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CHAPTER ONE

DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH

Introduction
Adoption generally appears at present as the ideal way to resolve many problems
our society faces in artifically structuring family units in order to provide children with
permanent homes whose parents cannot or will not care for them. A closer look reveals
that physically bringing individuals together and assuming that they can automatically
become a lasting family unit may not be the simple panacea it was once proclaimed to
be. My study addresses issues and individuals involved in the adoption process in light
of various hermeneutical thinkers. The statement of the research, purpose of the
research, background of the research, and significance of the research all demonstrate a
sincere effort to support the importance of this work.

Statement of the Research Problem

Individuals separated at birth from their birth mothers may experience lifelong
effects that can influence their ability to bond with adoptive parents, educators, and
others. This document investigates the challenges facing adoptive parents, educators, and
others who live and work with adoptees as they develop into adulthood, as well as
provides a better understanding of adoption for all people. Many adult adoptees, as well
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as adoptive parents and birth mothers, are speaking about their lives in ways far different
from those in the past. Information about what has been happening for adoptees suggests
that a new interpretation of adoption is needed, one that acknowledges current beliefs
about adoption and brings to light prejudgements related to those beliefs in order to
develop a more accurate recognition of what happens to individuals alienated from their
personal histories and cultural traditions through separation from birth parents and later
adoption.

Purpose of the Research

The purpose of this study is to unite the notions of time, tradition, and language
as articulated by Paul Ricoeur, Hans-Georg Gadamer, and Martin Heidegger in a
conceptual framework that elucidates alternative understandings of the process of
adoption of children. Children are never rooted in their history even if they are moved
from one ontological context to another, i. e., taken from their biological relatives and
placed in adoptive homes.

Close examination of adoption in the context of time,

tradition, and language may engender new understandings about child adoption in the
United States.

Back~round of the Research Problem

Children need parents to care for them and love them. Women with an unplanned
and/or unwanted pregnancy face the question of what to do about that pregnancy. Other
adults who want children but may be unable to conceive or may decide not to conceive
for other reasons face a dilemma of how to go about becoming parents. A triad
composed of these individuals may develop, unite, and ultimately result in an official
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adoption if the necessary steps are taken. While many issues are considered in the
adoption process, there is one part of the triad that traditionally has been ignored in the
proceedings. The individual being of the child, especially the newborn, does not enjoy
equal status with either the birth mother or the adoptive parents. Nancy Verrier (1993:
1) emphasizes:
Too often in our approach to the newborn we deal with him
as if he is exactly that---"brand new." We neglect the fact
that the neonate is really the culmination of an amazing
experience that has lasted forty weeks .... By looking at
the neonate as if he had "sprung full-blown from the brain
of Zeus" we are missing the opportunities that the
newborn's history as a fetus can provide.
The reality of time as it measures the duration of a pregnancy is a well accepted
and recognized fact; however, the recognition of a child's existence as a growing, active,
and separate being in that pregnancy has been largely ignored or undervalued until very
recently. Children have been regarded by adults almost as if they were participants
without a voice and subsequently as a person without a history. Verrier (1993: 1) speaks
to the importance of personal history:
That history, to which Brazelton refers, includes the
bonding in utero of the mother and child. Many doctors
and psychologists now understand that bonding doesn't
begin at birth, but is a continuum of physiological,
psychological, and spiritual events which begin in utero
and continue throughout the postnatal bonding period.
When this natural evolution is interrupted by a postnatal
separation from the biological mother, the resultant
experience of abandonment and loss is indelibly imprinted
upon the unconscious minds of these children, causing that
which I call the "primal wound."
Hans-Georg Gadamer (1992: 441) speaks of the abstractness of language but
contends that "Verbal form and traditionary content cannot be separated in the
hermeneutic experience . ... because of what is said or handed down in language."
Inherent in the term adoption is the traditional understandings of receiving a child from
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another place and of agreeing to become the child's legal parent. The child has been
relinquished or abandoned legally before he or she can be placed for adoption, causing
that "primal wound" referred to above. Yet, Verrier (1993: 2) points out a paradox:
It seems to me that most authors of works on the
clinical aspects of adoption, after acknowledging the fact
that the child was initially abandoned by his biological
mother, then ignore this as an integral part of the problems
demonstrated by the child.

The central issue, ignored by authors, is abandonment; but the paradox is
extended because these same authors do not give ample consideration to all parts of an
adopted person's experience, particularly the baby's trauma of separation at birth from the
mother. Verrier (1993: 2) gives an example of how prejudices about parents and their
parenting practices are perpetuated with little modification of past beliefs, remarking, "I
believe that the impact of the child's trauma upon the family system is greatly
underestimated by clinicians and that the focus of the dynamics is skewed to seem as if
the problem resides in the parent issues." Past beliefs, rooted in traditional
understandings and myths, continue to perpetuate ideas that are no longer accurate
regarding the separation of mother and her newborn. However, C. A. Bowers (1987: 1)
recognizes that "[t]he process of renegotiating basic aspects of our belief system has gone
on throughout Western history but has accelerated in recent years under the pressure of
modernization." But Bowers underscores the difficulties inherent in that process of
change. Rights, beliefs, and basic cultural assumptions are subject to further scrutiny.
Joel C. Weinsheimer (1985: 126) extends this effect of change:

In time, nothing can be preserved without being altered;
there can be no staying at home and no return without
alienation. In that the new world preserves something of
the old by altering it, the work of architecture, like the
performing arts, is a locus of mediation between past and
present. It gives people a history that is not simply bygone;
it is their own history, for they are still living it, adding to
it, and changing it.
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Society has regarded members of the scientific community as the authorities for
establishing and maintaining guidelines about policy-making and other important
decisions. As Dr. Robert Karen, clinical psychologist, author, and teacher, (1994: 1)
points out, "There is no shortage of theories .... But scientifically verifiable
explanations have been elusive. Indeed, until the last two decades, nothing could be said
with scientific authority about almost any dimension of the infant-mother bond .... " His
inferred suggestion that science alone is subject to further scrutiny is supplemented by
Gadamer (1992: 200), who speaks of the hermeneutical approach, not as methodological
but philosophical, wishing to correct a falseness in the thinking of those who approach
the sciences: "... it is not my intention to make prescriptions for the sciences or the
conduct of life, but to try to correct false thinking about what they are." Strongly
influenced by the way time and rate of change affect viewpoint, Gadamer (1992: 201)
adds, "I feel we are living in a state of constant over stimulation of our historical
consciousness." Because scientific guidelines have been accepted unequivocally by
society, that traditional practice of acceptance had gone unchallenged for a long time, but
· Verrier (1993: 3) suggests that such historical practices are extremely detrimental to
adoptees and to their families. She acknowledges many diverse viewpoints about what
adoption provides, but moves beyond currently held beliefs and cautions against closing
off possibilities for new understandings:
Even in acknowledging all the issues which may be
present for the adoptive parents, there still seems to be
something which is not being recognized, an intangible
something, which permeates even the best of adoptive
relationships.
She identifies researchers D. Donovan and D. McIntyre, who show that problems in
adoption transcend issues of family functioning. Verrier (1993: 3) concludes by saying,
11
•••

there is something intrinsic in the adoptive relationship which is unique and

inevitable, no matter how stable the adopting couple is to begin with.

11

She relates how
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this unsettling element compelled her to explore other areas that influence family
dynamics and child development since research on adoption seemed limited.
Subsequently, Verrier (1993: 3) extended the parameters of her research stating, "In my
quest for this 'intangible something', I found the adoption literature to be lacking, except
by implication. No one spelled it out." For Verrier (1993: 3), the necessary steps are,
"... to go beyond adoption into the realms of prenatal and perinatal psychology,
bonding, abandonment, and the loss experience." In addition to the limitations of the
adoption research, another major difficulty in dealing effectively with issues surrounding
adoption lies within the realm of communicative competence.
Bowers (1987: 2) speaks of communicative competence which provides an
avenue toward enhanced understanding and increased ability to act instead of react to
events and circumstances. He suggests at least two approaches: "( 1) providing an
understanding of the cultural forces that foster change; (2) providing knowledge of
cultural traditions that will enable students to exercise judgment about those elements of
the culture that are worth preserving .... " Bowers (1987: 2) elaborates:
Communicative competence ... can be understood
most simply in terms of the individual's ability to negotiate
meanings and purposes instead of passively accepting the
social realities defined by others. Communicative
competence requires, beyond individual facility in speech
situations, a knowledge of relevant issues and the
conceptual frameworks that influence our way of thinking.
The fact that individuals within the sphere of adoption often are hampered in
gaining greater understandings about themselves and their associates is due, in part, to a
lack of communicative competence in others. This may be evident especially if those
who are lacking are the same individuals blocking adoptees and their supporters as they
attempt to gain new understandings that may have serious implications for their lives.
Many fundamental issues related to quality of life are addressed later in this
study. However, I interject here the comments of an adoptee who graphically describes
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the poignant nature of this situation, typical of many adoptees described by Verrier
(1993: 81):
There is a deep yearning inside me to have a lasting and
meaningful relationship with someone, but it scares me,
because if you let yourself get too close, you can't trust that
you won't be abandoned again. That fear of rejection ....
The way I take care of this is to reject the other person
first. They never have a chance!

Si~nificance of the Research
By reexamining these established practices of traditional adoption and opening up
possibilities for other approaches to the situation facing society about providing homes
for children through adoption, this study may offer better avenues for assisting people to
resolve unanswered questions about their past, rather than living with pieces of their lives
unavailable to them. This may free many adoptees from an existence of continual
anxiety, deep yearning, and perpetual fear of abandonment.
These questions regarding unknown information, linger in the minds of many
adoptees and can be a source of distraction that may interfere with the ability of children
to concentrate on academic work. This has a direct bearing on how children succeed in
school. When children are distracted, particularly in the classroom, their ability to
participate productively is compromised. Traditionally, the fact that a child is adopted
receives little or no attention from school officials. This attitude of ignoring adoption
reflects the way in which society responds to issues that are regarded as insignificant.
One of the most valuable revelations that can come from this research is a universal
recognition that babies who are separated from their birth mothers have experienced a
different beginning in life from those that have not been separated.
Paul Ricoeur (1992: 187) summarizes this entire message of recognition and
truth by concluding, "Whence the true mimesis: a metamorphosis according to the truth
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.... we shall speak of recognition rather than cognition."

Dissertation Overview
In the following Chapters I will present the main arguments. This will require
essential theoretical and actual background which I will provide beginning with Chapter
Two. This part will identify the areas that show an understanding of a framework upon
which I build a complete story through a review of the literature. The sections exemplify
the theory and demonstrate avenues for application of that theory. Chapter Three shows
how the research process defines the subject. The theoretical framework, individuals
participating and their circumstances highlight the importance of the work. Chapter Four
is a presentation of the data, the people who participated, and their stories. This section
identifies areas that are addressed in the study. Chapter Five presents an analysis of the
data. This section weaves the information with the understandings that develop as a
result of the research process. Chapter Six is a summary of the total study which brings
all the information together and reflects the way the subject may be considered
differently, providing for new understandings and possibilities for future changes. The
last chapter also presents conclusions, findings, implications and recommendations, and
suggestions for future research.
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CHAPTER TWO

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction

The specific areas of tradition, time, and language have a direct bearing on
adoption. The significance of tradition seems an obvious choice of conceptual categories
for this study because many existing adoptive practices are rooted in tradition and in past
ideas that still govern society. The natural connection of tradition to time exists in the
way in which time provides the vehicle through which tradition flows from the past,
through the present, and on into the future. This is one way in which that time and
tradition can be understood in order to explain how adoption continues to be conducted.
Time, tradition, and language play subtle, but powerful, roles in adoption, and by
exploring these areas in greater depth, it may be possible to better examine what practices
have been occurring behind those antiquated actions sanctioned by society. Existing
regulations support practices that inhibit discovering the truth and play a major role in
delaying progress toward an honest appraisal of the way adoptions are conducted. Past
practices that still dominate present beliefs and attitudes create situations that, in turn,
subsequently influence future events in a positive or negative manner.
While tradition and time appear closely interrelated, the relationship of language
to time and to tradition is less obvious at first. As the study came more clearly into
focus, the place of language became increasingly significant, since it has been utilized
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continually by the media and by writers to create and to perpetuate ideas that generate,
shape, and sustain a belief system inherent in society. Of the three areas chosen,
language, and its use and misuse as a tool, became more dominant than either time or
tradition because of the way it can be manipulated to design and redesign ideas. It is also
possible for journalists and writers to take language and create images that may not be
authentic in the sense of corresponding with the way in which people living the adoptive
experience see themselves, but may become established as valid for the general public
nonetheless. Therefore, tradition, time, and language are selected for the review of
literature guide, particular attention given to Gadamer, Bowers, and Ricoeur for
contributions on tradition and mimesis; Heidegger, especially emphasizing Dasein,
Weinsheimer on Fremdheit; and finally Gadamer's and Bowers' comprehensive attention
to language.

Tradition
Adoption has evolved from a historical perspective where, in past times, children
in need of homes were helped initially by family members, whenever possible, and later
by institutions to provide these children with some form of home placement. The
procedures have been revised over the years through changes in attitudes and beliefs
based on historical traditions in society. Authors who have focused on adoption,
chronicling American history, point out one incident after another that exemplifies how
adoption has affected individuals throughout history. It has been interesting to note the
way changes in adoption parallel historical periods. In early times, adoption was often
used as a vehicle for the provision of children to fulfill family responsibilities. Since
children have usually been dependent upon adults for a majority of their needs, they have
also been subject to events dominating the choices of the adults who make decisions
affecting their lives. An example of this practice was documented in records kept about
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the wholesale shipping of eastern, inner-city children to midwestern farmlands. Children
were "placed out" on "Orphan Trains" to be claimed by families who needed more help
on their farms. This was a time, too, when the inner cities were struggling with how to
handle vast numbers of children, barely able to survive due to the overcrowded
conditions which existed at that time.

It is interesting to note the way Gadamer (1992: 205) explores what happens
when someone is exposed to an event or to an experience and how the precise time in
history affects the way in which a person is influenced by that event or experience: "[A
person] will also be able to see that in the 1960's people read sources differently because
they were moved by different questions, prejudices and interests." It is common to every
circumstance that people are actually living the issues which encompass the very
situation in which they find themselves. Since it is impossible to step outside of life, the
things surrounding each person play an important part in understanding what is
happening at any given moment in life. As Gadamer (1992: 205) points out, "The very
universality of the hermeneutical problem precedes every kind of interest in history,
because it is concerned with what is always fundamental to the historical question."
With observation and additional research, data was gathered as early as the 1930s
on maternal interactions with unborn children. Changes in the 1960s, especially in
related areas of neurology and physiology confirmed these earlier findings. Information
gathered through increasingly sophisticated technology provided opportunities, as Vemy
(1981: 12) notes, "... to study the child, undisturbed, in his natural habitat. What they
found added up to a dramatically different picture of fetal life." These observations
contrasted with the information researchers had gathered prior to this time. Partially due
to an ability to accept the possibility of change occurring, an entirely new picture
evolved: Vemy (1981: 12) concluded that" ... the unborn child... is very different
from the passive, mindless creature of the traditional pediatric texts."
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There is an ongoing fascination with the subject of human development in many
disciplines. The medical community, including Sorosky, Baran, and Pannor (1984), and
Vemy (1981), has undertaken extensive research to explore controlled details and
incremental changes that have occurred in the human being, yet researchers admit many
questions still remain unanswered. The community of psychology, too, including Bank
and Kahn (1982), Gabriel (1992), Leidloff (1985), Rosenberg (1992), Siegel (1989), and
Verrier (1993), approaches human development with great curiosity and seeks to find
answers to innumerable questions about what happens from early infancy onward.
The way in which history shapes thinking can be traced in the approach many
professionals have of relying on predecessors in their fields to guide in diagnosis and
decision-making about those who come to them for support. With respect to this idea
that certain moments and events shape ideas and influence thinking above and beyond
the standard guidelines, Dr. Thomas Verny's experience of watching a pregnant woman
responding to her unborn child prompted changes in his prior understandings about such
interactions. In light of all his medical training, he modified his original thoughts
following an event he observed when Vemy ( 1981: 11) wrote:
I already knew, of course, that at one time or another
nearly every expectant mother senses that she and her
unborn child are reacting to one another's feelings. And
like most psychiatrists I'd heard stories and dreams from
my patients that seemed to make sense only in terms of
prenatal and birth experiences. Now I began to pay special
attention to those recollections.
These observations provide the graphic portrayal presented by Verny (1981: 12):
We now know that the unborn child is an aware,
reacting human being, who from the sixth month on (and
perhaps even earlier) leads an active emotional life ...
The fetus can see, hear, experience, taste, and, an a
primitive level, even learn in utero (that is, in the uterus--before birth). Most importantly, he canfeel---not with an
adult's sophistication, but can feel nonetheless.
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In conjunction with these feelings of this child, Vemy (1981: 12-13) provides

fundamental truths accompanying that research:
A corollary to this discovery is that what a child feels
and perceives begins shaping his attitudes and expectations
about himself. Whether he ultimately sees himself and,
hence, acts as a happy or sad, aggressive or meek, secure or
anxiety-ridden person depends, in part, on the messages he
gets about himself in the womb.
The chief source of those shaping messages is the
child's mother. This does not mean every fleeting worry,
doubt or anxiety a woman has rebounds on her child.
What matters are deep persistent patterns of feeling.
Previously unheard of ideas about personality development in the unborn child
led to significant changes in understanding of how interrelated the mother and her unborn
baby become during pregnancy. Extreme contrasts are described by Verny (1981: 13):
Chronic anxiety or a wrenching ambivalence about
motherhood can leave a deep scar on an unborn child's
personality. On the other hand, such life-enhancing
emotions as joy, elation, and anticipation can contribute
significantly to the emotional development of a healthy
child.
There are professionals from many disciplines who have studied the relationship
shared by a mother and her newborn. It is important to recognize that each of these
fields of study contribute richly to the body of knowledge about birth and human
development. Some of the diversity brings out conflicting information and Karen
reflects what this has meant in his work. As noted earlier, Karen (1994: 1) introduced
his concerns: "The struggle to understand the infant-mother bond ranks as one of the
great quests of modem psychology, one that touches us deeply because it holds so many
clues as to how we become who we are." Karen (1994: 2) ponders this idea further,
highlighting several points of focus:
The infant is in many ways a great mystery to us.
Every one of us has been one; many of us have lived with
or raised them. And yet because of what has been called
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the "memory barrier," which shrouds our earliest
experiences and feelings in amnesia, infants are strangely
alien beings about whose inner processes we can only
speculate.

The debate about what constitutes true humanity, Karen says, has not been settled
conclusively according to various authorities. Further, issues of nature versus nurture
have constantly been heralded as the dominant themes, underscoring the child's
attachment to the main caregiver in early life. Karen (1994: 4) emphasizes that
"...Bowlby, the founder of attachment theory, believed that it is in our first relationship,
usually with our mother, that much of our future well-being is determined."
Among the volumes of material written about human development, extensive
information has been gathered with thought and careful planning, yet certain controls
have kept these disciplines isolated from one another. Furthermore, even from very
current sources, such as Karen (1994), little information has overlapped into the area of
adoption itself.
The most curious aspect of all is the lack of attention devoted to a person's
possession of past history, and to the importance of that individual's history to a
completeness of being. Traditionally it has been an unfortunate practice that knowledge
of the past is all too frequently unavailable to adoptees and their families. Hermeneutic
study affords the opportunity to take another look at human development, particularly
with respect to issues surrounding adoption, and provides a basis for reexamining the
importance of what happens to a person who remains disconnected from the past.
The history of adoption in the United States has been preoccupied with concerns
focusing on social issues, often at the expense of paying appropriate attention to a
person's past. The emphasis hermeneutic study places on the importance of having
knowledge of a past is significant, therefore it is especially noteworthy to realize that in
early times, any child with a questionable history was likely to experience difficulty
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receiving any information, and, traditionally, the information that did surface was not
easily retrieved, due to circumstances at birth. Rosenberg (1992: 9) introduces a brief
history:
All societies in all times have had ways of dealing with
children whose biological parents are unable to provide for
them. Before the 19th century care for such children was
most commonly arranged on an informal basis. Families
absorbed needful children without legal or social
interventions. However, families tended not to welcome
children born of unwed mothers: their births were so
shrouded with shame that efforts were made to dispense
with them in order to protect the mother's reputation ....
Society's prime consideration initially was adult centered, with little concern for children
until the era of the industrial revolution. Then changing ideas were reflected in
legislation passed to protect children, which Rosenberg (1992: 9) describes: "These
laws reflected a new value on protecting the welfare of children. In 1851 Massachusetts
established the first adoption statute designed to safeguard the rights of children, a statute
that included control of adoption." Subsequently in 1912 national policy followed suit.
Unchanged for decades, adoption practices continued the established traditions
until very recently, as Rosenberg (1992: 9) points out:
From the 1940's until the mid-1980's, agency adoptions
were practiced in a confidential (usually termed "closed" or
"traditional") manner in the United States. Adoptive
parents and birth parents had no contact; they were given
minimal information about each other. The birth records
were rewritten as if the child had been born to the adoptive
parents. The authentic records were placed under court
seal ....
This traditional practice was explained as a means of keeping information hidden,
Rosenberg (1992: 9) suggests:
The original reasoning behind this policy was to protect
adopted children from knowledge of their immoral
conception and reflected a shift from viewing illegitimate
children as being tainted by "bad blood" to conceptualizing
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them as tablae rasae who should be protected from
untoward experiences. The principle of protecting the
unwed mother's secret so that she could go on to live an
upstanding life continued. In 1955 a national conference
on adoption sponsored by the Child Welfare League of
America set the stage for reforms in practice that reflected
an orientation toward the "best interests of the child." It
was believed that confidentiality in adoption served these
interests by providing an atmosphere in which adopted
children were treated as if they had been born into the
adoptive family. This was the era in which adoption was
viewed as the perfect solution.
This solution appeared ideally suited to a time when everyone achieved some
satisfaction, Rosenberg (1992: 10) explains: "Birth parents were relieved of their
burden, adoptive parents were provided with the child they longed for, and children got
the welcoming homes they needed." A suggestive description of adoption developed that
enhanced a fanciful attitude, which Rosenberg (1992: 10) describes: "Adoption
practices supported the 'as if quality of this alternative family structure: it was as if the
birth mother had never borne the child, as if the adoptive mother herself had."
Moreover, the entire society seemed to derive immense pleasure from the fact that at
least one troubled area had a believable solution. Again, in her concluding remarks,
Rosenberg (1992: 10) refers to the pleasant character of this scenario:
Members of the social service and legal agencies
surrounding the families enjoyed their matchmaking
function and the relief and pleasure their services provided.
In finalizing an adoption of an infant in the late 1960's, one
juvenile court judge commented that this was the only part
of his job that brought him real pleasure.
This was a period of time in United States history when everyone seemed to view
the things that happened to them as almost blissful, often lulled into a sense of
complacency because everything seemed to run smoothly. This sense of family security
continued uninterrupted for an extended period of time, thus it seemed logical to
conclude that it would continue without a need to change. Children were adopted and
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parents expressed their happiness openly. As the judge commented above, the legal
system also felt that adoption practices in American society were positive and beneficial.
With this kind of endorsement, adoption earned an approved position in the eyes of
society's members and became an established, traditional practice that continues
currently. There appeared no reason to challenge it.
Speaking of sociological views, Bowers (1987: 3) discusses social origins of
thought with respect to gaining an understanding of attitudes that are taken for granted:
The individual is unconsciously controlled by cultural
traditions . . . . the connection between culture,
communication, and consciousness ... recognizes the
tension between existential freedom (and responsibility) of
the individual and the claims of tradition and society.
The influence of one part over another creates the pull that Bowers (1987: 4) examines,
saying, "This tension is essential to exercising communicative competence, as the
formulation of new meanings and conventions involves the individual both as an
existential being and as a carrier and guardian of worthwhile traditions."
As social beings, humans have interacted with others and subsequently have been
shaped by those interactions. Jean Leidloff (1975: 22-23) who views society from a
systems standpoint, looks at the way these interactions have been governed by society's
standards:
"Correct" in this context is a tricky word. It implies
that we all agree on what we want the results of our actions
to be, when in fact our intellectual ideas of what we want
vary from person to person. What is meant here by
"correct" is that which is appropriate to the ancient
continuum of our species inasmuch as it is suited to the
tendencies and expectations with which we have evolved.
Expectation, in this sense, is founded as deeply in man as
his very design.
Practices that endure over time and are incorporated into the fabric of society act as
social signposts guiding community action. Leidloffs discussion of what is correct
exemplifies this point. A further clarification of her continuum concept forms the basis
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for future discussion of human developme,nt, tied closely to experience, and of the way in
which individual experience relates to the whole of society. Leidloff (1975: 25)
explains:
The human continuum can also be identified as the
sequence of experience which corresponds to the
expectations and tendencies of the human species in an
environment consistent with that in which those
expectations and tendencies are formed. It includes
appropriate behavior in, and treatment by, other people as
part of that environment.
The continuum of an individual is whole, yet forms part
of the continuum of his family, which in tum is part of his
clan's, community's, and species' continua, just as the
continuum of the human species forms part of that of all
life. Each continuum has its own expectations and
tendencies, which spring from long, formative precedent.
It seems realistic to assume that certain experiences can be self-serving. Leidloff

(1975: 25) remarks, "In each life-form, the tendency to evolve is not random, but
furthers its own interests. It is directed at greater stability---that is, at greater diversity,
complexity, and therefore adaptability." This understanding of change and reaction to it
is seen as a significant variable by Leidloff (1975: 26):
This is not what we call "progress." In fact, resistance
to change, no way in conflict with the tendency to evoke, is
an indispensable force in keeping any system stable ....
Evolution, then gives stability; change brings vulnerability.
Social organizations, too, follow these rules. An
evolved culture, a way of life for a group of people which
fulfills their social expectations, can be any one of an
infinite variety of structures.
When traditional practices are challenged by one group or another and over a
sustained period of time, there is a great deal of resistance to accepting that modification.
In the early years of formalized adoptions, the accepted practice was to keep all recorded
information in sealed, confidential files. This approach, usually referred to as a "closed
adoption," was rarely challenged and thought to be the most appropriate method of
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ensuring confidentiality among all parties involved. In more recent years, this idea has
been under close scrutiny and has been increasingly challenged, especially by adult
adoptees and by birth mothers. Many adoptive parents are rethinking the effects of
sealed records as well, in light of what has been suggested by the people directly
involved. As Bowers (1987: 11) points out, "The acceptance that change is normal,
even desirable ... went against the view held in most traditional cultures that change
represents an undesirable disruption." Bowers (1987: vii) looks at culture, society, and
educational implications with a focus on tradition, emphasizing individualism, equality
and critical inquiry. The implications for education, he says, rest in an understanding of
how changes occur over periods of time. He is particularly concerned with establishment
and maintenance of authority. There is a dichotomy of opinion about making
information available, and the reason for some views is clearly based on traditional
thinking. At times, people do not seem to challenge tradition. A key point that ties
historical context to tradition Ricoeur (1992: 16) explains: "Historical experience is
fundamentally the experience of belonging to a tradition that is received from the past."
Ricoeur (1992: 16) tells how the relationship between tradition and distanciation
evolves:
The complex interplay between belonging to a tradition
and distancing oneself from it fonns the matrix for
extending the theory of interpretation to the sphere of
history.... The distanciation of historical experience
justifies the incorporation of an explanatory dimension into
the discipline of history.
Taking a very different approach, Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela
(1987: 242) confirm biological connections to tradition by tracing existence as a
physical process:
Through this ongoing recursiveness, every world
brought forth necessarily hides its origins. We exist in the
present; past and future are managers of being now.
Biologically there is no way we can put in front of us what
happened to us in obtaining the regularities we have grown
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accustomed to: from values or preferences to color
qualities and smells.
Biological developments provide a direct, observable link, connecting a physical state of
being with a social reaction to what has happened in the past, and to what may happen in
the future.

In the case of adoption, the removal of a child from the birth mother constitutes
the interruption of biological processes by traditional practices. Traditional guidelines
from within the society, are indicators of the past and predictors of future events. If
some unanticipated or unexpected situation presents itself, the normal, systematic chain
of events is interrupted, as Leidloff (1977: 57) identifies an example of a biological
event that can be altered as a result of some change or interruption traditionally imposed.

With respect to adoption, society's justification of traditionally removing newborns from
unmarried mothers tends to gloss over the fact that a fundamental process has been
violated:
The experiences of birth are a part of our repertoire of
adaptabilities owing to the fact that we have evolved to
assimilate them. There is also a danger that unexpected
events at birth will not only accompany but replace the
expected ones which are needed for certain lines of
development.
This means that deprivation of any well-precedented
detail of experience will cost the individual some degree of
well-being, perhaps one too subtle for us to notice, perhaps
one so commonly lost that we do not recognize it as a loss.
Often traditional influence is so much a part of our being that it is almost impossible to
realize how much we could be adversely affected in other areas of our lives.
Hermeneutical examination of tradition as it relates to how beliefs develop
enhances an understanding of the way personal points-of-view are shared. Christopher
Smith (1991: 66) describes the dilemma MacIntyre faces, along with Kant, J. S. Mill,
Wittgenstein, and Dewey:
When their illusion of universal truth is shattered, either
they must yield to perspectivism and anomie as the upshot
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of their external reflection or they must acknowledge that
they are not tradition-free after all but participants in a
tradition ....
There is great discussion among the above philosophers about the significance of reason,
yet the significance of tradition is virtually ignored by these same people, as Smith
(1991: 67) points out: "But for everything to be brought out before the court of reason
in this way ... mind would have to have exerpted itself from its setting in the tradition of
things that are given to it from time out of mind by the authority of tradition."
Just as some of the greatest minds have demonstrated a limited awareness and
appreciation for the role of tradition, beliefs and attitudes handed down through basic
established practices, particularly in areas of medical research, are entrenched in our
society and accepted without much challenge. Gabriel (1992: 36) identifies changes that
have been uncovered by certain work completed and the impact of those findings on
traditional beliefs and practices:
But the past couple of decades have signaled change.
Advances in medical technology have made possible much
more detailed study of unborn and newly born infants.
Doing what would have been considered impossible only
fifty or one hundred years ago, scientists have been able to
actually investigate the unborn infant while he is still in the
womb. As a result, the physical, emotional and cognitive
development of the fetus have become less mysterious ....
The literature more and more is reporting this kind of information, previously
unknown to researchers and to society in general, particularly in the fields of physical
and mental health. Traditional beliefs, once unchallenged and universally accepted, are
being modified and revised by researchers. A sampling of these findings are
documented. Authors such as Gabriel (1992), Verny (1981), Rosenberg (1992), and
Verrier (1993) have chronicled current information and have made repeated references to
these revised findings.
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With all the latest research available, there is still the question of how it is
received. Bellah et al. (1985: 21) present the issue with respect to the way people make
decisions affecting their lives, focusing on a common tradition:
But how do you know that in this complicated world, the
inherited conventions of your community and your family
are better and more important, and, therefore, more worthy
of your allegiance, than those of other communities and
families? In the end, you simply prefer to believe that they
are better, at least for you.

