by his mother in which she
“finally and irrevocably” surrendered her legal rights to her
child. Because Finn was born out of wedlock, only Diana signed
the form, which reads as follows:

I, as the mother of Finn, age 4 months, of the male sex, born in

San Rafael, California on June 25, 1981 do hereby voluntarily

and unconditionally surrender Finn to the care and custody of

Barbara and Sigfrid Yngvesson for the purpose of adoption or

other such disposition as may be made by a court of competent

jurisdiction. I waive notice of any legal proceeding affecting the
custody, guardianship, adoption or other disposition of Finn.
At the end of the signings, everyone in the law office joined us to
drink champagne and toast this moment of transfer and of
Finn’s new life with us. His birthparents flew back to California
that afternoon.

When we had first imagined the transfer of parental rights,
two weeks before, our lawyer had arranged that the physical
handing over of this baby would not involve an actual meeting of
the two sets of parents. Massachusetts law at that time forbade
such a meeting. Thus the plan had been that we would bring
Finn’s mother to Northampton, where she would hand her baby
over to her lawyer, her lawyer would hand him to our lawyer, and
our lawyer would give the baby to us. We would be in separate

https://doi.org/10.2307/3054094 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.2307/3054094

Yngvesson 35

rooms. When his parents heard about this arrangement, they
asked (through my brother, who had made the initial arrange-
ments for the adoption) to speak with me, and so I called Diana,
with great trepidation. My social worker friends had warned me
that this was a woman who was not ready to part from her child
and that any contact we had would bode ill for the future. Our
phone call was not the difficult event I feared, however. She sim-
ply said that she was entrusting us with her baby and that she
wanted to hand him to me, not to a lawyer. She told me about
her difficulties in weaning him, since he seemed to be allergic to
cow’s milk and had developed a bad rash, of her efforts to accus-
tom him to goat’s milk, and her worry that he would not look
beautiful when we first saw him. She told me, too, about the in-
sensitivity of people in her small town, most of whom “can’t for-
give me for giving him away.” A few people thought she was cou-
rageous to do so.

By the end of our conversation, it was clear to me not only
that I should receive Finn into my arms from Diana’s, but that
Finn’s father should accompany them to Northampton for the
exchange, and that we should all—my husband Sigfrid, our son
Dag, and I—be there to participate in this complex ceremony of
severance and of joining. The legal moment that was to separate
Finn “irrevocably” from his mother and join him temporarily to
us (the adoption would not become final for several months) be-
came inseparable from an “illegal moment,” an outlaw time in
which we violated Massachusetts adoption law, agreeing that this
was not only a transaction between a birthmother and the state,
and between potential adoptive parents and the state, but that it
was also, in Finn’s birthfather’s words, a “parent-to-parent mat-
ter.” As he wrote in a letter he gave to us that morning in North-
ampton:

We do feel responsible that he join a family that wants him, and

cannot blindly turn him over to the surrogate parenthood of

the state. So the one thing we ask of you, is to make an arrange-
ment with us, so that if for any reason his adoption to you does

not occur, that we regain custody—rather than have him go to

a foster home chosen by a social agency. There are several

other families that want to adopt him, so there is no point what-

soever in his becoming a ward of the state of Massachusetts. I

realize the laws are formal here in regard to “property” claim,

but this is a parent-to-parent matter, not a question of a child

supported at public expense. We feel that we express Finn’s

“best interest” by turning him over to you, and that if that

doesn’t work out, you would express his “best interest” by turn-

ing him back over to us rather than to a professional agency.

Until the adoption is completed, I think both Diana and I will

continue to feel somewhat responsible and ambivalent. I hope

you would understand this.
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Finn’s father went on to describe his son’s birth—“without anes-
thetics, surrounded by friends, immediately breast-fed, and al-
ways cared for conscientiously”—and habits: “He doesn’t like his
diapers to be changed. When he’s tired, he makes a kind of
coughing cry. He likes to be rocked in a rocking chair and sung
to when he’s tired. . . . He doesn’t crawl yet but likes to be held so
that he can walk.” And he concluded with a brief P.S.:

Please don’t interpret this note as a bid for personal relation-

ship, or an embarassment of any kind to you. I only mean to

put this child properly in your safekeeping, and convey my re-
gards, and assure you of our availability if for some reason the
adoption process can’t be completed at that end.

Seven months later, our adoption of Finn was finalized in a
brief legal ceremony at the Franklin County probate court in
Greenfield, Massachusetts. Shortly thereafter, we received his
new birth certificate in the mail. The certificate named my hus-
band Sigfrid and me as Finn’s parents. There was no mention of
his adoption. And there was no mention of his birthmother or of
his illegitimate birth. In effect, if the new birth certificate was to
be believed, Barbara Yngvesson, born in the Dominican Repub-
lic, age 39, had given birth to Finn Fort Yngvesson at the Marin
County General Hospital in Greenbrae, California, on 25 June
1981. The only available record of his birth to Diana Morrison-
McGuire was an outlaw record, officially sealed, but kept in the
slowly expanding folders and envelopes that Diana and I created
to document our relationship and our connection to each other
through the son to whom she gave birth and whom Sigfrid and I
were raising.

I recount this brief story of how Finn came to us almost a
decade and a half ago in part because it illuminates the erasures
and the contradictions embedded in American adoptive kinship.
This article focuses on the multiple ways in which birthparents,
adoptive parents, and others construct and rework adoptive kin-
ship through and in the power of these silences and disjunctions.
But I also imagine this story and the adoption that it is “about” as
a way of reflecting on a central theme in the construction of
American social order (and disorder), a theme that historian
Michael Grossberg (1985:228) has termed “the persistent attrac-
tion of illegitimacy” in American history. This “persistent attrac-
tion” can be seen both in the refusal of the illegitimate family to
disappear, in spite of repeated efforts to eradicate it, and in the
seeming compulsion of the established order to make illegiti-
macy a focus of its attention. Illegitimacy is, to use Judith Butler’s
(1993:8) phrase, the “constitutive ‘outside’” of American social
order, and the splitting of legitimate from illegitimate families,
and of black illegitimate families from white ones, is an “enabling
cultural condition” for the emergence and reaffirmation of patri-
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archy.? Patriarchy “materializes” over time in the repeated, dis-
ruptive return over the past three centuries in the United States
of the unmarried mother as a “social problem”; and it takes
shape in countless reiterations of the difference between the dy-
adic unit of mother and child and “the place where a society en-
ters a child, and a child learns the laws of a society” (Steedman
1986:79).3 These reiterations naturalize the mother-child dyad as
an intimate, emotionally charged connection that “can never be
severed, whatever its legal position. . . . An ex-husband or ex-wife is
possible, and so is an ex-mother-in-law. But an ex-mother is not”
(Schneider 1968:24; emphasis added). And they denaturalize the
law, making it a separate order from the order of nature, “im-
posed by man and consist[ing] of rules and regulations” (p. 27).
In this way a boundary materializes between two “orders”—one
of natural substance patterned according to “the way things are
in nature,” the other a code for conduct, a “rule of order, the
government of action by morality and the self-restraint of human
reason” (p. 26).

This cultural interpretation of motherhood as fundamentally
outside the law, grounded in a biologically based intimacy (and
of fatherhood as fundamentally within the law, grounded in
property rights over his child, which is another story but an in-
creasingly powerful one in current adoption contests in the
United States),* is at the root of prohibitions that represent the
unwed mother as chaotic, disruptive, asocial—a “mother in name
only” (Kunzel 1993:130). The kind of chaos she represents differs
according to her race, her class, and her age; and the solutions
proposed are shaped by social, cultural, and economic concerns
that are specific to the particular historical moment. In this arti-
cle, my focus is on white, lower- to middle-class, unmarried
mothers and the white, broadly middle-class adoptive families in
which they placed their infant children in the decade between

2 See Roberts (1995a) for a discussion of the ways that racism and patriarchy inter-
sect as “two interrelated, mutually supporting systems of domination” (p. 224).

3 As this formulation suggests, my use of “patriarchy” refers not to the absolute
ower of the husband/father in the conjugal unit as described by Lawrence Stone
(1977:151-218) in his classic account of family structure in English middle- and upper-
class families in 17th-century England. Rather, I mean a set of practices and assumptions,
traceable at least to patriarchalism in the 17th century, that position women and children
in the context of their relation to men and that deny them legitimacy (in both private and
public life) unless they are officially connected to a man as wife or child. Patriarchalism
extends beyond the family to include “a whole body of practices and expectations, over
the whole of living” (to draw on Raymond Williams’s (1977:110) familiar definition of
hegemony). As Linda Gordon (1988:256) notes, however, patriarchy is expressed not as
absolute right but as “custom and bargaining.” As this implies, patriarchy is not ubiqui-
tous and should not be reified as an unchangeable moral/legal code. Its hegemony is
always incomplete, its manifestations are sometimes subtle and almost always appear in
tension with competing practices and ideologies, and its dominance at any one point in
time may give way to other forms (see also Shanley 1982; Grossberg 1985:26; Fineman
1995).

4 See Shanley 1995 for a discussion of unwed fathers’ rights in adoption.
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1981 and 1991; and I am concerned with so-called open adop-
tions, in which these mothers “chose” the adoptive family in
which their child was placed. White, nonhandicapped infants
and their unmarried mothers have played a particularly signifi-
cant role since the early decades of the 20th century in enabling
white, childless, middle-class couples to fulfill what historian
Rickie Solinger (1992:154) calls the “postwar family imperative”
in the United States. In this vision of family life, a vision most
closely associated with 1950s America, parental roles are central
to identity, for both men and women, and heterosexual, two-par-
ent marriage is the foundation of family life (Coontz 1992; Sol-
inger 1992:16-17, 154). Ironically (or fortuitously), just as mar-
ried motherhood was defined as the only way of achieving a
“complete” identity for women, the rising rate of white single
pregnancy in the United States was creating a pool of “not-
mothers” with babies whose need for a family could only be pro-
vided elsewhere (Coontz p. 32; Solinger p. 163). The matching
of baby to family (that is, the “completion” of identity for both
mother/father and child) created a racialized hierarchy of fami-
lies and of unwed (unfit) mothers who together fulfilled the
“postwar family imperative” in the United States, while reinscrib-
ing the racial borders through which the interpretation of family
wholeness was measured.

In what follows, I draw on journals, memoirs, and interviews,
as well as on my own experience and on conversations with other
adoptive parents, to suggest how the “complete” family has been
recreated over the past decade in the “voluntary” relinquish-
ments through which women become legal strangers to their
children, and how this family has been contested in the legal and
illegal efforts to undermine the finality of these prohibitions in
“open” adoptions. I focus on the contradictions experienced by
participants as they simultaneously work “against the grain” in
the surrender and adoption of children and are compelled, in
spite of themselves, toward tentative, uncertain, disquieting, and
risky gestures of recognition that both mark and blur the legal
and cultural boundaries that separate legitimate from illegiti-
mate families, “birth” from “adoptive” mothers, and “nature”
from “law.”

My argument is that “the birthmother,” as a metaphor for
out-of-wedlock motherhood, is always, culturally and psychologi-
cally speaking, within the adoptive family. She is the site of
“dreaded identification” through which the adoptive mother and
the adoptive family makes its own claim to an autonomous exist-
ence.® But she is also “outside” the family, a site of erasure and of

5 See Judith Butler’s (1993:3) discussion of the exclusionary matrix through which
gendered subjects are formed, and specifically of a “zone of uninhabitability” constituting
“that site of dreaded identification against which—and by virtue of which—the domain of
the subject will circumscribe its own claim to autonomy and to life.”
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violent foreclosure, marking a boundary “that includes and ex-
cludes, that decides, as it were, what will and will not be the stuff
of the object [that is, the family] to which we then refer” (Butler
1993:9, 11). It is the birthmother’s “choice” to place her child in
an adoptive home that creates an adoptive family, whole and
“complete” in itself, to use the words of a young birthmother who
placed her child for adoption in 1994. And it is her disruptive
return—in the form of the “open” adoptive family, as well as in
searches by birthmothers and adult adoptees, that transgress the
boundaries of “closed” adoption policies—that threatens to
destabilize and transform adoptive kinship, indeed, to dismantle
adoption as it is has been conventionally practiced for the past 50
years in this country.

I begin with a brief historical sketch of the ways in which ille-
gitimate babies and their mothers have been perceived and in-
corporated into American social order, focusing in particular on
the shifting value of the unmarried mother (in terms of race and
class) during the 20th century. I then move to my own research
on birthmother experiences of voluntary surrender and on ef-
forts of birthparents and adoptive parents to construct “open”
adoptions in the context of these surrenders. I conclude with a
discussion of the relevance of struggles surrounding the closure
and openness of adoption to recent debates on identity and dif-
ference among feminists and political theorists.

The Illegal Family

In a widely discussed 1993 op-ed piece in the Wall Street Jour-
nal (“The Coming White Underclass”), Charles Murray de-
scribed illegitimacy as “the single most important social problem
of our time—more important than crime, drugs, poverty, illiter-
acy, welfare or homelessness because it drives everything else.”
The heart of this problem, according to Murray, who also spoke
in November 1994 on This Week with David Brinkley, is that “we
have too many babies living in communities without fathers, and
as Pat Moynihan taught us twenty-odd years ago, that way you get
chaos.” The babies Murray was concerned with were specifically
those produced by white, lower-class women—white illegitimacy,
he pointed out “is overwhelmingly a lower-class phenomenon”—
but he noted as well that “the long, steep climb in black illegiti-
macy has been calamitous for black communities and painful for
the nation.” The solution he proposed was that the federal gov-
ernment end economic support to single mothers, a move that
would “lead many young women who shouldn’t be mothers to
place their babies for adoption.” To this end, he urged revision
of adoption laws, stripping them “of the nonsense that has en-
cumbered [adoption] in recent decades.” Specifically, he argued
that “any married couple who can show reasonable evidence of
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having the resources and stability to raise a child” be permitted
to do so and that “all limits on interracial adoption” should be
lifted. Murray concluded the article with a plea for “restoring the
rewards of marriage,” which he suggested should be revived as
“the sole legal institution through which parental rights and re-
sponsibilities are defined and exercised” (p. 14).