A close assessment of the situation about what to believe in and how to determine one
choice over another prompted Bellah et al. (1985: 21) to comment, "The main purpose
of this book is to deepen our understanding of the resources our tradition provides---and
fails to provide---for enabling us to think about the kinds of moral problems we are
currently facing as Americans." Regarding the ability to understand more fully the
influences that direct decision making, Bellah et al. (1985: 22) suggest that:
... although we have to rely on our traditions to answer
those questions, we will have to probe those relations much
more critically than we are used to doing if we are going to
make sense of the challenges posed by the rapidly changing
world in which we live.
Tradition is wrapped in time. It derives its very essence by existing over a period
where it can be introduced, explored, examined, tested and then reexamined. Tradition
does not even come into being without the presence of time. To look at tradition,
therefore, without the setting in which has evolved, is meaningless. A more complete
understanding of tradition leads us to examine the relationship of both.
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In a life span, every event or experience changes as time passes. Richard

Bernstein (1971: 204) discusses experience in time frames when he says, "Another
distinguishing feature of experiences, whether nonreflective or reflective, is that there is a
dominant focus and an indefinite horizon in every experience .... with a constant
movement of redistribution." When Bernstein speaks of something constantly moving,
he relates this change to a later event which moves from one setting to another which
appears to be time-associated, particularly as he refers to stages. While he is first
responding to the idea that experience exists as a separate quality, he also refers to
change that happens to the experience over time (Bernstein 1971: 204): "At one stage
in the development of an experience one factor may pass into the background or
horizon."
To reiterate, time is a component of tradition. Since traditional practices are
influences that can affect the way we see things, Dewey's suggests that subjectivity
distorts the way a person actually views an event or situation. (Bernstein 1971: 205).
Following this examination of the contrasts between subjectivity and objectivity,
considerable attention is given to the way philosophers developed their thinking over
time. This conflict regarding subjectivity and objectivity among these philosophers'
beliefs, which are rooted in tradition, links time to their conclusions, in Bernstein's
(1971: 205) view:
Dewey is referring to the "subjectivistic tum" that
philosophy took after Descartes .... Experience as
subjective experiencing became a dominant concern of
philosophers. When this subjectivistic bias was followed to
the bitter end, some philosophers came to the conclusion
that man is trapped in the privacy of acts and contents of
his mind and that he lacks any adequate evidence for
believing that there is an objective world "outside" his
private, subjective experience. . . It is of course true that
there is no experience without an experiencer and
experiencing.
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As these different philosophers attempted to examine and reexamine their own ideas and

those of their colleagues, the influences of the era in which they lived helped shape their
conclusions. Simply by being exposed to the ideas of their contemporaries, or by the
scholars who had preceded them, they were experiencing moments shaped by practices
handed down in time. Dewey argued against the subjectivistic bias; however, Gadamer's
belief suggests that subjectivity has a decisive place in examining tradition and history.
Moreover, Heidegger, incorporates Dasein's historicism with understanding, as Gadamer
(1992: 259) points out: "Understanding is the original characteristic of the being of
human life itself." In addition, Heidegger (1962: 67) discusses Dasein and the
individual being as they relate to understanding ourselves by stating, "We are ourselves
the entities to be analyzed. The Being of any such entity is in each case mine .... The

'essence' of Dasein lies in its existence." In his opening remarks, Heidegger (1962: 2)
poses the question:
Do we in our time have an answer to the question of what
we really mean by the word 'being'? Not at all.... So first
of all we must reawaken an understanding for the meaning
of this question. Our aim in the following treatise is to
work out the question of the meaning of Being and to do so
concretely. Our provisional aim is the Interpretation of
time as the possible horizon for any understanding
whatsoever of Being.
Over the span of history, adoptive practices rarely if ever have considered the
individual being of the child available for adoption. Beginning with the fictionalized
story of Oedipus, through the present time, children with uncertain status in society have
faced being handed over to strangers with minimal or no consideration of their individual
being in the world, apart from the fact that they were an entity designed to fulfill the
wishes, hopes, and dreams of the adults involved (Sorosky et al. 1984: 25). Awareness
of what the child understands can be where the concept of Dasein enhances the story.
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With an adoptive situation, Dasein is interrupted. Adult-centered decisions create
changes that displace children in adoptive circumstances and impose certain artificial
conditions diminishing the individual's authenticity, when original being is summarily
replaced. It is particularly important to grasp a fundamental principle specific to
adoption which is the removal of a human being from one environment and placement of
that individual into another. The New Lexi.con Webster's Dictionary of the English
Language (1988: 6) defines the word "adopt" as "to make one's own (an idea, belief,

custom etc. that belongs to or comes from someone else); to become the legal parent of
(a child not one's own); to accept." Therefore, the understanding of Dasein as it may be
applied to individuals needs to be specific to the adoptive situation, since the issue of
authentic beginnings comes into question with interruption of the natural development of
relationships between birth mothers and their children who are relinquished following
birth.
Older adoptees speak of their early reactions to this change and how they modify
their understanding of themselves. This process has been characterized by the term
"false self," described by Verrier (1993: 34): "... many adoptees .... speak of having a
sense that the baby they were died, and that the one they 'decided' to become was going
to be different, to be better, so that they would not once again be abandoned." Many
adoptees had an awareness of these feelings before they were completely cognizant of
what this information actually meant for them in their lives. They seemed to have the
pre-understanding that Ricoeur (1992: 54) recognizes as vital. Another problem
adoptees experience, along with a minimal awareness of what went on in their early
lives, is the problem of this inherent knowing without direct informational access to
which they can apply any understanding.
One of the most fundamental difficulties faced by an adopted person is perhaps
the lack of access to a personal past. The child is placed in another family and thus
inevitably develops a problem of never belonging or being able to feel truly at home.
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Gadamer (1992: 295) suggests that" ... the meaning of 'belonging'---i.e., the element of
tradition in our historical-hermeneutical activity---is fulfilled in the commonality of
fundamental, enabling prejudices." The denial of one's true identity that may occur for
an adopted child relegates the individual to a position of being forced to take on the
identity of someone other than who that person might otherwise have chosen, if the
choice had been made available. Adoptees frequently discuss this feeling of emotional
separateness from their adoptive families, a situation that originated from their preunderstandings which developed before birth, during the time spent in the womb.
Following the idea that behaviors are shaped by experiences throughout life, the
very earliest experiences, therefore, shape the later behavior and are recorded by the
mind. Gabriel (1992: 37) reported about some developments surrounding these early
experiences:
Knowing that unborn infants are "feeling,
remembering, aware beings" leads us to a concern about
our interactions with them while they are still in the womb.
The psychologist Arthur Janov observes in his book
Imprints: The Lifelong Effects of the Birth Experience that
"Not only is the fetus affected by what the mother takes
into her system---it is equally affected by the state of that
system" .... "
This pre-understanding that children possess comes from where they are and where they
have been. An exploration of that existence hermeneutically may reveal more
information for parents and educators.
Since human beings have that capacity of awareness before birth, the concept of
"thrownness" as a part of historical understanding seems to be applicable to the situation
of adoptees being affected by loss of birth mother. In many ways there appears, as Joel
Weinsheimer (1985: 10) elucidates" ...the condition of (what Heidegger calls) 'being
thrown.' Most simply, this phrase means that being is prior to consciousness: we are
situated in a world before we begin to think for ourselves, even before we are conscious
of ourselves." The key to understanding the entire life story of an adoptee is to interpret
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correctly what happens to a person at the point of initial separation from the birth mother.
However, in the introduction of their text, updated in 1989, Sorosky, Baran and Pannor
(1984: 14) point out, "Even as recently as five years ago, 1984, when the last edition of

The Adoption Triangle was published, secrecy was still enjoying a primary position in
adoptions."
The secretive attitude still prevalent in adoption contributes to the difficulty
adoptees feel which is characterized in the condition of Fremdheit (Weinsheimer 1985:
4). People who are taken away from their original families are never completely at home
in a world in which they are arbitrarily placed, no matter how loving or supportive.
Adoptees have been displaced, and even if they are settled and established in their
adoptive surroundings, they are no longer in the place from which they originated. They
have been separated from their origins. This is what adoption creates, but regardless of
that situation, some aspect of the original relationship remains despite the passage of
time.
Time is standard measure of monitoring progression of life. Events that
characterize the relationship between a son and his mother transcended time. Carol
Schaefer (1991: 292) described her reactions at the birth of her son and at their reunion,
years later, which support that familiar feeling of being at home despite the passage of
time:
The first time I looked into my son's eyes ... I was
stunned by their power. I felt I had known his soul for
eons ... Nineteen and a half years later, our eyes met for
the second time ... I couldn't believe the magic of that
instant. As our gazes met and held I knew that our bond
had endured.
This testimonial underscores the power of significant moments to transcend time. If the
power of that experience was able to support the point that early experiences are
significant and lasting, nothing in a person's life should be underestimated or dismissed
as inconsequential.

28

The ability of a person to develop an understanding about life from inception to
conclusion necessitates access to all information. Stephanie Siegel (1989: 150) says,
"An individual's search for identity begins in infancy and is redefined and adjusted in an
ongoing process throughout a lifetime .... Identity carries with it a sense of wholeness,
a feeling of being complete." Conversely, individuals who have no access to the past
experience an incompleteness, as Siegel (1989: 152) mentions: "... they never really
experienced a complete affinity. There was always a missing link, a piece that didn't fit.
There were times when they felt like bystanders looking in from the outside."
A further review of alienation emphasizes the effect of separation. In adoption,
separation of a birth mother from her newborn is especially significant. Weinsheimer
( 1985: 204) acknowledges, "In reconciling ourselves to a new and different situation,
we also reconcile ourselves to ourselves, a process which for Hegel leads ultimately to an
overcoming of all alienation, both from what we know and from ourselves." Without
reference to a past, other events in life have limited meaning. The total frame of
understanding requires a complete picture of the past, the present, and the future-mimesis upon which to develop new understandings. Mimesis allows for this type of
temporal understanding and enables an appreciation of how the practice of adoption
totally excludes the past, a significant position of an adoptee's life (Ricoeur 1984: xi).
With respect to mimesis, the present world of the adoptee is constantly being influenced
by the past and that consequently has implications for the future. With an adoptee who
has lost all knowledge of his or her past, there is no way to trace that past completely.
An adoptee involuntarily forfeits all past, personal history when placement occurs. While
it is true that the adoptee belongs in a world placed through adoption, this person, has no
idea about his or her original family and cannot consciously or completely deal with
things that may have an influence on the present or even on the future.
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The life story of an adoptee, which originates with one family and then moves
into an entirely different community, brings with it an obscure past that often remains
unavailable to the new family. When this past history remains inaccessible, the
opportunity to acquire understanding also remains inaccessible. Ricoeur (1992: 23)
says, "Understanding is self-understanding, although the return to the self is not the first
but the final moment of interpretation." Unless and until every person has free access to
a personal past history, the full opportunity to return to the self will be diminished, for it
will only be possible to return to an incomplete self.
As the relationship of tradition and time to adoption becomes better understood,
the next aspect for consideration, language serves as a vehicle to cement the study
together. To better recognize the way language brings a completeness to the
understanding, Gadamer (1992: 390) explains:
The full hermeneutical significance of the fact that tradition
is essentially verbal becomes clear in the case of written
tradition. The detachability of language from speaking
derives from the fact that it can be written. In the form of
writing, all tradition is contemporaneous with each present
time. Moreover, it involves a unique co-existence of past
and present, insofar as present consciousness has the
possibility of a free access to everything handed down in
writing. No longer dependent on retelling, which mediates
past knowledge with the present, understanding
consciousness acquires through its immediate access to
literary tradition--a genuine opportunity to change and
widen its horizon, and thus enrich its world by a whole new
and deeper dimension.

Lani:uai:e
It becomes more and more apparent that the issues of adoption have been limited
in scope by traditional understandings, beliefs and practices, and seriously misunderstood
and misinterpreted. Incorrect information has been discussed, written, reported and
recorded, creating serious consequences for members of the adoption triad. Therefore,

30

language stands out as an area for hermeneutic study. Gadamer (1992: 438) speaks of
language and hermeneutic ontology, or language as experience in the world. Gadamer
( 1992: 405) points out that "... the intimate unity of word and thing .... In Greek the
expression for 'word,' onoma, also means 'name,' and especially 'proper name'--i.e., the
name by which something is called." The significance of a name is elaborated by
Gadamer (1992: 405):
Greek philosophy more or less began with the insight
that a word is only a name--i. e., that it does not represent
true being. This is precisely the breakthrough of
philosophical inquiry into the territory over which the
name had undisputed rule. Belief in the word and doubt
about it constitute the problem that the Greek
Enlightenment saw in the relationship between the word
and thing. Thereby the word changed from presenting the
thing to substituting for it. The name that is given and can
be altered raises doubt about the truth of the word.
For individuals who are adopted, it is clear that with a change of personal identity
often comes other changes, such as given names. Particularly for newborn children,
infants, and toddlers, adoptive parents often have the right to choose the adoptee's full
name, whether or not the child was named by a birth parent. If a birth parent had
selected a name, it is often replaced along with everything else.
The more a person looks at the word "adoption," the more Gadamer's idea opens
up a different way of understanding what has been misunderstood. An adopted person
has been taken away from one mother, placed in a new and different family, and has lost
all connection with the original past; all former identity has been effaced, expunged from
recorded information except for sealed court documents; and the individual has been
given a new identity. The implication is that change will create someone different. The
assumption has been made that very young children will be able to drop existing
identities and assume new ones, simply by someone deciding to sign a document.
(Verrier 1993; Vemy 1981; Leidloff 1985; Sorosky, Baran and Pannor 1984; Rosenberg
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1992; Seigel 1989). Lois Medina (1986: 107) states, "Adoptive parents should have a
complete ... history of their child .... Too often, though, this information is not
provided to adoptive parents or is incomplete .... "
Adoptive placement has been done without consent of the child or consideration
of whether it is the right situation. Gadamer (1992: 409) says that "... inasmuch as a
word is a word, it must be 'correct,' must fit correctly." A closer examination of the word
"adoption" reveals that it can be seen as a "... function of metaphor ... to transpose the
meanings of ordinary language by way of unusual uses" (Ricoeur 1992: 181). Adoption
has been interpreted to mean many different things and has been used in the literature to
refer to all kinds of changes, from policy decisions in business to the rescue of
abandoned animals. This certainly has stretched the original interpretation of the word
beyond the initial intent of someone helping beings.
Within the traditional understanding adoption is the presumption that a new story
will take the place of the former one. Fred Powledge (1982: 68-70) provides a version
of that story:
The very process of adoption has included the
separation of the present from the past: Those who live in
the present--the adoptee and the adoptive parents--are
hardly ever allowed or encouraged to see, talk with, or
even know about the people who, in their minds, reside in
the past--the biological parents or their relatives.... As
stated by an English judge twenty-three years ago, the law
draws a 'veil' between the past and present lives of adopted
persons and makes it "as opaque and impenetrable as
possible, like the veil which God has placed between the
living and the dead."
No matter how honorable the intentions, language in legal texts and other literature often
perpetuated negative practices that inhibit the situation, rather than enhance it.
Initially, during my review of the literature from this study, the information from
periodicals seemed descriptive and informative. However, closer study revealed that the
language used helped create certain feelings, particularly specific words found in many
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of the articles published. For example, the "baby-go-round," "adopted child syndrome,"
"beating the adoption game," "impact of child surrender," "genetics of secrecy," and
"invisible children" are representative of the way in which adoption is portrayed in the
literature.
In general, there have been many colorful reports about adoption issues that have
drawn attention to the topic, but, at the same time, much of this reporting has created an
atmosphere of sensationalism rather than sincerity. The role of the press is fundamental
to many issues in society, including adoption. Edwin Emery (1972: iii) presents a short
history of journalism: "Part of the story has as its theme the continuing efforts by men
and women to break down the barriers that have been erected to prevent the flow of
information and ideas, upon which public opinion is so largely dependent." A bit later
on in the story is the chapter on yellow journalism which Emery (1972: 350) explains
graphically:
Theirs was a shrieking, gaudy, sensation-loving, devilmay-care kind of journalism which lured the reader by any
possible means. It seized upon the techniques of writing,
illustrating, and printing which were the prides of new
journalism and turned them into perverted uses.
Attitudes about adoption have been shaped in large part by existing beliefs as well
as by the way in which journalists have reported their findings. It is easy to imagine how
such journalism would report incidences of adoption this way. Adoption is a procedure
which has been created and developed from a historical perspective and is grounded in
beliefs, attitudes, values, and practices anchored in tradition. Traditions are gradually
established over time and take root in the fabric of society, thereby becoming a cohesive
part of the very functioning of that system. As the fabric takes shape, it is woven tightly
by threads composed of ideas and communicated in various forms by language. This
language, largely reflected in words and statements, perpetuates standard practices
repeatedly, until the beliefs that are conveyed become an integral part of the fabric itself.
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Summary

All of these aspects of the system's practice of adoption continually communicate
and reflect the foundational policies subscribed to by members of the community. For as
long as practices like adoption exemplify and give voice to traditional views, and those
views go unchallenged, they will continue the past through the present and move
forward. The process of time, coupled with a language of new ideas, has the possibility
of introducing change to traditional policies.
Adoption practices have evolved gradually and continue to reflect original
attitudes, grounded in social structures and cultural beliefs and perpetuated by the ideas,
oral and written, which have been anchored in history and communicated over the years.
While the original intent of removing children from their first families was once
acceptable for traditional reasons and timely justifications, many of those policies have
now outlived their usefulness. Unfortunately, countless individuals still cling to these
attitudes, despite the fact that an overwhelming body of information acknowledges that
the time has long since past to update our thinking. Chapter Three will present the
process I used to research what actually can be revealed through a hermeneutic approach.
Of particular interest to me is the personal commitment I have to the subject as an
adoptive mother who has lived the adoption experience. The participants who comprise
members of the adoption "triad"--adoptive parents, adoptees and birth parents--bring
commonly-shared issues but, at the same time, bring uniquely different concerns that
reveal a very different picture than has been understood previously by the public.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE RESEARCH PROCESS

Introduction
This section addresses the theoretical framework of a hermeneutic research
design, and the categories and accompanying questions that have been formulated to
facilitate the conversations. Taped recordings of all conversations were made, and
transcriptions of these taped conversations were provided and edited with suggestions
from all participants. A journal was kept regularly to record observations, feelings, and
events as they occurred. From the data collected, an analysis was made to identify
aspects of the study that demonstrate hermeneutic principles. In the theoretical
framework there is a brief discussion of the principles which is followed by the section
under categories which will provide further discussion of the theory.

Theoretical Framework
The theoretical foundation of this study is principles of philosophical
hermeneutics. Philosophical hermeneutics is defined by Timothy Crusius (1991: 5) as:
Philosophical or ontological hermeneutics, a general
philosophy of human existence, which holds that
interpreting is not so much what human beings or some
class of human beings do, but rather what all human beings
are, namely, interpreters.

These hermeneutic principles were applied to conversations about adoption and
understood as themselves texts. Believing that individuals are able to formulate their
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stories, to think about events that make up their stories, and then gain understanding and
meaning through conversations with others, I created a situation in which such stories
could be revealed and shared with others.
Gadamer's (1976: xx) description of hermeneutics as conversation between equal
and active partners about a common subject matter illuminates my conversations with
members of the adoption triad:
Like all genuine dialogue, the hermeneutical
conversation between the interpreter and the text involves
equality and active reciprocity. It presupposes that both
conversational partners are concerned with a common
subject matter---a common question---about which they
converse, for dialogue is always dialogue about something.
One of the more subtle relationships often excluded or seriously misunderstood is
the significance of 'text' as a part of the dialogue as Gadamer mentions above. To gain a
more comprehensive appreciation of this significance, Ricoeur (1992: 13) explains:
The text is a work of discourse, and hence in the first
instance a work. To say that a text is a work is to say that it
is a structured totality which cannot be reduced to
sentences whereof it is composed.... At the same time as
a work belongs to a genre, so too it has a unique
configuration which defines its individual style. The
production of discourse as a work is thus displayed in its
composition, its genre and its style .... As a work of
discourse, the text preserves the properties of the sentence,
but presents them in a new constellllJ:ion which calls for its
own type of interpretation .... speaking and writing are
alternative and equally legitimate modes of the realization
of the discourse.
Furthermore, the transcribed written conversations became a text with which I continued
the hermeneutical conversation.
In my reading of hermeneutic philosophy, I began to develop a broader
understanding of the meaning of text and how that new recognition of the meaning
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applied to conversations. Both Gadamer and Ricoeur devote considerable attention to
developing the use of conversation as text and the way it may be able to reveal subtle
thoughts for deeper study. Gadamer (1992: 370) explains, "Thus a person who wants to
understand must question what lies behind what is said. He must understand it is an
answer to a question. If we go back behind what is said, then we inevitably ask questions
beyond what is said. We understand the sense of the text only by acquiring the horizon
of the question---a horizon that, as such, necessarily includes other possible answers."
Further clarification of his thinking about the way hermeneutics provides this opportunity
is noted by Gadamer (1992: 392) remarking, "Let us recall that the task of hermeneutics
was first and foremost the understanding of texts... A text is not to be understood as an
expression of life but with respect to what it says."
There is agreement and mutual respect among those who study hermeneutical
theory as Ricoeur ( 1992: 17) suggests, "... retelling the text of the past is part of the
reality of the present---part, as Gadamer would say, of the 'effective-historical
consciousness."' Moreover, there is additional value for this way of gaining information
expanded upon by Ricoeur (1992: 21) noting, "For the text introduces a positive and
productive notion of distanciation which is not an obstacle to be overcome, but rather the
very condition of historical understanding." In order to better grasp what his intentions
are, he describes the way he views hermeneutics in the process if gathering data. Ricoeur
( 1992: 35) states, "I took the concept of the text as the guiding thread of my research,
with the aim of showing that the text is the level at which structural explanation and
hermeneutical understanding confront one another." In support of his ideas, Ricoeur
(1992: 17 5) explains:
... the text is not only something written but is a work, that
is, a singular totality. As a totality, the literary work
cannot be reduced to a sequence of sentences which are
individually intelligible; rather, it is an architecture of
themes and purposes which can be constructed in several
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ways. The relation of part to whole is inelucably clear.
The presupposition of a certain whole precedes the
discernment of a determinate arrangement of parts; and it is
by constructing the details that we build up the whole.
Moreover, as the notion of singular totality suggests, a text
is a kind of individual, like an animal or a work of art.
A very significant distinction in the recognition of how valuable hermeneutical
study is comes from Ricoeur (1992: 112) when he insists, "Hermeneutics can be defined
no longer as an inquiry into the psychological intentions which are hidden beneath the
text, but rather as the explanation of the being-in-the-world displayed by the text." This
direction in thinking provides real possibilities for developing new understandings that
are waiting to be revealed. He extends this way of approaching text to many forms.
Ricoeur (1992: 142) adds, "We say that narratives, folktales and poems are not without a
referent; but this referent is discontinuous with that of everyday language. Through
fiction and poetry, new possibilities of being-in-the-world are opened up within everyday
reality." This provides many possibilities for new approaches to the understanding of
learning subjects in educational settings as well.
Both Ricoeur and Gadamer see the potential of text as a way of better
understanding those who create a work. Gadamer ( 1992: 388) recognizes, "The text
brings a subject matter to language, but that it does so is ultimately the achievement of
the interpreter. Both have a share in it." As he explores hermeneutics as a way of
thinking, Ga darner ( 1992: 388) emphasizes, "... hermeneutical conversation, like real
conversation, finds a common language, and that finding a common language is not, any
more than in real conversation, preparing a tool for the purpose of reaching
understanding but, rather, coincides with the very act of understanding and reaching
agreement." The focus of conversation and the way it is understood by Gadamer (1992:
368) is explained:
... conversation... is the art of forming concepts through
working out the common meaning. What characterizes a
dialogue, in contrast with the rigid form of statements that
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demand to be set down in writing, is precisely this: that in
dialogue spoken language---in the process of question and
answer, giving and taking, talking at cross purposes and
seeing each other's point---performs the communication of
meaning that, with respect to the written tradition, is the
task of hermeneutics.
Furthermore, the possibility of reaching the authentic level of understanding can happen
as Gadamer (1992: 385) points out, "Everything we have said characterizing the
situation of two people coming to an understanding in conversation has a genuine
application to hermeneutics, which is concerned with understanding texts. "
A very unique approach in understanding what happens in a conversation is
described by Gadamer ( 1992: 367), "To conduct a conversation means to allow oneself
to be conducted by the subject matter to which the partners in the dialogue are oriented.
It requires that one does not try to argue the other person down but that one really
considers the weight of the other's opinion." This approach is supported by observations
of Ricoeur (1992: 62):
We owe to Gadamer this very fruitful idea that
communication at a distance between two differently
situated consciousnesses occurs by means of the fusion of
their horizons, that the intersection of their views on the
distant and the open... This concept signifies that we live
neither within closed horizons, nor within one unique
horizon. Insofar as the fusion of horizons excludes the idea
of a total and unique knowledge, this concept implies a
tension between what is one's own and what is alien,
between the near and the far; and hence the play of
difference is included in the process of convergence.
The recognition that two individuals can come together by means of sharing a moment
brings with that event the recognition that they come from separate places and attempt to
move towards one another by means of a verbal interaction. Hermeneutics is a study of
the way this can happen. Ricoeur (1992: 113) examines this and observes, "To
appropriate is to make what was alien become one's own. What is appropriated is indeed
the matter of the text. But the matter of the text becomes my own only if I disappropriate
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myself, in order to let the matter of the text be. So I exchange the me, master of itself,
for the self, disciple of the text." He further focuses on appropriation in conjunction with
distanciation and the relationship that might be misunderstood. Ricoeur (1992: 143)
then elaborates on their roles:
... appropriation is dialectically link to the distanciation
characteristic of writing. Distanciation is not abolished
appropriation, but is rather the counterpart of it. Thanks to
distanciation by writing, appropriation no longer has any
trace of affective affinity with the intention of the author.
Appropriation is quite the contrary of
contemporaneousness and congeniality; it is understanding
at and through distance.
The theoretical basis of hermeneutic philosophy has revealed very different views of text
typified by Ricoeur's (1992: 212) characterization, "A text is a quasi-individual, and the
validation of an interpretation applied to it may be said, with complete legitimacy, to
give a scientific knowledge of the text." Furthermore, there is a deeper sense of value in
directing interest and attention to the significance of this approach which is summarized
by Ricoeur (1992: 113 ), "... the theory of the text is a good guide. For it shows that the
act of subjectivity is not so much what initiates understanding as what terminates it."
This section looks at the theoretical framework that made such hermeneutical
conversation possible and enabled me to analyze may data. My discussion will be
structured by my research categories of tradition, time, and language. Particular attention
will be given to the concepts of mimesis and Dasein.

Research Cate~ories
Introduction
I selected the areas of tradition, time, and language for categories in this
research. At the beginning of my thought process, I felt that selection of a few ideas for
thorough exploration would be difficult, if not impossible, because human experience
encompasses all of hermeneutic philosophy. As I became more contemplative, it was
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obvious that my central concern about adoption was what had happened to the adoptee in
the early stages of life. Therefore, it became imperative to focus my attention first on
things that shape life's early experiences. As I examined the literature, I realized that the
messages transmitted from society about issues that developed in that early period played
a significant part in determining what a person knows in the present. Bellah et al. (1985:
275) recognizes that "[s]tructures are not unchanging. They are frequently altered by
social movements, which grow out of, and also influence, changes in consciousness,
climates of opinion and culture." I fervently believe that as a result of this work, what
Bellah's observations reveal will occur. By providing new and existing information in
unique and creative ways, significant changes can happen and adoption will benefit.

Tradition
Without fully realizing it, human beings are shaped by events, attitudes, and
values that determine how they conduct their lives. Bellah et al. (1985: 27) speaks about
this influence:
These differences derive from a historical past of which
none of our characters is entirely aware. In our forwardfacing society, however, we are more apt to talk about the
future than the past .... Yet even in the debate about our
future, our cultural tradition ... .is still very much present,
and our conversation would probably be more to the point
if we were aware of that fact.
The place that tradition has and its influence, known or not, seems to be one of the key
aspects that shape our understandings.
Ricoeur (1992: 18) insists that "[r]eflection cannot speak from nowhere, for it
must always begin by interpreting the cultural products of a specific tradition."
Recognition of the place of tradition in understandings of how we think, act, and feel is
Ricoeur's emphasis. In particular, he draws attention to the significance of both cultural
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heritages and the theory of institutions. While attributing worth to both aspects, Ricoeur
(1992: 100) endeavors to keep the proper perspective:
But it is the task of philosophical reflection to eliminate
deceptive antinomies which would oppose the interest in
the reinterpretation of cultural heritages, received from the
past and the interest in the futuristic projections of a
liberated humanity.
Interest in understanding tradition is not in fundamental opposition to the seeking of
liberating changes in human society for the future.
In contrast, Bellah et al. (1985: 27) indicate that United States society is more
likely to err in overemphasizing the future. Speaking about differences in the way people
conduct their lives as a result of differences in traditions, they comment:
These differences derive from a historical past of which
none of our characters is entirely aware. In our forwardfacing society, however, we are more apt to talk about the
future than the past. ... Yet even in the debate about our
future, our cultural tradition .. .is still very much present,
and our conversation would probably be more to the point
if we were aware of that fact.
Hermeneutic conversation is embedded in tradition, but tradition itself is in conversation
with the future, and hopes for the future must be in conversations with the past.
Differences in tradition must be brought to light, since human beings are profoundly
shaped by events, attitudes, and values of which they may scarcely be aware.
Gadamer (1992: 210) expands these insights by affirming that tradition makes
possible a broad understanding that avoids one-sidedness: "Does not the universality of
understanding involve ... optimism?" This does not imply pessimism, but a critical
awareness of the present in relation to tradition, a critique of the present by the past, so to
speak. A different way of understanding the dual potential of tradition is presented by
Maturana and Varela (1987: 242):
That whole kit bag of regularities proper to the coupling of
a social group is its biologic and cultural tradition.

42

Tradition is not only a way to see and act, but it is also a
way to conceal.
All these theorists suggest rather forcefully that we need tradition as a principal in
understanding the present and projecting the future, cautioning variously against
"deceptive antimonies" (Ricoeur), one-sidedness and facile optimism (Gadamer), and
concealment (Maturana and Varela).
Ricoeur's work is particularly helpful in explaining what happens to the
understandings reached through this process of interpretation of the present through
tradition. Ricoeur (1992: 18) points out that "[t]he concept of concrete reflection is
further enriched by the theory of interpretation .... For the process of interpretation
culminates in an act of appropriation which forms the concluding counterpart of
distanciation." To appropriate in this sense concerns the way in which separate ideas
may come to a common point. Ricoeur uses the word "alien" to address this separateness
and then sees interpretation as a way of bringing closer the understanding of each side.
Ricoeur (1992: 18) suggests, "The act of appropriation does not seek to rejoin the
original intentions of the author, but rather to expand the conscious horizons of the reader
by actualising the meaning of the text."
The place that tradition holds in human experience, known or not, seems to be
one of the key factors shaping our understanding of texts and of existence.

Time
Time, as I suggested earlier, can be represented as the vehicle through
which tradition flows from the past, through the present, and on into the future. An even
more profound understanding of time is set forth by a number of the hermeneutic
theorists in the concept of Dasein. Gadamer ( 1992: 259) forcefully articulates the
relation of understanding to being:
Understanding is not a resigned ideal of human experience
adopted in the old age of the spirit, as with Dilthey.. .it is,
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on the contrary, the original form of the realization of
Dasein, which is being-in-the-world.
Understanding is much more than an abstract ideal. Gadamer's point is made in the
course of his examination of hemeneutic phenomenology. Identifying positions taken by
Husserl on such subjects as being, truth, and history, Gadamer (1992: 257) remarks,
"What being is was to be determined from within the horizon of time, thus the structure
of temporality appeared as ontologically definitive of subjectivity." Gadamer (1992:
258) amplifies this notion in his exploration of Heidegger's position: "Heidegger's
hermeneutical phenomenology and his analysis of Dasein's historicity had as their aim
renewing the question of being in general." Awareness of the temporal dimension of
subjectivity became a powerful tool in my study of adoption.
Ricoeur brings out other dimensions of Dasein's historicity. In the course of his
discussion of Heidegger on explanation and interpretation specific to Dasein as a being
within a being, Ricoeur (1992: 54) addresses pre-understanding: "Dasein designates
the place where the question of being arises, the place of manifestation; the centrality of
Dasein is simply that of a being which understands being. It is a part of its structure as

being to have an ontological pre-understanding of being." Understanding, rather than
being abstract in nature, exists in time. The circumstances in which individuals exist are
examined by Gadamer. In discussing interpretation of understanding and the interpreter's
belonging to his object, Gadamer (1992: 264) speaks of Dasein:
... in general structure of understanding is concretized in
historical understanding, in that the concrete bonds of
custom and tradition and the corresponding possibilities of
one's own future become effective in understanding itself.
Dasein that projects itself on its own potentiality-for-being
has already 'been.' This is the meaning of 'thrownness.'
Understanding and being-in-the-world are characterized by historicity as well as
projection into the future.
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Heidegger's ( 1962: 458) explanation of Dasein is especially precise and
immediately opens up possibilities of understanding of the adoption process.
Dasein exists as an entity for which, in its Being, that
Being is itself an issue. Essentially ahead of itself, it has
projected itself upon its potentiality-for-Being before going
on to any mere consideration of itself. In its projection it
reveals itself as something which has been thrown. It has
been thrownly abandoned to the 'world', and falls into it
concemfully.
The last sentence poignantly evokes the situation of the adoptee, which is complicated
even more by the inaccessibility of the past to the adoptee. The adoptive parent enters
into the adoptee's situation of thrownness as well.
Hermeneutic theory on time suggests further avenues for understanding of Dasein
in the context of the adoptive process. Heidegger (1962: 68) makes a dynamic on the
possibilities in Dasein for expanding the potential of the individual:
Furthermore, in each case, Dasein is mine to be in one way
or another. Dasein has always made some sort of decision
as to the way in which it is in each case mine .... And
because Dasein is in each case essentially its own
possibility, it can, in its very Being, 'choose' itself and win
itself; it can also lose itself and never win itself....
The possibility exists in Dasein for "winning" itself, but also for "losing" itself. In order
to win themselves, human beings, especially adoptees, must face "... alienation, namely
the demand that one ... thought"' (Gadamer 1992: 264). The opposite perspective,
which supplements the notion of loss of self, is described by Weinsheimer (1985: 4);
Fremdheit, he says, is
... the condition of being no longer at home in the world,
To be at home means to belong, to live in surroundings that
are familiar, self-evident, and unobtrusive; its Fremdheit,
consists in the schism between the past and present, I and
others, self and world.
The pathos of this description goes right back to the heart of the adoptive situation.
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The notion of mimesis as articulated by the hermeneutical theorists opens up the
possibility of new understandings of texts and of being that makes a stronger connection
between the past and the present, and subsequently, with the future. This concept
"reaffirms," as Ricoeur (1992: 17) puts it, "the connection between hermeneutics and
philosophical reflection." Ricoeur ( 1984: xi) distinguishes at least three senses of the
term mimesis:
... a reference back to the familiar pre-understanding we
have of the order of action; an entry into the realm of
poetic composition; and finally a new configuration by
means of this poetic refiguring of the pre-understood order
of action.
More hopeful possibilities for the future may arise, rooted in a different sort of
knowledge. In this regard, Gadamer ( 1992: 114) speaks of a person who
... disappears entirely in the recognition of what he is
representing .... With regard to knowledge of the true, the
being of the representation is more than the being of the
thing represented.... Imitation and representation are ...
knowledge of the essence.
Understanding is a poetic refiguring of pre-understanding, being itself composed of past,
present, and future; but such mimetic understanding constitutes, not mere poetry, but as
Gadamer says, "Knowledge of the essence."

Language
Poetic refiguration takes place in language, just as ordinary conversation between
people does. Communication is generally grounded in language, as was true of my
research conversations. Language is actually the most comprehensive of my research
categories. Close study of hermeneutic theory about language reveals insights about the
way in which language influences adoption in particular and our cultural in general.
For Gadamer (1992: 384), "Language is the medium ... conditions of all
understanding." Misunderstanding makes us realize the importance of language; such
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was the case with adoption in my experience and in this research. Gadamer actually
characterizes the process of understanding as a person's conversation with a text, largely
a matter of language. Gadamer (1992: 87) insists on using history as a referent in such
conversation: "Hermeneutic experience consists in dialogue with tradition.. .as in all
dialogue through which an understanding is to be achieved with the other.... "
Furthermore, dialogue with tradition is interactive, Gadamer ( 1992: 88) cautions: "...
the person who ... [is] .. .reciprocal. ... " In this way, the categories of tradition, time,
and language are inextricably linked, although one may have a greater or lesser
awareness of this fact.
Bowers' (1985: 334) definition of language focuses on underlying purposes and
modes of discourse:
We do not use language in this book to mean primarily
what the linguist studies. We use the term to refer to
modes of moral discourse that include distinct vocabularies
and characteristic patterns of moral reasoning. We use first
language to refer to the individualistic mode that is the
dominant American form of discourse about moral, social
and political matters. We use the term second language to
refer to other forms, primarily biblical and republican, that
provide at least part of the moral discourse of most
Americans.
Bower's insights apply to the research conversations in general, and to language about
adoption in particular, some of which is known by many Americans and some of which
is know primarily by members of the adoptive community.
The selections from the hermeneutic theorists presented in this section
demonstrate how closely interrelated are the research categories of tradition, time, and
language. The insights provide powerful tools for analyzing the research data and for
achieving new understandings of the adoption process.

In the next section, the design for my research of the adoption story is presented.
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Research Desii:n
Participants selected for the study have some relationship to the process of
adoption and have been located through introductions by mutual friends or by family
members. In some situations, family members of adoptees were meeting together for
social gatherings. In most instances, adoptive parents and their immediate family
members were the most probable people to share experiences of what has happened to
them and to their adoptive relatives. Adoptees who have reached adulthood also were
encouraged to participate in the study, rather than children and adolescents; however, all
adoptees were welcome to tell their stories. The adults have had more opportunity to
reflect on the past, simply because they have lived longer than the children. Some
adopted adolescents I spoke with appeared to be interested in my work, but later declined
to discuss personal feelings about adoption with me. Some children are not prepared to
carry on an extended conversation for this work. In some cases, relatives, friends,
neighbors, and other associates of adoptees were included as possible participants to
provide any contributions they felt would benefit this study. Each one of these members
of the community have vital information to share, and every aspect of the story enhanced
the overall picture.
Participants live in every neighborhood and community and in every walk of life,
thus it was a simple matter to contact friends, neighbors, and associates who have some
connection with an adopted person. Several professionals whose work focuses on
adoptive issues have been willing to assist in networking for this study.
Conversations as a method of inquiry served many useful purposes, in particular
providing those involved with an opportunity of bringing to another person a part of
themselves. In return the same opportunity exists for the person receiving the shared
message. Ricoeur's (1981: 193) insights into the role of language are powerfully
relevant to such interchanges within the community of adoption:
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What language teaches, precisely as practice, is verified
by all practices. The agents and patients of an action are
caught up in relationships of exchange which, like
language, join together the reversibility of roles and the
nonsubstitutibility of persons. Solicitude adds the
dimensions of value, whereby each person is irreplaceable
in our affection and esteem.
One of the fundamental aspects of adoption that always seems to get lost in the story is
the fact that adoption is a process of substitution. When an individual is physically
handed to a family and legally established as a full member of that new family, that
person is filling some space that already was existing. In the case of infertile couples, an
adopted child has been accepted in place of the child the couple could not physically
conceive. In the case of the child being adopted, the law seeks a substitute family for the
original one lost by the child. This presents an interesting paradox at the very least. At
the most, it may spark a number of critical questions for consideration about adoption.
During these conversations, I recognized that there is a universal story about adoption to
be told, but it is generally heard only among the community of adoptive triad members.
Thus, the purpose of these conversations is to reveal to others outside this community,
the range of events, emotions, and experiences that constitute the adoption experience.
One group--birth mothers--have essentially remained invisible in the story, with the
exception of holding a place at the beginning of the adoptee's life. Since birth mothers
represent one third of the triad, it has been a valuable part of the process to include birth
mothers' stories, along with those members of adoptive families.

Pilot Study
During the Fall of 1993, I developed a pilot study to explore the various facets of
combining principles of hermeneutic philosophy and theory with actual participatory
research. The individual I invited to assist me in this exploratory process was a woman
named Laura Keilin, who is the mother of two adult adoptees, both of whom were
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adopted in early infancy. Their eldest child was a son that came to Laura and her
husband at the age of one month, and then their daughter, genetically unrelated, who was
four years younger than her brother, came to the family at three months of age.
Laura is not only a representative of adoptive parents, but she is also an active
participant in bringing issues concerning adoption to the attention of the general public;
her experiences as an adoptive parent have led to the development of new beliefs and
attitudes about adoption that she was quite willing to share. In our conversation, she
pointed out that her motivation to speak out about changes she has experienced has given
her new confidence to participate more freely in discussions than in the past. As a result
of that pilot study, I realized how valuable it was to conduct a conversation and
transcribe it. The transcription process revealed much more than words recorded. The
tone of voice, rate of speaking, thoughtful pauses, and emotionally charged words gave
me a new appreciation for the content of the message. The process of transcribing
allowed me to maintain continuous contact with the text, both as it had originally been
developed and then as it was unfolded from the tape, through my consciousness and onto
paper. Further clarification reveals that Ricoeur (1992: 35) views both speaking and
writing as discourse and as texts, ".. .I took the concept of the text as the guiding thread
of my research, with the aim of showing that the text is the level at which structural
explanation and hermeneutic understanding confront one another."
I found this approach to research more accurate, meaningful, and enlightening
when I realized that dialogue has the same power to convey meaning as other methods of
information gathering, but this personal involvement adds greater depth and value
precisely because it includes a total image, not just singular pieces of information that
have been drawn together out of context. This way of learning is reciprocal and alive.
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Guide to the Conversations
I began this study believing that tradition might be the most important influence
in adoption, but I later concluded that the power of language far surpasses that of
tradition and of time. The way in which language has been used to influence thoughts
and actions requires special consideration as this study develops through conversations.
Throughout the past years, I have frequently discussed aspects of adoption with
family and friends; thus taped conversations became simply an extension of that activity.
However, the following questions were developed as a necessary resource as needed.
Most of the conversations flowed without incident, possibly because most participants
were friends or associates I have known well for many years. However, at least one
person, Mary Van, who was quite willing to be candid with me, also said that she
preferred following a question format in order to keep a clear focus on what she was
sharing. By nature, Mary was inclined to wait for me to ask for information. In contrast,
professionals like Nancy Verrier, author and public speaker, also indicated that the
questions were helpful so that she could be selective in her answers and provide me with
the greatest amount of pertinent information for my research. The rest of the participants
ranged between these positions. In each conversation I found no difficulty with a casual
dialogue that literally had a life of its own. Even though my style as a conversationalist
was usually informal, I did rely on the questions, keeping them close by, referring to
them and incorporating them into the text as each hour came to a conclusion. I am
satisfied that having the questions was beneficial, but I believe that forcing them into the
dialogue could reduce the quality of the material. A delicate balance continually shifted
the context from talking about their individual lives to talking about adoption in general
and what it has meant to them and to the other people in their lives. The questions
allowed us to accomplish both flexibility and discipline in one setting. This was a
powerful union.
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1. To what extent do you believe the importance of your heritage has influenced
your life? (all members of triad)
2. What concerns do you feel about knowing, or not knowing, information about
your past? (adoptees)
3. Where have you experienced issues that create misconceptions about
adoption? (all members of triad)
4. How do you think the adoption process could be improved? (all members)

5. As a relative (or close friend) of an adoptee, what situations have been
affected by lack of information about an adoptee's past history?
6. Which times have been most strongly affected by thoughts and feelings
connected with adoption? (all members of triad)

Back2round of the Researcher
This story of my search for a better understanding of adoption reaches into my
life as an adoptive parent, beginning with the arrival of my daughter, at four months of
age, during the Christmas holiday in 1978. Actually the story goes back to my childhood
if first thoughts about becoming a mother can be counted. Like most women, I grew up
with the fundamental understanding that I would someday have children and become a
mother. The idea that motherhood would occur was synonymous with adulthood for
most girls growing up in the '50s, as I did. In addition, the idea of adopting children was
an acceptable second choice, but it was a foregone conclusion that giving birth would
happen quite naturally and without complication, just as it had happened for generations
in my family.
Naturally when pregnancy failed me, adoption was the next obvious step to
consider, with no thought to the fact that there were inherent differences between giving
birth and adopting. Long after the arrival of my daughter, I continued to think that things
would happen as I had previously understood them. In the ensuing years, I slowly, but
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surely, began to develop questions about adoption as events and situations presented
themselves and gave me reason to doubt my original beliefs. As I spoke to others, I
began to discover remarkable parallels between their stories of adoptive family members
and my own situation. In speaking to more and more people, gradually I started to
realize that these repeated parallels were beyond mere coincidence. It was only then that
I decided to examine seriously the circumstances surrounding these stories in order to
establish a clearer, more definitive picture of what had been taking place for all of us.
The life stories of people in the adoption triangle, the birth mother, the child, and
the adoptive parent, all play powerfully different roles in their experiences of life, as
compared to events in the life of a person who has remained in the surroundings of a
birth mother. With the awareness developed by these stories, it may be possible for all
of us to come away with a greater appreciation of what happens to the child, the birth
mother and the adoptive parent who enter into a world mutually shared and commonly
bound through experiences that affect each and every person in the triad.
I have developed a personal belief system as a result, in part, of many readings.
Moreover, two thoughts remain associated with those beliefs and accompany me as I
continue on this quest for knowledge. The first is a reflective message from Al-Anon
(1992: 99) that is mimetic in nature and suggests that:
There can be great value in examining the past. It can
offer information about the present, as well as clues that
might help us make changes for a better future. For those
of us who denied, distorted, or lost touch with painful
memories, facing the reality of our past can be a critical
part of our Al-Anon recovery. Fond memories must also
be recognized if we hope to look back in a realistic way.
Still, it is important to remember that the past is over.
We are powerless over what has gone before ... We have
only the power to change this present day.
The best use we can make of the past is to face it and
move on. We can certainly learn from all that we have
experienced, but we mustn't let it hold us back from living
here and now.
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Today's reminder
I will not get so bogged down in dealing with old
wounds that I forget about new growth.
"The past is but the beginning of a beginning."
H. G. Wells
The second and concluding remarks by David Klemm (1983: 57) is a fitting tribute to a
fundamental principle:
Happiness appears embodied in those human works which
open the will to the horizon of unlimited possibilities for
fulfillment and which evoke the feeling of the 'immense'
that accompanies the unrestricted view of infinity of
directions by which to attain the true end of human
existence.

CHAPTER FOUR

PRESENTATION OF THE DATA
What Adoption Means
Truth telling in adoption is the key to surviving it.
Adoptive parents should know from the start that they
receive children of trauma--their children's sense of
abandonment and the inculcation of their rejection are
often nonnegotiable and lifelong. But like most new
mothers and fathers, adopting parents are inflated with
naive conceits about the omnipotent effects of their
nurturing powers; their love and affection will, they
believe, dwarf whatever doubts their children may have
about having been left, and good schooling and cultural
stimuli will overcome imperfect heredity.
Jan Waldron (1995: 156)

Introduction
The reality of adoption may differ from its appearance, especially because there
are many understandings of the concept. These beliefs are grounded in and perpetuated
by personal experience and acquired knowledge. The word "adoption" itself has a
diversity of meanings, depending upon whose experience is being considered. The child
who is adopted, the adoptee, is one part of a conceptual triangle. The birth family and
the adoptive family, including grandparents and other relatives complete the triangle or
'triad'. It is the stories of these separate, yet highly interconnected, individuals that I wish
to explore. One way of approaching this diversity of meaning is to interpret what is
happening among this diversity in an attempt to gain a broader understanding of these
relationships. As Crucius (1991: ix) points out, "The various intellectual struggles
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going on now ... are in large measure a struggle over interpretation itself, what it should
be and do. The major question is: How shall we receive--understand and evaluate--our
own cultural heritage .... our hermeneutical emphasis plays a major role in what we
teach, how we teach and the thrust of our scholarly contributions." Since adoptees can be
placed in settings other than their original cultural heritage, it may be beneficial to pay
closer attention to this aspect of their lives to provide important insights for additional
understanding of the affects of adoptive placement. A more subtle distinction for
educators is the implied assumption that there is no apparent need to recognize that
adoption is a factor in the lives of adoptees. The educational system does not look at
adoption, one way or another. Schools seem to regard adoption as somewhat neutral or
transparent. This notion is clearly a denial.
My research provided an opportunity to explore adoption through a unique
approach. Within the traditional view of the adoptive community there are these three
distinctly different groups of people, often referred to as the "triad", clustered together
and identified by the group into which they have been placed. I attempted to consider the
data from many different points-of-view, allowing me an opportunity to see a broader
story, while at the same time maintaining the individuality and integrity of each
contribution.

The People in the Stozy
In order for the reader to better understand each participant, he or she is identified
in my study as a birth parent, an adoptee, or an adoptive parent. Taken together, these
three are generally referred to as the "triad." Other participants were from the larger
community, and may or may not have some relationship with a member of the triad. The
participants represented a broad spectrum of ages, both males and females, and
represented many levels of formal education. Some adoptees have no siblings, while
others have a mixture of biological and adoptive siblings. All participants were
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Caucasians, residing in the United States, most of whom were from middle-class homes.
There were traditional two-parent family groups, single-parent households and blended
families--two separate family units who are joined together usually when two adults
marry and bring their children to live into a new family unit. Some adoptees had
successful careers and others were still developing professional opportunities. Several
adoptees have been fiercely devoted to their adoptive parents and families, while others
have very ambivalent attitudes about parents in general. Some adoptees have chosen to
search for birth relatives and have completed reunions; others have never openly
expressed an interest in that option.
Everyone volunteered personal infonnation and communicated clearly, which
considerably enhanced my understanding of their points-of-view. None of the adoptees
shared life-threatening or permanently disabling situations that might categorize them as
special. All remarked about living in a "nonnal" setting, attending regular schools, and
needing only expected guidance throughout their lives. There were no references to
extremes that caused them to reach adulthood in a way different from their non-adopted
peers. Nothing in their conversations pointed to adoption as a special circumstance, and
they did not see themselves as especially different because of being adopted. As a matter
of fact, several went into detail to underscore the point. The irony of this observation is
that I recognized specific themes appearing repeatedly that clearly relate to adoptive
issues.
One notable thing I observed frequently about the participants was their need to
tell a story, to have someone recognize it as important enough to be listened to, and then
to look at themselves more deeply. Since I had known most of them before doing this
study, everyone participating knew what they wanted to share with me. Frequently we
continued talking longer than the planned period of time, until it felt appropriate to stop.
All triad members wanted to emphasize many things that they had held inside for a long
time. Unlike birth parents or adoptive parents, adoptees have lived an entire life in
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adoption and must relate everything to that experience. Parents can draw on experiences
before adoption, which makes a difference in the way an adoptive experience is
understood.
The children who were relinquished and then adopted have only a history of
adoption. They are confined by a process that was, ironically, created with the intention
of freeing them from limitations. However, each adoptee knows that confinement and
can relate to it. That may be why, as they tell their stories, they often seemed ready to
burst from within. Many participants seemed to want to dispel the traditions and myths
that have continuously imprisoned them within societal boundaries and that have dictated
what reality is supposed to be and what it is not.
I was amazed by the way in which members of the triad accepted my ideas about
adoption as a situation where trauma occurs as a result of separation from the birth
mother; this idea was not familiar to many of them prior to my discussion. Many
participants seemed to relate to the idea and that helped me to feel even more positive
that there was a base of support that may increase as we continued with these ideas. By
presenting the words, thoughts, and feelings of triad members in the body of the text, I
had an opportunity to identify more carefully, beliefs, revealing basic assumptions that
are inaccurate, outdated, or misinterpreted. This concern of accuracy for all adoptees
may be intensified when the emphasis is on children. I found that children may have an
even greater struggle with representation in the triad because they do not share an equal
position with adults when it comes to decision-making. They are pivotal in the triad, but
they are not included with the same level of significance as the adults. The situation
surrounding decision-making often excludes the child who is the essential individual.
Vemy, a physician, (1984: xvii) sensitively describes what happens to both mother and
child during pregnancy and shows how very harmonious the relationship becomes:
Tell a pregnant woman that her unborn child hears her
voice or senses her love, and she's bound to agree. For
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mothers intuitively know what scientists have only recently
discovered: that the unborn child is a deeply sensitive
individual who forms a powerful relationship with his or
her parents---and the outside world---while still in the
womb.
This invites one to pause and reflect upon what follows birth for the child, previously so
aware and absorbed within the womb. That time is the first experience human beings
have of developing a relationship with another person. So much of what actually
happened to people involved with the adoption process is still encased in secrecy, myth,
and distortions of the truth, beginning initially when the earliest experiences of human
beings are dismissed or diminished in importance. For adoptees, what Verrier (1993:
33-4) advocates is devoting serious attention to a critically important intimate connection
of pregnancy--shared uniquely between specific individuals-- and discusses how
development of the "false self' results when that time is compromised:
Perhaps the strength of this primal relationship has been
underestimated because of the apparent adjustment many
children make to the new environment. As adults we
believe what we want to believe, and we want to believe
that a child who is not causing any trouble is well-adjusted.
It is important that parents not be lulled into believing that
this child suffers no pain---that "my child is not having
those problems." Adjustment often means shutting down--creating a "false self."
Many people involved in adoption have experienced how others dispute these
presumptions that deviate substantially from what has been traditionally understood.
When adoptees make an attempt to match these potentially credible theories with reality,
they are restricted, in part because they start from a false premise--that false self-- never
having had the chance to see what a normal reality is for the rest of the world.
Terms, such as "birth mother" have evolved historically as a way of defining
roles. Traditionally, the woman who carried the child in pregnancy was known as the
"natural" mother, evolving to become "birth mother." Recently, another revision--
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"original" mother--seems to provide a more comprehensive meaning for the first mother.
A profile of the participants follows to help with understanding these concepts and terms.

SHEILA GANZ:
Birth mothers are often reticent to speak of their experience, particularly in the
case of rape. Sheila was raped when she was a young woman and became pregnant as a
result. She was victimized by a crime and a social system that she says tried to denigrate
and to reduce her to less than human. Sheila's story is typical of what many women face
in that situation. She did whatever she could to survive and then attempted to do

everything within her power to address the problem she faced.
As Sheila realized that her life was forever changed by these circumstances, she
decided to share her story by writing a play and producing a documentary. She has
devoted her life to improving conditions concerning the triad.

CAROL SCHAEFER:
Some women who became birth mothers lived normal, ordinary lives, having
rules, regulations, and routines that would never predict anything unusual. Carol's life
was no exception, including her first teenage relationship, with Ray, which developed as
most first loves. Over a prolonged period, Carol and Ray yielded to their passion, and
she became pregnant as a result.
During pregnancy, her life irrevocably changed. She resolved to take every step
possible to maintain control, but could not successfully challenge social boundaries by
keeping her baby as an unmarried woman. From the earliest times after the birth of her
baby, Carol was determined to make a difference in her situation, which eventually led to

authoring a story of her efforts to reunite with the child she had lost to adoption. Her
story, encapsulated in a book and later in a movie made for television, speaks to the
plight of that pregnancy. Her goal of educating the public has begun to happen.
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DONNA BENSELER:
Adoptive parents like Donna and her husband Rolf, are representative of an image
familiar to the general public. They typify the ideal couple profile applying to adopt,
with an exemplary history: successful marriage, financial security, good education and
residence in a suburban neighborhood. Each time they applied to adopt privately, two
separate birth mothers selected them from many other potential adoptive parents. Their
story is important because in many ways it is representative of the way the world of
adoption has been romantically stereotyped.
Donna's is a classic story of what people often experience. She was eager,
comfortable, and extremely articulate in providing the details of life in an adoptive
family. Perhaps her greatest contribution was in sharing private details that often fail to
surface in idealized versions of adoption, due to embarrassment, shame, fear, or anger.
Her family life experience, rich with information, is both surprising and possibly
shocking, but it is all part of adoption and all too frequently repeated in many adoption
experiences. She remains open and hopefully optimistic about her life.

LILLIAN AND GLEN L.

This devoted couple had been married almost fifty years when we talked. They
are the parents of a daughter and a son whose adoptions seem like a textbook version of
events that people read about or fantasize through screenplays. Their story is a totally
shared experience down to an active interchange of situations in our conversation. They
spoke of all the highs and lows that they remembered with extreme fondness.
Their heartwarming account of both adoptions was replete with detailed precision
and despite its long duration, they never tired of sharing another episode. The story was
especially glowing because they balanced the positive with the negative and
enthusiastically communicated pride and contentment about their family life. Among the
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important aspects were descriptions of situations unique to an adoptive situation, not
generally occurring outside of adoption, such as the time their daughter was uncertain of
how to respond when classmates taunted her and said her "real" mother was probably in a
mental hospital or in prison. When children are confronted with an unknown past, they
have additional concerns that nonadoptees do not face. Their story is all of this and more.

NANCY VERRIER:

Other attributes besides being an adoptive mother shaped Nancy's viewpoints,
particularly her delivery of a biological daughter after adopting her first daughter.
Because she is also a professional who counsels many adoptive families, Nancy offered a
very comprehensive view of adoption and shared tremendous insight from her life
experiences. As her children grew, she discovered that she needed to look beyond
standard resources for help in understanding family interactions and subsequently
decided to write a book about her findings and experiences. As with the other authors
who participated in the study, Nancy brought a vast range of information, including
candid and poignant moments from her private life. Many of Nancy's observations
provided a foundation for this study and opened the possibility of customizing many of
her thoughts for possible future study. Her contribution substantially enriched the text.

JUDY LEWIS:
The first time I ever saw her name, it appeared as the byline in a magazine article
excerpting her life from a book about being the adopted child of a Hollywood movie star.
Loretta Young, her mother, claimed to have first met Judy as a toddler, but Judy's story
indicated that Clark Gable was her natural father and that an affair between the two stars
had resulted in Judy's conception and birth. Just as Loretta painted a glamorous public
image, she also had a parallel, darker, private side; many hidden events created deceit
and permanent insecurity throughout her life. The unusual circumstance of an adoptive
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mother and a birth mother being one and the same person, magnified by the public
acclaim of stardom, offered many possibilities for what can happen to the life of an
adoptee.
As a result of her earlier life, Judy decided to become a mental health
professional. When I spoke with her, she already knew about clinical research and
current medical knowledge, but she continues in her thirst for knowledge and has
dedicated herself to the prospect of sharing what she knows.

MARILYN JONES:
Very often adoptees do not discuss anything about being adopted because they
see no particular reason to do so. Marilyn finally mentioned the fact that she was
adopted while exchanging family histories with me. With others she is friendly but not
dominant and listens more than she talks. She was more than happy to participate in this
study since adoption has been a positive experience for her. She told of a wonderful
family life, loving parents, good friendships, standard adolescence, regular employment,
and a happy marriage. In sharp contrast, Marilyn's brother, also an adoptee, has not
shared her satisfaction, and that prompted her interest in the work. Marilyn understands
their initial placement experiences as major factors in differences in succeeding
development.

JEFF MARTIN;
As the youngest participant, Jeff, an adoptee in his late twenties easily recalled
memories of his youth and volunteered observations in depth about his life, which he
characterized as full and exciting. He is single, with an in-depth knowledge of the
computer industry; he is in sales and works as a consultant to large businesses and to
individuals. His outgoing nature is appealing and friendly. Jeff speaks with a selfassurance that belies a more private side that he was nonetheless willing to discuss. Jeff
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mentioned, after learning of my study, that he was adopted, and told me that he was very
interested in my research.
His adoptive mother has been married several times and Jeff uses the name of her
second husband, not of his adoptive father. Both of his siblings were born to his
adoptive mother, but each had a different father. He described his childhood as typical of
many divorced homes. and he experienced some strong challenges during adolescence.
Currently. Jeff is interested in the way his life has been influenced by adoption but sees
no major factors inhibiting his life as a result of being adopted.

MARY VAN:
Over the past few years Mary has talked with me, freely but infrequently, about
being adopted. She has reservations generally about sharing personal information, but
told me she was interested in the fact that being adopted had an influence on her life.
During our conversation. she quietly communicated many emotional issues in a slow, but
deliberate, pace. At times it seemed that some things were far too sensitive to express,
but Mary never wavered in her detennination to share extremely touching moments on

tape. She was the youngest of several children in her original family and was
relinquished because they could not provide for her. During an argument, when Mary
was nine years old, her adoptive mother revealed the fact that she was adopted. The
news crushed her. She never felt that she belonged in her biological or adoptive family.
but she accepted it as fate. Mary would like to see more interest given to policies
governing children's placement in adoptive homes.

JACK MARTIN:
Attitudes and beliefs expressed about adoption often reflect society's position.
When Jack talked about being adopted in 1928, he focused on a broad range of attitudes
and beliefs that have developed over the years and echoed many things I had read about
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adoption during that time. Jack described himself as single, financially successful, well
educated, established within the community, highly intelligent (citing an IQ of 139),
well-read, and knowledgeable about social and political issues: He also stated that he is

an active atheist, has had several marriages, and was classified as a security risk by the
United States government Throughout the dialogue, he repeatedly characterized himself
as special or unique, having received preferential treatment in virtually every significant
situation where he maximized his options.
Jack was adopted in infancy and later lived in an orphanage for seven years. He
felt it was important to recognize that his family always did things out of love and
kindness, even when they had to leave him for a duration of time. The events in his
colorful life included an active search and reunion with his natural mother. His story is
punctuated by many emotional paradoxes.

LAURA CARTWRIGHT:
There are many relationships affected by adoption and Laura's marriage and
eventual divorce to Tim, an adoptee, is one of these. They were in their late teens when
they married, and began a family; their life together was rather uneventful. Although
Laura never pinpointed serious negative issues, she simply felt that there was never much
room for growth as a couple or within their family. Eventually she became inordinately
frustrated and ended the marriage.
When we talked about adoption, Laura told me that she recalled behaviors in Tim
that were remarkably similar to adopted children that we discussed. She became highly
interested in exploring the similarities mentioned because she also saw some of those
same things carried into the relationship Tim had with their children. After another
marriage, Laura began to see how adoption can have long range influence on the way
people interact with one another in adult relationships as well as in childhood.
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Myth and Reality
Many of the ideas currently promoted in United States society about adoption and
related practices of ignoring that adoptees have different life experiences, outwardly
reflect an image that is replete with inaccuracies and misrepresentations. In discussing
adoption, participants shared with me intimate, personal revelations, some of which they
had never before shared with anyone. Time and again emotionally-tinged language
expressed genuine anguish that had been festering over a lifetime of disenchantment and
disenfranchisement. Stories came out about believing one thing but actually living out a
very different reality. Everyone directly touched by adoption seemed to be confused by
so many different understandings of what adoption means to them. Moreover, I observed
that some triad members were interpreting their lives as if adoption had little or no
substantive influence on them.
During our conversation, Carol Schaefer, author of the book, The Other Mother.
and I discussed her life as a young, pregnant, unmarried mother. We talked about words
that labeled people and decided that the term "original" mother was better than others:
CS:

And origin, mother of origin, and so those two things. But it's a little
awkward. Birth mother kind of trips out of the tongue a little easier. And
to my mind I feel like women say birth mother, it's like my relationship
ends at birth. I'm a birth mother, so people in our culture now talk about
birth mothers and giving permission to those to be birth mothers. That
either they're mothers that give birth and then there's mothers that raise
children, and that can be two different things.