Murray’s words set the tone for congressional debates leading
to the 1996 welfare reform act (Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996). In August of that year,
President Clinton signed a bill that abolished Aid to Families
with Dependent Children (AFDC), through which 12.8 million
people, including at least 8 million children, had been provided
with monthly cash benefits, and cut the government’s food stamp
program (Clines 1996). Congressional debate in the months pre-
ceding the signing of the act left little doubt that discouragement
of illegitimacy was a “major goal” of welfare reform at a time
when “unwed mothers have become a symbol of growing disre-
gard for traditional mores” and specifically of the “rejection of
marriage as a goal” (Usdansky 1996; see also Stacey 1994; Mar-
shall 1995). In addition, President Clinton signed a bill providing
a $5,000 tax credit for adoptive families with incomes of $75,000
or less and fining states that delayed interracial adoptions so as to
await the possibility of a same-race placement (a practice that has
dominated adoption placements of African American children
for the past 24 years).6 As political commentator Katha Pollitt
(1996b) wrote in a July 1996 column in the Nation, “it’s hard to
avoid the conclusion that as public policy, adoption is being
pushed as a way of avoiding hard questions about class and sex”:
“the wrong women insisting on their right to have children, the
right women refusing to.””

The extensive and heated public debate about illegitimacy in
the 1990s and the assumptions made about its connection to a
host of other social issues is reminiscent of earlier campaigns
about unmarried motherhood in a country where out-of-wedlock
pregnancy has functioned historically “as a language through
which people might seek to contain, contest, and resolve issues of
social change and sexual, racial, and class conflict far more
sweeping than the issue of illegitimacy” (Kunzel 1993:5, referring
to the period 1890-1945 specifically). Thus, high rates of black
unmarried motherhood have been used for decades to construct
African American women as “wanton breeders” (Solinger
1992:9)8 and have generated social policies aimed at controlling

6 Tax credits for adoption were included in the Small Business Job Protection Act of
1996. See also Yang 1996; Rich 1996.

7 In reference to the advocacy of adoption as an “alternative” to abortion by right-to-
life groups.

8 There is far less attention, either in the press or in academic literature, to race and
unmarried motherhood as it affects minorities other than African Americans. Presumably
this will change in the current climate of hostility to immigrants more generally, and
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their fertility and (most recently) warehousing their children;?
but white unmarried mothers have been viewed differently and
subjected to different forms of discipline. A study by Regina
Kunzel (1993) of middle-class child savers and the emergence of
the social work profession between 1890 and 1945 describes the
creation of a broadly cast network of maternity homes in the late
19th and early 20th century where evangelical activists sought to
redeem their “fallen” sisters by teaching them the virtues of do-
mesticity and motherhood. Illegitimate babies were seen as the

“er

product of sin, and the unwed mother as “‘in society a part of its
problem and its filth,”” responsible for “‘its broken homes, deser-
tions, sorrow, misery, blighted faith, despair, and the great mass
of social ills which infect society’” (p. 51, quoting an early 20th-
century judge). Maternity homes were intended as a form of
“preventive work” through which both unwed mothers and soci-
ety at large could be saved (pp. 18-19). “Saving” involved submit-
ting residents of the homes to a strictly regimented life under the
scrutiny of a matron. It also involved persuading the mother to
keep her child, and to this end some homes required that resi-

particularly to Hispanic immigrants. For purposes of my own study of adoption and ille-
gitimate motherhood, however, it is clearly the “black” (African American) unmarried
mother who (sometimes implicitly but often explicitly) constitutes the “other” against
whom white unmarried motherhood is given meaning. The meanings of both forms of
illegitimate motherhood are shaped as well, of course, by the interpretation of “real”
motherhood as married motherhood. The illegitimacy of unmarried motherhood is given
particular weight, however, by its powerful association not only with the dependent (read
“neurotic” or “fallen”) white woman but also with the dependent black “welfare queen” of
popular myth and political debate. See Pollit 1996a.

9 For example, the proposal by Republican policymakers in 1995 that welfare recipi-
ents who continue to produce children and refuse to place them for adoption should
have their children placed in orphanages (Wexler 1995) seemed aimed chiefly at the
childbearing of black women and was notable chiefly for its advocacy of a practice that is
widely condemned by the international community as inhumane and as depriving chil-
dren of fundamental rights (Hague Convention on the Protection of Children 1993;
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989). One of the “problems”
confronting officials eager to reduce the number of African American children living in
“communities without fathers” has been the resistance of the black community to legal
adoption. It has been rare, historically, for black women to place their babies voluntarily
with strangers, a practice that is viewed as “throwing away your own flesh and blood.”
Rather, a black mother who was unable to keep her child “might give it up to someone
she knew, a friend or relative, so that she herself might retain some control or some
involvement in the child’s life” (Solinger 1992:82, citing Shapiro 1967). Comparing the
attitudes of the black and white communities to unmarried motherhood in the postwar
period, Solinger (p. 7) notes the ways the black community “organized itself to accommo-
date mother and child while the white community was unwilling to do so.” Between 1965
and 1972, only 2% of children born to black, never-married women aged 15-44 were
relinquished for adoption to strangers; in the next eight years, this figure dropped to
0.2%, then rose to 1% between 1982 and 1988 (Moore 1995:11).

Complicating this picture of attitudes of the black community to legal adoption is the
stand taken by the National Association of Black Social Workers in 1972 opposing trans-
racial adoption, on grounds that it constituted cultural genocide. For an overview and
discussion of trends and problems in transracial adoption in the United States, see Si-
mon, Altstein, & Melli (1994) and Howe (1995). Bates (1993) provides a personal ac-
count of the assumptions and difficulties surrounding transracial adoption of African
American children by white, liberal, middle-class parents in the 1970s.
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dents nurse their babies for at least three months (pp. 32-33; see
also Solinger 1992:150).

By the late 1930s and early 1940s, and most notably in the
immediate postwar period, this approach to “the problem” of
white, unmarried motherhood had begun to change. At a time
when nonmarital sex and pregnancy had become more com-
mon, while birth control and abortion remained illegal, the
numbers of out-of-wedlock babies carried to term increased,
many of them borne by the daughters of a population that in-
creasingly affiliated itself with the middle class. By contrast to ev-
angelical reformers who had endorsed the “potentially radical
notion of a fatherless family” by encouraging unmarried women
to keep their babies in the first decades of the 20th century, so-
cial workers in the postwar period increasingly defined the white,
unwed mother as unfit to rear her child. In a postwar society that
defined marriage and family as hallmarks of middle-class status,
the unmarried mother became a marketable commodity as she
was enjoined by social workers to “‘be a mother by relinquishing
the child.””'? Adoption, which had originally been developed as
an innovative policy for dealing with destitute and homeless chil-
dren in the 19th century, now became a way both of “family
building” for infertile middle-class couples and for the unwed
mother to “put the mistake—both the baby qua baby and the
proof of non-marital sexual experience—behind her. Her par-
ents were not stuck with a ruined daughter and a bastard
grandchild for life. And the baby could be brought up in a nor-
mative family, by a couple prejudged to possess all the attributes
and resources necessary for successful parenthood” (Solinger
1992:155).

Adoptions soared in this period,!! and social workers, policy-
makers, and legislators endorsed an array of measures to protect
the interests and the identities of newly acquired babies and their
adoptive parents, while permitting the women who gave birth to
them to “get on with their lives.” These measures included state
supervision over adoption (through the licensing of agencies, as
a result of widespread concern about baby selling), uniform birth
registration laws, and altered birth certificates. By the 1950s, all
states had approved provisions that “sealed” adoption records,
thus, in principle, protecting the new identity of the adopted
child and shielding the soiled identity of its biological mother.

Focus on secrecy in adoption was not new. The first U.S.
adoption laws, beginning with the Massachusetts statute of 1851,

10 Solinger 1992:158; and see Zelizer 1985:169-228 for a discussion of changing
views of children’s “needs” between 1870 and 1930 in the United States.

11 Solinger (1992:158) notes that by 1955, 90,000 children were being placed for
adoption each year, an increase of 80% since 1944. Between 1951 (when collection of
national adoption statistics began in the U.S) and 1970, adoptions rose from 72,000 to a
peak of 175,000 (of these, the figures for unrelated adoptions are 33,800 in 1951 and
89,200 in 1970) (National Committee for Adoption 1989:69).
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were premised on disguising the fact that an adoption had taken
place at all. In this way, they provided an ingenious solution to an
ancient dilemma posed by the common law, according to which
“Only God can make heres [heir], not man” (Grossberg
1985:273). The dilemma was created by the filius nullius (“child
of no one”), who posed a challenge to succession in established
families, to property rights, and to fiscal communities charged
with his support (p. 198). American adoption laws circumvented
the common law “repugnance” to “creating children by act” with
a kind of legal sleight-of-hand in which the filius nullius could be
incorporated into the new (adoptive) family by erasing the old
(biological) family; this “old” family then became the covert
model for the new one, in the “biological” space made available
through the law’s erasure of “original” blood ties. In this way the
“blood institution” (Shalev 1989:11) that is central to the concept
of family in Anglo-American culture and law was simultaneously
eradicated and reaffirmed.!? By “completely severing the bonds
created by birth and replacing them with binding artificial ties”
(Grossberg 1985:268), the new laws created an “as-if” biological
family:

Statutes and court decisions used tests of adoptive parental fit-

ness, and strict eligibility standards to make the artificial family

approximate the legal ideal of a proper natural one in age,
race, affection, and legal authority. The Tennessee Supreme

Court observed: “It is difficult to see, upon any rule of construc-

tion, or of policy, why all the powers possessed by a natural fa-

ther should not be exercised by him, who, by adoption of a

minor, assumes the relationship of parent.” The courts en-

dorsed the right of adoptive parents to change a child’s name,
move its settlement and residence, and receive its earnings, all

in an effort to make the artificial household replicate a natural

one. (Grossberg 1985:275)

The construction of this “as if” family remained incomplete
until the first decades of the 20th century, when state laws were
progressively amended so that the biological family was not only
erased legally by an adoption decree but all records of the origi-
nal biological event—the birth of the child, the registration of its
birth, and the records of its mother’s confinement—were to be

12 Shalev (1989:11) uses the phrase “blood institution” to describe the central
premise of Anglo-American kinship. A number of recent works note that there is consid-
erable difference in how the blood tie is weighted in American culture, however. Dorothy
Roberts (1995a:269) points out that in black families “incorporation of extended kin and
nonkin relationships into the notion of ‘family’ goes back at least to slavery” and notes
that the black community does not require “extinguishing” the evidence of biology in
their system of informal adoption. Strathern (1992:3), in a discussion of Kath Weston's
Families We Choose (1991), argues that there has always been “choice as to whether or not
biology is made the foundation of relationships.” A similar point is central to Schneider’s
1968 classic study of American kinship (Hayden 1995:45, citing Schneider 1968:62-63).
But as Hayden (p. 50) argues (in a discussion of co-mothering in lesbian families), “the
blood tie retains its salience even in the midst of an explicit challenge to certain ‘tradi-
tional’ notions of American kinship.”
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“sealed” and an amended birth certificate produced. As family
law professor Elizabeth Bartholet (1993:55) notes,

The legal system ordinarily makes no attempt to write out of

existence, by sealing records or other such mechanisms, the

various parental figures who walk out of their children’s lives,
such as the divorced parent who relinquishes custody. It is only

in regulating adoptive families—families formed in the absence

of any blood link—that the government feels that it has to seal

records so as to figuratively destroy the existence of the family

that is linked by blood.
The rationale for this extreme measure, as suggested above, was
the “protection” of the illegitimate mother and child. By the
early 1970s, however, as adoption patterns began to change dra-
matically, the secrecy provisions of adoption law came under in-
creasing attack.

The year 1970 is widely regarded as a watershed year for
adoption. Unrelated adoptions peaked that year, at 89,200 (be-
tween 1960 and 1973, one in five premarital births to white
women were given up for adoption; National Committee for
Adoption 1989:69; Moore 1995:10). Transracial adoption, always
a controversial practice, had slowly gained momentum from the
mid-1950s and especially after the civil rights movement, and
peaked in 1971 at 2,574 placements (Simon et al. 1994:3). By
1975, in contrast, transracial adoptions had dropped to 1,000, in
connection with the stand taken by the National Association of
Black Social Workers opposing such adoptions as “cultural geno-
cide”; and the total number of unrelated adoptions had dropped
to 47,700 (National Committee for Adoption 1989:99).13 This
overall drop can be viewed in light of social and political changes
(most notably second-wave feminism in the mid-1960s) and legal
decisions (Griswold v. Connecticut in 1965, legalizing contracep-
tion, and Roe v. Wade in 1973, legalizing abortion), which sup-
ported women’s efforts to establish greater control over their
bodies, particularly with regard to decisions about childbearing
and childrearing. At the same time, because premarital sex was
increasingly common (and in spite of the availability of birth con-
trol and abortion), the nonmarital birth rate in the United States
continued to rise, as it had since the late 1950s. This rise was
particularly dramatic in the period from 1975 forward.!4

In 1976, the publication of an article entitled “Open Adop-
tion” by two California social workers, Annette Baran and Reu-
ben Pannor, and psychiatrist Arthur Sorosky, signaled a new di-
rection in official response to rising patterns of nonmarital birth

13 By the late 1970s, only 1 in 10 premarital births to white women were placed for
adoption; during the 1980s this ratio dropped to 1 in 30 (Moore 1995:10-11).