The quest for the the right word appreared another time with discussion on birth.
Jack Martin gave an accounting of the first time that he was reunited with the woman
who gave birth to him. He refers to the words "natural" and then "birth" as they have
changed over time, as he spoke of his birth mother :

JM:

Finally I interrupted her [his birth mother] to say there's nothing
material that I want from you other than information. I said of course as

66

my 'natural' mother--! don't think the phrase 'birth' mother was around.
If it was, I wasn't cognizant of it. I said, as my 'natural' mother, of course
I'm curious, but I never felt any animosity or felt I was abandoned....
These two examples show that a single word can communicate many beliefs as well as
emotions. Most of the time words like these were designed by the social context in
which they were used to create certain images, just as Carol recognized. This was
surprising to me because I never thought of birth mothers that way; I simply felt that,
"birth" mother connoted the mother of the child who became an adoptee. However, now
I can see why she would identify the limits of the role as ending at birth. The most
recent term "original" spoke volumes about what has been left unsaid in adoption. The
first or original mother is the woman who had the first or original relationship with the
child. There is so much emphasis placed by social agencies on birth mothers about the
difficulty of surrender that it seems reasonable to expect that when a woman has the
responsibility and pain associated with giving up a child, she should be able to have the
right to be identified as the only person recognized as the child's first or original mother.
When Carol was sharing her thoughts about the word "original", our interchange
reflected a common recognition and acceptance that there is tremendous meaning
attached to that word and that no part of the adoption process should be diminished by
excluding or ignoring the women who gave birth to the child. Carol suggested that the
word birth mother is ambiguous. She felt that women who keep their children have had
a substantially different experience and cannot truly appreciate the meaning of giving
birth and then of giving up their children. She also felt that birth mother implied that her
role ended for her child at birth when she relinquished him. By referring to herself as her
child's original mother, she believed only one message could be extrapolated from the
meaning of "original;" she alone had the experience of bearing and relinquishing her
child. That is the implication of "original" as opposed to the word "birth." This
understanding has been the subject of many interpretations in the adoptive community,
and this has appeared constantly on electronic bulletin boards. Many adoptive mothers
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want to insist that any woman who gives birth can be considered a birth mother. Women
who have relinquished their children for adoption believe that this relinquishment sets
them apart from all other mothers. It has been a painful process for them and they would
like to be acknowledged as having gone through that experience. When the word
"original" mother is mentioned in connection with pregnancy, there can be no doubt that
the original mother is the woman who carried the baby. By recognizing that an adopted
child now has a different mother, the woman who gave birth can still be acknowledged
for her part. Carol spoke strongly about the importance of not confusing who she was
and how she felt about her role in her child's life. Her position has been echoed
repeatedly on "Prodigy" where many triad members regularly communicate their views.
Women who surrendered their infants do not wish to be commingled with women who
have been able to keep their children.
One of the subtle innuendoes underlying the adoption myth is that women who
surrender their children at birth can, and do, ultimately forget about the birth, and can
blend back into the mainstream of society as if the birth had never occurred. In
recognizing how inaccurate that belief is, we can begin to take steps toward dispelling
this myth of forgetting. By signifying this distinction with the word "original," no one
can misunderstand who is actually a child's first mother. This ensures no blurring in
understanding of the reality; perhaps, for the first time, women who have given up their
children will be acknowledged for that reality. Both Carol and Sheila, women who
surrendered newborns, have emphatically demonstrated the need to speak out about this
distinction and have felt strongly enough to write and to publicize their own stories, and
to participate in this study. Repeatedly, they stressed the importance of informing others
about their feelings of injustice in giving up their babies. On the one hand, birth mother
is a highly volatile term that these women feel needs to be respected as a specific
identity. On the other hand, the respect for the word "original" can perhaps be a signal to
the world that there is only one person who can be a person's the first mother. This
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person should not be dismissed or summarily replaced. If careful attention is not paid to
the use of such labels as "natural," "birth," or "original" mother, there will be effects in
both mother and child that can last a lifetime. This is just one hidden issue that often
goes unnoticed by others; women who have lost their children struggle with the problems
all their lives.
As an example of how many problems in adoption are missed by the general
public, Sheila made some pointed comments during our dialogue:

GM:

... you wanted to interject that that is very important part of, I think, the
missing picture, and until now, the people who are least visible are the
birth parents. And we're getting some birth parents now to speak, and
hopefully, we will get the [birth) fathers to come into the picture later.

SG:

Well, in the whole adoption triad the adoptive parents are the only
legitimate people.

Another experience that shows the way issues concerning adoption create difficulty
appeared as Carol told how isolated she felt when the two concerned families--Carol's
and Ray's-- met and discussed various possibilities, while she and Ray, her boyfriend,
were deliberately excluded from meeting:

CS:

And they [both sets of parents] met and then, I think I forgot this, but Ray
[the baby's father] reminded me later that he was sent to the beach or
someplace, or to relatives or he was at the beach that weekend as soon as
they found out [about the pregnancy). And I remember being at home but
I remember having to leave 'cause his parents were there. And they were
discussing this [the pregnancy and what to do] .... But back then too, the
boys did not have to take any responsibility. People looked at him kind of
funny if they even cared ....

When families face the dilemma of an unwanted pregnancy, they experience so many
different issues than when the pregnancy was anticipated. Carol's situation clearly
depicted some of the difficulty that such a disruption created. Conversely, a child who is
planned for and wanted presents an entirely different picture.
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Birth is a traditional time of joy and great expectation when children are planned
for and anticipated. When parents adopt, they bring the same feelings to the arrival of a
child through adoption. Even if the parents do everything they can to minimize or
eliminate any differences, subtle, but real, distinctions eventually appear. Nancy Verrier,
an adoptive mother, made some astute observations about receiving her child through
adoption:
GM:

What were some of the things you saw [about your adopted daughter] . . .
you mentioned you gave birth to another child later... you started ...
seeing things that certainly would have been concern enough if you put
her in therapy.

NV:

Well, I started seeing things before my other daughter was born, actually
.... She was very healthy. The only time she was ever sick was on her
birthday. . .because that was a very scary day for her. That was a memory
of the first loss, the loss of her mother; every single birthday she had a
difficult time.

Special events like birthday celebrations are not really positive experiences for adoptees
because their reality can be one of sadness at having lost their original mother. We have
always been led to believe that everyone will enjoy celebrating birthdays.
Nancy has acquired considerable knowledge about adoption because, first of all,
she has devoted much of her personal life as a mother to understanding parent/child
relationships. Secondly, over the years her professional life became exclusively directed
to unraveling the mysteries and lingering questions that she identified as unique to people
involved in adoption. Several authors are significant for her, among them Joseph Chilton
Pearce (1992), who directs his attention to birth and birth practices:
NV:

... he [Pearce] wasn't even talking about adoption; he was just talking

about the way we do birth in hospitals an' so forth, separating babies from
their mothers, when they're, the very, very time that they need to be
together, which is ... when the bonding should happen an' how.. .the baby
should be put into the mother's breast, before the umbilical cord is cut and
all kinds of things that if we did it right, we'd have much happier... more
sociable babies... or children later on.
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Nancy brings to light very simple ideas that have been understood for a long time.
However, she adds information for consideration that has not always been regarded as
significant, and although adoptive parents are not in the same position as a birth mother,
they definitely want the same things that any parents would want for their children. The
main difference is that their aspirations, hopes, and dreams are usually deferred through
the waiting period, which is willingly tolerated, along with the other changes they face.
Similarly, original parents share in these feelings for the children whom they relinquish.
Adoptive parents Lillian and Glen expressed deep feelings about the well-being of their
children, Ken and Glenda, and the way in which they worked as parents as a team to
develop a life rich in family experiences and dedicated to supporting their children:
GL:

[to his wife] ... you were rockin' her [Glenda] and she looked up at you
and said mother, who's momma, momma? And she [Lillian] said, why
I'm your mother, and she gave a big sigh, put her arms around [me] and
just laid down ....

When Glenda was attending school, she faced an experience that is all too common,
traditionally, for many adoptees and their families. Lillian reassured her:
LL:

Well, she came home [from school] in tears this one day and I said, what's
the matter? She said, the girls were telling me that you're not my mother.
Maybe my mother's in jail. Maybe she's in an insane asylum. And I says,
Glenda, I am your mother.

Sometimes parents were genuinely perplexed at the later feelings of their children
who had listened previously to a carefully planned and repeatedly shared adoption story.
Donna spoke to me of her surprise at her son's reactions in our conversation:

GM:

... as they grew up, any reaction, either one or both, as to what adoption
may or may not mean? Did they have feeling about it? Did they, it was
just sort of another part of their life? Did it mean anything or did they
talk about. .. ? Did you, I'm wondering, as parents, did they have any
involvement with it, that you saw?

DB:

Well, you know, I always talked about it, an' we got the book, an' we
read, an' it didn't seem to faze them at all when they were three an' four
an' five. It didn't seem to matter at all. Once in a while you get a
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question; it didn't seem to matter. Around, I don't know, twelve an' a
half, thirteen there was an instance where they were at the cabin an' they
were talking, an' all at once Bill ... but Mark said something about
adoption an' Bill said something and Mark says, well, you know we're
adopted. And Bill acted as if he'd never heard it. He was just devastated.
GM:

Were you surprised?

DB:

YES! Because all this time we had talked about.... I mean, driving in
the car we talked about our friend's kid who we had every Easter, every
Christmas. These were adopted children, there was never any secrecy an'
here was Bill, just devastated, an' I don't know where it came from.

GM:

Did you talk to Rolf [her husband] about that at all? Did you think, or did
he say anything more or did you get any signs as to why that may have
occurred or... ?

DB:

Well, I sat down an' I talked with him [Bill] an' I said, you know, we've
talked about this, off an' on forever. We've always talked about
you
and Mark being adopted and so an' so an' so being adopted and, I had no
idea that this was a surprise to you. I am really shocked. I would be very
happy to tell whatever you want to know about what I know, because I
know quite a bit about your birth mother and if you want to, someday,
find out about them, that's fine with me.

Donna had always expected that she could provide her children with whatever
they needed by simply following her own feelings, using resources as any parent might
do and monitor what was happening. Perhaps because she was believing adoption made
no difference, she may have been deceiving herself. The false ideas that adoption made
no difference in a person's life has led many people in adoptive situations to startling
revelations very much like the discovery Donna made concerning her son's beliefs.
Another type of experience that has adoptive parents continually in a quandary is
the stress associated with the struggle of anticipation. People who want children and find
that they cannot conceive, go through many experiences virtually unknown to the general
public, but highly typical in the adoption experience. Whenever anyone juxtaposes the
words "just" and "adopt", the following comments may remind people of how little
others know about the true struggle childless couples face. There is a false assumption
that adoption is a simple matter and happens easily; it is rarely simple. Donna explains:
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DB:

Well, what got me into adoption was the fact that I couldn't have my own
children. I spent four years.... Well, first of all, Rolf went to graduate
school. I was fully employed with a profession. Some time around the
age of thirty-five, my biological clock rang. The alarm went off and he
was thirty-seven and we had just gotten out of graduate school. It was '68,
and so we tried very hard, because we didn't want children before then.
There was obviously a problem and we found what the problem was; the
problem was with me. So I had four surgeries in four years, to try and
correct the problem. It wasn't correctable and so, I decided that adoption
was the only answer for me. It was a very difficult time. It was '72-'73.
There were very few kids that were adoptable, and we went through
Children's Home Society first and they wanted us to adopt teenagers.
We said no, we couldn't do that. We had to grow up with these kids.

Potential adoptive parents run into various circumstances uncommon to those
who conceive and bear a child. People who decide to adopt face situations that surprise
and often shock them, and in no way prepare them for the ordeal of deciding to care for
another person's child permanently or of making the transition to calling that child their
own. There are no realities in life that sufficiently prepare for the surrealistic,
convoluted twists and turns that frequently accompany the situation. Marilyn Jones, an
adoptee, retold the story of her parent's initiation into adoption when they adopted her
older brother. Her parents' stress and level of anxiety were so high that Marilyn made a
promise to herself that this story would remain hidden from her brother for as long as she
lived:

MJ:

They [her parents] experienced ... both of us [her brother and herself]
were adopted on what today would probably be considered 'the black
market.'

GM:

Can you explain a little bit more about that?

MJ:

They, because my father was Catholic, my mother was Baptist, even
though they owned their own home free and clear, and had been married
for eight years, they were considered 'a risky marriage.' They had been in
contact with numerous agencies, had waited two or three years, had gone
to lots of, I guess it was fertilization doctors in those days, to see if my
mother could get pregnant, and she couldn't and their, a family friend of
theirs who is also a doctor, contacted them one day an' said that he had a
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baby that they could adopt, and it was my brother, and that was a very bad
experience for them.
The adoption of Marilyn's brother was a difficult situation from the
beginning because many of the things that happened to her parents were complicated by
lack of accurate information, or changes that created disruptions. One of the biggest
problems for them was uncertainty about the original mother's decision. At one point
she reconsidered the decision to relinquish her baby that she had made under stress; this
generated tremendous anxiety for Marilyn's parents. In that time, expediency seemed to
dominate most decisions, rarely allowing room for human emotion on either side of the
adoption situation. This practice is still quite common.
The reality of some adoption issues is so upsetting that the truth is often hidden.
Sometimes myths are created to replace the actual facts, but often truth surfaces anyway,
and when that truth comes to light, it causes serious problems. Marilyn talked about
this:
GM:

Did your mother ever, or your dad ever, talk about that time [actual
adoption situation] with you, or sorta give you a story about it?

MJ:

To this day my brother doesn't know that story.

GM:

Oh! Is that right?

MJ:

I found out when I was about twenty-one or twenty-two, attending a party
my folks were having, and one of the few people in our lives who actually
knew 1) that we were adopted and 2) knew the whole story....

GM:

So it was not a known fact?

MJ:

No. She had gotten quite, quite tipsy and made some comment to my
mother about how many times she had thanked God that my folks had
gone ahead and gotten me after all the trouble they had with Rob.

GM:

You heard that in a cocktail party?

MJ:

Yeah, well she said it in front of me, yeah and I don't think she realized
that I didn't know the story ....
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This situation of finding out personal, intimate facts in a public or impersonal setting has
been one of the negative aspects that often accompanies many adoption stories. If
information was truthfully presented, sensitively and compassionately, all that
counterproductive aspect of adoption could bring about a very different experience.
In so many different ways, adoptive parents are cast into positions unlike

anything that they have ever been prepared for in their lives, but the circumstances often
stretch even the most willing individuals to impossible ends. However, they attempt to
meet each challenge as it confronts them, believing that they will prevail no matter what
the obstacles. They often believe that events will only strengthen their resolve to
continue and that eventually they will prevail as good parents. People who desperately
want to become parents are single-minded in their intent and expect to overcome the
struggle of remaining childless, as they have done with many other roadblocks. They are
among the most tenacious and persevering of individuals since they are determined to
have children, no matter what the emotional or financial cost to themselves.
Adoptees are the heart of the story. They join everyone in the triad together, and
affect, and are affected by, each and every one of the adoptive community. They have
been objects of studies, clients of mental health counselors, successful and accomplished
members of society, but, most remarkably, the underlying, unique story of their lives is
often invisible to others. As an adoptive mother, I have experienced family and friends
express curiosity about my reactions as a parent when I talk of family situations that don't
fit my previous understanding of what to expect in parenting. I often felt that I could not
explain to others about the on-going frustration of not being able to connect with my
child in so many ways. When I began to discuss my experience with other adoptive
parents, inherently they seemed to understand my feelings because they had run into
similar reactions from their friends and relatives when they discussed their parental
problems. This subtle difference about adoption is hard to grasp and often generates
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confusion for others who have only a superficial awareness of what it means to be
adopted.
Each adoptee's story is unique unto itself, and is connected to the story of every
other adoptee simply because of the way in which his or her life begins. When a person
is deliberately separated from the original mother with the specific intent of permanent
separation, that commonly shared experience leaves an indelible mark. From this action
adoptees can carry with them a lifetime of unanswered questions and emotionally
charged feelings, buried deep in their unconscious minds. Most adoptees who spoke
were extremely motivated to participate and willing to share a range of things about their
lives. I was touched that people trusted me with sensitive, private events that had
occurred long ago but were still very fresh in their minds. Several times people openly
cried as they talked but told me to include it as part of the story that they were telling.
Adult adoptees told of things that they wanted others to know about the
differences between what society projects about them and what they know about
themselves. Generally, adoptees identified many myths that are understood by
nonadoptees as reality. The important message I learned from the conversations was that
adoption created differences and these differences are often divisive, deep, and longlasting. The adoptee participants did not know each other and had no way of knowing
what the others said, yet the things they said in some cases were so similar that it could
scarcely be mere coincidence. The main point that surfaced directly with adoptees was
not knowing about the past information. Adoptive parents shared this concern, also.
Even though the reasons ranged from mild curiosity to direct interest in names of
biological family members, each person presented a compelling need to have the same
information nonadoptees enjoy. The adoptees and their adoptive relatives kept giving
reasons that made perfect sense. The obvious need for medical information has been
accepted by most people all along, even though legal channels still inhibit that access in
many places. Even the people who only expressed a mild curiosity about who they might
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resemble genetically. still sensed there was a lingering feeling of incompleteness. simply
because they did not have that infonnation and others did. The feeling carves an empty
hollow inside adoptees. emotionally isolating them. The emptiness creates a lonely.
disconnected state. This feeling of isolation leads to the next aspect of this study.

Community Loss and Isolation
In my conversations. themes concerned with loss appeared repeatedly. These

themes complete the idea that loss is often a necessary part of growth and change.
During the conversations I observed that everyone involved with the adoption process
experienced loss. Also. members of the adoption triad acknowledged that even before
adoption takes place. everyone has sustained some kind of loss. I was surprised to
discover that gain and loss went together in adoption. An automatic surrendering or
yielding of the nonnal channels of living constitutes loss that is the manditory
prerequisite for moving into the world of adoption.
While the participants appeared to have little in common, except their place in an
adoptive relationship. their sincere involvement with the study allowed them many
opportunities to recognize that. in fact, they had more in common with each other than
anyone initially anticipated. Their most consistent message was that adoption is truly
synonymous with loss. Although many of the losses described were subtle. almost
intangible. they were losses nonetheless.
Contrary to popular belief. many of the original purposes of adoption were
effaced by the artificial situation in which people were removed from their families of
origin and relocated into an environment that was intended to be completely satisfactory
and appropriate. Time and again the participants emphasized that the best of intentions
led adoptive family members not to the settled place that they expected. but. on the
contrary. to a place of insecurity entirely the opposite of what was initially anticipated.
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The overriding belief that a child can be uprooted and transplanted from one setting to
another and not be affected in significant ways entered the dialogue.
Participants described their feelings about developing and maintaining
relationships, particularly when it came to choosing a permanent relationship. People
described what had happened in their lives and elaborated upon ways in which they had
addressed trust issues. I could recognize some very similar situations among members of
the adoptive triad, yet none of the participants felt there was a stereotypical pattern that
fit them as individuals. Jeff ardently indicated that he felt people were stupid and kept
his distance from relating to others. Mary felt that it was hard for her to develop trust
with most people and felt that had always been true for her. Jack had emphasized that he
did not believe in God and identified a lifetime of experiences where he felt he was
unable to relate to the people because he seemed to be above them in some capacity. In
some instances the language several adoptees used to describe a particular situation was
nearly identical to the words of other adoptees, yet the participants had never met. Each
one had suffered a loss and specifically expressed it to me, and this loss had had a
profound effect on the way in which they viewed themselves and their life with others.
A loss occurs when a person is separated as a newborn from a birth mother and

someone else takes over the care of the child. That loss is often buried in places too
obscure in the subconscious to identify, but it remains nonetheless, and often takes on
different and unexpected forms throughout life. Nancy Verrier's preparation as a teacher
had lulled her into a false sense of believing that she would be prepared for parenting.
She reflected on her experiences as an adoptive mother:
NV:

I thought there was something wrong with how I'm handling this child...
she doesn't want me to be her mother, all kinds of things an' what am I
doing wrong? Where as a teacher, I was a very successful teacher, never
raised my voice to my students, never sent a single child to the principal's
office in ten years of teaching, and couldn't figure out why this child that I
loved more than anyone else in the world, wasn't allowing me to be her
mother, when all the kids in school always wanted to be my child and
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come home with me. As a matter of fact, they wanted me to bring the
baby to school and let them take care of her when we adopted her because
I sort of abandoned the whole classroom of students at that time ....
Nancy realized that certain things that her first daughter did seemed unusual after another
daughter was born:
NV:

And it probably wasn't until I did give birth about two years an' three
months later, that I began to understand, perhaps, what was going on with
my [adopted] daughter. Now what I noticed about her was that she did
not seem to let me get too close to her, and this was true.... When my
other daughter was born a couple of years later, this was not the case at
all! What I began to understand in that bond with my biological daughter,
that there must have been some real trauma for my first daughter when
she was separated from her birth mother because that bond seems so
strong and so profound that I couldn't imagine that, having that bond
broken didn't affect her.

These losses can be traced back through life experiences and later are manifested
in behavior that participants often relate especially to trust and to security. Judy Lewis
spoke of a lifetime of feeling insecure as an adopted child of a movie star. In her private
life, she told of constantly being afraid that if she did the wrong thing, she would be sent
away. As an adult, she continued to feel a lack of trust in her mother, especially when
her mother refused to support her in her search for her origins. It is interesting to find
that no clear line separates the pain and uncertainty in the experience of the adoptee from
that of the adoptive parents. What happens to one member of the triad invariably
interweaves with the experiences of the other triad members. To tell one story is also to
tell the story of the rest. When I listened to adult adoptees, their stories blend in
powerfully with the stories of adoptive parents who, in turn, are affected by
circumstances surrounding birth parents.
The story of Mary Van, an adult adoptee, exemplifies lifelong insecurity:
GM:

Tell me about your mother and dad.

MV:

My father was in the service an' I was adopted on the Army, the Air Force
Base. The story I got, was my real father was killed in the war an' my
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mother had several children. I was the baby an' that my aunt almost
adopted my three year old sister, but at the last minute, my mother
changed her mind an' decided not to give her up. So there I was for a
while, kinda, you know, I'm conflicting between things--oh yes, this is
where I belong, an' then that feeling of insecurity ....
Mary said she realized that her frrst family had chosen to relinquish her over her older
sister, and that created feelings of wondering when being left would happen again. She

felt that the divorce from her husband definitely triggered major feelings of loss and
insecurity.
Loss of the baby through relinquishment by an original mother has been
recognized as a consequence for being unmarried and pregnant by society, and often has
been used by social services agencies as a bargaining tool for returning the status of
legitimacy to an unwed mother. A graphic description of the isolation that Carol
experienced when she was confined to a home for unwed mothers is a classic example of
the way in which many women were treated:
CS:

But did anybody tell me about these things that had happened? No, I
didn't know where to put them or what they were about or anything. So
my dad just kind of dropped me off. I don't think he was allowed to go in
and see what the place looked like ... real heavy-duty dose of that. You're
isolated emotionally. You're physically separated. You're, the curtain is
brought down on you. You're alone. You're alone with this baby... .I've
talked to nurses in the hospital who are aiding and abetting all of this
[traditional ostracism] and never said this is a young girl, you know, she's
in trouble. Let's help her out. They were very much a part of the
punishment that happened and that's a big, huge question for society for
women ... for men about why, what is it in our culture and our society or
how many hundreds of years to have evolved to the point where we
couldn't see another woman's pain and that we were asking another
woman to do. You know, I have ideas about that ...When I think of even
sixteen women in .... It's really weird. All of us going through this
tremendous trauma and not anybody really talking about it, anybody
sitting down and sobbing.

GM:

Yeah, I wonder, it was like a trauma, like a kidnap victim.

CS:

Oh, it's a trauma. We were in shock. Here we were, away. Usually we
were isolated from our families, in this vulnerable situation and in shock.
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GM:

And that's how Nancy Verrier describes the baby when the baby is born
and is not reunited with its birth mother or original mother.

In past times, this relinquishment has been gladly negotiated for, accepted and often
relished as a reward; a young woman is saved from the stigma of being an unwed
mother. All original mothers experience this as a profound emotional blow. A different
kind of emotional shock happens to infertile individuals. While it can be viewed as quite
different in nature, the emotional struggle of not conceiving is just as profound for the
people who want to conceive but are not successful.
This private circumstance of failing to conceive is less familiar to those not
directly involved with non-reproductive woes; the status of an infertile couple. Society
does not appear to view childless couples as emotionally stressed as unmarried, pregnant
women. It seems that the difficulty of not producing a child pales in comparison to the
struggle of a parent of insufficient means who tries to care for a child. Perhaps because a
young child can quickly garner the attention of the public, childless, infertile couples
often do not receive the attention or notoriety that unwanted pregnancies attract; there is
no actual child to generate sympathy or interest. Infertile couples regularly face the
situation of feeling invisible in their quest to be acknowledged. When no baby is visible,
it often becomes virtually impossible for others to relate to the significance of that
particular kind of loss. Since society historically has treated any issue even remotely
related to sexuality in a covert and furtive manner, minimal opportunities existed to bring
this situation of infertility to the public consciousness. When it is brought up, confused
and limited understandings often have been connected to such a taboo topic, further
hampering public interest and sentiment and diminishing the significance of what
infertility actually means to the couples most directly affected by the trauma of failing to
reproduce. Children tend to be caught in the middle of this confusion.
Ironically, the most essential member of the triad, the child, is the most wanted
and least understood. Historically, the role of the relinquished child was understood by
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society as a paradox, held in highest esteem and lowest regard simultaneously. Witness
the labels historically associated with these most innocent of beings--illegitimate, bastard,
orphan, urchin, homeless waif--to mention only a few. Our society traditionally regarded
children who were the result of sexual liaisons as dishonorable at best, and, at worst,
pariahs, nameless, faceless creatures who remained forever trapped by their origins to
suffer for the sins of their parents. While such a portrait may seem a bit too maudlin in
this day and age, the moral and ethical regard for these children in the name of the law is
still questionable.
Children have always been victims and tools of society's whims, and, in adoption,
they have come to be regarded as the supreme commodity of unprincipled adults, who
often find ways to use innocent and defenseless beings to further their own ends. This
graphic description may seem somewhat harsh and unfeeling, but that is the way several
adult adoptees expressed how they felt about the way in which they were categorized,
recognized, and manipulated from the beginning of their lives. Later they found
themselves constantly experiencing a lack of trust and an inability to create a sense of
community with others. Adoptive parents observed this lack of connectedness
throughout the duration of their relationships with adoptees.
At birth, when human beings are most vulnerable and least capable of caring for
themselves, a complete and total dependency on others exists for an individual's very
survival and subsequent well-being. For this reason above all else, the child becomes
completely ensconced with the choices of others. When adults take charge, they may not
honor or even recognize another adult's point of view; therefore it is ludicrous to expect
that an adult would allow their personal desires to be supplanted and yield to the wishes
of a child, especially an infant. Speaking as an adoptive parent, I can recall when the
news came about a child available for adoption. I did not give much thought to the
original family, even to the infant, the social worker or the foster mother who had been
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caring for this baby. I was totally consumed by the fact that I was finally going to have a
child of my own.
Traditionally for decades or even centuries, it was thought that children did not
receive credit as independent, thinking beings. Children were recognized as having
limited or no capability for decision-making. As Marilyn Holt (1992: 12) comments,
"The purity of children became an increasingly powerful theme in American thought, as
reflected in the literature of the day, and it fell to the mother, within the family unit, to
protect this innocence with 'those lessons of virtue and wisdom which are not of this
world.' Children were dependent on the adults around them .... " As a group, minors
have never been taken seriously, and therefore society has consistently relegated them to
a subordinate position. They have no say in matters concerning the very essence of their
lives. This problem has been compounded because of adoptees' age and adoptees status.
The recognition of how competent children may be begins before birth.
Medical science has systematically and factually recorded that newborns and
neonates are mentally viable human beings. Vemy (1981: 16) reports," ... use the word
'breakthrough' to describe this realization... out of other recent findings. In the late
1960s, for instance, we discovered a post-birth system of mother--child communication
called bonding .... our new research is a logical extension of this earlier finding, since it
moves the communication system back a step and places it in the womb." Some
participants still held tenaciously to an established belief instilled early in their lives that
adoption made no apparent difference to children. Marilyn never felt that being adopted
had any affect on her, but as we talked, she began to look at why she was so quick to
close off relationships. Jack spoke of not wanting to spend much time with his adoptive
mother and mentioned how terrible it made him feel. He said he could never find an
exact reason and assumed it was because she was so grossly overweight. Even with that
reason, he said he had always felt unsettled as he thought about how infrequently he
visited her when he became an adult. In many instances during the taping, adoptees
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shared unexplained, paradoxical feelings that were difficult to reconcile and next to
impossible to rationalize, especially to others whose lives had not been directly
influenced by adoption.
People base many of their assumptions on what they have heard all their lives. I
grew up in a doctor's home, steeped in medical tradition, which has always influenced
my beliefs. I tried to provide a link between those who challenged tradition and those
who provided traditional answers to those challenges. Throughout the dialogue
surrounding adoption, I became increasingly aware of that parental, medical influence on
me to cite material related to medical science wherever I could. For example,
Buchheimer, Professor Emeritus at City University of New York (Vemy 1987: 52),
asks, "How is it possible for people to remember events of their past that are
precognitive, before processes of logic and verbal behavior are developed? I am
referring to memories of birth and intrauterine experiences, prenatal and perinatal
events." Increasingly, these views have allowed even the most resistant minds to engage
in the possibility that some traditional beliefs could change. Buchheimer (Vemy 1987:
52) answers his own question by saying, "We now have enough empirical evidence to
demonstrate clearly that human beings can and do recall birth events with validated
accuracy. I am speaking of validated memories, not recollections of older members of
the family that have been told within the family or personal fantasies." There are more
and more people from established disciplines of study who question the complete truth of
many traditional beliefs. There is room for these challenges and for the results that bring
new perspectives to light. This enlightened attitude can support improvements for
adoption that can result in honoring the belief that no one should feel totally isolated and
continually wondering about the past. Since the past provides a foundation for
recognizing our identity, the next aspect of this study will examine the place from which
each of us originates--our roots and our identity.

84

Identity and Roots
Family ties create a meeting point between the past and the future. Some part of a
family provides the beginning for understanding who a person is and where and how that
person fits into his world. The fact that adoptees and both their original and adoptive
families have been discouraged from knowing the truth of their relatives causes
confusion and sometimes consternation, as the system goes about the task of concealing
information, redirecting inquiries, falsifying documents, such as "amended" birth
certificates, and passing laws designed to hamper the efforts of individuals who want to
have access to their roots. The desire to have knowledge about past heritage is a
fundamental human feeling. I appreciated this when I discussed this with my family and
they continually have referred to relatives that helped me understand myself better; there
were comments about the way I looked or acted which provided me with a connected
feeling. Grandparents can connect us with the past. I am fortunate to still have that link.
When my Grandmother [Elsie] Grainger celebrated her one hundredth birthday, I
had a chance to relive many childhood memories with members of my family. We sat
and talked about what family meant to her. She remarked about how many good times
she had when she was surrounded by her folks. Since her own mother had died of
illness when she was quite young, I was interested to know how well she could recall,
after living for a century, even fleeting moments of her short life with her mother:
EG:

It seems to me she was in the living room on the couch and she was very
sick... I think I was about six, I guess, or five, something like that, and a
child that age don't remember... The only thing I ever heard her say that
she shouldn't say... she went out to the barn to ask her husband about
goin' somewhere, and he [laughs] didn't give her the right answer.... Oh,
she was angry with Poppa, yes she was.

Fam.: Well, can you remember anything about her cooking? Things like, did she
make biscuits or com bread?
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EG:

Oh yes, all those things ... more things like that than anywhere ... I didn't
know her very well, 'cause I was too young ... didn't get much older.. .I
was very young to remember things.

Fam.: We haven't heard about Aunt Lillian that I remember so well. Aunt
Lillian, she was your older sister wasn't she? You called her, Sister.
She was a really special person in your life, wasn't she?
EG:

Oh, yes because she was so young to have to do so much, washin' the
clothes ... because she was raising a flock o' children... she was the
mother... wanted them to have if they needed it. .. [mother] she had a sore
throat. .. from there on, she just suffered.. .I wish I did know the very
words she [mother] said, but I can't think to save my life ... she wanted to
do somethin' an' then ... Oh... she said he had the devil in him, big as a
mule, I think my mother said something similar to that because she
wanted to do this one thing so bad... but see, look at how many children
she had, right close together, and that was all.

Fam.: And then she got sick from this sore throat?
EG:

Yeah.

Fam.: And what happened then?
EG:

She died.

Fam.: And you were about six years old then? You were a little girl then?
EG:

Yeah, oh yes, a tiny, little girl. I don't remember much about it at all.

Fam:

But you remember her.

EG:

Yes.