14 The rate rose from about 9 births per 1,000 unmarried women in 1965 to 15 in
the mid-1970s, and continued to rise throughout the 1980s until it peaked at 45.3 births
per 1,000 unmarried women in 1991 (Moore 1995:2).
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and falling adoption placements among white women. Con-
cerned that “during the past five or six years thousands of unwed
mothers all over the United States have chosen to keep their chil-
dren rather than offer them for adoption,” the authors proposed
“a new kind of adoptive placement in which [young single
mothers] can actively participate” (p. 98). Drawing on examples
from Hawaii, where the hanai system allows children a dual iden-
tity through belonging to two families, as well as on so-called ir-
regular adoption practices in prewar America in which a couple
cared for an unwed pregnant woman and later adopted her
child, Baran and her colleagues proposed what they called
“open” adoption “in which the birthparents meet the adoptive
parents, participate in the separation and placement process, re-
linquish all legal, moral, and nurturing rights to the child, but
retain the right to continuing contact and to knowledge of the
child’s whereabouts and welfare” (p. 97).15

In the context of the civil rights and feminist movements, this
proposal, which emphasizes involvement of the birthparents
(typically a birthmother) in a decision affecting their lives and
that of their child, and the possibility of continued involvement
in the child’s life, albeit in a limited way, does not seem unrea-
sonable. The practice of open adoption, however, has generated
heated controversy in the United States, both at official and pop-
ular levels. It was proposed by Baran and her colleagues as a way
of encouraging unmarried women (and specifically unmarried
white women) to relinquish their babies for adoption at a time
when they were increasingly choosing to raise them alone, and
thus was regarded by some members of the social work commu-
nity as a positive move. But the proposal came at a moment of
increasing activism among adult adoptees and birthparents.!6
This activism, which focused on reuniting birthparent and child,
as well as on preventing further separations, challenged not only
adoption practice but also the boundaries of legitimacy in our

15 Although Baran et al. do not mention it, open adoption has antecedents much
closer to home than the Hawaiian or Eskimo patterns they discuss. Like the complex
mothering relations described for African American communities, where “other” mothers
may care for a child while the “blood” mother continues to have a place in the child’s life
(Stack 1974; Collins 1990; Mullings 1995; Roberts 1995b), open adoption acknowledges
the significance of both mothers in their relationship to a child who is simultaneously
both “theirs” and “not theirs.”

16 The search movement among adult adoptees, like open adoption, challenges the
practice of enforced separation of birthparent and child that has been secured in policies
of sealing records which have dominated U.S. adoption since the early 1920s. Likewise,
the formation of Concerned United Birthparents (CUB) in 1976 by women who had
placed their babies in the 1950s and 1960s and opposed the “stranger” status vis-a-vis their
children that legal adoption had imposed on them provided implicit support for a new
adoption practice. Today, with a membership of over 3,000, CUB has become increasingly
militant, opposing adoption and favoring guardianship. In addition, it has actively partici-
pated in legal cases involving the return of adopted children to their birthparents. For a
discussion of these movements opposing conventional adoption practice, see generally
Modell 1994.
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society, suggesting that “true” identity derived not from the legal
families in which adoptive children had been placed but from
the “illegal families” that had produced them. Baran et al.’s
(1976) article went one step further, suggesting that a child
could belong to two families, only one of which was a “married
family.” The other, the “illegal family,” would continue to consti-
tute some part of the authorized “identity” of a child (and, by
implication, some part of the authorized identity of its “married”
family). In this way, both family and identity were unsettled in
open adoption (in ways that paralleled the challenges to identity
implicit in transracial and intercountry adoption), and the prac-
tice became a potential space for challenge to law’s regulation of
identity, through its control over the relationship of parent to
child.

Open adoption has become a major trend in adoptive place-
ments during the 1990s, but there is little agreement about what
the practice of openness actually involves. Practitioners (social
workers, “facilitators,” lawyers, and a range of others involved in
the placement of white infants) describe it in terms that range
from birthmother choice of the adoptive parents, to participa-
tion of the adoptive parents in the birth of the infant, to ex-
change of letters and pictures, to visitation.!” Visitation is the
least common (and potentially most disruptive) form of “open-
ness,” although it has been practiced for more than 10 years, and
studies are under way that assess its impact on adoptive kinship
(McRoy et al. 1994). The practice of birthmother “choice” of the
adoptive parents, by contrast, is widely practiced by licensed
agencies as well as by other adoption practitioners (although her
range of “choice” varies greatly, depending on the agency, the
lawyer, or the state in which she resides). The “choosing”
birthmother is easily incorporated into more familiar concepts of
individualism and voluntarism, in ways that the visiting birth-
mother, whose “choice” is not simply to identify the adoptive par-
ents for her child but to become a part of their lives, is not.

While open adoption has spread rapidly in the past decade, it
remains extremely controversial, particularly where it involves
contact among the participants, and the release of identifying in-
formation that this presupposes. It is strongly opposed by one of
the most visible, and politically powerful, adoption organizations
in the country, the National Council for Adoption; and it is en-
dorsed by other groups, such as the American Adoption Con-
gress, the Child Welfare League of America, and others. The
controversy over openness (and particularly over “disclosure,”

17 There is an extensive, and rapidly growing, body of literature on open adoption,
but it is beyond my scope here to review this literature in detail. A concise and informa-
tive overview is provided in Caplan 1990. See also Silber & Speedlin 1982; McRoy & Grote-
vant 1987; Sorosky et al. 1989; Silber & Dorner 1990; Melina & Roszia 1993; McRoy et al.
1994; Modell 1994.
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the legal availability of adoption records to participants) creates
strange bedfellows. For example, in recent debates in Vermont
over passage of a new adoption statute for the state, right-to-life
groups and Planned Parenthood joined forces in opposing the
disclosure of identifying information about the birthmother, on
grounds that it would lead to increased abortions (according to
right-to-life advocates) and deprive the birthmother of her right
to privacy (according to Planned Parenthood).!®

Controversy over whether and how the birthmother should
be recognized in the “as if” family created through adoption has
also dominated discussion during the past two years of a recently
proposed draft for a uniform state adoption code in the United
States. The draft Uniform Adoption Act approved by the Na-
tional Conference of Commissioners for Uniform State Laws
(NCCUSL) in August 1994 endorsed a provision that would seal
adoption records (the adopted child’s original birth certificate
and records of his delivery and relinquishment by his biological
mother) for 99 years. At the same time (reflecting the contradic-
tions and tensions around disclosure emerging in state-level
processes and in the daily struggles engaging birth and adoptive
parents across the country as they attempt to negotiate open
adoptions), the draft act proposed establishing a registry
“through which, by mutual consent, birthparents and adopted
children could seek out each other” (Chira 1994). This provision
was included as a result of intense lobbying by groups such as
Concerned United Birthparents and the American Adoption
Congress. Other contested provisions in the act include an eight-
day period in which birthmothers can change their minds about
surrendering their child (considered too short by some critics)
and a period of six months in which a birthfather can appeal the
termination of his parental rights.

Joan Hollinger, the reporter for the committee that drafted
the act, describes it as taking “a really radical stand for finality by
saying that once it’s over, it’s over” (quoted in Hansen 1994:58).
Yet the controversy surrounding the act, as well as the hopes of
many of its supporters, is focused precisely on what this “finality”
entails, specifically as it relates to the “confidentiality provision,”
with its transgression of what is interpreted by many Americans as
an “absolute right” to information about one’s biological parents

18 The Vermont legislature, after a year of public hearings, completed a redrafting
of a new adoption code (Adoption Act, 1995, sec. 136, Vermont Statutes Annotated title
15A) in May 1996. The most heated debate was generated around a section of the bill,
supported by the Vermont Senate, that would have made most adoption records open to
participants. The House ultimately altered this, so that cases would be handled on a case-
by-case basis, with a probate judge as intermediary (Allen 1996). In Tennessee, a new
adoption law came into effect on 1 July 1996 (Tennessee Code Annotated sec. 36-1-141,
1996) allowing adoptees 21 years of age or older to obtain identifying information about
their birthparents and birthparents to obtain information about their adopted child. This
bill, too, was the subject of “heated debate and substantial opposition” in Tennessee
(Lewin 1996:A1).
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(Hansen, p. 61, quoting Harvard Law School professor Elizabeth
Bartholet).

This sense of an “absolute right” to knowledge about biologi-
cal “roots” is inextricable from the interpretation of “blood” as
defining identity in American culture. Thus, Betty Jean Lifton
(1994), a well-known author on adoption issues who is herself an
adoptee, argues that the biological creation narrative—“the story
that beg[ins] not with [the child] but with the parents who cre-
ated her”—is, for most children, “as much a part of them as their
shadow; it develops with them over the years and cannot be torn
away.” For the adopted child, Lifton suggests (p. 37), “the child’s
narrative is broken when she is lifted out of her own genetic and
historic family line.” For the birthmother, her “narrative” is cut
off with the erasure of her child’s birth and her legal proclama-
tion as a stranger—as not-a-mother—to her child.

Origin Myths—The Gypsy Moths

Journal Entries (Barbara)

4/10/84

Our nineteenth wedding anniversary. It is early morning and Finn,
not quite three, has climbed in bed with us.

“Daddy and I were married nineteen years ago!”

“And then I came!”

“And then Dag came—and then you came—but that was much
later.”

“And who was there?”

“What do you mean?”

“And who was there when we were married?”

“udy, and Grandpa . . . and Hughie. We were married in Califor-
nia, and you were born in California. But that was much later.”

“Yeah.”

11/84

Dag, 13, is about to leave for school. I am smashing ants which appear
each year in our kitchen in May and continue sporadically until win-
ter. This inevitably leads to questions about what it is o.k. to kill. This
year, I say “flies, mosquitoes, and gypsy moth caterpillars.” Finn [al-
most three and a half] asks, “What are gypsy moth caterpillars?” I ex-
plain that a few years ago, they ate the leaves from all the trees in our
woods: “It was like a wasteland—there was nothing left!”

“Was that when I was growing in your tummy?”

I have been waiting for this question for months, wondering why it
seemed so long in coming.

“Yes—but not when you were growing in my tummy. You were
growing in someone else’s tummy, someone in California who couldn’t
take care of her baby. Hughie [my brother] was living there and he told
her that we couldn’t have a baby. And so afier you were born, we
adopted you.”
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Finn looks worried. “But how did I get here?” “She brought you to
us, on an airplane. She cuddled you in her arms all the way here, and
then she put you into my arms. So you were loved all the time.”

Finn smiles at this. I tell him what a happy day it was for us, that
it was just before Halloween, and so Halloween is always special.

“Remember our book, The Adopted Family?” [We had read
and re-read this book over the past three years.] “That book is
about a baby who was adopted, too.” Finn asks me to read it to him
again now. We go to get it, and as we look in the bookcase, he reminds
me, “It’s grey,” and then, excitedly, “Grey is my favorite color!” We read
through the whole book, sitting at the breakfast table. Later, as I was
cleaning up the dishes and Finn was rummaging in a kitchen cup-
board, he turned around and looked at me. [Each year, we had re-
ceived presents from Diana, a ‘special friend’ in California, who
sent him a soft, stuffed frog of felt, green back and red belly,
with bulging button eyes, books of fairy tales, a kaleidoscope
that turned the world into magic shapes and colors.] “When the
Zypsy moths were eating the leaves from our trees, and I was growing in
her tummy—uwhat was her name, the lady that grew me in her tummy.
Was it Diana?”

3/85

Walking along our road, playing “step on your shadow.”
“Mummy—I'm in your body now—now I'm in your leg!”

A Fit Mother

Journal entries (Diana)

10/27/81

Rocking Finn for hours. He is quiet and probably a little unhappy.
All this medicine (for rash) and rainy so we can’t go outside. He proba-
bly senses change. Takes the bottle nicely. I put a little molasses because
the Similac tastes so thin and chalky to me. New Moon.

Storm is blowing over the plants so I rush out and tie up the tall
ones. Can’t get the fire going.

I can’t yet digest what this all means and have only my original
conviction that Finn wants/deserves the best—which we can’t provide
here—so refer back to that. I'm sure no agency would recommend us for
parents. Regardless of what the children think.

Oh well, sun and moon in Scorpio, so what can one expect.

Intriguing conversation with neighbor Anita about the Gita.
Hazarat dnayat Khan! on raising children.

10/28/81
Finn dancing/bouncing a lot today. Bored while I worked, but Su-
san and Dotty and Anita gave him some special attention later. Still
raining, still pouring. Like the Pacific wants him.
Wish I had time to get books together—The Continuum Con-
cept, Dr. Lendon Smith on childcare etc.
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but ole rockin chair got me
Wish I had time to clear up this rash
but it will fade
Finn is so athletic already. He needs a lot of direction for his
strength and energy.
The pit of my stomach—

10/29/81

This is really quite difficult.

My Instincts
say take the babe and head
Sfor the hills.

Though there are certainly the Reasons
Dear Baby

Remember to look at the stars

Little Hole-in-the-Sky
he turns over

Letters (from Diana to Barbara and Sigfrid, 10/81)

Finn has very sensitive skin. I have been using various cor-
tisone preparations which help temporarily. Mothers of other
very fair-skinned children have told me that yeasts and sebor-
rhea, dermatitis are common in the first year. I suggest a visit to
a good dermatologist and introducing new foods very slowly.
(No bleach in laundry).