My grandmother's memory of some things has faded, but the image of her own mother
has always remained sharp and she was emotionally sensitive to those very early times.
I was a very small child, as well, when I first recognized the significance of
knowing about family history. Several past generations were recorded through family
stories or in written form, kept securely within the covers of the ancient family Bible.
My home was always populated with well-documented photos that held honored
positions sandwiched among more recent records of each new generation as it came
along. Most families cherish mementos; the poignant significance of such artifacts was
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present in conversations, as some adoptees were quick to point out the conspicuous
absence of early records of themselves. Jeff missed seeing pictures of himself as a baby
saying simply that none were there. He said it really bothered him.
Another example of how the absence of basic traditionaVcultural information
adversely affected triad members was the emphasis schools place on genetic history.
How family members dealt with missing chunks of information was explained gently by
Lillian when her daughter, Glenda, worked on a family tree. They agreed to gloss over
the genetic heritage and substitute adoptive heritage. In a sense, this completely covered
the subject without focusing on adoption at all. This was the way I recall adoption issues
when I was growing up, also. Families just substituted one piece of information with
another and let it go at that. Overall, if the problem was not confronted directly,
numerous manipulations of the truth seemed the only avenue available.
Generally there is not a question of identity for a person who knows his roots.
Just the opposite is true for the person who does not. Several participants exemplified a
lack of identity, a rootlessness. Ever since I heard Alex Haley tell about his quest for his
roots, I have been interested in what roots represent. Interestingly, several participants
actually made direct reference t o ~ (Haley: 1976). Early in our conversation, Judy
Lewis spoke of feeling incapable of moving toward the future and spoke of rootlessness:

JL:

NO! You have no future.

GM:

You have no future.

JL:

You not only can't move on, you have no future.

GM:

That's correct. That is a term called Mimesis which we won't get into, but it's
mentioned in there [proposal] ....

JL:

Yes.

GM:

The reality is you have a past and if you do not have access to it, and it does
impact on how your future ....

JL:

Yes. You're rootless.
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Another adult adoptee, Mary Van, spoke about the pain of not belonging, even
though she was adopted into a family in infancy and had her own family after marrying.

In the context of going through a separation from her husband, she clearly drew direct
parallels between both family units that related to belonging:

GM:

... cause it's so painful for ... you, I know. You've said that. BELONGED-didn't belong to a happy family ... an' then when I had my own family ...
then I. ...

MV:

Yeah, and so, you know, there's no roots. As a child, I had no roots-NEVER FELT LIKE I did have roots. And right now, I'm just feeling very
lost and ... again, that word 'roots'. I have no roots now.

GM:

The disconnectedness ....

MV:

The little branches with my kids, I guess ... you know .... But again, it's the
.. .I don't have ... our, it's not our family. It's not a complete family. It's me an'
my kids.

GM:

Yes, an' the whole business of, forever groping, to get a hold of something that
seems to slip away, like so much mercury. You try to get a hold of it, an' there's
just. .. it slips right through your fingers ....

MV: [sighs] Yeah.

GM:

... an' you're left. .. without an anchor. I think that's what I, when the "Roots",
an' just a grounding ... your spirit is floating, an' groping to ... have a base,
where it can feel, there's something to hold onto. That's how I feel that's the most
horrendous .. Joss because I find that, in the Black community particularly,
everyone ... generally nods their heads an' says, "Yes." It has nothing to do with
adoption; it has to do with an identity. [barely audible whisper]

There seems to be an emptiness, or an incomplete part in their lives that adoptees share.

In two separate instances, release of the movie "Roots" was involved in
participants' remarks about the identity of other groups of people. Jeff Martin spoke of
his neighborhood as he described how his nonblackness became the source of identity
issues that resulted in a situation triggered by the movie's message:
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GM:

So you were really a part of that. ...

JM:

Yeah! Exactly. Exactly.

GM:

... community, you see, you had a place.

JM:

Exactly, I mean, I did HOW a place there. I mean, I remember... comin' home
... from school, and getting beat up by a bunch of Black kids 'cause I was white.
You know, at this time, when I was in the seventh, eighth, and ninth grade ...
this was the time when the movie Roots came out. .. an' there was this huge
uprising about white people, enslaving Blacks, and I was a white guy, an' with
my ancestors who enslaved their ancestors,, so they were gonna kick my a_.

Jeff found himself in the midst of more than one conflict to belong--being white and
being adopted. Defining an identity was a multiple challenge for him at that time,
particularly during the turbulence which is a part of adolescence.
Another adoptee, Marilyn Jones, spoke her feelings of arguing with her adopted
brother over their identities. Her remarks eventually led to a reference to the movie
Roots, as she tried to describe memories:

MJ:

I'm not from Scotland. I don't associate with those people. I have no feelings ...
whatsoever, for either of those countries... but I don't know, Scandinavia's a big
place; German, Swedish, Finnish, Danish ... what was my father? You know, a
taxi driver in Oakland? For all I know he was Black. I don't know.

While not directly mentioning roots, Marilyn shows her interest in and awareness of
heritage or roots since she listed several backgrounds. She recognized that by not
knowing her father or anything about him, she could not know much about herself.
Perhaps most succinctly, Jack Martin, another adoptee, made a direct reference to
the actual process of finding any of those relatives heretofore unknown. Speaking of the
value and possibility of finding his birth mother, he likened his search to the story
presented in the saga of Roots. He had been in contact with some relatives of his original
mother, but was experiencing difficulty making direct contact with her. In the middle of
telling the story of his attempt to locate his original mother, he interjected the following
comment:
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JM:

This was in 1970. Somewhere after 1980, I think, the Roots movie and series
came out, the Haley book, and I thought if Kunte Kinte can find his parents, why
the hell can't I?

Further on in his life story, Jack made another reference to how significant roots are to
him:

GM:

... tell me how you define, for purposes here, as being Jewish. You talked . ...

JM:

OK. 6000 years of a... not 6000, maybe 4000 years, an ability to trace the five
or seven tribes, the ... warfare between these tribes throughout a unity
of them, my own personal search for a path, my own personal search for roots
which have always been with me and have always been a part of me and
now it's coming to me exactly what you're saying, because I'm starting to
focus on it. My first touch with, not Judaism, as a religion but Jewishness as a
verb, maybe a verb transitive.

GM:

A word, a language, an identity?

JM:

Yes. All of these things....

It appeared as though that Jack was bringing many personal issues into focus as we
talked. The more we looked at the complex nature of what adoption can mean under the
surface, the more possible it is to look at issues hidden by society over the years.
For the parents of the adoptee, the question of roots and identity affects them, but
in a different sense. Both adoptive and original parents have knowledge of their roots
unless, of course, any of them were adoptees as well. For these members of the triad, the
meaning of identity seems to consist of the roles they play in society. Identity can be
very tricky for both groups because of the way in which parenthood comes into the
picture. For original parents, the birth of a child is usually an unplanned event,
accompanied by major misgivings, urgent questions of what steps to take, and building
turmoil. There are many aspects of the situation that generate extremes in life which
create a major obstacle prior to the birth of a baby. Because the original parents are still
considered outside the traditional framework of society, their voices remain obscure and
remote from the mainstream. Original fathers, in particular, are still virtually isolated
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from the bigger picture, and their voices are just beginning to be heard. Since original
mothers are obviously directly connected to the baby, their presence has always been felt,
but their image in society has been twisted and contorted mercilessly. Until recently, they
have remained dark and shadowy figures with only fleeting parts in the adoption story.
In very recent times, original mothers are beginning to gather enough strength to start

establishing themselves as the real and authentic members who made the whole story of
adoption possible in the first place! These stories are presented later in this study in
order to draw attention to areas least understood and most misrepresented.
For potential adoptive parents, many important considerations appeared to be the
opposite of those encountered by birth parents and yet, paradoxically, there were some
commonalties. Adults who are childless often find themselves very grounded about
where they have come from, what they want, and how they expect to carry out their
plans. By the very nature of the adoptive process, adults who enter into it have been
making plans for children most of their lives. They began the process of parenthood like
anyone else, but slowly find themselves eased from a normal position to a place of
isolation and separateness when they fail to conceive a child. The story is a subtle one
whose beginnings are shrouded even from the conscious awareness of the individuals
themselves, who are forever trying to understand what has happened to them. For the
most part, those who plan their lives and when they want to become parents gradually
enter into a place where all the planning in the world is to no avail as a pregnancy fails to
materialize.
Situations like this are not only hard to recognize, but also difficult to accept and
impossible to cope with over a period of time. Little is said in general conversation
about infertility, often due to an increasing sense of isolation that evolves the longer the
situation of childlessness lingers. People react in unique ways; however, general
patterns of behavior develop. This is a private, sensitive struggle that rarely surfaces
publicly (Begley: 1995). People tend to close themselves off from others and begin to
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view themselves as inferior, incapable, and completely trapped by something they want
but cannot have. Too often sharing the struggle is reserved for the trusted few that have
been taken into confidence. The longer the problem of childlessness goes unresolved, the
more complex the situation becomes. Tension and struggle begin to dominate
relationships. Often this perception is downplayed in public and others have no
awareness nor appreciation for the significance of what happens to those who do not
conceive.
The planning, which once carefully outlined limitless options, disintegrates and
wishes, hopes, and dreams begin to dissolve as well. One alternative after another is
exhausted. Naturally the most well-known choice sanctioned by society is the "adoption
option" as publications sometime label the process; couples therefore often tum to this
idea, frequently without knowing very much about what it could mean or who else is
affected by the process. As often as not, couples who experience difficulty with this
struggle are not very inclined to share that personal information with anyone else, let
alone the general public. It is almost impossible for others to do more than empathize,
even if they have awareness through a friend or family member. An invisible barrier
surrounds childless couples, encasing those troubled with infertility in a veritable prison
of their own emotions. In many instances being close to the problem rarely helps to
clarify it for those trapped or those trying to be supportive.
A sense of strangeness and loneliness envelopes the situation. The need to find
understanding is overwhelming, but the very nature of the situation makes filling that
need next to impossible. This feeling of being different from people who have babies the
normal way is profound, and adopting couples often believe that when they enter into
adoption they will leave behind this sense of alienation.

The institution of adoption is

often presented as a viable substitution for pregnancy and giving birth, and the procedure
seeks to de-emphasize basic differences between birth and adopting. Adoptive parents
fervently hope that their lives will once again return to their original image of raising a
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family. If that were true, this document would never have materialized. This very desire
to achieve balance in life has been continually challenged and uniquely characterized by
Donna Benseler, an adoptive mother of two sons. Donna shares her viewpoint on her
family as an example of the way differences can lead to extremes in relationships. This
adoptive family had been together over a decade when Donna came to this feeling:
DB:

Naturally. It's like when two, three years ago when I said I didn't recognize
either one of the kids .. I mean, I still don't recognize them, because they're
nothing like our family.

GM:

Tell me what that felt for you as a parent. That's an interesting observation.

DB:

Well, there was a revelation, you know, when you first realize that, this is a
kid who is totally different than we are. They don't have the same ...
background. You know, I didn't think that should make any difference.

GM:

Yeah. Here's this question #1) TO WHAT EXTENT DO YOU BELIEVE THE
IMPORTANCE OF YOUR HERITAGE [OR/BACKGROUND--we could stick
that in there easily] HAS INFLUENCED YOUR LIFE OR THE OTHER
MEMBERS OF YOUR FAMILY? It's been a puzzle for me. I've been very
curious to know what people think about that.

DB:

Well, I think that there's a lot that's genetically based. I don't know what it would
have been like to know our own children, but it just seems to me like we would
have recognized that they were doing something that was like somebody, or that
they had certain things that they did like one of the parents ....

GM:

The familiarity there.

DB:

YEAH, whereas both my kids ... they are from somewhere else.

While Donna's reactions to her children were expressed more descriptively than many
adoptive relationships, people in adoption frequently feel a serious remoteness or
isolation with respect to family members. Donna's description is exceptional, but her
feelings are representative of the detached way many adoptive parents find themselves.

In the beginning when the children are fairly young, the family setting develops without
too much difference, however, sooner or later certain events that transpire can possibly
foreshadow the future. When I was talking about adoption one day, Laura Cartwright
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remarked that she had once been married to an adoptee and that some of the things I
mentioned seemed typical of the way her husband, Tim, related to her while they were
married.
In our conversation, Laura shared with me things reflective of what can happen
later on in an adoptee's life which seem similar to the way adoptive parents described the
behavior of their children, especially his feelings of isolation and her inability to develop
a close and intimate relationship with him. When she described the way in which her
marriage ended, she spoke of her concern and their distant relationship:
LC:

Well, tha', I think just that he ... there was never any...real, there wasn't
closeness, there wasn't that. .. [pause] what's the word I'm looking for ....

GM:

The intimacy?

LC:

The, yeah, the intimacy, the big, BIG intimacy. There wasn't, there wasn't that.

Further on in discussion she told of the last moments before her husband left:
LC:

You know, an', well like when I. . .I told him I wasn't happy an' that, I... wanted
a separation, an' he ... packed his bags and left! I mean, you'd think .. .when
people go through separation, there's, there's... a lot of emotional stuff an' there's
maybe, some fighting an' some arguing an' some. somethin~: and there wasn't.
He left!

Laura had talked with me many times and shared her thoughts about how adoption may
have fit into the story of her marriage. The more she and I talked, the more she became
clear that Tim's fear of intimacy was a part of his early life. She knew that despite the
fact that he was adopted, he had always struggled with closeness with his adoptive
parents. She felt more convinced when the inability carried through in the kind of
relationships he had with their son and daughter.
It is ironic that even though one of the primary motivations for adoption is to

create and develop supportive and loving homes, the results may tum out differently. It
is the family unit that society designates to fulfill the role for children who need homes.
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Our family members play a major role in our lives. Much of our identity comes from
that unit into which we were born, grew up with, and with which we will eventually
finish living. When these family experiences to which we look forward do not happen as
expected, alternative plans try to compensate for the parts that are missing. That is where
adoption enters the picture. If couples were able to have their children through the
normal process, most of them would never deliberately bring someone else's child into
their lives. If children were born to families that could receive and care for them, most
children would never leave their families of origin. Since both of these things happen,
adoption is a necessity and with that comes the necessity of trying to understand what can
happen in adoption that is different from most nonadoptive relationships.
By taking a closer look at adoption with an emphasis on the way history has
shaped many ideas and practices, there is an opportunity to stop and reflect on just how
much of an influence traditional attitudes have played over the span of many decades. It
is also essential to appreciate that within certain time periods, beliefs, attitudes and
behaviors have been shaped in the way people communicate with one another. There
were extended periods of time when social policies completely dominated all adoptive
action and legal language created the process for action. Some of these major guidelines
are still in effect, even though the original purpose for those guidelines has often been
lost or been modified with the changing of time. Language, the vehicle through which
adoption is continually shaped, still dictates what will happen to the lives of people in the
triad. These three themes continue to hold the key that will unlock some of the unsolved
questions about how adoption can best be served. Time, tradition, and language can
provide many insights as all three are used as building blocks for new understanding.

CHAPTER FIVE

ANALYSIS OF THE DATA
Adoption Trauma of Separation and Abandonment and Subsequent Adjustment
... our choices are very obviously governed by the weight
or force which these happenings have for our minds. .. that
they are governed by our own interpretation or evaluation
of them. . . conflicts arise, pre-eminently in personal
relationships, because different things mean differently to
different people.

John Wilson (1963: 131)

Introduction
Families formed by adoption originate by choice. The individuals who are a part
of an adoptive family unit may bring together everything that they can which will
contribute to a fulfilling and complete relationship. However, many individuals joined in
adoption also come with other life stories that may not be as conducive to contributing to
the completeness of the relationship as they would expect. Because adoptive families are
created from previously existing relationships, the adoptive family that is newly formed
will also contain within it, some part of the former or original family relationship. For
adoptees, another genetic family has been replaced with a different set of relatives
identified and sanctioned by a legal process. In the previous chapter, we saw the
different relationships that had been established and how individuals interacted,
suggesting that there are many more subtleties that exist below the surface in adoptive
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relationships. This chapter brings forth the story of adoption through the narrative in
order to show adoption and these subtleties more clearly. Throughout this data collection,
there is an abundance of information and a variety of sources, including information
from adoptive parents, adoptees, original parents and others. The specific areas of time,
tradition, and language were selected as research categories and the themes contained in
adoption appeared naturally within these categories. Anyone connected with adoption
has a normal life, but adoption brings additional dimensions and points-of-view different
from those held by persons outside the adoptive community. The research conversations
highlighted many subtle distinctions concerning adoption that often go unnoticed in
general society, but the central themes such as loss of identity, isolation, and heritage
became readily apparent when every story was told and brought into a collective focus.
This chapter systematically examines the ideas and reactions of triad members
and of others with the intent of bringing to light new understandings of the meanings
embedded in those conversations. The purpose of this analysis is to gain a better
understanding of adoption and of the people involved. The analysis utilizes critical
theory as a framework to look at adoptive issues, the intent being to offer a better way of
addressing challenges confronting those involved with adoption. The three categories of
time, tradition, and language appeared clearly within the data presented in chapter four.
Over the years certain terms have evolved to provide a more concrete description
and definition of each person in the triad. Naturally members of adoptive and original
families have a place in the story also, including spouses present and past. The other
community to whom much of this work is directed is nonadoptees, who often have been
unaware that they have been affected by adoption in any way. It is, perhaps, for this
population outside of the triad that the bulk of the analysis is directed. While members
of the triad have varying levels of personal awareness of adoption issues, the rest of the
world is largely ignorant of the ramifications of being a member of the adoptive
community.
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Within the three categories, this analysis includes universal concepts extending

beyond adoption to anyone experiencing loss, particularly relating to one's mother and
especially at a young age. Since there are nonadoptees whose mothers die or disappear
for some reason, and there are infants who must be separated at birth from their mothers
for extreme health conditions and placed in incubators for treatment, this data analysis is
for the entire society--"Myth and Reality," "Community Loss and Isolation," and
"Identity and Roots."

The Triad Stozy
There is a specific story to tell. The several recurring themes just identified were
readily apparent, with all the participants. Hermeneutics offers the opportunity to apply
some universals to our thinking in order to draw out these themes. Gadamer's concept of
"fusion of horizons" lends itself readily to an understanding of which the ways ideas are
revealed through language, as Crucius (1991: 95) notes:
Another key notion from Gadamer's Truth and Method,
'fusion of horizons,' describes what happens in good
conversation or dialogue. We begin in difference with the
various viewpoints of the participants toward the topic
being discussed. Our horizons "fuse" in the sense that we
come to understand the viewpoints of the other
participants, and as all viewpoints are modified and
enlarged by each other. "Fusion" here is a metaphor, not
actually, even when the consensus is achieved, a complete
identity. That is, we leave the conversation also in
difference, but with an increased mutual understanding and
common ground.
Dialogue allows two different positions to mutually come together for a period of time
and become involved. When this discourse occurs it is generated because all views
presented have been developed from other previous experiences. No one comes to
engage in any exchange without some prior knowledge gained from experience.
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Presenting all points of view in the triad is necessary. Certain messages permeate
the text and are unmistakable. There is an underlying grasp by society of preconceived
notions in that society that address the problem of what to do with children conceived
without social sanction. Certain children who are made available for adoption, force
society to look at much more than just a baby. It is not at all surprising to find that the
idea of prejudice, which as Crucius (1991: 96) points out, is "[a] word now with only
negative connotations ... [meaning], literally, 'prejudgment,"' enters into the story of
adoption. The interesting thing about this general definition is that it also helps define
adoption and all that goes with it. From hermeneutics it is possible to recognize the
limitations of how prejudice is conventionally defined and move beyond this in order to
see the way in which prejudice, from a hermeneutic perspective, encompasses adoptive
issues and helps to expand their original sources. Those individuals who are a part of
adoption come to it with many ideas and preconceived notions, and frequently are not
clear which ideas are valid and which are not. Crucius (1991: 96) offers these
reflections:

Prejudice: .. .In Truth and Method Gadamer attempts to
rehabilitate the concept. First, following Heidegger's
discussion of preunderstanding in Being and Time, he
argues that prejudice cannot be eliminated or set aside. We
always live and think within a certain horizon of practices,
meanings, values, and experiences. Second, he
demonstrates that bias or prejudice enables experiences
itself. Not only is prejudgment unavoidable, but it is also
positive in the sense that our understanding of ourselves
and the world---our whole orientation---depends on it.
Third, and finally, instead of attempting to devalue or
eliminate prejudice, Gadamer makes reflection on
prejudice the primary concern of hermeneutic dialogue, the
end of which is not to overcome prejudice, but to
distinguish enabling from disabling prejudice.
Adoption is replete with examples of both kinds of prejudice. An enabling prejudice
fosters the belief that children can be received into a new home and ultimately flourish.
A disabling prejudice ignores the fact that adoptees can never forget their original
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families. As Gadamer (1976: 49) points out, "The real question is not in what way being
can be understood but in what way understanding is being."
Adoption introduces a set of conditions into a life situation that change the
environment and the people within that environment; with this introduction comes new
and different situations that otherwise would not be present. Relationships are severed
for adults and children, leaving permanent emotional scars. Many in the nonadaptive
community assume that adoption is no different than any other situation. The
implications of this assumption are vast. When Crucius (1991: 24) explains the meaning
of "thrownness", his understanding can be applied to members of the triad who have had
their lives altered by adoption:
We are thrown by circumstances of birth into a life-world
of our time and place. This life-world--not the neutral
world of science, objectified into observable objects and
processes--is tradition, Being, an evolving horizon of
meanings that prestructures everything we encounter. It
makes us to a much greater degree than we make it; we are
always already living a preinterpreted existence, long
before any capacity for sustained critique develops and still
for the most part after the onset of mature judgment.
Adoption, then, can be seen as an alien intervention that puts the child into an unnatural
place, severing it from its natural state of thrownness. Dasein is wrenched so that there is
no longer a feeling of being at home. A state of Fremdheit arises and subsequently there
is an interplay, as Weinsheimer (1985: 125) suggests, "For us it is always easier to
discern the effects of alienation, dissemination, and dispersion than those of reunion."

Myth and Reality
A story is part myth and part reality. The ability to discern where one ends and
the other begins is the challenge. It is impossible to separate the two absolutely since one
plays so strongly upon the other. In adoption, the lines between these two are especially
unclear because adoption itself is a creation from two separate sources.

Joseph
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Campbell (1990: 1) states, "The material of myth is the material of our life, the material
of our body, and the material of our environment, and a living, vital mythology deals
with these terms that are appropriate to the nature of knowledge of the time." When
Campbell (1990: 1-2) looks at the beginning of all things it is not surprising that he
would focus on the primary relationship of mother and child:
This woman with her baby is the basic image of
mythology. The first experience of anybody is the mother's
body. And what Le Debleu called participation mystique,
mystic participation between the mother and child and the
child and the mother, is the final happy land. The earth
and the whole universe, as our mother, carries this
experience into the larger sphere of adult experience.
When one can feel oneself in relation to the universe in the
same complete and natural way as that of the child with the
mother, one is in complete harmony and tune with the
universe and staying there is the principal function of
mythology. When societies develop out of the earlier
primeval condition, the problem is to keep the individual in
this participation mystique with the society.
A story's contrasting characteristics of myth and reality may be understood even
better through Ricoeur's explanation (1981: 16): "Aristotle tells us that tragedy seeks to
imitate human action in a poetic way: 'the mythos of tragedy--that is, both its fable and its
plot--is the mimesis, the creative imitation, of human action."' In speaking of text,
Ricoeur (1981: 155) explains that "[t]he myth thus appears as a kind oflogical
instrument which brings together contradictions in order to overcome them." Going one
step further, Ricoeur (1981: 160) includes Levi-Strauss' understanding that"'... myth is
a kind of logical tool intended to effect a mediation between life and death.' In the
background of the myth there is a question which is highly significant, a question about
life and death: 'Are we born from one or two?' Even in its formalized version, 'Is the
same born from the same or from the other?', this question expresses the anguish of
origins: whence comes man?"
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The examination of myth is limited without an understanding of reality or truth.
Weinsheimer (1985: 168):
This equation of truth with method left historians in a
quandary, for either the historical study of traditions must
be considered as a study of mere opinions or outright
falsehoods, or else the historian must suspend his
prejudices and thereby break with his own traditions
precisely in order to understand them. In either case,
objective historiography denies that history is a source of
truth.... Whereas the Enlightenment conceived history as
the progressive freeing of reason from dogma and
superstition--as the conquest of mythos by logos-romanticism found value in myth and wisdom in
superstition; and it cherished the past simply because it was
the past.
Myth takes on meaning in the context to which it is applied, thus a situation is
defined where reference to myth occurs so that the contrasting aspect of truth can be
understood better. Ricoeur finds deeper meaning beyond the literal aspects and moves to
symbolism, upon which Klemm (1983: 65) elaborates: "That second meaning is one of a
mode of being or situation in the sacred universe. For Ricoeur's theory, then, symbolic
expressions carry the same structure of signification that Husserl identified ... . But
symbolic expressions add a level of signification to 'being in' the world."
Appreciating that truth may be understood by interpretation, thereby revealing the
truth of one person and not necessarily the truth of another person, the same appreciation
also may be applied to dimensions of myth so as not to limit it to a specific meaning, as
Klemm (1983: 65) explains:
Once Ricoeur has secured the formal definition of
symbolic expression, he extends the scope of figurative
expression beyond symbol to myth in the following way.
Symbols are the basic units of figurative expression. In
practice, however, symbols are found already embedded in
myths. Interpretation must therefore reduce myth to the
primary symbols that it configures sequentially. Ricoeur
defines a myth as a second-degree symbolic expression that
relies upon primary symbols and adds to them a reference
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to time in the narrative form of the myth. Myths also refer
to the concrete mode of being of a historical community
insofar as they characterize the destiny of a community
through narration of the struggles of a figure or group of
figures who present and make perceptible the community's
view on human being. Ricoeur defines myth as a
sequential connection between symbols that refers to time
and to a concrete mode of existence. Hence the symbolmyth relation recapitulates the noun-verb relation at the
level of literal expressions that Ricoeur mentions in
Fallible Man ...
The continuing task of clarifying and understanding meanings embedded in symbolism is
something that Klemm (1983: 66) emphasizes: "Ricoeur defines hermeneutics as the task
of deciphering double-meaning symbolic expressions. The double intentionality of myth
and symbol calls for henneneutics, and hermeneutics is the work of deciphering doublemeaning expressions." The power of myth to confound issues of adoption as it is
influenced by medical beliefs can distort understanding, especially concerning more
complex and technical information.
To look at the myths related to pregnancy and birth necessitates a reasonable
examination of medical data that reaches back into history. Conversely, to note the
progress of understanding simply requires a notation of what practices have changed or
become updated in recent years. Verny (1981: 16-7) describes pivotal moments when
changes became more apparent:
Though one could use the word "breakthrough" to describe
this realization, it has grown out of other recent findings.
In the late 1960's, for instance, we discovered a post-birth
system of mother-child communication called bonding. In
many ways our new research is a logical extension of this
earlier finding, since it moves the communication system
back a step and places it in the womb. Medically, much
the same is true: Considering what we have learned
recently about the effects of maternal diet, drinking, and
drug taking on the unborn child, and also about the role
emotions play in sickness and health, it follows that a
mother's thoughts and feelings would have a potentially
beneficial effect upon her unborn child.
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Information is abundant about child studies in every discipline from medicine to
psychology to education, but the greatest question, that of extending the study of the
child from pure scientific inquiry into the philosophical domain, is incomplete. Allen
(1976) brings to the surface a multitude of suggestions about the way in which we look at
a child, many of which are from a non child perspective. In his closing observations,
Allen (1976: 176) urges those who expect to know something about a child first to
recognize that the child is not a young adult, suggesting

11
•••

that one must preserve and

exhibit the world of the child as that of the child, without infringing on its integral
characteristics.... Yet ... one must take care not to radically dissever the child from the
human world. 11
Close attention given to the uniqueness of the child reveals a very significant
distinction between the experiences of children and those of adults. There is a long
history of attributing adult-like characteristics to children. This distinction traditionally
has been carried down through the ages and yet, from a hermeneutic perspective, nothing
could be further from the truth. This is made clear by Ricoeur (1992: 156) in examining
the distinctions inherent within the individual, as well as the differences between
individuals but not necessarily attributing these characteristics to children:
Interaction itself becomes an intemal--intemalized-relation, for example in the relation of learning as it shades,
little by little, into acquired competence; one can,
therefore, play alone, garden alone, do research alone in a
laboratory, in the library, or in one's office. These
constitutive rules, however, come from much further back
than from any solitary performer; it is from someone else
that the practice of a skill, a profession, a game, or an art is
learned. And the apprenticeship and training are based on
traditions that can be violated, to be sure, but that first have
to be assumed. Everything we have said elsewhere about
traditionality and about the relation between tradition and
innovation takes on meaning here in the framework of the
concept of internalized interaction.
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Following this direction, Ricoeur (1992: 156) includes Hegel's interest in
phenomenology and work: "Just when the work is separated off from its author, its entire
being is gathered up in the signification that the other grants it." This view of work
identifies it as mediation by another from which it gets its meaning. He further explains,
"The work is, i.e. it exists for other individualities, and is for them an alien reality, which
they must replace by their own in order to obtain through their action the consciousness
of their unity with reality; in other words, their interest in the work stems from their
original nature, is something different from this work's own peculiar interest, which is
thereby converted into something different."
The curious nature of the child sets it apart from the adult, yet this is difficult for
some to realize, as Allen (1976: 164) points out: "Phenomenologists have long been
concerned with following Husserl's exhortation, To the things themselves!' .... They
have sought to let the phenomena, or things, show themselves .... " His works indicate
that differences between children and adults often are not given due recognition (Allen
1976: 164): "The reason for this neglect may be said to lie in the fact that the
phenomenon of the child is particularly resistant to being investigated in a
phenomenological manner." Alternatives to this way of thinking about children whose
experiences consist of another point-of-view is addressed by Allen (1976: 164): "From
this observation there arises a first and most difficult demand for any phenomenological
investigation: namely, it must preserve and exhibit the world of a child as that of the
child, without infringing on its integral characteristics."
Furthermore, adults frequently forget that children have a different reality; and
ignoring or dismissing this difference is tantamount to neglect in the eyes of Allen.
Others see it as a misunderstanding or as limited vision (Vemy 1981; Pearce 1992; Kuhn
1970; Maturana and Varela 1992). As Allen (1976: 165) summarizes the point, "The
difficulty for the phenomenologist is, thus, grounded in the very phenomenology of the
child itself." Adults cannot possibly have a child's point-of-view, except by recalling
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their own childhood experiences. Even those memories are grounded in the distant past
and have been changed over time.
From this perspective it becomes easier to understand why myths about children's
point of view exist and how they are perpetuated. At the same time it becomes more
obvious why reality is distorted. Nancy Verrier describes the way in which most typical
misunderstandings of the adoptive process develop when she tells what she believes
about her baby when she adopted:
NV:

And, of course, as a three day old baby, I thought she probably knew
nothing about the switch of mothers here, and ... had no idea that this was
going to affect her at all. And so, I felt that, because I wanted to be a
mother, I was willing to stay at home and be a mother, that everything
was going to be just fine .... she's probably what some adoptees call the
'stiff arm baby,' the ones that do not want to be cuddled. And they want to
be vertical most of the time. They feel very vulnerable and ... are not the
most cuddly babies in the world. So this was ... something that I didn't
quite understand, because this is ... not what I was expecting!

The reality underlying this distortion pertained to the fact that a belief existed that
newborns cannot distinguish the birth mother from anyone else, including an adoptive
mother. This distorted thinking encouraged people to think of children incorrectly.
Not at all surprising to many members of the adoptive community is that the
medical profession has often perpetuated traditional myths about human behavior in
general and about conditions related to adoption, in particular. Fortunately, there are
always those professional leaders who are willing to challenge existing beliefs and to
entertain the possibility of other considerations. Joseph Chilton Pearce (1992: xv)
recounts just such a situation, when myth and reality invite some rethinking:
Seeing within changes one's outer vision. From such a
changed perspective I find in scientific reports helpful facts
on the one hand, what I deplore----the deadly wrong and
destructive view held by most of the scientific community
of who we are and what life is about. Facts and truth, like
use and development, are not necessarily the same. Many
unexpected phenomena, dismissed by scientific people for
not fitting their model, find explanation in the model
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offered here. Recently, for instance, a medical doctor
telepathically experienced a patient repeatedly calling to
him in distress. Later the same day the doctor learned that
the patient had been killed at the exact time of the doctor's
experience in what might have been an avoidable accident.
Another example of the way in which individuals become willing to forgo
established, traditional beliefs is described by Thomas Kuhn (1970: v) as he faced a time
when, "To my complete surprise, that exposure to out-of-date scientific theory and
practice radically undermined some of my basic conceptions about the nature of science
and the reasons for its special purposes." From this kind of recognition comes a signal or
indicator to pause and reflect on the basis of gaining a better understanding. With respect
to adoption and all the standards of thinking that guide adoptive practices, I began to
consider that there might be the possibility that everything previously established in that
field might need reevaluation. In light of the idea that many policies of adoption
traditionally established as appropriate could be subject to modification, if these actions
no longer were in the best interest of people living in the present. The idea that Kuhn's
examination of rethinking established, time-honored traditions, gave me new insight
about not simply accepting every idea devoutly--which I did originally-- but scrutinizing
those aspects that continually seemed wrong to me.
Among various disciplines individuals with vision and insight emerge taking
steps necessary to move them from familiar, known messages to the challenges of
unfamiliar territory and uncharted paths. Margaret Wheatley ( 1994: 5) suggests that:
[e ]ach of us recognizes the feelings . .. of being mired in the
habit of solutions that once worked yet that are now totally
inappropriate .... sit in the unfamiliar seat of not knowing
and open ourselves to radically new ideas. If we bear the
confusion, then one day ... we will begin to see a whole
new landscape, one of bright illumination that will dispel
the oppressive shadows of our current ignorance ....
I believe that we have only just begun the process of
discovering and inventing the new organizational forms
that will inhabit the twenty-first century. To be responsible
inventors and discoverers, though, we need the courage to
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let go of the old world, to relinquish most of what we have
cherished, to abandon our interpretations about what does
and doesn't work. As Einstein is often quoted as saying:
No problem can be solved from the same consciousness
that created it. We must learn to see the world anew.
This attitude represents an approach that allows us to recognize that there are major
differences between children and adults; we must not dismiss this fact. To accept this as
fact is to accept also that we cannot presume to view things as children do, but realize
that the child's world includes many different ways of observing and remembering. We
will learn more about a child's reality by listening and observing than by assuming that
we already know the answers. Belief systems are framed in traditional values that affect
not just the visionaries who recognize that they might be better off considering
alternatives to entrenched ideas, but also untold numbers of ordinary folk, born into a
tradition and faithfully following what they perceive to be good ideas handed down from
the past.
One of the traditional practices that carry knowledge, stories of the past, and
values is taking pictures. Sometimes the message that comes forth in pictures is more
powerful than a written text. The introduction to Blau's (1993: 6) photographic essay
provides a dramatic testimony of the transformation experienced as adoption myths that
come to light: "Historically, adoption has been highly romanticized and imbued with
sentimentality, pathos, and unfulfilled desires. It is, in reality, an imperfect and seriously
flawed institution that needs reevaluation and restructuring." Tied inextricably to this
view were the comments of an adoptee, Linda, who reinforced Blau's (1993: 9)
recognition: "The photographs, the stories, the connections--these are what the adoptee
misses most deeply. Often the first questions asked of a rediscovered birth parent are
about heritage. The most crucial questions about birth parents may be about medical
history, but the deepest questions, harder to articulate, are: What did they look like?
What were their names... stories?"
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The importance of having pictures or of recognizing their importance when they
were missing was illustrated when Jeff Martin, an adoptee, was reminiscing about his
early childhood as he recalled memories of his family and home:
JM:

At that time I was... almost five .... one of the things that I really kinda
dwell on in the past, was the fact that. .. I never, you know, you always
see different families an' so forth, that have ... real early baby pictures,
you know, you see the kid comin' home from the hospital. You see the
kid wrapped up with a stupid little hat on its head. You see, you know,
Gramma an' Grampa an' all the aunts and uncles all gathered round, you
know, you know, huggin' on this kid.

GM:

Right.

JM:

And I never saw any of those pictures... for myself. .. or for Mike [his
brother]. However, I noticed there were quite a few of Shannon [his
sister]. I don't know if it was because of.. .the family er, if it was just
because they, you know, my parents weren't very social, because they
were in the military, whatever, because they moved around a lot. They
didn't really have a lot of pictures... I remember at about bein' about
seven years old. That's when I really started seeing more pictures of
myself at about seven... and it was from then on in, that I started seein' a
lot more pictures, so I don't have a lot to really, you know, draw on, as far
as, family continuity....

Misconceptions, half-truths, erroneous thinking, and wanting to believe that
adoptees are no different contribute to the mythical image of adoption. People
unconsciously refute realities about adoption and hold to traditional myths in their minds.
This typifies how others interpret adoption from a distance. Blau (1993: 12) began his
work with naive understanding, and in retrospect, he openly admits:
Before I began working on this book, I must confess I
knew little about adoption or the "adoption triangle"-adoptees, birthparents, and adoptive parents. Like most
people outside the adoption triangle, I did not realize that
millions of people are intimately involved with adoption,
whether as adoptees, birthparents, or adoptive parents. I
accepted many commonly held beliefs that adoptees were
"lucky" to have been adopted and that the adoption system
--in place for decades--worked well for all concerned.
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Mostly, I didn't think much about the issues surrounding
adoption.
This sense that understanding something from a distance does not resemble the
understanding gained from actually experiencing it, is reinforced by Weinsheimer (1985:
87) who comments on meaning; "This irreducibility signifies for Dilthey's life
philosophy that, at bottom, experience is the experience of meaning. So too in Husserl's
phenomenology, unless something is intended and meant as in an experience, nothing is
experienced. Lived experience is necessarily meaningful experience."
The concept of reality, or lived experience, takes on added significance as Dilthey
and Husserl continue their discussion through Weinsheimer's (1985: 150-1) examination
and explanation. Their dialogue brings more precision to the understanding of why an
individual's own being is the standard by which true recognition is developed about the
world:
Dilthey found a confirmation and clarification of his
views in Husserl's Logical Investigations. Husserl showed
that consciousness itself is a relation in that it is always
conscious of something. What Dilthey had before called
structure, he now with Husserl calls significance. To say
that experience is intrinsically significant is to say that it is
not composed of atomic sense data subsequently integrated;
rather relation is prior to the elements it relates and thus is
not decomposable into them. For Dilthey, it followed from
Husserl's Investigations that "life itself, this flowing
temporality, is aimed at the formation of enduring units of
significance". Life makes meaning, and it makes thought.
Thus he speaks of the "thought-forming work oflife". Yet
insofar as the end of history is the production of ideas and
concepts, he again embraces Hegelian history---that is,
history conceived of as the emergence of mind. "Today we
must begin with the reality of life," Dilthey insists in
contrast to Hegel.
When children are the focus of understanding, the realization that a distinct way
of being inherent in the world of the child lends a new dimension to recognition of what
constitutes a child's reality. There is a definite need to consider that this world i.e., the
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child's world holds other aspects of being, as Allen (1976: 166) suggests, focusing on
Husserl's phenomenological psychology:
A Husserlian type of psychology is especially well suited
for examining the meaning of what it is to be a child, for it
requires that the observer suspend, or bracket, all or his/her
views. It requires that the observer put out of action, or
epoche, his/her positions, all of which are, of course,
immersed in the world of adulthood. Such positions are
not to be actively held by the observer, nor are they to be
applied in any way by the subject. Consequently, it is only
as an "absolutely disinterested psychological observer that
one can experience and thematize the child as a child that
experiences itself as standing in certain relations to objects,
to others, and to the world in general." It is in this way that
the phenomenon of the child can stand before the observer
as the phenomenon of the child, and not as the observer's
projection of his/her adult standpoint onto the child.
This ability to be absolutely disinterested as an observer, from a hermeneutic view, seems
to represent a paradox. However, having an awareness that children may be considered
differently is a possible avenue to follow in gaining a better understanding.
Furthermore, there is an admonition for those who look at children to be careful
not to change them into something that they are not, as Allen (1976: 167) says, "One
must, above all, remember that it is from within the phenomenological-psychological
source reduction that the 'disinterested psychological observer' attempts to uncover and
disclose the a priori structures which are necessary for the subject, the child, to be as it
is." Allen (1976: 167) again cautions:
Throughout the phenomenological-psychological
reduction, in which the phenomenologist comes to describe
the intentional life of the child, thereby descriptively
bringing to presence the various eide of childhood and the
a priori structures of all childhood existence, it must be
remembered that one is impartially viewing and describing
the child from the standpoint of Husserls'
phenomenological psychology which, in contrast to
Husserl's transcendental philosophy, presupposes, and is
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directed in a natural and quite human way toward, the
experienced reality of the child's world.
Children see the real world, but the length of time they have lived limits the background
of experience they can bring to their own understanding. The point-of-view of the child
is often considered more of a myth than of an experienced reality. As children take
information and incorporate it into the background knowledge they already have, they
acquire an increased body of personal information; adults can relate to that. For children,
the process is satisfactory, but it may not satisfy the adults.

In regard to the process of seeking to understand myth and to discern reality,
Weinsheimer (1991: I) says that "Hermeneutics is the theory and practice of
interpretation. Its province extends as far as does meaning and the need to understand it.
Hermeneutics names no particular method of interpretation or coherent body of theory
that could be expounded in systematic form. In our time, as before, it exists only as a
historical tradition. Thus hermeneutics can be understood only through a historical
overview of its development." Tracing the path of this practice, with origins in about
sixth century B.C. with interpretation of Homer and the Torah and then moving into
Christianity and canonical texts, Weinsheimer (1991: 2) points out" ... the aim that
motivates all scriptural interpretation: to disclose not just fact but truth. Yet, now the
domain of hermeneutics is to reach well beyond theology and philology--into sociology,
aesthetics, historiography, law, and the human sciences generally." He further suggests
that, as the natural sciences recognize this widespread acceptance, hermeneutics becomes
universal in scope.
The irony of this recognition of hermeneutics by the natural sciences appears in
an admonition by Schleiermacher as noted by Weinsheimer (1991: 3): "We cannot
assume that the effort of interpretation results naturally in understanding, Schleiermacher
contends. Quite the contrary, 'strict interpretation begins with misunderstanding'." This
twist of the path to enlightenment creates a very convoluted journey, which is certainly
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the case in the world of adoption. This in no way reduces the significance of the probe,
for it reveals the essence, as Weinsheimer (1991: 19) points out:
As unveiling. interpretation descends from surface to
depth: it penetrates the superficial to reach the profound.
Because it must lift or rend a concealing veil, such
interpretation constructs its object as an inmost nakedness,
an inner kernel, or dark secret. The project of
interpretative unveiling images the true as the hidden.
Adoption myths have been created in American society essentially by people developing
opinions about adoption practices that are often superficial. There is so much more to
what happens in adoption that simplistic, surface observations. To be able to honestly
understand all the complex issues, it is necessary to look much deeper into this area.
This necessitates a better understanding of the world in which the child lives.
Husserl's study of phenomenology of the child, according to Allen (1976: 168),
"...the 'Urwachfeld' the primal field in which the child first awakens to itself and its
world," made an honest attempt to see the child as a child:

In turning to this region, the manuscript attempts to give a
genetic account of the origin and development of each level
of the child's awareness of the world. In so doing, it
always seeks to avoid turning the child into an object for
observation, and tries to view the child as being in a
constant process of awakening to its surrounding world ....
As one takes up Husserl's guiding question, one enters
into the Urwachfeld, the field in which all possible
horizons of the 'primal child's' awareness--such as those of
its 'world' and its 'temporality'--already lie implicit, and
from which they unfold during the child's process of
awakening.
The implications for adoption become clearer as the child's world is recognized more by
adults that this world has specific characteristics that are unique to children. The
assumption that adults can think and understand as children who are placed in adoptive
situations may need another consideration. Adoption is about children, thus it would be
essential to remember the children and what adoption does for them in their view.
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A good example of the way in which myths affect people involved in adoption
was part of a conversation between two adoptive mothers, Nancy and me, who were
exchanging views about errors in public understanding:

GM:

.. .I believe often people who do not have adopted children make false
assumptions that, adoptive parents either are overindulgent they are
manufacturing concerns about the chi'[ldren] I've heard all kinds of myths,
if you will, that I, as an adoptive parent, couldn't
explain to other
people, because they didn't know. So what experiences did you have in.. ?

NV:

Well, first of all, I'd like to say that, one thing that everyone needs to
understand, and the general public, birth parents, everyone who liked to
blame adoptive parents for anything that went wrong in the whole
relationship, that the child came into the adoptive home traumatized.
Traumatized by the loss of that first mother, so the adoptive parents were
not dealing with a malleable, easygoing child. Now what does trauma do?
Well, trauma, for one thing, makes the child hyperalert. The child is
going to be hypervigilant--always watching the environment to find out
what they're supposed to be doing or how not to be abandoned again.
It does something to the neurological system so that there is a
delay and I don't mean that things are all delayed, but I think there's real
neurological disadvantage. The neurological system records certain things
that, always get triggered over an' over again as they do in most traumas.
So the child is being triggered for abandonment and loss, distrust, all those
kinds of things, over and over again in their lives.

Our American society has the idea that love can conquer everything. Traditionally, when
that love is specifically linked to how a mother relates to her child, there is an undying
assumption that everything can be resolved through that expression of love. Whether
that may be accurate is not the correct assumption, according to what Verrier suggests.
Her point is to realize that while mother love is there, the newborn has already
experienced love from the original mother and has developed a distinct realization that
this original mother is not the same person as anyone else. The baby is biologically and
emotionally engaged in the initial relationship with the woman who from whom the child
came and no other person can replace this mother and her love. It is unique. That is the
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foundation of the baby's past. from a henneneutic perspective, and nothing can replace
that exact individual, irrespective of how willing the new person is to provide that love.
This understanding might seem clearer by looking at other biological systems.
Maturana and Varela (1992: 122-3), look at predictability and the nervous
system and provide credence for the assumption that the neurological system does play a
major part in the overall process and outcome of those actions stating,

11
•••

we study what

happens in the ontogeny of those multicellular organisms with a nervous system, which
we regard as endowed with a vast and rich behavioral domain ... before we explain what
we mean by a nervous system, we can be sure that this system, as a part of an organism,
will have to function in it by contributing to its structural determination from moment.

11

Furthermore, with closer observation of these systems, Maturana and Varela (1992: 126)
note, "... operation of the nervous system is an expression of its connectivety or
structure of connections and that behavior arises because of the nervous system's internal
relations of activity. Studying biological influences can shed light on human behavior,
11

particularly related to babies at birth. The significance of this area has been largely
ignored as crucial to the child or undervalued historically by most adoption policy
makers. Traditionally, it may have happened from ignorance. Another look will help.
A very specific example of biological changes that happen when a natural process
goes awry concerns a newborn lamb separated from its mother. Maturana and Varela
(1992: 127-8) indicate that behavioral differences occur as a result of temporary
maternal deprivation:
In fact, during the first hours after the lamb is born, its
mother licks it continuously all over its body. In separating
the lamb from its mother, we have interfered with this
interaction and all it entails in tenns of tactile and visual
stimulation and probably, different kinds of chemical
contacts. The experiment shows these interactions to be
decisive for a structural transformation of the nervous
system which has consequences apparently very remote
from the simple behavior of licking... this ontogeny
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follows a particular course contingent on the sequence of
structural changes that its interaction triggers. What we
said about the lamb, therefore, is no exception... we have
access to a series of interactions that we can describe as
'selectors' of a path of structural change, which in the case
at hand proved to be pathological when compared with the
normal course.
Verrier (1993) refers to this same kind of connection in humans, and reinforces the
importance of recognizing this process since human are more developmentally advanced
than other systems. This thinking presents a challenge to many in the world of adoption
who have not looked closely at the problems in adoption. Just as with any existing idea,
the thought of uprooting it does not happen easily and is usually accompanied by strife.
Kuhn ( 1970) suggests how science traditionally looks at challenges to established
ideas and practices, often clinging to practices beyond the time when change should
happen. He contrasts the acceptance of things as they have been established by scientific
practice to taking a second look at a situation where new, innovative, and significant
information may necessitate a reexamination of established and traditional practices. His
own personal transition, which took well over fifteen years, is described by Kuhn (1970:
v) as" ... a shift from physics to history of science and then, gradually, from relatively
straightforward historical problems back to the more philosophical concerns that had
initial!y led me to history." His views set an example of the potential for change. The
interplay of historical events with scientific development has been thoroughly scrutinized
by Kuhn (1970: 3) in his attempt to reconcile what is with what he believes ought to be:
"By implication, these historical studies suggest the possibility of a new image of science.
This essay aims to delineate that image by making explicit some of the new
historiography's implications."
Assumptions that historical traditions bring forward are often next to impossible to
eradicate with newer, more timely replacements and rarely come without conflict and
struggle. Peter Senge (1990: 155) speaks of how many people react to change, outlining
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his understanding of personal mastery:" So, human beings are more complex than we
often assume. We both fear and seek change ... People don't resist change. They resist
being changed." This appears consistent with Kuhn's (1970: 77) suggestion," ... that
crises are a necessary precondition for the emergence of novel theories .... The decision
to reject one paradigm is always simultaneously the decision to accept another, and the
judgment leading to that decision involves the comparison of both paradigms."
There is a certain irony that animals, especially lambs, demonstrate examples of
behavior that later may be ascribed to humans, perhaps because there is an apparent
intellectual discrepancy between sheep and humans. However, I found this kind of
comparison several times, with another example used to explain system's theory and how
it fits into adoption. A striking resemblance to that same frame of mind mentioned in a
conversation with Nancy Verrier, a family therapist as well as an adoptive parent. She
looks at traditional practices surrounding documented clinical research:
GM:

When you say, 'used to,' could you ... ?

NV:

Well, in utero you see, the baby.. .was nine months with the original
mother an' got used to all those kinds of things with her--an' I don't just
mean a matter of those nine months though, because there have been lots of
studies, especially the Minnesota twins studies, which indicate that biology
plays a great part in personality an' who we actually are. But there's one
thing though, that adoptive parents need to be very cautious about an' that
is the difference between the child's personality and the child's behavior,
because the child's behavior is more predicated upon experiences the child
has had. In other words, the very first experience a child has after birth, is
being separated from the mother, so therefore, the child finds the world
kind of hostile, and everything sort of goes downhill from there for them.
So their view of the world, and their way of dealing with the world is
gonna be very different from a child who goes into the arms of the original
mother an' feel safe an' because I think children learn empathy an' love an'
connection with the mother, with the very first mother, because anybody
after that is going to have that feeling of, "Well, when are they leaving an'
how can I make them not leave, an' what do I have to do to be a better baby
so that they won't leave? ... the baby experiences it as abandonment.

GM:

You talk about loss in that, almost synonymously with that.
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NV:

Absolutely, the loss of the mother and, at the same time, the loss of the
self, because babies aren't yet psychologically separate from mother, so
when they're separated from her at such an early age, they feel as if they've
lost part of the self. An' in years later, going into reunion, an' trying to find
that lost mother, they are also trying to find that other aspect or other part
of the lost self. It's very interesting to me that, despite all the animal
studies we've done, we still do it. We would never think of taking a baby
kitten away from its mother before... six or seven weeks. An' yet, we take
these babies away, sometimes not even allowing the mothers to hold them,
right at birth. An' why do we think that human babies can tolerate this
better than other kinds of mammals, when actually, human babies are less
developed at birth, than most other animals?

In the course of the conversation Nancy was drawing on the instinctual reactions
of mammals to their offspring and the effort it took to intervene when necessary. She first
spoke of her sense of the poor "fit" between her adopted daughter and herself so different
from the "fit" she had with her biological daughter. Afterward she applied that principle
to sheep and showed the similarities with all human mothers and their babies:
NV:

I could go two steps north or two steps south an' it didn't matter, whatever I
did was not right, an' I think what my daughter was trying to say to me in
some sense was, that I wasn't right. I wasn't the person she wanted ... I
was always going to be wrong, because I was just the wrong person and
anyway you don't read the children that don't have your expressions an' so
forth. You don't read them as well as you read the children that do. That's
the way it is, and it happens all the time in all aspects of mammals ....
Other ewes don't want to take the baby of another sheep you know, because
that's not the right baby, an' they have sense enough to know that. We
don't have sense enough to know that. We don't even bother with trying to
fool the mother or the baby here. We just assume that everything's going
to be fine. Well, I grew up on a ranch and we used to take the skin off the
baby that died and put it on another baby, you know, if it's mother didn't
take the baby for some reason an' put it on another baby an' give it to the
mother whose baby had died ....

This understanding supports the idea that biological processes are in place and work well
enough that when some kind of interruption develops, it is possible to change the original
process--a kind of distortion of reality--and redesign the situation to fit the current need. I
see this as a part of myth, not always a distortion of reality, but a change of some kind.
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A story told by Senge (1994: 95) dovetails with the previous story and supports

the findings of adoption issues in specific but vicarious ways, using lambs as examples:
There is a miraculous moment right after birth when the
ewe licks off her lamb, which dries it and stimulates its
circulation, and which also produces some kind of
powerful chemical lock. The ewe starts chuckling gently
to the lamb---a low sound she never makes at any other
time. The lamb bleats back in answer. At that moment
they fall totally in love with each other....
Ironically, this story corresponds to Nancy Verrier's description of her own relationship
with the daughter she gave birth to, in reference to what she knew about the bonding
process described by Pearce:
GM:

Could you describe a little bit about what you remember... the feelings
you had with your biological daughter, so I can get an idea of what that
means to you?

NV:

Well, there's just, there was just a feeling of knowing, about her, knowing
what she needed all the time, knowing who she was, knowing there was
an easiness between us. I felt as if I were being swallowed up by her,
sometimes--this bonding process is like being swallowed up, an' it's,
Joseph Chilton Pearce says, it's like falling in love ....

The explanation accompanying Nancy's story relates a kind of analogy between
the ewe's makeup and other factors in the situation. Senge (1994: 94-6) drew an analogy
between the ewe and the system by stating, "A system can comprise something as
intangible as the deeply set attitudes of a ewe. This account. .. by writer... Dana
Meadows ... fought the system; gradually, they learned to work with it. Ultimately,
patience with a delay made the difference." I saw similarities in the two accounts above
where it was necessary to learn from waiting and watching and then using what we have
learned to improve the situation. The significance of turning to natural processes for
understanding made a lot of sense to me as I spoke with people about their lives.
Another lesson from Senge's work (1994: 93) puts adoption experiences in a new
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perspective:

11
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as you move toward the more tangible elements, such as people's

deep-seated attitudes and beliefs, your leverage for effective change increases. You
come closer to looking at the underlying reasons why rules, physical structure, and work
11

processes take their current form. For me, this meant applying this understanding to
adoptees and their initial loss at birth, I began to appreciate that there was a distinct
possibility that an adoptee's changed view of the world as a result of that loss might very
well affect his or her underlying ability to trust and to develop intimate relationships.
When I first read about systems theory, I began to see that there might be some ideas that
could apply to adoption. As I continued with that thought, I discovered the potential for
better understanding principles governing behavior. For example, Senge (1994: 94-5)
suggests that when change happens, be prepared for difficulty:
More often than not, as a systems effort makes underlying
structures clearer, members of the group may have
moments of despair. Jay Forrester has called systems
dynamics the 'new dismal science,' because it points out the
vulnerabilities, limited understandings, and fallibilities of
the past, and the assurance that today's thinking will be the
source of tomorrow's problems. But actually, things are
finally getting better. People see formerly 'undiscussable'
problems rising to the surface. They realize how their old,
beloved ways of thinking have produced their current
problems. Their awareness reinforces their sense of hope
about leading an effective change.
Organizational policies do not easily handle this new
awareness...you cannot gain a systems understanding
unless you can take part in changing it. Otherwise you will
continually see the system sabotage your well-intentioned
efforts.
The story of Brownie's lamb (Senge: 1994 95-6) gives a description of bonding:
They can identify each other by smell and sound ever after,
even in the barnyard that is jumping with identical-looking
ewes and lambs. After that magical bonding, the ewe will
drive away every other lamb, and she will rest content only
when she knows that her own precious child is close to her
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... .looking for something she had lost. ... the outcome is
what we call a "bummer"--an abandoned lamb. Bummer
lambs are endearing, because they identify with people, not
sheep. 'Everywhere that Mary went the lamb was sure to
go,' was surely written about a bummer; they follow you
around with great insistence. But bummers are a lot of
trouble.... no matter how conscientiously you coddle
them, they never grow well. Ewes just make better lamb
mothers than people do ....

One of the most interesting things to happen as a result of this work is the way
universal principles apply to seemingly unrelated areas as shown above with systems
theory and the birth of a lamb. Elsewhere, Senge (1994: 3) brings together the ideas of
the most esteemed academic institutions with the ways in which tribal people of South
Africa relate to one another, as exemplified in a simple message, "until you see me, I do
not exist. It's as if, when you see me, you bring me into existence. This meaning, implicit
in the language is... a frame of mind ... A person is a person because of other people."
Further on, Senge (1994: 12) addresses the basis for our relationships which are related to
adoption founded on a form of interconnectedness. As he surveys human history, he also
notes key aspects affecting us in the present:
Throughout human history, the critical threats to survival
came as dramatic external events.... Today, the most
critical threats are slow, gradual, processes to which we
have contributed ourselves.... These types of problems
cannot be understood, given our conventional ways of
thinking.... just a need to think differently and to
understand.... we are going to address these conditions .. .
at the level of collective thinking and understanding ... .
This recognition of a need to think about adoption differently than we did in the past has a
lot to do with change. When the original problems about children needing homes was
acknowledged, the world was very different. People thought differently and solved their
problems in different ways. The idea of working collectively and seeing adoption
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composed of a triad, instead of looking separately at how important these three groups of
people are to one another, is one change that could make a major difference.
Returning to the understanding Husserl has about the way the neonate comes to
an awareness of the world, Allen (1976: 169) states, "At this stage, Husserl finds that
the child has, as perduring from the prenatal state, a certain pre-acquired substratum, or
frame of reference, on which all of its further acquisitions are made ... it has the
experience of its mother." Edelman ( 1994: 239) also confirms this dynamic as she told
of women, who as young children or adolescents had lost their mothers and had hoped to
recapture feelings of intimacy when they had children, as one woman told the author:
"She was heartbroken each time she thought about remaining childless.... she and her
husband adopted .... For the motherless daughter, this means giving a child a stable,
loving home with a mother who lives long into that child's adulthood." If some women

fail to conceive, they feel a double loss. They have lost their own mother and they lose
the opportunity to give birth as a mother.
Infertile couples have their own brand of mythology to overcome that has been
with them forever but has only come to the forefront recently. This struggle has been
highlighted by many popular magazines such as Newsweek (1995: 38), which entitled its
cover story "Infertility." The lead story, "The Baby Myth," turns the tables on
conventional thinking with the large print covering the first page: "Their clean bill of
health was ... perhaps the worst news they could have received .... " Classic
interpretations of the issue poignantly describe the great struggle of infertile individuals.
Ironies abound as a headline (Newsweek 1995: 39) indicates," .. .it was like losing a
child you never really had." Other all-too-familiar feelings that never seem to resolve
themselves are reported by Newsweek (1995: 40):
They cringe when friends counsel them to 'give it time,'
when time is their relentless foe. They fume at insurers
who regard infertility treatments as experimental, or even
as a frivolity or par with a nose job. They are childless....
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For years an inability to conceive has been portrayed as just
another hurdle that an informed, determined couple could
overcome with the help of the fertility cavalry.
This is clearly a myth of the technological society. From a hermeneutic perspective, it is
necessary to remember that people who experience issues of infertility are the only ones
who can honestly appreciate what infertility means. One of the problems that develops
with other people and their opinions about infertility is that they truly cannot understand
the problem. The only way this issue can be approached is through sharing in a dialogue.
Hermeneutic principles offer that possibility of bringing greater understanding to the
situation. Otherwise, the myths will continue these distortions.
Those are a mere fraction of the myths that have been perpetuated about infertile
individuals over the decades. At the same time, Newsweek (1995: 40) reports that "The
percentage of childless, infertile couples has increased from 14.4 in 1965 to 18.5 now,
according to the National Center for Health Statistics." This is hardly a myth and the
conditions rendering people infertile are not a product of their imagination either. The
thought expressed by a woman plagued by multiple failures to conceive, reported by

Newsweek (1995: 44), brings myth into the heart of reality: "The thought of giving up
my dream is devastating .... I'll ride any bandwagon." Ironically, Newsweek (1995: 47)
quoted Georgetown University's James Simon, a reproductive endocrinologist; as saying
that "This is an anomaly in medical history the subjects are not the underprivileged but
the elite of society....The wealthy are the guinea pigs and they are paying for it."
Perhaps misconceptions some people labor under are best characterized in the article's
concluding sentence, "Far from being a miracle, high-tech treatments for infertility are a
little bit of science, a lot of art, and a great deal of luck." A misconception often
develops into a myth when only part of a story is heard, recognized, or accepted. Reality
is hidden among the misinterpretations of those who can only project or, perhaps, attempt
empathy. The truth of the matter for one person is often another's mythical portrayal,
conceived in half-truthful understanding. If a person has not experienced the problem of
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infertility, it is impossible for that person to know the problem. All too often, though,
people are hasty in their assumptions that they know what infertility is all about when
they have never experienced it themselves. Myths can develop with insufficient
understanding.
People who experience the emotional debilitation of infertility often suffer in
silence, very much like other members of the triad. Their pain is largely invisible to the
rest of the world, and the infertile couple cannot begin to explain many of their feelings
because they hardly understand them. It is a way of thinking and communicating that
involves much more than surface recognition of a situation. This also requires a genuine
understanding of infertile couples and their situation. Heidegger (1962: 313) comments:
Nevertheless, even when our investigation of conscience
is thus restricted, we must neither exaggerate its outcome
nor make perverse claims about it or lessen its worth. As a
phenomenon of Dasein, conscience is not just a fact which
occurs and is occasionally present-at-hand. It 'is' only in
Dasein's kind of Being, and it makes itself known as a Fact
only with factical existence in it.
As understanding unfolds, it is guided by conscience and greater awareness. For the

infertile couple the significance can exist in the form of empathy. It is easier to face the
difficulty of this dilemma if there is some sense of empathy expressed by others.
Both the myths and realities of the adoption experience comprise the complete
story. Adoption is a product of society's creation. When children needed homes and
parents wanted children, this process evolved. With this combination of needs and wants
was produced, it was also a combination of many beliefs, opinions, and some facts which
resulted in a situation that blended some reality and some myth. Partially because one
person's reality may be interpreted as myth by someone else, it is essential to be aware of
the many different perspectives that do exist. Nothing is seen or experienced by a person
in exactly the same way as another person. The importance of this diversity has to do
with remembering that each of us has an individual past that contributes to what we
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eventually understand and the ways in which we change as a result. Ricoeur (1992: 189) explains:
The concept of concrete reflection is further enriched by
the theory of interpretation... For the process of
interpretation culminates in an act of appropriation which
forms the concluding counterpart of distanciation. To
appropriate ... 'means "to make one's own" what was
initially "alien"', so that 'interpretation brings together,
equalizes, renders contemporary and similar.' The act of
appropriation ... seek(s)... to expand the conscious
horizons ... by actualising the meaning of the text. ..
interpretation thus culminates in self-understanding ...
.appropriation is not so much an act of possession as an act
of dispossession, in which the awareness of the immediate
ego is replaced by a self-understanding mediated through
the text. Thus interpretation gives rise to reflection... to its
power to disclose a possible world.
The examination of myths and realities reveals that this information originates from
society. As a group, triad members are in comunity with others who live with them, but
do not necessarily share their understanding. For this reason, study of the total
community will broaden understanding of adoption issues.