He has had no illnesses, and though strong-willed, has an
obvious desire to cooperate.

If things get rough, rocking and singing seem to be the
best solution. Carrying him in your arms for short walks is also
very soothing.

He has been quite good-natured in spite of rash and teeth-
ing. Loves semi-rough play—wrestling and bouncing on top of
my head.

He seems unusually adaptable.

We hope you will love him as much as we do.
Secret names: Pokey Wildcat, Pokey Pudgepots, Busy Busy Bee

Postcard (from Diana to lawyer, undated)

Dear Mr. Kaplan,

Here’s a shot of our downtown for Peter O. who wanted to
see. It would ease my heart to know that Finn is healthy and
happy. Is there any way?

Many Thanks,
Diana
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Letter (from lawyer to Barbara and Sigfrid, 11/25/81)

Dear Sig and Barbara:

Enclosed please find the card that I received from Diana
M. Before I respond to it, I would appreciate hearing from you
as to your thoughts in this regard.

Yours very truly,

David R. Kaplan

Birthmother
Cassie

It is spring 1995, and I am sitting in the comfortable office
shared by two of the social workers at Friends in Adoption, a
“non-traditional,” licensed, adoption agency in Middletown
Springs, Vermont. I have been studying the agency for four
months, attending orientation weekends for adoptive parents, sit-
ting in on consultations involving social workers and adoptive
parents, and interviewing birthmothers, adoptive parents, and
agency staff. It is early evening, and I have just driven with one of
the staff to the bus station in nearby Rutland to pick up a young
birthmother, Cassie, who placed her infant son for adoption just
over a year ago. Now 20 years old, Cassie will describe her experi-
ence to prospective adoptive parents at an orientation session the
following day. She has generously agreed to my request for an
interview, although as we drove back from the bus station she
had mentioned a tiring day with several job interviews, then “a
hearing,” and finally a hurried trip across town to make the bus
for Rutland.

Cassie has brown hair, pulled back from her face in a
ponytail. Her family is Catholic, her mother a housewife, her fa-
ther “in construction,” where he works as a “jack of all trades.”
She begins by explaining how shocked she was to hear from a
nurse that she was pregnant, although she had suspected it for
some weeks. “It was just like someone had hit me. I just, to hear
it, was totally different. And I just sat down and took a deep
breath, and started to cry.” She was 18 at the time, and the only
person she told about the pregnancy was her mother:

My Mom wanted to take a walk with me, and all she, she just

looked and she goes, “Are you expecting?” “Like, expecting

what?” [nervous laughter] And she, she, like, “How could you

do this?”, and “Why didn’t you tell me?” She’s like, “Well, we’ve

got to call the doctor,” she’s “You can’t have this baby with your

back,” and, you know, “What is your family going to say, and

your friends, and dadadadada,” and she just like, “I can’t be-
lieve you did this!”

Cassie was unwilling to have an abortion—*“It seemed like
such a dark, deep alley, I did not want to go down it and ex-
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plore”—but because she was unable to tell anyone other than
her mother about the pregnancy, she moved out of her family’s
home and went to live with a foster family affiliated with Catholic
Maternity Services, an adoption agency in her home town. She
was unwilling to place her baby through this agency, however,
because although it would allow her to choose the adoptive par-
ents, it would not allow her to have direct contact with them
either before or after the baby was placed:

I could write a letter. They could maybe write back and they

[the agency] would tell me what they said in the letter, and it

just didn’t feel right. I was like—if I'm going to give this baby

up, I need to know—the welfare, you know, I don’t need to

know an exact location, but, did they take this baby off, like and

they’re working him on a farm, or, is he in the city?

Cassie explained that when she first thought about adoption,
“I was thinking of probably the dark age way, you know, you just
kind of sent your baby off, and that was that?

And I couldn’t live with that. I figured the baby is part of me, I

know what I can handle in life, the kinds of situations, the up-

bringing, things like that, I'm, it’s part of me, and I know how

the happiest I am, in certain places. So I wanted to kind of feel

that out. . . . I wanted a couple who either had a young sibling

or wanted to adopt and have more children. Um, someone who

didn’t really live in the city, but I didn’t want anybody who

lived, you know, far from other residents or anything like that.

And, just, somebody who had something of an education, you

know, who was stable, and who could, you know, not struggle in

life, who was happy and, just all those things, you know, that
you think a family should be.

She discovered Friends in Adoption, the third agency she
tried, through an ad in the Yellow Pages, and then only after she
had given birth and the baby was in foster care. A social worker
from the agency came to her town and met with her and with her
mother so that they could look at adoptive parent resumes.!°® She
and her mother chose Steve and Jane, an adoptive couple from
Connecticut, because “my mom was—on the back there was pic-
tures, and she’s like, ‘Lookit, you can see it in their eyes, how
happy they are. That they love each other’. . .. And there was a
picture of Steve and he was holding one of his nieces, and he
should look so comfortable with it, you know, we were like,
‘That’s great’, we can just see him with a little baby in his arms
‘cause he’s such a big guy.”

In spite of her conviction that adoption was the best choice
for her baby, Cassie struggled with the decision for several days

19 Adoptive parents typically prepare a one-to-two-page story about themselves, with
pictures, which is kept on file with the agency and sent out to appropriate birthmothers,
who begin the process of choosing an adoptive family by looking through resumes.
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after the baby was born. A nurse in the hospital told her, “I kept
my kid,”
and she kind of encouraged me to keep the baby. She says, “It’s
really rough, but you can do it.” She goes, you know, “I just
can’t imagine not having the baby.” And I couldn’t do it. I
thought about it. I struggled with it for four days. It just, it
didn’t make sense, it didn’t feel right.

Cassie described the actual moment of handing her baby
over to Steve and Jane as

pretty hard, but I was really, really happy for them. I mean, it, it
was like—it was difficult to give the baby up—but when Jane
and Steve took him, when I handed it, you know, they were just,
they were a complete family, you know? And I kind of always
putitin the back of my head, from the time that the baby went
into foster care that, he’s not—mine—because I didn’t want to
get—confused [crying]. So, I was more happy, and a little re-
lieved for everybody, you know. They just looked so perfect to-
gether. . . . I miss him, but I know he’s much happier, and he’s
going to be better off than being with a single mom who . . .
right now can’t make a living for herself. I don’t, I wouldn’t
want to bring a baby into the world and have to raise a child
and have to struggle, you know, even if I could make it happen
for them, I know that they sense things that I don’t want them
to have to go through with that. It’s just not right.

Although Cassie had specifically sought adoptive parents who
were willing to maintain contact with her after the adoption, she
was reluctant to define the nature of this contact in advance.

They asked me what I wanted to do, whether it was a visit once
a year, or just letters, or no contact, and I said, realistically, how
can you say, you know, how can you make a plan, I said, we’ll
just see how things go. I don’t want to say, you know, a visit
once a year, and if I'm not feeling up to it, or if you're not
comfortable with it at that time, to have to go through with it,
"cause that’s friction and, it’s not for a healthy relationship. So,
we just basically left it open . . .

By contrast to the flexibility and openness she envisioned in
her relationship with the adoptive parents, Cassie described the
legal surrender of her child before a judge as involving “a very
large period”:

Cassik: I went to the judge’s office with my lawyer, and she said,
I've got a great judge for you. He’s very compassionate and
he’s not going to ask you a lot of questions, or make you
feel like you did something wrong, you know, and he
didn’t, he told me he was proud of me, and you know, just
wished me well, and he got it over very quick, which I was
thankful for.

BY: What did it involve?

CassiE: It was a paper already written out, just saying that once I
signed those papers that I'd given up all right and say in
the baby’s life, legally. I just, that was it. And to someone to
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kind of just put a very large period at the end of a sentence
like that was like, whoa, it, it hit hard. But, it’s written blunt
like that so you know. They can’t make it cushy and com-
fortable in that respect 'cause you have to realize what'’s
going on, and, boy, did it! And it pretty much went
through in a matter of minutes, and that was it.

The most painful part of this interview with Cassie came in
our conversation about how her relationship with the adoptive
family was working out. Crying uncontrollably, she described her
worry about “treading on their toes” and about jeopardizing the
security of their relationship with her son.

I saw them last year at the picnic [an annual picnic held by the

agency], and we’ve written a few times, they sent letters and

pictures, and, and I've written them a couple times, but, I, I

kind of don’t want to tread on their toes. I want them to feel

secure, and, and have that family started. I don’t want to be left

out, but I really haven’t kept as much contact as I wanted to . . .

only 'cause I don’t want to seem like I'm being a pest, or, I

don’t want them to be afraid [crying throughout].

Hovering on the margins of a family she “made,” Cassie’s reluc-
tance to “keep as much in contact as I wanted to” bespeaks her
dread that if she fails to completely foreclose her relationship to
her child (that is, if she fails to completely cast him away), he will
never have a “true” mother. She can see no place for herself in
the adoptive family that will be “comfortable” and “clear” for her
son, so that he will know “who’s who and what’s what” and will
not be confused about who is his “real” mother. She worries that
he will “hate” her for giving him away. As a result—and this has
come up repeatedly in other birthmother interviews—her desire
to act in the best interests of her son works against her desire to
forge a relationship with the adoptive parents so that she can
keep in contact with him. At the same time, her desire not “to be
left out” continually reminds them, and herself, of the tenuous-
ness that each experiences in the connection to the adopted
child. Cassie describes this ambiguous position as “wandering in
a wilderness . . . it’s like being in a new country where there are
no signposts to tell you where to go.” The illegitimacy of her con-
nection to her child, and the need to guard, at all costs, the se-
cret of her pregnancy, reinforce this sense of being lost, and of
needing to redeem herself, morally and socially.

I mean, I know the situation I got myself into, it wasn’t right,

but I'm trying to do the steps now to make it better, and easier,

and I'm just trying to correct it, from here. I mean, it was a

mistake to do what I did, it wasn’t a mistake to have him, it

wasn’t a mistake to put him into adoption, an open adoption,
more or less. You know, I just, I, I'm really happy, I miss him,

but I know it’s best. It’s what I always wanted and that’s pretty

much what’s happening.
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Eileen

Cassie’s anxiety about how to forge a relationship with her
son’s parents is echoed in the words of other birthmothers across
the country. Eileen, a slender, poised, 29-year-old high school
teacher from Wyoming, placed her infant son in 1993 with a
couple from a nearby town whom she chose because they were

a good, Catholic, family, the grandfather made sure that all the

grandkids got to Catholic school, and all that kind of stuff, and

I knew that since so much of my decision to have the baby and

go through with the pregnancy was based on my Catholic faith,

that I thought, I want this baby to grow up in an environment

that’s the same, so that when it comes time for all those ques-
tions to be asked, like, “why didn’t I grow in your tummy, why

did I grow in Eileen’s tummy?”, that sooner or later the baby

would understand that’s exactly where my decision was coming

from.
It was also important to her that this family was “not just anybody,
it’s not just somebody [my lawyer] knows, it’s somebody that Jim
[her friend] knows, it’s somebody that I know.”

In spite of this effort to choose someone “known,” however,
Eileen spoke two years later with considerable ambivalence about
her relationship with the adoptive parents:

It’s, it’s good in that, um, I mean I'm able to feel like I can call

them up at any time and you know, go and visit the baby, but I

just can’t think of anything that’s the most touchy thing be-

tween human beings is this relationship between the birth-
mother and the adoptive parents and the baby. I mean, I don’t
know anything that can get more complicated and differ from
people to people.
Eileen worried that the couple viewed her as “the birthmother,”
as described for prospective adoptive parents in books she had
read about adoption
and I just thought, “oh my God, who is this person who thinks
that they can tell adoptive parents what to expect from the
birthmother?” And it just made me think of [the woman who
adopted her son] going to the bookstore, buying these books,
reading them, and thinking, this is the way we’re going to deal
with Eileen. . . . And I thought, that’s not why I even chose this

couple. I chose this couple because through a friend of a

friend, that’s how I know them, and that’s where it really kind

of, I feel, blew up in my face, is that all kind of fizzled out, and I

wasn’t treated like we had this connection.

Eileen spoke repeatedly nonetheless of her conviction that her
child’s welfare was dependent not only on him being raised in a
proper Catholic family but on her continued presence in his life,
that he “know who I am.” In effect, it was because she had placed
him in a Catholic family that was “the same” as hers that she felt
able to trust that her child could know her, even though she had
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knowingly given him away. Yet she continually experienced the
law as inserting itself into this relationship of trust, dividing her
from the adoptive parents and threatening her possibility for re-
maining connected to her child. For example, she spoke of look-
ing through a photo album in her lawyer’s office and finding a
picture of them in court on the day the adoption was finalized:

And that was the biggest sock in the stomach, because, and I'll

tell you why [her voice becomes husky]. You know the whole

thing that we say that you know I'm trusting them with my

child? And I wanted them so much, that once I made that deci-
sion that for them to trust me and for them to make any big deal
out of that [finalization] date, or to make any, for that to be an
important thing to them really hurt, because what it was truly in

my mind was when I left the hospital. That to me was the cove-

nant. . . . When I left the hospital, they just happened to be in

the lobby, and I'm crying and Jim’s [her friend] trying to wheel

me out the door fast and get me home, and they’re there in the

lobby. I knew that, you know, this is it, I've said goodbye and I

had my long night and day with him [the baby] and, and every-

thing, that was it, that was me saying “here’s this baby, I'm not
going back on this, and I know I did the right thing.” So for
them—and I understand it, it’s the most important thing,
they're so afraid, and they’re afraid I was going to change my

mind—and the big thing for them, and he’s an attorney, she’s a

real estate broker, is to have it on paper, that August 21st date

was so important to them, but to me, that was just like, uhhh,

couldn’t even look at the picture, just like a sock in the stom-

ach.

The metaphor of law as “like a sock in the stomach” in Ei-
leen’s description echoes Cassie’s representation of the surren-
der proceeding before the judge as “like a very large period at
the end of a sentence” that is “written blunt like that so you
know.” And Eileen’s juxtaposition of contract with covenant in
describing her struggle to work out some form of ongoing rela-
tionship with the adoptive parents of her child recalls Cassies’s
sense of the relationship with the adoptive parents as something
that should “basically [be] left open” because it continues to de-
velop, “just like the baby.”

Open Adoption

From the perspective of these and other birthmothers I
spoke to, open adoption is principally a way for them to remain
known to children whom they experience as “a part of me,” with-
out interfering in their child’s absorption into a “complete” fam-
ily. Thus they struggle to position themselves flexibly vis-a-vis the
adoptive parents. They want the parents to “feel secure” but also
want to remain in touch with “the part of me” that has been en-
trusted to their care.
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This delicate process of keeping distant while remaining
available contributes to the materialization and stabilization of
the “real” (patriarchal) families these women have made.2° The
very tentativeness of their gestures underscores their separate-
ness from the adoptive family and the absence of a known place
for them in a network of family relatives (they are not, as one
social worker suggested, “just like an aunt” or some other relative
by blood or marriage). Yet their occasional presence implies the
“almost mystical commonality and identity” (Schneider 1968:25)
that they experience (and the adoptive parents experience) as
grounding the relationship of biological mother and child, a re-
lationship that has provided the affective ground for patriarchy
for at least the past century and a half in American culture.

Like the birthmother, whose sense of responsibility for her
child both keeps her in touch with the adoptive family and keeps
her away, the adoptive family is also torn between distance and
proximity. The proximity of the birthmother affirms the central-
ity of “a set of relatively noncontingent ties” (Collier et al.
1982:33) to their family life. As Cassie (the birthmother quoted
above) explained:

I mean, it’s very strange because, just this last week, the baby

and everything was on my mind, and Patty and Bob and every-

body here [at the adoption agency], and it was the next day

Patty called and asked me to come [speak to a group of pro-

spective adoptive parents]. And it seems that every time I have

something heavy on my heart like that with the baby, I'll get
something from [the adoptive parents] or I'll hear [from the
agency], so I know it’s, there’s something deeper than just, plans on
paper, or things like that. (Emphasis added)?!
Yet for this very reason, the presence of a birthmother is discom-
fiting. Her presence constantly places a “pure” biological rela-
tionship “in your face” (to quote a prospective adoptive parent
who was deeply skeptical of any kind of openness in adoption).22
In a society where “legal rights may be lost, but the blood rela-
tionship cannot be lost” (Schneider 1968:24), the emotional
and/or physical presence of the birthmother is a constant re-
minder to the adoptive parents of the emotional fragility of their

20 Compare Judith Butler’s (1993:9) discussion of construction as “a process of ma-
terialization that stabilizes over time to produce the effect of boundary, fixity, and surface
we call matter” (emphasis omitted).

21 See Modell 1994 for a discussion of the distinction between contract/paper and
trust among CUB participants.

22 An interesting twist on the tensions between birth and adoptive parents is de-
scribed in Hayden’s (1995) account of biology in lesbian kinship. Hayden notes that “the
‘birth mother’ has a validated and immediately recognizable relationship with her child,
while her partner (as neither a biological parent nor a legally recognized spouse) is
doubly excluded from the realm of kinship. Her marginality is expressed in the dearth of
established, much less positive, terms for the role of the ‘co-mother.” Often represented
as the proverbial ‘lack,’ she is the ‘non-biological mother,’ the ‘non-birth mother,’ the
‘other mother’” (Hayden 1995:49, citing Riley 1988:89).
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“paper” tie to the adopted child, a tie that is “like a sock in the
stomach” or like “a blunt period at the end of a sentence” but
not a tie of “mystical commonality” or identity, a tie of blood.23

This complex juggling of distance and nearness between
birth and adoptive parents is illustrated in the following account
of how the adoptive couple with whom Cassie placed her child
has managed to keep her “in” their family while at the same time
keeping her “out.” I draw principally on a taped conversation I
carried out with the social worker who handled the adoption, in
which he recounted the adoptive parents’ fears about “the
birthmother” and their efforts to acknowledge her to friends and
to their son while at the same time protecting themselves from
the dread that she would be so compelled by the baby, were she
to see him or to see the most beautiful pictures of him, that she
would have to come and take the child away.

Steve and Jane Campbell

The social worker contacted the adoptive parents, Steve and
Jane Campbell, after Cassie had spoken with me, and after she
spoke at the orientation weekend for prospective adoptive par-
ents on the following day. The agency is committed to the philos-
ophy that birth and adoptive parents must learn to reach out to
each other and that the agency will facilitate but not push this
reaching out. At the same time, because Cassie seemed deeply
distressed about the lack of contact with her child and unsure
about how to connect with the adoptive parents without “step-
ping on someone’s toes,” the agency decided to intervene. One
of the social workers called the adoptive father, Steve:

SociaL worker: I said to him, you know, uh, expressed what
Cassie’s concerns had been. Like she hadn’t received any-
thing I think at [the baby’s] birthday, she’d nothing at
Mother’s Day. And they’d agreed they were going to be in
touch like four times a year and maybe meet in person one
time a year. So, of all the times, those anniversary dates
would be critical. . . . So I said, “Well, Steve, how come you

23 Note in this connection the observation by Joan Heifetz Hollinger, a well-known
authority on U.S. adoption law and reporter for the NCCUSL committee that drafted the
Uniform Adoption Act, that one of the principal elements of legal adoption in the United
States is “that it be a gratuitous rather than commercial or financial transaction, analo-
gous to a transfer pursuant to a will or the altruistic deeding over of real property.
Birthparents are said to ‘bestow’ their children directly upon the adoptive parents or to
‘surrender’ them to child-placing agencies” (Hollinger 1993:49). Hollinger goes on to
argue that “the notion that adoption is not contractual is so powerful that it obscures the
extent to which bargaining is intrinsic to a transfer of a child by a birthparent in ex-
change for a promise by adoptive parents or an agency to support and care for the child
and thereby relieve the birthparent of these legal duties” (ibid.). My conversations with
birthparents and adoptive parents, as well as with social workers and attorneys involved in
placing children for adoption, suggest that for these participants the “felt experience”
that this is a legal transfer is precisely what everyone is attempting to compensate for.
This, in turn, produces the rhetoric of “surrender,” “bestowal,” and so on in which adop-
tion is constructed as not a market transaction (see also Landes & Posner 1978).
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guys didn’t, uh, didn’t follow through?” And he said, “Wel-
l...” he said, “We’ve written a letter to Cassie back in
December, January, saying, ‘Gee we did a video, would you
like to see that?, um, ‘How are things going? Would you
like to hear something from us? Here are some pictures,
and dadadadada’.” And they got a very generic response
back from Cassie that didn’t commit one way or the other
about what she wanted. And then I think that played havoc
with their own anxieties. And, he said, “Welll. .” Then it
became, “Well, maybe she’ll be too upset, if we were to
send these on [the baby’s] birthday, or on Mother’s Day.”
Steve said what he had hoped for, his ideal dream, was to
be able to have direct phone contact with Cassie, if and
when she wanted to call, or that they could call her, but he
really wanted her to feel comfortable. He said that Jane
[the adoptive mother] is a worrier and she likes to worry a
lot and she thinks it would be too invasive for Cassie to be
able to “reach into our lives like that.” So Steve was going
to write Cassie a letter and was going to mention that they
were really worried that she would find Mother’s Day and
[the baby’s] birthday to be real difficult, and Jane nixed
that. She said, “No, no, no, don’t even bring that up ’cause
that might make it worse.” So they were obviously in a dif-
ferent place.

And then Steve told me some really neat stuff. He said,
“You know, we’re really thankful for Cassie, because she
has provided us the greatest gift anybody could and he
said, like, her picture’s on our refrigerator, our friends come by,
and we say this is our birthmother, Cassie. He said, every time we
write to her, we read the letter to [the baby],” [emphasis added]
(I mean, he’s, you know, like a year old!). And I said,
“Steve, I'm not the one that needs to hear this stuff, you
guys need to be telling Cassie, she needs to understand
how you value what she is in your life and what she’s given
you guys.”. . . Jane was real guarded. She said, “Well, it’s
just that, it's the birthmother role that she’s in, you know.”
I said, “Jane, there are people who would give their left
arm for a caring, loving birthmom like Cassie,” and I
shared with her some of the pieces that Cassie had given in
her get-acquainted speech [to prospective adoptive par-
ents] about “Well, maybe they need time and space to de-
velop,” the gist of it being that she was cutting them all
kinds of room, making excuses for them for never having
sent her pictures. And I said, “Geez, I mean, she’s not mak-
ing demands.” I said, “She has fears, you have fears . . . and
you guys did make a commitment and one of the reasons
Cassie placed with you is because she wanted openness.
You said yes although no one contracted anything, that it
would be four times a year plus a personal visit. My feeling
is, you’ve got to live that up, the way you said you were
going to do it. If you agreed to send her stuff, let her de-
cide if she wants to open it. This way she has no choice, she
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has no information, she’s out of the loop.” I think that’s
kind of the key to this whole thing, is everybody staying in
the loop with each other regularly because everyone then
starts generating their own fantasies, what must be wrong,
or what they must be thinking, or what they must be feel-
ing, and then the fears just kind of like take over. And Jane
acknowledged that she’d felt that way last year until she
went to the picnic. Then she saw that “Cassie wasn’t after
us.” So I said, “I will be available to reconstruct the loop. I
don’t need to hear this stuff, I need to make sure that you
guys hear it from each other, otherwise it's waste, it's
wasted effort,” and I said, “If you don’t do it now, when
[the baby] is this young, you'll never catch it again, and
who knows, Cassie is already feeling badly enough, that
might be enough to have her withdraw. Do you want that
for [the baby]?” And they said, “Well, no, we always want to
know she’s available.” I said, “Well then you need to nur-
ture her, you need to nourish her, reach out to her.”

BY: You see, that’s the thing that I think that adoptive parents
absolutely do not understand, because they have constructed
it in a totally different way, that this woman is going to
come back after the child, and I always felt that because
the birthmother that I was dealing with, and I think this is
true of Cassie, was so restrained and worried that somehow
she didn’t want to interfere with Finn’s connection to us,
that it was, it was up to me to keep the relationship, I
didn’t have any social workers involved in this, so it was up
to me to keep the relationship going, and I think that
that’s an inconceivable notion to the adoptive parents,
they simply don’t understand it.

SociaL workeRr: I think Steve gets it, absolutely. I think Jane
gets it, but she fades out when her fears take over, and her
anxieties. Yeah, for her it’s like, “Oh, my God, is she going
to take him away?” The conversation that I then had subse-
quently with both of them, I set up a conference call and I
talked with them last Thursday. And it was neat because
Steve was able to confront Jane, you know, and he’s a so-
cial worker in a hospital, he’s got great skills. And he said,
“You know, Jane, why don’t you just level about what it is
that you’re saying?” She kept saying, “Well it’s the role
thing, it’s Cassie the birthmother.” And I said, “No, no, no,
no, we’ve talked about this, let’s drop the role thing. We’re
all people here, and we’re all in [the baby’s] life, in one
way or another.” And uh, I said, “What was the fear when
you were videotaping, was there a fear . . .?” And Steve said,
“Yes, there was. . . .” And I said, “I don’t want to hear it
from you.” I said, “What was the fear, Jane?” I said, “Was it
that she’ll see [the baby] and fall in love with him, and just
want to take him back?” And she started to cry. And she
said, “Yes!” And she said, “But are we the only people that
feel like that?” And I said, “No! My God, I will bet you that
in every adoptive parent’s heart, there’s a little black wrin-
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kle somewhere that is afraid that the birthparent is going

to change their mind and want to come and take the baby

for their own.” I'said, “No, you’ve got company of probably

every other client that FIA has ever worked with, and way

beyond that. That’s o.k., it’s o.k. for you to have that fear.

And the only way you can overcome it is to have the reality

of who Cassie is, and not your fantasy of who she is.”
In an earlier conversation, the adoptive mother had described
herself as “just wiped out emotionally” when they met Cassie at
the adoption agency’s annual picnic a year earlier. “You just can’t
imagine what goes through your head.” But she said, “When we
saw her, it worked fine. I asked her if she wanted to feed [the
baby], and she said ‘Yeah.’ I'd assumed she would do it naturally
because he came out naturally, but she was all thumbs. We went
off and left her a while with Jesse [the baby].”

Here the adoptive mother’s fantasy of Cassie as a “natural”
mother who would fall in love with her baby and run off with him
bumped up against the “reality” of Cassie as “all thumbs,” making
it possible for her to leave Cassie with the baby “for a while.”
Again, the subtle interweaving of distance (“all thumbs”) and
nearness confirmed the adoptive mother’s sense that although
Jesse had not come out “naturally” from her, she was now “natu-
rally” able to feed him (thus, that she was his mother); this, in
turn, allowed her—in the relatively safe environment provided
by the agency picnic—to affirm Cassie’s possible “need” or
“want” to be alone with her baby.