Community Loss and Isolation
Several of the observations I have had about adoption concern the life experiences
I encountered as an adoptive mother that set me apart from women who gave birth to their
children. I discovered that not becoming pregnant when I wanted to launched me into a
direction that has forever separated me from my friends and my family in an emotional
sense. In a physical sense I remain in a community and share much of what I always have
done, but within that physical existence, I also live in a world far differently than I had
ever expected, as Bellah et. al. (1985: 71) suggests," ... the ties one forms in the search
for meaning through expressive individualism are .... ties of what we might call the
lifestyle enclave." To establish a distinction, Bellah et. al (1985: 72) states, "Whereas a
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community attempts to be an enclusive whole ... lifestyle is fundamentally segmental and
celebrates the narcissism of similarity." This provides a clearer grasp of two principles
that encompass adoptive families.
It is true that adopting is a choice for the parents who want to have a child. This
choice, however, has been based on information that is not always complete, accurate, or
totally revealed. This incomplete picture also causes a degree of separation for adoptive
families. As adoptive parents became more aware that this separation would continue,
many of them looked for some kind of direction outside their families or neighborhoods.
Bellah et. al (1985: 73) found:
We might consider the lifestyle enclave an appropriate
form of collective support in an otherwise radically
individualizing society. Or, to put it somewhat differently,
since the purpose of individualization has always been
linked to the ability to find others who reflect and affirm
one's selfhood, perhaps the lifestyle enclave is the
necessary form of private life in a society such as ours.
In adoption, people begin with the traditional idea that they will be able to establish a

place in the community, as a family, involve themselves and their children and work
toward the goals that strengthen their relationship with in their community. This may
happen, but frequently, issues that develop in adoptive relationships often interfere with
being able to fully develop that sense of belonging.
When people are involved with adoption, in essence they are a core of individuals
who share many similarities. Many of these people often do not realize that they are
members of a larger group because adoption is often a separate, private act that occurs
within a single family group and is not necessarily deliberately connected with others
outside of the immediate family besides the adoption "officials." This fits with the trends
that Bellah (1985: 50) identifies in relationships in American culture today:
Perhaps the crucial change in American life has been that
we have moved from the local life of the nineteenth
century--in which economic and social relationships were
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visible and, however imperfectly, morally interpreted as
parts of a larger community life--to a society vastly more
interrelated economically, technically, and functionally.
Yet, this is a society in which the individual can only rarely
and with difficulty understand himself and his activities as
interrelated in morally meaningful ways with those of
other, different Americans.
A tremendous amount of historical significance is attached to these practices.
Throughout this period of time, practices ingrained in the culture were seemingly
unconscious, as Bellah (1985: 155) explains:
For a long time, our society was held together, even in
periods of rapid change, by largely a liberal Protestant
cultural center that sought to reconcile the claims of
community and individuality. Rejecting both chaotic
openness and authoritarian closure, representatives of this
cultural center defended tradition--some version of the
civic republican and biblical traditions--but not
traditionalism. They sought to reappropriate the past in the
light of the present, mindful of the distortions that mar the
past of every tradition.
Human beings generally gravitate towards others who share certain beliefs and
values. Established institutions like the church often provide support for those who
desire to live together for mutual benefit. Some of the reasons that people share their
lives Bellah et. al., (1985: 157) lists as strengthening married life, the work setting, and
providing a more coherent sense of self. Even when some individuals profess to support
individualism as a primary lifestyle choice, more probing inquiry reveal a different
picture:
Ted Oster... had no such community and seems much
more at ease in the first language of modem individualism,
a language he uses to explain most of what goes on around
him. Yet when pressed to explain why he remains in a
long marriage, his several attempts to do so in cost/benefit
terms finally break down. His happiness with his wife
comes from "'proceeding through all these stages of life
together.... '"
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Another long-term effect of community involves the influence of early life experiences
contained in a person's memory. Bellah (1985: 157) found that" ... communities of
memory, though often embedded in family experiences, are an important way in which
individuals are led into public life." For triad members--adoptive and original parents
especially--these memories help them decide what they want to do regarding the care of
children. In addition, the way in which people see themselves as part of a larger picture
was described by Mary James, as documented by Bellah (1985: 158): "I feel very much
a part of the whole--of history. I live in a spectrum that includes the whole world. I'm a
part of all of it. For what I do impacts the whole." From this observation I see adoptees
and nonadoptees have a great deal to share with one another to better understand each
other. This definitely could lead to improving adoption and enhancing humanity.
Gadamer (1992: 9) devotes his interest in identifying the guiding concepts of
humanism to clarification of culture Bildung which is grounded in historical record; he
explains this in terms of the place held by language: "Key concepts and words which we
still use acquired their special stamp then, and if we are not to be swept along by their
language, but to strive for a reasoned historical self-understanding, we must face a whole
host of questions about verbal and conceptual history." Much of what motivates us
originates in a place that is not always in the front of our consciousness, yet remains very
much in the foreground of our daily actions and thoughts. Gadamer (1992: 9-10)
specifies that "Concepts such as 'art,'' history,' 'the creative,' 'worldview,' 'experience,'
'genius,' 'external world,' 'interiority,' 'expression,' 'style,' 'symbol,' which we take to be
self-evident, contain a wealth of history." He shows that human beings are deeply
anchored in practices that are an integral part of their lives and are predicated by their
past-;. Further, Gadamer (1992: 10) traces the origins of Bildung and its unfolding:

If we consider the concept of Bildung, whose
importance for the human sciences we have emphasized,
we are in a fortunate situation. Here a previous
investigation gives us a fine overview of the history of the
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word: its origin in medieval mysticism, its continuance in
the mysticism of the baroque, its religious spiritualization
in Klopstock's Messiah, which dominates the whole period,
and finally the basic definition Herder gives it: 'rising up to
humanity through culture.' The cult of Bildung in the
nineteenth century preserved the profounder dimensions of
the word, and our notion of Bildung is determined by it.
Our actions, and the principles that guide them, are governed by the self and what has
been a part of it. In a society, when there is a need to be in the presence of others, that
need is often existing because of the way we remember what happened in the past.
This sense of wanting to be with others that are personally significant in some
way of being and willing to share your life was very much a part of Carol Schaefer's
world when, as an unmarried woman, she felt she was pregnant and needed support,
especially from Ray, the baby's father. She described a feeling of encroaching loneliness
and increasing concern, particularly with respect to her parents. She recognized the
schism this pregnancy would cause among those she loved and talked about how she
wanted things to be:
CS:

And the other part of it with my mother was that I kind of sensed that I
would have to take care of .hfil feelings around it, her fear, her upset and
not mine .... So I kind of wanted to keep it all to myself until I found out.

GM:

Okay. So you went to ....

CS:

We [Ray and I] went to the hospital and we got this pregnancy test
together and found out together. And then I don't think we knew what to
do .... But all we knew about was going to the Bahamas, and we didn't
have the money .... So we went to our parents and we decided to tell
them. Ray went to his parents and I went mine. And that's when my
mother was pretty angry. I mean, she said, you must have been drunk. I
mean, she just couldn't believe that I could actually want sex.... And so
it was really assumed that we were going to get married, because my
parents really liked him a lot. .. and they knew how we felt about each
other. But Ray went to his parents and they had different advice, because
they said, be more practical. What would you do? How could you do this
without any money? My parents were willing to pay. They were going to
put Ray through college. They were going to do anything to help us out,
but it was all. . .if I got married.
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She told me of her love for Ray and how she hoped they would stay together.
As the story unfolded, Carol described the way in which both families, previously
without any relationship or commitment, found themselves thrust together as a result of
their children in order to explore their options. Their dialogue accentuates the traditional
thinking and roles that have evolved from established attitudes and beliefs about
marriage over time, almost with no thought to the true feelings or needs of the central
figures in the story. This unwanted pregnancy also illustrated the nature of community
reactions to a problem and how individuals find themselves isolated as a result of their
own behaviors. It points to the interrelationship of inclusion and exclusion:
GM:

So now we've got you to the point where you now have a difference of
two families' views of what ought to be done.

CS:

Right. And then they met together without us there.

GM:

Oh, my. [laughs] OK!

CS:

That's in the day of arranged marriages. And they met and then I think I
forgot this, but Ray reminded me later that he was sent to the beach or
someplace, or to relatives, or he was at the beach that weekend as soon as
they found out. And I remember being at home but I remember having to
leave 'cause his parents were there. And they were discussing this. And
then when I got home, they still were going to leave it up to us .... I was
fine about getting married, but Ray still had to make up his mind. And he
swears to this day that it was his decision [not to marry], and I'm telling
you it couldn't have been because I think that they were just presenting it
in such a way that it seemed like, if he chose something else, he would be
stupid.

Following the decision not to marry, Carol said that her only other choice was to give her
baby up for adoption. She indicated that her family followed many traditional practices
which neither included being an unmarried mother nor choosing to abort the baby.
Sheila Ganz, another original mother remembered her family's reactions. what
contrast somewhat with Carol's family's, yet simultaneously demonstrate the same
dilemma. In pregnancy, these two unmarried women were joined together in a
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community that sets them forever apart from everyone else who does not have this
experience. Both Sheila and Carol had family members who came to completely
different positions about how to address the situation. Other circumstances were in sharp
contrast. Unlike Carol, who was deeply in love with the man who fathered her child,
Sheila was the victim of rape and knew very little about the man who assaulted her.
Sheila outlined how her immediate family reacted to the pregnancy:
SG:

.. .I tried to tell my parents what happened. This is another time I
protected my parents ... Because I didn't want. .. my father to go after this
guy...but the irony of that, of course, is here I am protecting them and
they don't do anything to help me ... so when I told them, I said, I went to
see this guy and he forced me. I couldn't even use the word 'rape' at that
time.

GM:

'Cause I don't know if they would have believed it. I don't know if
anybody ....

SG:

Well, my mother said, well, you shouldn't have been there. I mean, that
was the only cautioning I ever got. .. and that was the beginning and the
end of the discussion. And even to this day we have not really talked
about it.

The nature of the community comprised by birth parents contrasts dramatically
with that of prospective adoptive couples when they receive the news that a child may
become a permanent part of their lives. The extreme differences between original
mothers and adoptive parents are heavily underscored by the fact that traditionally, the
decision to adopt is sanctioned by society; in comparison, the plight of the prospective
original mother is not even acknowledged. Community exists for both original and
adoptive parents, but responses they faced from others were as polarized as the situations
in which they found themselves. Adoptive parents Lillian and Glen L. revel in the story
of receiving their child as they spoke of the adventure:
GL:

There's one story you [Lillian] didn't tell, I'd like to bring out. You hear
these women have to rush to the hospital to give birth.

GM:

Yeah.
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GL:

Well, the lady that carried Glenda ... said, well, I want to take her home
with me to say good-by. So the lawyer said, just forget it. If she ever
takes that baby out of the hospital, it's gone. So Lillian went to substitute
teaching again, to get out of the house... I worked in Emeryville and I
got a call. It must have been around ten o'clock, an' it's this lawyer. He
said, the lady's gone home and left the baby in the hospital.

GM:

Um, hum.

GL:

I've been trying to call your wife and can't get her.... an' Children's Home
Society is there, and, say, if you don't pick up the baby by one o'clock....

LL:

No, it was the city... social services....

GL:

And there I was in Emeryville, without a car, but as I walked back
towards my station, a guy had his keys out says, have it back by quittin'
time. So I rushed home, and on my way home, I stopped at a neighbor
lady down here. I says come and help me, an' she came up. She started
gettin' the diaper bag ready. And we looked over the phone and Lillian
had happened to write down where she had been called to go teach .... I
said we've got to be in San Francisco or we're losing this baby.... [the
school secretary] said, well there's a lady in here waitin'. She's gonna
teach this afternoon... and the lady says she'll do it. So we said, get her
home. So when Lillian drove in, we were ready to go.

Another example of the way in which the society supports adoptive practices was
described by Donna Henseler, who gave a definitive account of people she knew reached
out to assist in any way possible. The initial stages of trying to adopt can be
overwhelming, but when friends, and friends of friends, extend themselves, these
challenges are lessened:
DB:

There was obviously a problem [conceiving], and I went and found out
what the problem was; the problem was mostly with me. So I had four
surgeries in four years to try to correct the problem. It wasn't correctable
and so, I decided that adoption was the only answer for me ... I came and
talked to the pastor here at the church that we're sitting in. He said that he
knew of a family that had tried to adopt and they had connections. We
contacted those connections and those connections contacted the lawyer
and the doctor. We went over for an interview, and waited. The doctor
called that Bill's mother wanted to meet with us, so we went over [to San
Francisco] and we met Bill's mother in November of '73.
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The importance of community support continued for Donna and her husband
when a second son came to them:
DB:

.. .I went back to the same source where we had gotten Bill, which was a
private physician, private lawyer, and .. .it didn't look very hopeful. ... In
October of '77 ... the lawyer called me and said that they had an adoptive
[birth] mother that had chosen us ...that they still had our application and
picture ....

Conversely, the adoptee experience after birth is isolation, since each child who is
separated from the original mother initially experiences no community. Allen (1976:
170) emphasizes the importance of mother/child unity:
For Husserl, the child's experience of its mother is a
decisive aspect of the Unterlage that forms the basis of the
child's first formal act, for it is at this stage that the child
constitutes its instinctual life. In so doing, the child forms
an entryway into the world of its being with others ...
. . .The community of instincts that was previously seen
as being present between the child and its mother is now
seen as opening up and being mirrored in the child's
relation to others... it does not explicitly experience its
own personal life and the unity of life. At first the child's
self, or ego, is still hidden and is not yet thematic (XV,
606). During this same period, the child experiences the
other as also being an animate organism and as having a
particular center of reference. Gradually, the child's ego-understood in the sense of its psychic life, or personal
history--becomes unified through various acts in which it
constitutes itself as the center of that life and history.
Infants who do not experience an interruption to this normal progression are also facing
this kind of continual interruption because they do acquire the skills necessary to
continue in life. Previously, it was noted that Bellah spoke of community and the
importance of interrelationships. If a child never gains a sense of that interaction, later in
life the same thing is likely to occur.
Ricoeur (1992: 2), desiring to distinguish between the many aspects of human
being, looks at the meanings of identity, both hidden and disclosed. The terms "ipse"
refers to identity, or self constancy, and "idem" to the sameness of selfhood or the
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permanence of seltbood: "Our thesis throughout will be that identity in the sense of ipse
implies no assertion concerning some unchanging core of the personality. And this will
be true, even when seltbood adds its own peculiar modalities of identity.... " Recalling
the "false self' that Verrier discussed, this additional complication about identity, what
Ricoeur explains as self constancy, creates confusion for adoptees, who may have lost the
sense of self at birth. Verrier explained some of the behaviors adoptees manifest as they
express internalized, preverbal feelings that they have harbored since infancy. Her
observations involve many adoptees with whom she has worked professionally. The
interconnectedness of relationship between adoptees and adoptive parents may be seen as
feelings the adoptee draws their parents into an emotional bind:

Ricoeur (1992: 18)

provides a basis for understanding this interaction:
Never, at any stage, will the self have been separated from
its other. It remains, however, that this dialectic, the
richest of all, as the title of the work recalls, will take on its
fullest development only in the areas of ethics and
morality. The autonomy of the self will appear then to be
tightly bound up with solicitude for one's neighbor and
with justice for each individual.
The individual being, defined by Ricoeur and Verrier, is complex as these aspects above
have attempted to show. Perhaps a more comprehensive understanding of what self and
identity are will help to understand the comprehensive nature of adoption.
NV:

Now, they have no words for these feelings. These are preverbal feelings.
They had them before they had any words and they don't know how to
describe them ... but what happens is, they act to such a way, they
create a situation in which we feel that feeling. So we feel chaotic,
confused, angry, inadequate, rejected--all those kinds of things are the
feelings that they have inside, but rather than they're owning it
themselves, which they can't at this moment. They can't even tell us about
those feelings. We are them, the projected target of these feelings, and as
other adopted parents can probably tell you too, it makes them feel
absolutely crazy. It's just intolerable at many times, and if we can't
tolerate it, at a much lower level than it's affecting them, you can imagine
how very, very difficult it is for them to tolerate it. And part of the reason
they're giving it to us, I think, in a very unconscious way, is to find out if
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these feelings actually are tolerable... We react to the feelings that we
have inside, because these children can make us feel just awful. But this
is how they're feeling inside. This is really not because they want us to
feel so awful, they just want us to know how very, very difficult this all is
for them--how painful it is for them.
As Nancy emphasizes, with the complexity of human nature, there is an ongoing struggle
within a person, that can draw in others nearby; this exchange is recognized. Ricoeur
examines this complexity and provides further explanation that suggests and even deeper
level of interaction that is not commonly understood. When both the ideas of Verrier and
Ricoeur are drawn into the same forum, serious contemplation may be needed to fully
comprehend the results that Verrier implies about the adoptive relationship. Unsettling
and previously unexplained or misunderstood behaviors within adoptive relationships
may definitely benefit from a different understanding. Identity seems very unclear.

In light of the way adoptees may experience relationships it was not surprising to
note that many adoptees identified parts of their lives that seemed distant or separated in
some way from their adoptive relatives, although they often did not verbalize this feeling
openly, and, if at all, not until maturity. In some cases, adoptees did not necessarily feel
that they were physically separated, but they described a feeling of vague displacement,
insecurity, or simply a sense of not resembling anyone else in the family. As with any
generality, this is not something completely definitive: it is just something to be
recognized by the general public. Mary Van framed it as ambiguous insecurity:
GM:

Has that issue [adoption] really been an issue for you or, it's just
something that you know, like it's the way, how tall you are or.. .is it
anything that's really significant for you at all?

MV:

I've always never really felt like I belonged ....

Although Marilyn Jones characterized her adoption as a positive situation, she identified
a difficult area for her that is ever-present:

MJ:

... probably the thing, probably that is the toughest is not having ever
known my heritage. Wanting, wanting to know. You know, I think
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anyone would want to know! I mean, I look at my parents and I know
that's not where I'm from.
GM:

You don't know. It's a big question mark.

MJ:

I have no idea, and I always wanted to. And then when the series "Roots"
came out, that's when it really hit because I realized I couldn't search.

When Jeff Martin recalled his family, his view of relationship was expressed matter of
factly:

JM:

... I really didn't have a lot to draw on; as far as a family unit, you know,
there was really no reason for me to like my brother because he was my
brother, because, in effect, he wasn't. .. an' so forth, you see all these
people that have a defined heritage that well, they know where they came
from, they knew who their parents are, they know where their
grandparents come from an blah, blah, blah, blah. One of the things that
I've had I guess, to accept over the years is, the fact that I was adopted ...
pppht. ..1 don't know what my heritage was. I'm only glamming on to
somebody else's heritage because that's the particular environment I've
been put in due to, family situations an' so forth ....

All of these adoptees--Mary, Marilyn, and Jeff--spoke of not feeling a part of their
families. They all described the feeling within themselves, and not necessarily
something which had been told to them. When Ricoeur speaks of identity, and the
permanence of selfhood, these adoptees may be reflecting on the permanence they first
experienced before being relinquished, but masked by "false self" in an effort to become
a part of a new family. Perhaps, the self constancy has also been affected by adoption in
that identity has been affected by the adoption process.
Judy Lewis tells a most unusual story about isolation experienced in the midst of
the fame and glamour of growing up in the family of a movie star. At birth, Judy was
kept a secret, was placed in an orphanage until she was a toddler, and then brought back
into Loretta Young's residence as a newly adopted child. Judy explained more fully:

JL:

.. .I was adopted, supposedly, by my own birth mother [Loretta Young],
so I was in a double bind, basically from the very beginning. But there
was no possibility for me, an adopted child, to say to my adopted mother,
I'm gonna search for my birth mother and get the right answers and bond
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with her because she had abandoned me twice, literally. She abandoned
me first as the birth mother because circumstances forced her to do that.
And then, when I was searching, when I went to her, as her adopted child
and said to her why did my birth parents adopt me, she abandoned me
again by saying, by giving me an answer that let me know in an
unconscious level, don't ask this question.
GM:

So there is a denial of the reality, completely, no matter which way you
turned, you hit a dead end.

JL:

And it's structured so that I will always hit a dead end, but I never have a
direct answer.

GM:

Yeah, I see, and the feelings around that then become ....

JL:

Well the feelings can't be put into words. It's psychologically very
complicated.

Despite the unusual nature of Judy's experience, she was an adoptee who was separated
from her original mother at birth, thus her initial loss is the same as any other adoptee.
By listening to an adoptee, Jack Martin, who had the longest story to tell, I had
many opportunities to observe how he related to others. After living with his adoptive
family for several years, because of family struggle he was temporarily placed in an
orphanage and remained there until his family could bring him back to them. In the
following excerpts, Jack explained his understanding of the situation:
JM:

The orphanage had a pattern, had a procedure or a policy, that if your p', if
your family wasn't able, financially or emotionally to take you, that at
various vacations, like Thanksgiving and Christmas, you would go to a
family in a parish, a Baptist parish, or a Baptist Church, somewhere
around the orphanage, usually within one hundred miles, an' I remember
at least two different times, I spent the Christmas holidays with a family,
once in Durham, North Carolina, or Chapel Hill, which was adjacent to it,
an' another time somewhere else in that vacinity. But, but this was all an
extremely loving situation. We were all poor, but we didn't know it
because everybody was the same and I was, because of my avid reading
an' desire for, or escaping through that I guess, I had much more
knowledge an' was much more verbal than most of my peers in the
orphanage, so it was easy to stand out and I did stand out there and have
done it virtually all my life in one way or another. I've taken IQ tests an'
they confirm that. There's something, I don't know where it came from
that makes me a little brighter; I think it's a 139 IQ.
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JM:

.. .It is May of '44. I'm little more than fifteen and a half. My sixteenth
birthday would have been July, an' I decided that my military school
uniform wasn't good enough... so I ran away from school with another
kid who I've never seen since, don't even know his name ....

JM:

I found out when I got out of the orphanage; my mother told me that I was
adopted. She didn't say from who or anything like that. An', quite
frankly, didn't see any change in me, or her, or anything else. I was never
real close to my adoptive mother... and I'm not quite sure why that is. I
think the fact that she was crippled and grossly overweight an' unable to
move, probably was some of the reasons for that an' I don't like myself for
that aspect of me.

JM:

Once I went to sea I don't think I saw her for twenty-four hours at a time
.... I would visit her for a few hours an' for some phony excuse or
another, I would make a reason to leave, because I've always felt a little
uncomfortable about her, an' think probably what it was now, was my
guilt at not giving her the love that she was giving me. I didn't think of
that at the time because I was so much into myself, still am to a greater or
lesser degree. But at the time, I never thought I was in an environment of
peers, where I could discuss books. I didn't even know what discussing
books was, except the occasional teacher I would meet and do it that way.
I didn't reali', I knew I was different, but I didn't know it was a bad or a
good difference. I didn't know if it was an up or down difference but I
knew that, whatever it was, it always brought me to the top in any
environment I was in either socially or at work.

JM:

.. .I get on a merchant ship ... and the guys said ... out of three thousand

troops on that ship, I'm the one that has his own private room an'
everything ... There's three thousand guys on the ship an' whose getting
off at Yokohama? Of course I'm wondering why me but thank you. The
ship goes to Korea. Many of those guys were killed ....
JM:

He sent me to Liberty Mutual Insurance Company. I stayed there about
three years and I found out later that after the first month the FBI had told
them that I was a security risk... .I quit as a district manager and
organized a nationwide union against them, starting in '69. By that time,
I'm divorced from my, then, wife.

GM:

Did you find something for yourself out of place as a child?

JM:

Yes. I found myself until I was probably fourteen or fifteen out of place
as a child because it was kind of like if you took an Oxford don and let
them out in the middle of a bunch of rednecks. I was the Oxford don ...
I felt a separateness in what I would now describe as perhaps even an
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eliteness .... Now when I visit these people, I think without exception, all
my adoptive relatives look upon me ... as an intellectual among them.
Jack went to great lengths to describe the things that set him apart from others as a way, I
believe, of discussing his identity. There seemed to be an aspect of this story that defined
his identity as separate and apart from those closest to him, even though he said he did
not create the situations himself. As an adult, it may be impossible to recall what
happened at birth because of the differing views between adults and children.
One of the most important reasons for looking at the child as a child, as Husserl
does is to recognize the differences between children and adults: to understand what
happens to the child in the early stages of life requires this recognition. Allen ( 1976:
173-4) comments on the significance of phenomenology of the child in a manuscript by
Husserl:
... by pursuing a study of the child in a phenomenologicalpsychological manner, the manuscript expands and
concretizes Husserl's studies....by beginning with the
prenatal state, it offers a genetic account of the very origins
of empathy--of that form of relatedness without which,
according to Husserl, there could be an intersubjective
world.
Children rely predominantly on their surroundings to gain knowledge and make decisions
more than their own experience because of the limited time they have had to obtain it.
When change enters a child's life, it causes an interruption. In order to handle the
change, normally children will turn to older people with more experience for answers.
This way of interacting brings individuals into an interactive relationship. When a child
is first born, reliance on others is total and this is the way each individual begins to create
a path into the community where life continues. If the first adult--the child's birth
mother--with whom the child has already developed a relationship in the uterus, is no
longer available, the child experiences complete isolation.
Community is a condition whereby individuals find a place for themselves.
Isolation is the antithesis. Gadamer (1992: 14) suggests, "Thus what constitutes the
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essence of Bildung is clearly not alienation as such, but the return to oneself--which
presupposes alienation, to be sure." On the one hand, adults have experience from
childhood to draw upon when deciding what kind of life they want. Children, on the
other hand, can only rely on their instincts and on their surroundings to shape what they
are experiencing. Newborns, have only the prebirth community with their birth mothers
upon which to formulate understandings about the world; that is the fundamental
resource upon which they can rely. If that original secure base disappears and another
community supplants the first, the child will have neither the knowledge nor the
resources upon which to determine what may follow.
Allen (197 6: 174) speaks of the complexity inherent in fully grasping the
process of birth:
Husserl. .. writes, "In the psychology of the child... the
object to be known is in a situation so different from that of
the observer that it is difficult to grasp the object as it is ...
the difficulty of describing the birth or...the awakening of
the child.. .is a major theme .... "The birth of a human
being constitutes a problem that is 'hard to imagine' ....
birth leads into a process of development that moves
towards the child's self-awareness: "Actually, it is a matter
of the beginning of a consciousness, of the passage of a
living being from the state of an organism to that of a
subject, a passage from the 'en soi' to the 'pour soi.'
Bellah et. al. (1985: 145) use examples of folk hero roles in order to define what
constitutes certain behaviors among individuals in a community, Mythic Individualism
focuses on several relevant themes:

11

A deep and continuing theme in American literature

is the hero who must leave society, alone or with one or a few others, in order to realize
11

the moral good in the wilderness, at sea, or in the margins of settled society. Bellah et.
al. (1985: 145) gives a familiar example:
America is also the inventor of that most mythic individual
hero, the cowboy, who again and again saves a society he
can never completely fit into. The cowboy has a special
talent--he can shoot straighter and faster than other men--and a special sense of justice. But these characteristics
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make him so unique that he can never fully belong to
society.
The adoptees that spoke with me have remarked about the way they were told about how
special or unique their parents felt they were for being chosen from all the other children
available. This message, traditionally perpetuated and advocated by society, created an
artificial status that put many adoptees in an uncomfortable position. By being
considered special, no matter how hard they wanted to fit in, they always felt they had to
live up to the unique status they were given. In addition, by remaining special many
adoptees felt they would remain forever separate from being just another member of the
family. In some ways being different has its advantages, but it never allows an
individual to totally be himself or herself. Moreover, if an adoptee longed to be
ordinary, the label of being special, could possibly turn into a stigma. The idea of being
special carries its own mark.
Yet a sense of belonging to a community is key to so many relationships. When a
child experiences loss of the first mother, even the best intentions of other people are
insufficient, since the original relationship is so unique and different. Edelman (1994:
190) primarily focuses on death of a mother, but mentions adoption:
... a daughter invariably still feels that one, final missed
connection. This is the absence that adopted daughters
often feel, the desire to reconnect with the woman who
bore them. 'There's a sense the birth mother holds secrets,
that she's the source of certain knowledge that no one else
has access to,' Evelyn Bassoff explains. 'Even if the
motherless daughter gets all the information about
menstruation, birth control, and childbirth, I'd imagine
she'd still feels something missing, something her mother
could have given her that other people can't. It's that sense
of continuity from mother to daughter.' Finding a woman
isn't always enough when it's the woman you feel you need.
All children arrive with one established connection to the outside world and that
connection is the woman who give birth. From the earliest moments of awareness, every
child begins to establish the first connection with that specific woman and builds upon it.
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No words, social policies or legal coercion are strong enough to change the feelings
described elsewhere in this study. A recognition of this existing relationship allows for
an understanding about how the past and knowledge of it helps create a total picture of
the individual. Adoptees spoke fervently and passionately about the absence of their past
history or knowledge of their roots. The one thing most important and least accessible to
an adopted person is knowledge of a heritage. The last part of this work centers on
identity and roots, that aspect of adoption which brings focus back to the place where
each of us started.

Identity and Roots
The most compelling issue of adoption seems to ground itself in identification.
Everything else is subordinate by comparison. A need to know who you are and where
you come from is quintessential in its motive. Those individuals who have knowledge of
their past histories cannot know the importance of the void that accompanies adoptive
placement that seals off the past. Those individuals who have lived a life without access
to this information about personal past never need the situation explained. The
exploration of identity as it relates to adoption deserves attention and utmost respect. It
provides a vehicle for bridging the gaps of understanding in the world of adoption with
the world of nonadoptees who may be able to recognize the importance of knowing
personal history when they can try to relate to what it means when it is missing. An
understanding of identity and roots will bring the other themes together, for so much
hinges on understanding all we can about ourselves.
Ricoeur (1992: 3) devotes an entire study to identity. He sorts through various
ways of examining aspects of sameness, and explains some distinctions:
The weight of this comparative use of the term 'same'
seems so great to me that I shall henceforth take sameness
as synonymous with idem-identity and shall oppose to it
selfhood (ipseity), understood as ipse-identity. To what
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extent is the equivocalness of the term 'same' reflected in
the title Oneself as Another (Soi-me me comme un autre )?
Only indirectly, inasmuch as 'oneself (soi-meme) is only an
emphatic form of 'self,' the expression meme serving to
indicate that it is precisely a matter of being or the thing in
question.
As he weaves these threads of thinking into a fabric of ideas, he returns to an explanation
of the completeness of what constitutes identity. Of his book Ricoeur (1992: 3) remarks,

"Oneself as Another suggests from the outset that the selfhood of oneself implies
otherness to such an intimate degree that one cannot be thought of without the other, that
instead one passes into the other, as we might say in Hegelian terms." This description of
the condition points to a person's tie to and recognition of community and is the very
basis of identity. So much of the complex nature attributed to adoption arises from the
question of how people can recognize who they are when they have had the essence of
their being selectively extracted by removal from the original community, massaged and
manipulated by some remote guideline and molded by a formula not created by the
source, i.e., adoptees have been uprooted. Gadamer (1992: 251) suggests that

Life is self-assertion; this is the basis. The structure of
being-alive consists in being primordial division
[Urteiling]--i.e., in still continuing to assert itself as a unity
in division and articulation. But judgment [Urteiling] is
also viewed as the essence of self-consciousness, for even
if it always distinguishes itself into what is itself and what
is other, it still consists--as a living thing--in the play and
the interplay of the factors that constitute it. Like all life it
is a test, an experiment.
The characteristics that define individuals are the subject of Ricoeur's ( 1992:
115) examination of personal identity: "The problem of personality identity constitutes,
in my opinion, a privileged place of confrontation between the two major uses of the
concept of identity ... on one side, identity as sameness . .. on the other, identity as

selfhood." These distinctions may be applied to each member of the triad, i.e., the
original parent, the adoptee, and the adoptive parent. If each of these individuals
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contains within themselves the potential for several different kinds of interactions, it is
essential to remember that within every human being is the capacity for separate and
unique connectedness. When life includes adoption as another aspect of its dynamics, it
moves beyond the realm of a standard relationship because new connections become a
part of a person's life and requires some form of response. Each new individual that a
person encounters will create a dynamic and that affects identity, which is an aspect of
the self.
The sense of self is rigorously examined by Verrier (1993: 28) as she looks
specifically at children separated at birth from their original mothers, explaining,
"... physical birth and psychological birth do not happen simultaneously and ... for
several months after physical birth takes place, the infant remains psychologically
merged with the mother." Verrier (1993: 28) simply suggests that this essential process
is most readily apparent to the mother and the child and may be overlooked or underrated
by researchers, remarking:
The infant, as he matures in the first year of life, gradually
begins to experience himself as being separate from his
mother, rather than as an extension of her. The mother,
then, becomes a love object for the child, the source of his
security and of the satisfaction of his needs. The
significance of this process to the child's feeling of wellbeing should alert us to the havoc which may be wrought
should this tie be prematurely severed and the continuum
of bonding interrupted.
More attention from people interested in child development, to this subtle, less obvious
information might reveal surprising results about what is actually occurring with
children. How the information is interpreted may lead to improvements in current
adoptive practices. Many adult adoptees now realize the importance of knowing
information about their inherited background.
People learn about who they are, in part, through family history and experiences.
In that context, Mary Van reacted directly to the word identity:
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MV:

Yeah, it's the identity. That's a lot of it and I thought, well it's like, I have
no biological parents. My adopted parents are gone ... and then my next
identity was as a wife an' mother and you know there was always someone
there. Someone I had grown up with, an' that was a big part of my
identity... and so that's why I've been thinking very seriously that family
history and roots sometimes are more important than other problems you
might come across.