This complex process of approach and backing off, of re-
straint and of reconnection, can be seen in a range of other
“open” adoptive relationships, some involving more regular visits
between birth and adoptive parents, others only involving con-
tact by letter mediated by an agency, and others some combina-
tion of phone contact, letters, and visits. In all of these, the “pa-
per” (market, formal, legal) dimension of the relationship
represents, for both sets of parents in my interviews, “a major
cutoff” (Lifton 1994:47, quoting psychologist Harriet Lerner). It
is the “very large period at the end of a sentence,” that Cassie
experienced as “like, whoa, it, it hit hard.” Yet this paper relation-
ship both allows and is in tension with, for these families, a rela-
tionship that is experienced as not cut off, that is “basically left
open,” as Cassie said, in order to “just see how things go.”

Joe and Ann Farmer

For the Farmers, a young adoptive couple in Vermont, the
sense that something should be “left open” as they were begin-
ning the adoption process, and the sense that an official (that is,
paper) certificate represented closure, emerged at an early point
in their relationship with their baby’s birthparents, Kate and
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Mike Kelsen. I spoke with the Farmers in the living room of their
comfortable house in the northern part of the state:

JoE [the adoptive father]: We were sitting here, getting ready to
go to work one morning, it was a Tuesday morning, and all
of a sudden—the phone rang, and it was like, it was the
baby phone?*. . . . And so, you know, I like picked up the
phone, and Mike [the birth father] was like, “Yeah, Joe,
Kate’s in labor.” And we were like, wow! you know, and uh,
we were like, just let us know what’s going to happen here.
And he was real, he wanted to know what name we had
chosen. . . . And he said, it was important, he wanted to
know for the birth certificate. Because otherwise it was just
going to be “baby . ..” You know, “baby Kelsen.” And we’re
like, well that’s up to you, you can do what you feel you've
got to do and we’ll deal with that later. . . .

ANN [the adoptive mother]: Well, Joe had looked at me, and I

said, “I want to wait to see him,” ’cause I thought, we had
“Kevin” picked out, but I thought “what if we see him and
we change our mind?” I was like, what if we have a differ-
ent feeling about this—this just, this just isn’t the right
name? So, I don’t know why. Joe thought I was really silly.
He still says that I was silly. He said, “why don’t you just
name him?” Because, I just thought if we saw him, I just
might have a different feeling, and then there’s this name
on this birth certificate and I can’t change it. But that’s
stupid because now I realize you can change it.

For both sets of parents here, the official recording of the
baby’s name on the birth certificate became a key moment that
marked the termination of the birthparents’ relationship to their
child and the beginning of his new relationship to the adoptive
parents. The birthparents would eventually spend several hours
alone with their baby after delivery, while the adoptive parents
waited in a separate room. The birthmother (Kate) said of this
time just after delivery:

KAaTE: I was sad, and I was scared to see him. I wish, like my only

regret is that I had seen him more when I was in the hospi-
tal because, I just, I was so scared to see him, like Mike [the
birth father] had to work and stuff, and I, and they’d [the
nurses] ask me, “Do you want to see him?” and I'd just say
“No.” Even though I wanted to, I was just scared to.

BY: You were scared because you were afraid you'd want to

keep him?

Kate: Exactly. And so, finally, Mike came and I saw him again

and we kept him in the room for a long time.

24 Adoptive parents who are advertising for a baby commonly install a separate
phone line with an 800 number for calls from birthmothers. In this case, the adoptive
parents had been in phone contact with the birthparents for the last three months of the
birthmother’s pregnancy and had used this phone for conversations with both
birthparents.
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By contrast to this time “in the room” with the baby, their reluc-
tance to name their son, and eagerness to have the adoptive par-
ents do so, marked the coming separation and their tacit ac-
knowledgment that naming also represented a kind of intimacy,
the right to bestow an identity on the child. For the adoptive
parents, likewise (and specifically for the adoptive mother), nam-
ing marked a kind of irrevocable binding of their new child to
them (“I can’t change it”). Because of this, Ann Farmer did not
want to “change her mind” and insisted that she wanted to “wait
to see him” before naming him “Kevin,” just in case she had a
“different feeling” about who this child was.

The sense of the power in naming and of the way this binds
(and may subsequently sever) parent and child emerges strik-
ingly in the following account by a young California birthmother
(Kit):

I knew they [the adoptive parents] would change her name. I

just knew they would . . . and . . . um, I guess that was my way of

still claiming her. I told them, I said, “Well, personally, I like

the name Janella for her, but if you guys wanna change her

name, that’s ok by me.” You know, I knew they probably would,

because, that’s just, like when Regan [the lawyer] said, “Janella,
that’s kind of flashy for Sarah and Daniel.” They named her

Rebecca, and, um, that’s very Montana, don’t you think? . . . I

guess in a way I still kind of held on to that [name]- “she’s mine

and I can go git her back any time I want to.” And I knew I

didn’t want to, but I could if I wanted to, and now that all my

power has been taken from me that I can’t get her back, even

though I never wanted to, I could’ve, if I decided that. . . .

For both of these birthmothers, naming marked both a closure
and a transition into an unmapped and uncomfortable, but
nonetheless compelling, “relationship” of sorts with the adoptive
parents. The first woman (Kate) explained:

I didn’t know what our relationship was going to be after she

had the baby. And, I mean, I don’t, I don’t want to push myself

on her and I never did, so, I didn’t want to come to need her

friendship or anything [during the last months of her preg-

nancy, when she was in contact with the adoptive parents]. I

don’t know, it was just an uncomfortable thing.

This discomfort expressed itself in a reluctance or inability to re-
spond to the letters and pictures sent by the adoptive parents. As
the social worker who handled the case told the adoptive par-
ents, “Kate and Mike [the birthparents] are really having trouble
finding words right now.” The adoptive parents, by contrast, wor-
ried that the birthmother stayed an extra night at the hospital
(because the baby was underweight and had to remain) and that
she waited longer than the required 7 days (in Vermont) to sign
the consent papers. In addition, they worried about possibly run-
ning into her after the adoption was complete [she lived in a
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local town], and whether they should acknowledge knowing her
if they did see her:

JoE: I thought I saw Kate in a store, you know, and it was just a
really weird meeting of this person I thought that was her,
and it turned out not to be her [in fact, the person he saw
was the birthmother, who recognized him, and her son].
And we had wrote a letter at that time, to Kate, saying that
if we ever did, because chances were that we could proba-
bly meet each other in this area, don’t feel that you have to
run and hide.

ANN: I don’t want her to feel that she couldn’t approach us. I
would want her to say something, if she saw us, if she felt
comfortable. I mean if she didn’t feel comfortable, I
wouldn’t want her to, but if she was thinking, like, gosh,

I'd like to say something, 'cause, we certainly didn’t, who-

ever we're with, we’re not hiding anything, so it was her

that would have the concern.
This extreme cautiousness on the part of the adoptive parents is
reflective not only of their concern about the birthmother’s pos-
sible need to “run and hide” in order to avoid confrontation with
a past she had possibly put behind her, but it also suggests their
need to avoid confrontation with her and with their own fears
about “the birthmother” and her possible disruptive return, as
indicated in the discussion above about Jane and Steve.

As in the earlier example, the agency again played a role in
encouraging the two sets of parents to remain in contact. In this
case, the adoptive parents wrote to their social worker, asking her
to tell Kate, the birthmother, that if she should accidentally
bump into them, they would not object to having her acknowl-
edge their relationship, if she felt comfortable doing so. Kate, in
turn, had also written to the social worker (as a result of the acci-
dental encounter with the adoptive father), indicating that she
would like to arrange a meeting with the adoptive family. She
made clear however, as the adoptive father put it, that she

didn’t want to force herself upon us, didn’t want to make it
look like she was barging into our lives, and that she was going
to come back and claim Kevin and all this . . . and she didn’t
want that to look like that was the situation. It was a really nice
letter that she wrote. So I talked to [the social worker], I called
her up, and we had a really good talk about it. ’Cause I defi-
nitely had some concerns, I had some concerns that Kevin was
going to be confused, in that being, you know, just turning
four, what were some of the things that I really needed to be
aware of.

The social worker contacted both sets of parents, who then
spoke with each other and arranged to meet, together with the
adopted child, at a local park. The meeting at the park went well,
according to Joe, “as far as we were concerned and from what we
saw and how they reacted,” although Kevin was “really wound up”
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and the adoptive parents were initially “fidgety and nervous.” He

continued,
It was neat for us to see the three of them together, because
you could really see where Kevin gets his looks. . . . We were

never threatened by it. That was a major concern on Kate’s [the

birthmother’s] part. She did not want us to feel threatened by

her. And we never, that really never even entered our mind.

And when I called her on the phone and said, you know, look,

we are not threatened by this. We’re excited that you ve decided

to do this and let’s, let’s take it to the next step and let’s do

that. If you're comfortable with that, then we’re comfortable

with that.
Kate (the birthmother) describes this meeting with the adoptive
family in the following way:

I just wanted to see them again. I mean, it’s really—weird, be-

cause I was saying, you know, well, what happens when

birthparents meet the kid again? I mean, how do people feel
about that, and they’re [the agency] like, “Oh, there’s not
enough research to tell you.” . . . I had started talking about it
with [one social worker] and then [another social worker] took
over. 'Cause I was so sure in the decision [to place him for
adoption] and [my boyfriend] was too and we felt that we
could handle it, as long as they were open to the idea. And we
didn’t, you know, we just, we don’t know how they feel, really,
because it’s impossible to measure that. I was scared to ask be-
cause I knew that I could handle it, but I didn’t know if they’d
think that I was pushing too hard and I don’t want to interfere

with their lives, but I just did want to see him again. I mean I

wanted to see him as a person, 'cause when I saw him he was

just an infant. And I see pictures, but I just wanted, you know,

to hear the sound of his voice and to see what he was lke. . . .

[At the meeting], Kevin was really—you could tell he was a lit-

tle bit shy and uncomfortable, like he knew something, and

then, um, we were just, you know, I just talked to him a little

bit. And he wanted to be pushed on a swing. . . .

These accounts suggest once again the simultaneous fear of
and longing for the birthmother by the adoptive parents and the
tension between desire “to see what he was like” and avoidance of
“pushing too hard” in the birthmother’s response to her child. It
is in this complex emotional context that the adopted child be-
comes both “my baby” and “not my baby” for the birthmother,
and that her child’s connection to the adopted parents is at the
same time secured.

The young California birthmother (Kit), who spoke above
about losing her power to reclaim her daughter when the adop-
tive parents changed her name, described this intricate process
of claiming and relinquishment as she recounted a visit with her
daughter at the adoptive parents’ home nine months after the
child had gone to live with them:
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When I left the baby with 'em, it was a 7-month old baby, it

didn’t even have any teeth, it couldn’t walk, it couldn’t talk, it

was just a baby. And now, she’s, she’s not my baby anymore,
she’s their baby. She’s very much Joan and Daniel. She’s very
quiet, she sat at the piano and played the piano. Um, she [the

baby] didn’t really want me to hold her. She’s kinda shy. And I

wanted t’ hold her and cuddle her, an’, an’ she was kinda like,

she didn’t know me, she didn’t know who I was, but, you know,

I guess I kinda didn’t, I kinda expected her to know who I was.

And, I guess I expected her to know me, and she didn’t, and it

was like, she wasn’t my baby any more, I mean, she’s my baby

but—but she’s Joan and Daniel’s baby now. . . . Which I know
she’ll know who I am, and I still love her, and she knows, or will

know, she doesn’t know now, but she will know who, that I'm

her mom. But Joan’s her mother. I, I'm her mother, but Joan’s

her mommy.

Kit’s struggles here with what it means to be a “mother” to
the child she has placed for adoption are shaped by the exclu-
sions and silences of a patriarchal discourse of family in which
there is no place for an emotionally charged connection of
mother to child that is not already prefigured by a “moral” law in
which a woman’s husband has a key place. Under these condi-
tions, the only way for Kit to be a mother to her baby is to make
her Joan and Daniel's baby. As Martha Fineman (1995:145)
notes, “the legal story is that the family has a ‘natural’ form based
on the sexual affiliation of a man and woman.” This “sexual fam-
ily . . . simultaneously exists in our social imagination both as a
legal institution and as a cultural ideal with divine credentials.
The nuclear family has an assumed ‘naturalness,” venerated in
law, institutionalized as the appropriate form of intimacy and se-
cured against defamation or violation by unsanctified alterna-
tives” (p. 150).

Like the other birthmothers described above, Kit accepts
these terms for motherhood but struggles to rework them by in-
venting subtle distinctions between “mother,” “mommy,” and
“mom”: “She will know who, that I'm her mom. But Joan’s her
mother. I, I'm her mother, but Joan’s her mommy.” This psycho-
logical and cultural struggle is complicated not only by lack of
“mothering” terms that are not always already shaped by the
terms of patriarchy but by what Jan Waldron (1995:131) in a re-
cent book describes as “adoptionspeak—birthdaughter, search-
ing, real parent, reunion, open adoption—[which] can become
a knotty snag in an otherwise smooth conversation.” Waldron ar-
gues that in adoptionspeak, “the spoken words are . . . tragically,
hilariously estranged from the actual experience” (p. 132), sug-
gesting once again the disjunction that follows a disruptive “reen-
try” of a repudiated cultural/legal figure such as the birth-
mother. This estrangement of the spoken word, a situation that
the poet Tomas Transtromer (1987:159) describes as “words but
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no language,” is inseparable from a patriarchal blood institution
deeply grounded in the common law, to which adoption (and
the illegitimate families it bespeaks) is “repugnant” (Grossberg
1985:280). Adoption is meant to be a “major cut-off” (Lifton
1994:47), and official foreclosure of the birthfamily shapes the
ambiguities and silences with which adoptive parents, birth-
parents, and ultimately adoptees must struggle. As Kit explained:
Well, like I say, I haven’t talked to 'em since, when they sent me
the letter to say that the adoption was final. I haven’t. . . called
them or wrote them a letter, or . . . actually, I haven’t even
acknowledged that I got the letter. . . . I just, I don’t know what
to say. Do I say, “Thank you very much” and shake their hand?
Or—I don’t know what to say, so I don’t say anything. I feel like
now, maybe I should, um, bow out and let them take their—let
her grow up and I want her to know that I love her, and I want
her to know that, I wanna be a part of her life, but I don’t
wanna step on their toes, either. . .. I don’t wanta push myself
into, um, into their world.

Identity/Difference

We had made arrangements for the adoptive parents to meet
me at the hospital—umbh, the adoptive mom was in the delivery
room with me. She saw everything, she—it was almost like she
was having her my- herself.

—Birthmother, 19 October 1995

Two truths approach each other. One comes from within,

one comes from without—and where they meet you have the

chance

to catch a look at yourself.

—Tomas Transtromer, “Preludes” (1987:102)

My mother tells me that at Christmas almost ten years ago,
when I asked my son Finn who had given him the present he had
just opened, and he answered (with a glimmer of humor in his
eye), “It’s from my Mom, Mom,” I looked momentarily “crest-
fallen.” I remember the moment, the suddenness with which I
felt a stranger to myself, “not Mom,” with the reminder of this
double whose recognition of Finn as “child” sustains his sense of
who he is, as “Finn,” who grew in her belly, whom we both
named, whom she entrusted to us, who is “mine” and “not mine”
at the same time.?>

All the birth and adoptive mothers with whom I have spoken
live (or have lived) this ambiguity, an ambiguity located in the
implicit (and sometimes explicit) presence of an “other” mother
in the life of their common child. On the one hand, they share

25 This experience recalls Homi Bhabha's (1994:185) description of individuation
as occurring “in a moment of displacement.” It is “the splitsecond movement when the
process of the subject’s designation—its fixity—opens up beside it, uncannily abseits, a
supplementary space of contingency.”
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an implicit “truth” about motherhood as a relationship of iden-
tity between mother and child, grounded in pregnancy and giv-
ing birth. This interpretation of motherhood as “a state of almost
mystical commonality and identity” (Schneider 1968:25) is a cen-
tral fantasy of patriarchy.26 On the other hand, they are living the
experience of contingent motherhood, of separation: one has
given the child she bore to the other, who cannot bear a child. In
this sense, both are “mothers in name only” (Kunzel 1993:130),
but together each provides what the other “needs” to become a
“real” mother under patriarchy.??

For the adoptive mother, her separation from the experience
of giving birth is (paradoxically) mediated in crucial ways by her
capacity to identify with the birthmother:

Just by talking with Amy on the phone, instantly there was just a

recognition of something that was already in place long ago

and that now was kicking in. And she expressed that as well, the
minute she heard my voice. Umh . . . So, when we—but I none-

theless kept my emotions, you know, at bay because I figured I

really trust my ability to, umh, kind of size people up and so I

didn’t want to do anything really, decide until we met both the

birth father and Amy. . .. And . .. it was bizarre when we got off

the phone—off the plane, Amy met us and it was as if, “Oh,

there you are.” And it is such an unusual relationship.

In this case, the birthmother moved to the adoptive parents’
home state three weeks before she gave birth. During a tour of
the hospital just before the baby was born, the adoptive mother
described visiting the nursery together with the birthmother:

When I was standing in the nursery I'm looking at these babies,
I'm, I know Sarah [the baby] is in her belly and I, I must have
had this incredible look on my face because Amy turned to me
and said: “Are you OK?” I said: “I just can’t—I cannot bring my
arms. I can’t fathom my arms coming up to receive—I don’t
feel like, I still don’t feel like it’s my place. I've been in the back
waiting so long for my turn that I can’t quite take th- the . . . the
step to do it and so the couple days before her birth, Amy’s
saying to me: "It’s your turn, it’s now your chance and I'm so
glad I'm the one who’s giving it to you, your chance.“ And she’s
coaching me to become a mother.

Similarly, for the birthmother, her capacity to separate from
her child is related to her sense of the ways the adoptive family
she “chooses” is “like” her own or represents the family she

26 As Julia Kristeva (1986:161) notes, “we live in a civilization where the consecrated
(religious or secular) representation of femininity is absorbed by motherhood” and
where motherhood “involves less an idealized archaic mother than the idealization of the
relationship that binds us to her, one that cannot be localized—an idealization of primary
narcissism” (emphasis in original); see also Chodorow & Contratto (1982) for a critique
of feminist writing on the “fantasy of the perfect mother.”

27 For a discussion of the way these “needs” are defined in the professional and
popular work on adoption, see Sorosky et al. (1989), Silber & Dorner (1990), Melina &
Roszia (1993), and Lifton (1994).
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wishes she could provide. Indeed, her sense of identity with the
adoptive mother may compel her to distance herself from the
adoptive family once the baby is born. Amy, the birthmother de-
scribed here by the adoptive mother as “coaching me to be a
mother” and as recognizing her (as mother) “the minute she
heard my voice,” asked that her newborn daughter be placed im-
mediately in the arms of the adoptive mother, rather than hold-
ing her herself; and several months later, she asked the adoptive
mother to stop sending “pictures and clothes and different odds
and ends which occur on a regular basis” because these re-
minded her of a baby for whom “I've had to grieve like she had
died.” Here, identification with the adoptive mother involved re-
pudiation of a “not self,” the birthmother’s “self” as mother,
which had to be cast away with her baby so that she could “move
on with my life and put this part where it belongs, in the past.”

Other birthmothers and adoptive parents described similar
processes of identification—*“we clicked”—together with (on the
birthmother’s part) a reluctance to “get that close to” the adop-
tive parents. Kate Kelsen, the birthmother who placed her infant
son with Joe and Ann Farmer (see above, pp. 61-65), described
her choice of the Farmers in the following way:

I didn’t tell my family what was going on, so it was—I felt kind

of alone and . . . but I was—I mean, I was OK I guess and I
just—I wanted to make sure that we found the right parents,
and, umbh . . .. Originally I had—I had an interview with one,

one woman whose husband couldn’t make it to the, to the
meeting and I didn’t feel comfortable with her, I justdidn’t. ..
she had said a lot of things in her letter—her resume I guess
you call it—umbh, that when I talked to her she actually contra-
dicted, and I thought that that was just something that I—I
couldn’t give my baby to her. ’Cause she also didn’t seem like
she wanted the baby that much. Like she was like, “Oh, well we
have this other baby on hold.” And I—that is not who I wanted
to give the baby to so. . . I got a whole ’'nother packet full of
letters and I found Ann and Joe, and uh, they were just—they
were really sweet, open people, umh . . . I right away, the first
time I met them, I knew that we clicked, umh, actually Phil was
a lot like Mike in a lot of ways and Ann and I were similar in a
lot of ways, and , and they just—they seemed like family was the
most important thing to them and that is, that was what I
wanted.

Joe Farmer described how, at their meeting with Kate and Mike

it was funny because Ann and Kate had kind of the same com-
plexion, had the same type of hair, and Mike and I, you know
... he could pass as my brother. You know, I mean, he had the
same color eyes, the same, you know, skin type thing and—and,
you know, the curly hair and, you know, because I'm always
getting, with Kevin, “Oh, boy, he’s a chip right off the old
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block.” You know, which is, I mean, it—and it’s funny, I mean,

because people are amazed when they find out he’s adopted.
Even as Kate “knew” “right away, the first time I met them” that
Ann and Joe were “what she wanted,” she also felt “really scared”
at the idea of developing a relationship with them:

I couldn’t make any plans for the future because I didn’t know
if I was going to fall apart once I had the baby and gave him
away, I mean, you hear all these things about birthmothers tak-
ing their baby back or, you know, wanting the baby back so I
had no idea how I was gonna feel. And so I felt that if I estab-
lished a friendship with Ann and Joe that it was gonna end the
same day that the baby was born and I just thought that that would be
losing too much at once so I couldn’t really get that close to them. [Em-
phasis added] Umbh, but I felt comfortable giving it to them
and never—I mean I never questioned the idea that they were
gonna have the baby.

Five years later, Kate still felt “uncomfortable” in her relation-
ship with the Farmers. Addressing a group of prospective adop-
tive parents at an FIA weekend orientation in the spring of 1996,
she spoke of her continued difficulty in creating a place for her-
self in her son Kevin’s life (after her meeting with him and his
parents in the park, when he was four, described above), even
though the adoptive parents were open to her desire to stay in
touch. As she explained to the parents she was addressing, “open
adoptions are pretty, they’re not tested, you know, so you don’t
know that it’s . . . gonna be easy o-on him to see me, if it’s better
for him to see me, or better for him not to see me.” She contin-
ued,

I wouldn’t want to push for another visit until he asked for it

because . . . I want to respect him more than anyone. I think

that his, his wishes are really the most important so, umh, I'm

really hoping he’s gonna ask soon but . . . but, uh . .. you know,

basically I'd . . . I'd like actually to get in touch with Ann and

Joe again, and uh, talk to them, just. . .. I just want to feel more

comfortable with them and which is something that I've never

been able to do since I was pregnant.

Like Cassie (see above, pp. 51-54), who placed a baby she felt
was “part of me” in the “certain places” where she felt “happiest,”
identification with the adoptive parents left no space for her own
relationship with her child. She described this experience as be-
ing “in a new country where there are no signposts to tell you
where to go.” Thus she was reluctant to decide in advance about
plans for visitation, preferring to “leave it open.” The adoptive
mother’s fear that (what she experienced as) Cassie’s uncontrol-
lable love for the child, would displace her“self” as “mother,”
contributed to the unsettled quality of their relationship, liter-
ally, its lack of closure. Similarly, Kit (see above, pp. 63, 656-67),
who visited her birthdaughter Janella (renamed “Rebecca” by the
adoptive parents) nine months after the placement, was also un-

https://doi.org/10.2307/3054094 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.2307/3054094

Yngvesson 71

sure of how to “be a part of [Rebecca’s] life.” She described her
daughter as having become “kinda shy,” like her adoptive mother
Joan, a writer, and she noted that Rebecca/Janella no longer
“knew” her, “she wasn’t my baby any more.” By contrast, Kit lik-
ened herself to “flashy, painted-up, drunken fools.” Describing
her relationship with the son she did not place for adoption, she
said, “Timmy and I, we wrestle and we romp and we tromp and
we yell and we holler. And Rebecca, just, she brought Joan [her
adoptive mother], a book, and she said ‘book,” ‘book,’ ‘book.’”
Here, Kit distanced herself from Rebecca, while identifying her-
self with the “flashy” Janella and the “wrestling” Timmy. In this
way, she split her “flashy,” “drunken” self from Rebecca’s “quiet”
mommy, a complex psychological move of simultaneous identifi-
cation and projection that was captured in her differentiation of
Joan as Rebecca’s “mommy” and herself as Rebecca’s “mom” or
“mother.” With the finalization of the adoption, Kit stopped com-
municating with the adoptive parents—*“I haven’t talked to ‘em
since. . . . I haven’t. .. called them or wrote them a letter. . . . I
feel like now, maybe I should, um, bow out and let them take
their—let her grow up.”

These processes of distancing and assimilation in which birth-
mothers experience themselves as like (or unlike) the adoptive
families where their children are placed are central to the dy-
namics through which “complete” adoptive families are created.
The “splitting off” of the (flashy, unmarried) birthmother makes
possible the consolidation of the (quiet, married) adoptive
mother and the legal family she represents. This legal family
looks alike and is alike; it becomes identical, complete in itself
through its absorption of the illegitimate child and the erasure
(through separation, through identification) of this child’s ille-
gitimate mother.

The definition of family as identical—as constituted by
shared biological heritage, by the “mystical commonality” of
mother and child, and as whole rather than split (it excludes dif-
ference, it is complete in itself)—is fundamental to the tension
surrounding the place, and lack of place, of the birthmother in
the adoptive family. The presence of a birthmother disrupts the
identity of the adoptive family, revealing the complex relation-
ships through which motherhood is created and the divided sub-
jectivity of the adopted child. Only by outlawing her (splitting
her off) through various forms of legal and social closure—
sealed records, rewritten birth certificates, the silences that meet
revelations that one is a birthmother or that one is a child with
“two mothers”—can the adoptive family become a family, “as if” it
were biological, and the adoptive mother become “real.”

The constitution of the adoptive family as identical is most
visible in “closed” adoption policies, and specifically in the intri-
cate race and other matching policies through which social work-
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ers and agencies map adoptive parent onto adoptive child.28 But
it has continued, in a more subtle fashion, in the identification
processes through which birth and adoptive families “match”
themselves to one another, and in the anxiety and fear that leads a
birthmother to “bow out” and adoptive parents to terminate
their contact with her. Of the birthmothers I interviewed, the
most dramatic example of adoptive parents rejecting the
birthmother was in the case of Eileen (see above, pp. 55-56).
Recall that Eileen, a devout Catholic, “chose” the adoptive family
because the parents were Catholic, like her own, and she felt this
identity would help her son understand “exactly where my deci-
sion was coming from.” She also believed that by choosing “not
just anybody,” but somebody “that I know,” she could develop a
relationship of trust with the parents and thus secure her connec-
tion to the child she had given away. Any indication on the part
of the adoptive parents that they did not trust her was a source of
anguish.

After four years of semiannual visits, many of them tense, the
adoptive father called Eileen to say they wanted no further con-
tact with her. He and his wife had adopted a second child, in a
procedure that did not involve birthmother access, and they felt
that the visits, exchanges of letters, and pictures were disruptive
for their son. The adoptive father, a lawyer, told Eileen that the
informal “contract” they had for visitation was not enforceable
and her own lawyer confirmed this. Eileen is nonetheless deter-
mined to pursue more informal kinds of pressure (e.g., through
the Catholic Church), in the hope that she will persuade the
adoptive parents to change their minds. Meanwhile, she has not
seen them, or her son, for almost two years.

The “decision” of a birthmother to bow out (and of course, it
is a far less rational and far more gradual process than this im-
plies), or of adoptive parents to discontinue contact with her, is
one possible trajectory which an “open” adoption may follow.
The dialectic of rapprochement and disengagement in the stories
above, and throughout this article, suggests what powerful attrac-
tors pull the “open” adoptive family away from openness and
back toward the two-parent family and the “identical” mother;
that is, it is pulled away from the more complex, unresolved,
often painful play of identity and difference that open adoption
implies.2® But there is also a powerful pull foward the birth-

28 For a discussion of matching practices, see Bartholet (1993:49-50, 95-117); and
Modell (1994:38-45). For an example of the specificity involved in matching, see Catholic
Human Services (1995). And see discussion above (pp. 40-42), especially note 9.

29 This play of difference is reminiscent of Julia Kristeva's (1986) discussion of jouis-
sance as the pleasurable (but also painful, melancholic) dimensions of the practice of
creativity/transgression through which subjects “produce” the social/symbolic/psycho-
logical worlds they inhabit. This production assumes a subject who is simultaneously
“made” by a particular symbolic/temporal order and “heterogeneous”—that is, divided,
split by the particularities of a history (including bio-physiological processes) which also
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mother, away from the two-parent family, an attraction that is no
less shaped by patriarchy, with its central fantasy of “mystical
commonality” through union with the biological mother. It is in
this tension within “identity”—as completion in a family through
which one becomes “identical” or as completion through union
with the birthmother3°—that open adoption provides a “poten-
tial space” for the discovery of new forms of subjectivity and of
motherhood.3!

The point of departure for these more complex forms of
mothering is the political moment of violent foreclosure of the
birthmother. This foreclosure—established legally, culturally,
and socially but experienced as deeply private, subjective, and
“real”—is inscribed in the very words (and lack of words) we have
available to describe who birth and adoptive mothers “are.”
Thus, for example, as suggested above, the concept of a “birth”
mother or of an “adoptive” mother is oxymoronic in the context
of a blood institution that defines a “real” mother as a woman
who is connected to her child by blood ties that can neither be
severed (a mother who gives her child away is unthinkable, she is
a “monster”) nor “artificially” created.32 Thus these mothers exist
as mothers only “in the fissure of a radical split” (Mitchell
1982:5) in which they are both “mothers” and “notmothers”
(birthmothers, adoptive mothers) at the same time.

form it. Jouissance involves the dialectics through which the “heterogeneity” of subjects,
while “invariably subject to the signifying and/or social codes, . . . infringe the code in the
direction of allowing the subject to get pleasure from it, renew it, and even endanger it”
(p- 30; and see Kristeva’s more extended discussion of jouissance on pp. 146-54 and
210-11). While Kristeva’s use of jouissance implies that it is primarily an intropsychic phe-
nomenon, I agree with Jessica Benjamin (1994:236) that it is crucial to consider both the
intersubjective and the intrapsychic dimensions of the relationship of self with other
(what she terms the “double-sidednes” of this relationship). See especially Winnicott’s
(1982:96) notion of “play” as “neither a matter of inner psychic reality nor a matter of
external reality” (emphasis omitted). Rather, it involves “the experience of relating to ob-
jects” (p. 98), “in the potential space between the subjective object and the object objectively perceived,
between me-extensions and the not-me” (p. 100, emphasis in original).

30 BettyJean Lifton, an adoptee who is a critic of sealed records and speaks fre-
quently in public about adoption, argues in a recent book (1994:47) that the
birthmother represents the “‘key experience’ . . . buried in the child’s psyche” to which
her child must return in order to become “whole.”

31 Potential space (also described by Winnicott (1982:103) as “transitional space”) is
what he conceives of as a “third area . . . contrasted with inner or personal psychic reality
and with the actual world in which the individual lives.” Potential space happens “at the
interplay between there being nothing but me and there being objects and phenomena
outside omnipotent control” (p. 100). In Winnicott’s view, this is the space for cultural
creativity, a space where “objects” (others) are both waiting to be “found” (that is, they
are given as cultural/legal/linguistic categories) and where they are created by the active
subject. For a discussion of the dynamics of power in potential space, see Mahoney &
Yngvesson 1992:59-63.

32 Anna Tsing (1990) describes the powerful emotions evoked by stories about
women charged with perinatal endangerment. In the media, these women tend to be
represented as “monster mothers” or “anti-mothers.” During the past few years, of course,
the question of what it means to “give away” “your child” has been complicated by the
development of reproductive technologies that expand our understanding of what a
“birth” or “biological” mother means.
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The transformative potential of this fragmentation lies pre-
cisely in the temporary (and inevitably fragile) identifications it
enables in the spaces of “nonidentity” that open up between adop-
tive motherhood and birthmotherhood. This involves a process
that is both radical and familiar. It involves an introduction of
the “cutting edge” of negativity—a negativity that occurs “in the
borderline of a past that did exist and a past that was not allowed
to exist” (Santos 1996:43)—"“into the very interior” of the subjec-
tivity of motherhood (Kristeva 1986:210). This is the potential of
the moments of pain, of pleasure, and of fear I have described
above, moments which leave us “incoherent” because they blur
the separations which divide the “me” from the “not me,” al-
lowing identity and nonidentity to come face to face. While these
moments are unsettling, we are continually pulled back into
them, motivated by the “strange familiarity” of the other mother
in adoptive motherhood and by our own instability as adoptive or
birthmothers in a socio-symbolic world where a coherent “iden-
tity” as “mother” is just out of reach.33

The challenge for those of us involved in open adoption is to
be able to tolerate these moments and the double vision they
makes possible, to return to “the place where it can be said that
continuity is giving place to contiguity” (Winnicott 1982:101), the
place where the “me” and the “not me” uneasily come together.
As the stories told here suggest, the contradictions of this loca-
tion may be intolerable, and consequently the borders we create
around open adoption “must be constructed with lots of en-
trances and exits” (Santos 1996:31), allowing for the different
needs of different mothers/families at different points in time in
the lives of their children.3* Most vulnerable to the instabilities

33 My analysis here draws both on Santos’s (1996) discussion of shifts in subjectivity
that are constituted through interruptions or suspensions which create “surprise, wonder,
and indignation” (p. 46) and on Kristeva’s (1991) discussion of “uncanny strangeness,”
that is, of events, encounters, or experiences that are both strange and familiar at the
same time, producing a feeling of unease, or of feeling “lost,” “indistinct,” or “hazy” (p.
187). For a discussion of Freud’s theory of identification, which is central to Kristeva’s
work, see Kristeva 1986:238-71; Benjamin 1994; and Freud 1957 [1917] and 1957 [1919].
The question of how difference constitutes subjectivity and “identity” has broad relevance
for our understanding of issues of citizenship and democracy more generally, as Kristeva’s
Strangers to Ourselves (1991) and her discussion (1996:40-42) of “the problem of foreign-
ers” and of preserving and maximizing “singularities” implies. For related work that takes
up these issues, see Bock & James 1992; Butler & Scott 1992; Mouffe 1992; Lennon &
Whitford 1994; Elshtain 1995; and Weir 1996.

34 For example, Amy (the birthmother described in the opening of this section who
asked the adoptive parents to stop writing to her because it was too painful) was willing to
allow her mother and the grandmother of her baby to remain in contact with the adop-
tive family. The adoptive mother, who experienced the birthmother’s withdrawal as “a
great relief” because it allowed her to “become the full parent,” nonetheless said that “the
door is always open” to the birthmother and hopes it will be possible for their daughter to
meet her when the daughter is “about fifteen.” Other birthmothers, some of whom drew
up “adoption involvement agreements” with the adoptive parents before the baby was
born, specifying limited visitation and a particular schedule for letters and pictures, have
found they would like more pictures but are comfortable with few or no visits until the
child is older. Some adoptive parents (like my husband and I) gradually increased our
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that are constitutive of what “openness” means in adoption are
the children whose lives are shaped by the practice. Thus we
must be particularly attentive to the ways that the indetermina-
cies shaping their parents’ lives affect them. In addition, in a sys-
tem in which the legal (adoptive) parents are empowered to con-
trol access of the birthmother to the child, it is critical that these
parents be attentive to the multiple, contradictory, and unpre-
dictable “needs” this complex emotional and political situation
generates for the birthmother. I return to the words of the young
woman with whose story of delivery I opened this section. Here
she recounts a “show and tell” required at the beginning of the
school year in her English class:

We had to bring something in and tell a story about it. I mean,

it could have been a flashlight, a piece of gum wrapper,

whatever. Umh, and I really couldn’t think of anything to bring

in to show my class because I really didn’t have anything that

meant that much to me except for my daughter. So I brought

in a bunch of pictures and, uh . . . I braved it out and said, told

’em—told all my classmates my story about adoption and most

of these people that I told it to already knew that I had given

my daughter up for adoption and most of ’em were against it. I

mean, they're the ones that said, you know, I was abandoning

my kid and everything else. And after they sat and listened to

my story and how open things are now, they came up to me,

you know, and they were so . . . everybody just kept saying how

much they admired me for what I did, you know, how brave I

was to give my child up, to give her a better life and, uh, which

really shocked me, you know, I was expecting the worst from
these people here. And, uh . . . everybody was just so supportive
and . .. I was amazed.

This story captures for me the ineradicable difference in the
position of birth and adoptive mothers, one of whom has “aban-
doned” her child so the other can “have” a family. This differ-
ence is continually reinscribed in public response (anticipated or
real) to the birthmother as “cruel” and in her own amazement
when she occasionally is seen as “brave.” Both imply the impossi-
bility of her act, how it places her outside the law (even as her
illegitimate motherhood defines her as an “unfit” mother).

The negotiation of mothering in open adoption sometimes
blurs this difference in a moment of identification, but it also
evokes it in repeated moments of pain and fear. What emerges in
the dialectic these moments provide is both familiar and strange,
within us and outside us, simultaneously disruptive and quieting.
It moves us away from familiar trajectories but provides no mod-

contact with the birthparents, after agreeing at the relinquishment that we would have
none. This shift seemed, over time, to “make sense” to all of us and emerged with Finn’s
growing maturity, and with his birthmother Diana’s increasing confidence that her pres-
ence in Finn’s life would not interfere with his capacity to develop a solid connection to
us.
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els. The “openness” of open adoption is suffused with risk and
enabled by restraint, by the silences that surround it, and by the
fragile space that open adoption provides. The mothers that are
made in this process are not simply given in the biological con-
nection of mother to child or made as a “code for conduct” in
the legal family. Rather, they are created, over time, in the evolv-
ing relations between mothers (of various kinds) in “legal” fami-
lies and the “other” mothers who in relinquishing their children
have unsettled this family in the very act of making it “whole.”

Snapshots

It is May 1995, and I have returned from an April visit to Cali-
fornia with Finn, first to see his brother (my biological son) Dag,
now 24, in Los Angeles and then to northern California for our
first meeting in over two years with Finn’s birthmother Diana,
with his birthfather, and with two of his “biological” half-sisters,
now 20 and 22. There is also a biological “half nephew,” the 16-
month-old son of Finn'’s sister, India.

The meeting with his birthfamily was an emotionally power-
ful encounter. Finn, now almost 14, was clearly drawn to the re-
laxed, countercultural life style in the small northern California
beach town where they live; I was compelled by his resemblance
to his birthparents, by their histories, which I am slowly learning,
and by their generosity in welcoming us once again into their
lives for these few days. I felt at times as though I had dropped
onto another planet. Finn, when I asked, told me that he felt “a
part of it” and not as though he were, as I put it, “on the outside
looking in.” And before we left he mentioned wanting to return
some time soon, maybe to go to school, but at least to spend time
with these newly familiar kin. I felt my stomach knot. “What
about your friends in Amherst?” I asked. “Oh, I'll make new
friends,” he assured me.

I felt like the most fragile of bridges during this visit—be-
tween our world and this world, between Finn and his
birthfamily, between my terror that I was losing him and my cer-
tainty that we are deeply embedded in his life. On the morning
we left, Diana spoke to me about Finn’s interest in returning and
suggested that we might all share a house for a month one sum-
mer—she had friends who might like to have housesitters—and
we could alternate being there and away, sometimes together,
sometimes apart. This suggestion, and her capacity, as we spoke
about how we had each experienced our connection over the
years, to articulate her conviction that she felt Finn to be her
child just as surely as she felt us to be his family, restored my
confidence that I had not made some terrible mistake in becom-
ing the catalyst that allowed this unconventional relationship to
unfold.
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Back in Amherst a week later, Finn is once again caught up in
the circle of friends he has been a part of since he was a toddler,
and I am at the kitchen table with the pictures of our visit to
California spread around me. The roll of film is clearly split, with
a Los Angeles part and a northern California part. The former is
a series of 10 or 12 pictures of Dag and Finn horsing around on
Dag’s tiny patio—serious, silly, Dag’s lanky, long, blond ponytail
a marked contrast to Finn’s ungovernable brown curls, each in-
terwoven with red hibiscus flowers from a nearby bush, mocking,
posing, having fun. The northern California part is more like a
series of still lifes—Finn standing in the road with his arm
around Diana, at the breakfast table with his birthparents and
halfssisters, standing with his birthfather, their arms circling each
other.

Finn is now corresponding with his 22-year-old sister India,
who sends him pictures of her young son and news of the family.
He is also growing out his hair so he can pull back his bur-
geoning dreadlocks and wear them in a ponytail like his adopted
brother Dag’s.
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