In retrospect, adult adoptees, like Mary, appreciate that not knowing exactly what
constitutes their own identity has created difficulty that is hard to resolve. Adoptive
parents sincerely believe that they will grow up with adopted children, develop
relationships that build on continual contact and subsequently shape personal identity.
However, Donna Benseler described the way she eventually saw herself with her adopted
children:
DB:

I didn't recognize them. They were wonderful kids and I loved them
dearly, but I didn't recognize them. They were themselves and they
weren't anything like us. They were nothing like our family. There was
not that feeling that you recognize something that might be from a
grandparent or, you know, he looks or acts just like Rolf (her husband) or
something like that, even though Mark picked up all the interests that
Rolf had. Even though they often said that Bill looked like me, they were
strangers.

Donna described poignantly the significance and power of identity for their family and
she was able to appreciate the fact that identity is present from conception and is integral.
The moment of birth exists as an experience unlike all others but universal. With
reference to Kellbley, Ricoeur ( 1992: 120) speaks of birth and the way in which identity
fits with character:
My birth, I also said, is the 'already-there-ness' of my
character. In this way, character could be defined in broad
strokes as an immutable and inherited nature. However, at
the same time, my adherence to the perspective of a
movement of opening in terms of which I defined the act of
existing forced me to place character on the plane of
existence, stressing nowadays its quality of being "mine,"
its "mineness." "Character is the finite process of my
existence taken as a whole."
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The way a person arrives at some form of self understanding is a continual process.
Ricoeur (1992: 120) recognizes that
In a certain sense, I am still pursuing the investigation in
this direction. Character still appears to me today as the
other pole in a fundamental existential polarity. But
instead of conceiving of character, in a framework of
perspective and of opening, as the finite pole of existence, I
am interpreting it here in terms of its place in the
problematic of identity. This shift of emphasis has as its
principal advantage the fact of putting into question the
immutable status of character, taken for granted in the
earlier analysis. In fact, this immutability proves to be of a
most peculiar sort, as is attested by the reinterpretation of
character in terms of acquired disposition. With this
notion, the temporal dimension of character allows itself to
be thematized at last. Character, I would say today,
designates the set of lasting dispositions by which a person
is recognized. In this way, character is able to constitute
the limit point where the problematic of ipse becomes
indiscernible from that of idem, and where one is inclined
not to distinguish them from one another. It is therefore
important to ask ourselves about the temporal dimension of
the disposition, which will later set character back upon the
path of the narrativization of personal identity.
For those who have no question about their biological roots or their identity, interest in
these issues surely seems overrated and at best a passing curiosity, often dismissed as
frivolous or even foolish. For those who are not so fortunate as to have access to their
roots, a potent reality forever haunts them, pressing them to find answers to questions
they have lived with for as long as they can remember.
While existing laws governing closed adoptions have been on the books for many
years, concern about identity questions with undisclosed sperm donors is a fairly recent
development. These issues are intense, no matter how traditional or contemporary the
situation. Sometimes, people who know a portion of their identity may still be plagued
by the fact that they were created in a way that reveals only one side of their heritage.
The other side of their heritage is disguised because the original intent of their conception
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was purposely hidden. In the case of spenn donors, these are the socially acceptable
standards that structure the entire procedure and simultaneously project the individual
created into a life of unacceptable incompleteness. An article in Newsweek (1994: 12)
glimpses the true feelings of Margaret R. Brown, who is the product of donor
insemination. Her testimonial does not casually dismiss the heartfelt reactions that have
burdened members of this community throughout their lives:
I've had this recurring dream of floating through darkness
where I am whirling faster and faster through some
nameless, timeless, almost unearthly region. I get weary
and want to put my feet down to stand so I can gather
myself together. But there's nothing to stand on. This is
my nightmare--I'm a person created by donor insemination,
someone who will never know half of her identity. I feel
anger and confusion, and I'm filled with questions. Whose
eyes do I have? Why the big secret? Who gave my family
the idea that my biological roots are not important? To
deny someone the knowledge of his or her biological
origins is dreadfully wrong.
Beginning with the selection of a spenn donor, the
process is centered around deception.... With no records
available, half of my heritage is erased.
The news has affected my sense of identity and
belonging. 'Who am I?' is a hard question to answer when
I don't know where I came from. I'd like to have the
comfort of knowing whom I resemble. It's amazing how
one can miss a sense of identity and wholeness because no
one has ever said, 'You act just like your mama when she
was young.' I guess I act just like my donor. And, as my
thoughts, opinions, and behavior are almost 180 degrees
from most of my family members, I've never felt like a
'piece of the puzzle' at family gatherings--especially around
my father's side of the family. This isn't something I
sensed strongly--! thought I acted differently because I was
from Tennessee and they were from Texas--but the feeling
was always there. I'll admit putting it into words is hard.
As well as grappling with who I am and where I belong, I
have a more difficult obstacle since the secret's been out:
trust. I've wondered if there are other secrets being kept
from me. I shouldn't have to doubt my mother. But I've
found myself questioning whether I was told the truth.
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How can I know for sure that there was a donor as she
says?
I don't see how anyone can consciously rob someone of
something as basic and essential as heritage. Parents must
realize that all the love and attention in the world can't
mask that underlying, almost subconscious feeling that
something is askew.
Knowledge of who we are is contingent upon knowing who is part of our past. Having
some portion of information may be helpful, but insufficient. This idea extends to people
who have been denied access to their heritage of generations past. Incomplete
information leaves some part of the story incomplete as well.
Alex Haley wrote of a ceremony in which he found himself during the journey
that took him to his original roots. It brought him together with relatives that he had
thought of through stories in childhood. He was told of countless generations of family
members across the continents of the world. The moment when he was ushered into the
family circle brought physical connectedness at last to the emotional severance he had
lived with for as long as he could remember. When Haley (1976: 680) later discussed
this event with Dr. Jerome Bruner of Harvard, he explained its significance: "You didn't
know you [Haley] were participating in one of the oldest ceremonies of humankind,
called 'The laying on of hands!' In their way, they were telling you 'Through this flesh,
which is us, we are you, and your are us!'" Considering that perspective, it is not
surprising that many triad members in this research made reference to RQQ.ts. as they
discussed their lives.
The word "roots" is a metaphor for identity. Gadamer (1992: 75) speaks of" the
symbolic way that language works (its consistent metaphoricity)," and Ricoeur (1981:
12) comments, "In traditional rhetoric, metaphor is regarded as a ... means whereby a
figurative word is substituted for a literal word on the grounds of apparent resemblance."
Lack of access to roots in the case of many adoptees may be translated into a lack of
identity and thereby into a lack of ability to fonn a identity that is authentic.
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The analysis of adoptive issues brings into direct focus the realization that
personality identity is partially fixed in knowing one's heritage or roots. Adoptees, just
as all human beings, come into this world with wishes, hopes, dreams, and expectations.
When a child is placed into an adoptive setting, the message traditionally accompanying
the new family is replacement of the child's first family with something completely new
and different. The established assumption is to proceed "normally," meaning as others
outside the triad are able to do, without acknowledging that this interruption has had any
effect on their lives. In truth, members of the triad plan to live normally and assume that
every effort will be made to guarantee positive results through the act of adoptive
placement. The trouble with this kind of thinking is that it usually fails to include many
of the realities that are also very much a part of the story.
These realities are a significant portion of identity, and, in the process of
removing the less pleasant realities, we also remove a portion of the complete identity of
the adopted person. Without that missing piece of the puzzle, adoptees regularly remark
that they feel incomplete or they are missing something vital. When laws are designed to
seal records, original parents are robbed of the opportunity to find the missing pieces. In
accordance with this limitation, adoptive parents, too are incapable of providing
something they so desperately want to give to their children--their heritage. Heritage is
not transferable. Heidegger (1962: 434) attests to that by confirming that:
The resoluteness in which Dasein comes back to itself,
discloses current factical possibilities of authentic existing,
and discloses them in terms of the heritage which that
resoluteness, as thrown, takes over. In one's coming back
resolutely to one's thrownness, there is a handing down to
oneself of the possibilities that have come down to one, but
not necessarily as having thus come down. If everything
'good' is a heritage, and the character of 'goodness' lies in
making authentic existence possible, then the handing
down of a heritage constitutes itself in resoluteness. The
more authentically Dasein resolves--and this means that in
anticipating death it understands itself unambiguously in
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terms of its ownmost distinctive possibility--the more
unequivocally does it choose and find the possibility of its
existence, and the less it does so by accident.
Children of adoption, who are automatically swept up in the revision of their original
heritage and are permanently assigned a different heritage, emotionally vacillate between
their two existences as long as this issue goes unresolved. By opening sealed records, the
opportunity to resolve this issue can occur.
The story of loss, reality, community, and identity, tempered by myth and
isolation, yields a person who may have been given grafted roots and transplanted
gingerly and lovingly into the most enriched environment possible. In this transplanting,
comes great potential for growth and fulfillment. However, the true roots of all human
beings go down into the grounding of the actual heritage of the past. Without access to
that authentic source of identity, a condition of rootlessness will prevail. The words
adoptees speak are often poignant reminders of this profound idea as Blau (1993: 15)
quotes Rebecca Leverant, an adoptee, as saying, "Adoption has a past, present, and future
tradition. If you look at the story of Moses, it shows how adoption has an important role
in developing the human aspects of people--compassion, love and forgiveness." It is
with the foundation of this understanding that I move to the next and final chapter of the
dissertation, which presents findings implications and recommendations, and suggestions
for future research.

CHAPTER SIX

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
OF THE STIJDY

The Hero's Adventure Furthermore, we have not even to
risk the adventure alone, for the heroes of all time have
gone before us. The labyrinth is thoroughly known. We
have only to follow the thread of the hero path, and where
we had thought to find an abomination, we shall find a
god. And where we had thought to slay another, we shall
slay ourselves. Where we had thought to travel outward,
we will come to the center of our own existence. And
where we had thought to be alone, we will be with all the
world.
Joseph Campbell (1988: 123)

Introduction
There is so much more to say than the words contained in this work. The very
essence of this entire text comes from a source as ancient as time itself, the relationship
between a pregnant woman and her unborn child. When I began looking at adoption, my
interest was motivated by an urgency to uncover answers buried deep in inaccessible
places. I never realized the magnitude of the work nor the effort it would take to
overcome the seemingly insurmountable barriers in my path. It seemed that there would
never be answers to my questions and that I would search forever. This is not where the
story has gone nor where it is headed. This story has a life of its own as it continues and
is central to the other person in the life of each of us--the woman who gave us life.
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The whole relationship with the mother experienced by every child before birth
comes back to meet them as the search for other relationships progresses. A person is
forever touched by that first relationship, with his or her original mother, because that is
the original link a baby has to the rest of the world. Therefore, to understand the
relationship each person has with his or her original mother is the place to look first, for
each person to understand the initial connection to all other people. This happens, not as
a youngster, an adolescent, a maturing adult, or a senior citizen, but as a newly formed
human being who is relating for the first time to someone else. The matter comprises the
whole world for the fetus and the infant. A person's first or original mother is the one
being to whom and from whom we initially receive everything. This beginning is a selfcontained existence that remains forever part of our being. If a person's life is brought
forth exclusively by the original mother, then it behooves us not to merely include that
relationship but to place major emphasis on the experience of this relationship. The entire
study has examined adoption and the way it has influenced the lives of people directly
involved. The quest for knowledge began as a personal journey. I lived a major portion
of the experience contained herein. I found the exploration not only fascinating, but also
very rewarding, for it answered questions and confirmed many speculations that had been
looming in front of me and other members of the triad for years. With the end of this
research, the final goal will be to bring forth the positive aspects of what I learned. This
chapter concludes by bringing into focus the findings, implications and
recommendations, suggestions for future research and a final commentary and personal
reflections.

Overview of the Study
This work developed within the interpretative tradition, that considers language as
the house of being (Heidegger: 1962) where the means of understanding are placed in
thinking as text and speaking. By using dialogue as the vehicle of communication, it is
possible to bring forth the ideas of many. Gadamer (1992: 542) mentions, "... our
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thought which is transmitted through language, as well as doubt about our capacity for
openness to a reality. . . does not correspond to our opinions, our fabrications, our
previous expectations." Interpretative analysis in this study has as its foundation
journals, literature and my personal reflection upon these conversations with participants
and my notes.
My personal interest stems from living the experience myself and therefore
having a contribution to make to such a study. In addition, I am interested in bringing to
light new understandings of the subject, instead of trying to tell someone else what is
right or wrong. This way of proceeding allows others to see for themselves and to
consider my words as perhaps a better argument. By living and thinking in this way of
allowing others this consideration, it is possible to develop these new understandings, not
forcing my ideas on others, and in the process to create the possibility for change to
occur. My life as an adoptive mother has set the stage for me to look at how our nation
sees adoption, both individually and collectively. One of my most important
recognitions was of the way in which adoption reaches across society and touches many
people indirectly. Interpretation of the data reflects my interest and reveals personal
involvement; it is the way I see and understand it. Beyond that, however, it shows
opportunities for change and invites change each time someone becomes involved.

Findini:s
The direction of this research was to search for participants' understandings of
what adoption has meant to them and of what effects the separation of babies from their
original mothers has had on their lives. People naturally fell into one of several groups
as members of the triad or outside of the triad. Looking at the roles that each person
plays in their everyday lives clarifies the distinction among the groups. Various
responses of the participants allowed me to draw generalizations that apply not only to
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members of the triad but also to others in the world who may not have any direct
relationship to someone in the adoption triad. The findings are as follows:
1. A human being first develops an awareness of the world via the original
mother. The bond between the developing human being and the mother is the first and
strongest connection. This initial relationship joins both individuals, grows and develops
throughout the pregnancy, and creates a permanent link that remains throughout the lives
of both individuals and affects succeeding generations.
2. The significance of this first relationship or bond often has been
underestimated by society and its importance even dismissed, despite the information
supporting it. The results of this dismissal by individuals, institutions and established
laws are the perpetuation of society's traditional views and the limitation of possibilities
for new understandings to develop.
3. A failure to recognize the significance of this first relationship between mother
and child leads to a belief that any caretaker can replace the original mother. When this
assumption is accepted, there is a belief by many in the adoptive community that an
infant can shift the connection from the original mother to any other person without
experiencing interruption, trauma or confusion and subsequent distrust of the world.
4. Babies are not developmentally ready nor capable of verbalizing their feelings
about what has happened to them. Because their message is either misunderstood or
ignored, they experience a severe loss of connectedness in the process, and become
victims of a trauma that remains within them forever.
5. Laws governing the order and lives of a society generally fail to recognize the
significance of and the need for individuals to maintain a connectedness to their families
of origin. Traditional attitudes and beliefs still prohibit individuals from gaining access to
original relatives. As a result, countless numbers of people struggle with developing and
maintaining harmonious relationships and with limitations of their ability to establish a
full and satisfying life.
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Implications and Recommendations
Those who voiced an interest in this work willingly shared what they knew and,
in general, voiced a sincere interest in contributing to the body of knowledge that I was
gathering. As I have discussed my work with others who were not participants, I found
broad interest in and support for my work, to the extent that people voluntarily requested
to be part of the research or suggested names of others who had interest in adoption and
related areas. Individuals only casually concerned also found the subject interesting and
became more aware of how complex adoption can be. Public attitudes about birth and
parenting are emotional and quite diverse since everyone has a mother and can relate to
the current presence or absence of that relationship. Motherhood is a core issue in our
society, an image characterized by a phrase such as, "apple pie and motherhood." When
people look at adoption, they view it from their own understanding and may not be able
to grasp the whole picture, particularly if they have not been part of an adoptive
situation.
Many of the guidelines that originally governed society and shape adoptive
practices in the past still exist, but society has changed. Current practices, such as single
women having children, fathers having a greater voice in caring for their children, and
less accessible extended families all have eroded the traditional support system of family
connections that were available in the past. The time has come to take another look at
the world and to revise certain standards governing these areas. In a shrinking world,
where the information highway runs right through our homes and offices, it is obvious
that denying adoptees access to basic information is outmoded and outrageous. Changes
in communication exemplify the point that continual revision of legal policies should
become the rule rather than the exception; that is not now the case.
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The following recommendations are intended as a signal for change in the ways
in which society views birth, care of children, and other related areas. The need to
examine past practices and justifications for those practices transcends every argument
for maintaining these beliefs. The rules and legal regulations in place have been
regarded as keepers of the peace; nonetheless, the prohibiting of individuals the right to
know their past relegates them to an indeterminate sentence of perpetual quandary about
who they are. Adoptees become destined to a permanent denial of access to their own
identity. It is the fundamental right of all people to know who they are. The following
recommendations include all individuals, the message applies to all of us. Many of the
recommendations are based, in part, upon the considerations of others who have been
thinking about adoptive issues for a long time:

1. Every child should remain with his or her original mother immediately following
birth if at all possible, in order to have an opportunity to meet the world with the woman
the child knows best. Children who experience those beginning moments in the arms of
their first mother will be better able to face the world with a sense of security. It is
imperative that every baby have the same chance to begin life feeling safe and secure, not
traumatized by unnatural changes, with no way of determining what may happen next.
2. Instead of legislating against access to information, society should pass laws that
assist triad members in acquiring all information that will be helpful to them as they
continue their lives, and extending to the lives of future generations. The significance of
such a decision can assist in bringing about an entirely new attitude about the rights of all
individuals to know their origins, regardless of their beginnings, could be monumental.
3. Educational institutions should develop a heightened sense of awareness for the
challenges that face many adoptees as they go through the system. A closer look at
students who are often channeled into a variety of special services may reveal a
possibility of misdiagnosis for many children, especially in the areas of attention deficit
disorder and attention deficit hyperactive disorder (ADD; ADHD).
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4. Ongoing support services should be available, encouraged, and regularly advertised
for the general public and for members of the triad, in particular. These services should
provide education about the uniqueness of the adoptive situation. A specific program
designed for individuals contemplating adoption should include the information revealed
in this research to emphasize the awareness of the child. By informing the public about
adoption, people will be better prepared to interpret issues of adoption which emerge
when the child matures and will have a greater understanding of how to live and to
function more effectively and positively as a family unit.
5. International adoption issues and practices should be studied and recognized as a
significant part of the body of knowledge of domestic adoptions in this country. The
additional challenges of cultural change and global relocation require careful planning on
the part of many agencies and governments. Since the fundamental problems in adoption
are universal, both domestic and foreign organizations could be mutually supportive in
their endeavor to successfully place children in loving homes.
Collectively, the above recommendations present a comprehensive picture of the
world of adoption. These points of focus can lead to a new awareness about the
problems encumbering not just the lives of triad members, but also the rest of the world,
which regularly comes in contact with at least one member of the triad. Issues of
adoption affect everyone and are not limited to a specific group of people. By
recognizing that reality, adoptive practices reach out into the general community. That
acceptance alone will serve to enlighten the public and pave the way for developing some
new understandings about how adoption influences everyone.

Su2~wstions for Future Research
The information from this study has brought to light many beliefs and practices of
adoption that dominate the social agencies and the legal practices that structure it. With
the medical community uncovering new ideas about pregnancy and birth, the possibility
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arises that behavior of official agencies and diagnosis by those agencies will find more
appropriate ways of addressing the needs of parents and of their children during and after
pregnancy. The social sciences also have become more sophisticated and have redefined
what happens to children who begin life without pennanent homes and are placed in a
variety of living arrangements. With the introduction of the technology that shares
information quickly and easily, another resource appeared for assessing, organizing, and
categorizing infonnation and access to it. All these technological resources are useful,
but without an ability to reach out to those receiving it and to provide an understanding
that matches some familiar or accepted guideline, all the information in the world will be
insufficient to further an ultimate understanding about adoption that is long overdue.
Personally, I have countless reasons for extending this work in many
areas. As an adoptive mother, I realize that there is much more to parenting in an
adoptive setting than previously has been understood, and while I have learned a great
deal, there are still many unanswered questions. Moreover, I am convinced that I would
have been able to avoid many pitfalls if I had been more aware of these differences
earlier in the process. Perhaps other families will benefit more today than ever before
from additional knowledge, especially because many agencies and individuals currently
have more open attitudes about the importance of communication and community.
Another reason for continuing this work is the lack of awareness about adoptive
issues by the general public. The larger community does not recognize the immediate
need to better understand what people directly touched by adoption have experienced.
The urgency for communicating awareness to the public, frequently felt by many triad
members is poorly interpreted and often minimally appreciated in the community at
large: therefore, many concerns specific to the adoptive community are dismissed as
trivial or inconsequential by those unfamiliar with the authentic picture. The adoptive
community and others who recognize a need to modify thinking about adoption are
motivated to opening communication channels, however, there is some very active

158

resistance to this idea. It is unlikely that this reaction has malice as its source; more
probably, it is a lack of true familiarity with what frequently happens to adoptees in their
relationships with others. Some of the areas for future consideration may be how
adoption impacts a child's education, the relationship of adoption to substance abuse, teen
pregnancy, and what education can do in working with triad members. By continuing
and extending this work, triad members, as well as others in our society may be better
able to envision what it means to live within the adoptive experience.

Final Commentazy and Personal Reflections
This journey began for me as a small child, although I did not realize it then.
With my earliest recollections of wanting dolls as presents, I began preparing for the time
when I would receive and care for the greatest gift I would ever know, my own child.
Time passed, and the gift eventually came, but not at all as I had expected. When a fourmonth-old baby girl was handed to me in a red and white flannel stocking, I received the
most precious bundle ever created. I did not once think that it mattered how my child
came as long as she arrived in my arms. I still do not think that my motherhood matters
so much, but I do believe sincerely that how a child receives a mother matters.
Additionally, I must admit that many years passed in which I gave very little thought to
my child's original mother, aside from the annual reflection about her on my child's
birthday as well as from the messages conveyed by society that portrayed her original
mother in a particular image of simply being a person who had given up her child.
Recently I read a novel that gave new understanding to the moment in time when
a mother leaves her child forever. The following excerpt captures the sentiment I
understood truly for the first time after listening to honest, open feelings expressed by
original mothers. I had lived for half a century and lived in adoption for well over a
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decade but until I finally faced those words directly in the story below, I had no idea
what they meant. This is a fictionalized accounting that captures what I have heard from
many original mothers who have gone through the same anguish. There is much more
truth in this fictional text than I had ever known, and I would never attempt to diminish
the significance of the truth in these words. After all, it is the story of my own daughter
and of her original mother. I will forever be moved each time I read these words:
They loaded Maribeth's things into the car, and she stood
there, feeling a rock in her stomach. She went back inside,
and into Liz's room and picked up Kate and held her close
to her as the baby slept, unaware of what was happening
and that something important was about to slip out of her
life, never to return in exactly the same way again, if ever.
Maribeth knew that there were no guarantees in life, only
promises and whispers.
"I'm leaving you now," she whispered to the sleeping
angel. "Don't ever forget how much I love you," she said,
as the baby opened her eyes and stared at her as though she
were concentrating on what Maribeth was saying. "I won't
be your mommy anymore when I come back here ... I'm
not even your mommy now ... be a good girl ... take care
of Tommy for me," she said, kissing her, squeezing her
eyes shut. It didn't matter what she had said about not
being able to give her anything, or the life she deserved. In
her gut, in her heart, this would always be her baby, and
she would always love her, and to her very core she
understood that. "I'll always love you," she whispered into
the soft hair, and then set her down again, looking at her
for a last time, knowing that she would never see her that
way again, or be as close to her. This was their final
moment as mother and daughter. "I love you," she said,
and collided with Tommy as she turned away.
Danielle Steel (1994: 214)

Adoptive mothers are generally more visible than original mothers but, in my
opinion, no better understood by society or by themselves. Many women choose
adoption as a result of the inability to bear a child, as I did and, when a woman is deemed
infertile, the same anguish of loss and of sadness prevails. Without clearly
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understanding what infertility is and what it does emotionally, an infertile woman feels as
much distress from the subtle nature of that condition as the birth mother experiences
from the physical loss of a relinquished child. So, to interpret adoption as a simple
solution for a basic problem in society is to ignore some fundamental facts about
adoption that are anything but simplistic.
The vast intricacies inherent in the world of adoption require more serious
deliberation than the rather naive, traditional interpretation. Most important, the process
of adoption is defined by its own set of circumstances, which need to be taken at least as
seriously as the process of birth. These two events should not necessarily be equated, but
they should be given the same merit and should be received in the same manner of
sanctity as marriage. I say this because an expression that crops up periodically glibly
suggests that if a person does not wish to give birth they can "just adopt." Nothing could
be further from the truth, and for someone to suggest that it is true is to misunderstand or
to devalue the entire procedure.
When people make a decision to include adoption in their lives, they need far
better preparation than I received over a decade and a half ago. From the initial stages of
applying for a child to the final maturity of the child, parents all along the way need to be
continually reinforced; all triad members need to feel supported appropriately in ways
that will allow them to see the situation devoid of myth and cleansed of old wives' tales,
not only for the immediate adoptive family but also for the public in general.
Surprisingly, I believe, because of lack of appropriate information, instances of
misunderstanding have occurred with my immediate family members and acquaintances.

In one instance, soon after my daughter came to live with us, a relative asked me if I
planned to tell her that she was adopted. I was amazed that one of my contemporaries
would think that such a practice was even considered an option in 1978. Yet the
question was in earnest, and came from a caring and concerned person whom I had
known most of my life. The other incident that stands out in my mind occurred as I was
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talking to a baby-sitter who, in all honesty, asked me if I would ever consider sending my
daughter back to the agency. I was so horrified at the very idea I had to compose myself
before I responded. This also took place during the year in which we adopted our
daughter.
Change is difficult as these examples suggest, and often takes a long time, but
every effort toward that end can eventually bring the desired results of creating new
understandings about adoption. An example of presenting adoption more honestly is a
story told for children, about the entire process. On the back cover of her book, Tell Me
a Real Adoption Sto,ry. Betty Jean Lifton (1993) suggests, "All children have a real life
story that begins when they are born. Even before. You will help your child feel secure
if you can tell your child the real facts about how he or she came into the world and
became a part of your family." Prior to this rendition of adoption, there was only one
main version of the adoption story that existed, written by Valentina Wasson (1967)
specifically for children as the forward suggests: "The Chosen Baby has served as a
handbook for adoptive parents and their adopted children through the years .... It is
meant for very young children and is ... recommended as a most agreeable way to begin
the continuing process of telling a child about adoption." Unfortunately, the story does
not even begin to focus on the child's point of view, although it was designed as a
children's story. It considers only a rather antiseptic view of the potential adoptive
couple. Original parents are not even mentioned. This is an incomplete and unrealistic
picture of the adoptive triad, but it reflects an era in which those views were popular,
widely accepted as fact, and perennially held as the expectation and example to
perpetuate. In short, it was a sham that typified why adoption is viewed by many as the
idealized fairy tale where everyone lives happily ever after. I was one of those readers
who wholeheartedly accepted the myth as reality.
When I first went to buy a book on adoption in 1975, I found only a limited
selection that was of little help. Instead, I learned valuable tips on parenting from
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families who had adopted children. Their stories were insightful because they shared
honest examples of family interaction. Fortunately, children's books and literature on
adoption today are making strides toward communicating more realistic information,
specific to challenges that I have faced in our adoptive family. I believe that as triad
members write and publish their stories, others will benefit. With the introduction of the
information superhighway, this trend will continue to grow.
For almost two years I have been utilizing the electronic bulletin boards to
broaden my knowledge base. When I stumbled upon a section about adoption and the
triad on Prodigy, I was delighted. It opened up a whole new world for me, not only of
topics to discuss but also of friends and of a system of support that I had not previously
known. Almost immediately I realized the potential of this source for my personal quest,
and I logged into a place that I return to daily. Recently, a new term, "Mouse Potato,"
was mentioned on television. I interpreted the term to mean individuals attached to their
home computers, and truthfully, if this is a vehicle to help me negotiate the adoption
maze on my computer, I am more than willing to assume that label and to avail myself of
that resource.
Over the years I have steadfastly attempted to learn and to understand as much as
I could, and then to place myself into a position in which to grow, and then to position
myself for continual growth. Learning has occurred mostly in daily living but has been
enhanced by others willing to share what they know with me. At times the process has
been an arduous one, since often the journey has been long, and frequently lonely and
acutely isolated. True growth seems to be an individual thing, and is subject to many
amazing twists and turns. One of the most significant turnabouts in my thinking was
realizing the absolute necessity that adoptees have access to their past histories and
cultural traditions; naturally that includes a reunion with the original mother. In the
beginning I never believed it was a good idea to access that information and was more
than reticent even to consider such an action for our family. Even when I began to grasp
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the importance of an adoptee's past history, I remained skeptical about the possibility of
my daughter meeting her first mother if she ever chose to search. I was a firm believer in
the traditional idea of keeping the past in the past, neatly tucked away in some file
cabinet and safely forgotten. However, I had always felt that when my daughter became
an adult I would do whatever she wished about a search process and reunion with her
first mother. Only when I became more aware of the total picture did I change my mind
and realize how reunion is essential to complete the process.
This change in my point of view, though gradual at first, moved like a snowball
rolling downhill. Once the idea took hold, it grew in size and strength until I almost
completely reversed myself, to the extent that I have been told by triad members that
many of my present positions often resemble those of original mothers. I believe that
this metamorphosis has enabled me to see things better from another's point-of-view.
Original mothers, such as participants Carol and Sheila, have said how much they
appreciate my speaking on these views as an adoptive mother. I, too, appreciate my
shift in thinking, because it reflects an ability to grow and change. Now I feel at home in
many areas of my world where I once felt strange. It also encourages me to continue
along these lines because I believe there is much more left for all of us to learn.
Currently I see unlimited directions to pursue as we continue to uncover the truth
about adoption by demystifying it. The time has come when people are no longer willing
to live with unanswered questions and buried secrets. For me, the truth has definitely set
me free and opened up whole new vistas far more useful and less inhibiting than the
world I previously acknowledged. There are families formed in many ways, from single
adults adopting to remarriages with children from former relationships.
There will always be children without parents who are in search of loving homes.
Moreover, the need in many adults to nurture and to care for children is a powerful urge
that can be fulfilled through the social channels that provide a vehicle for these children
and adults to come together successfully. In the past, well intentioned actions, such as
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the establishment of the Orphan Trains in the 1800s, documented by Marilyn Holt
(1992), described the desire of individuals and philanthropic groups to provide homes
for many children without families by relocating them. Today we have come a long
way from these original ideas, but we still need to maintain a constant and watchful eye
for the unfolding of improved and broader based solutions, to help families when
children and their parents are apart from one another. My direction lies in providing an
avenue for others to consider when making pivotal decisions about human beings, such
as home placement and access to legal documents, decisions that will affect them for a
lifetime. The way of looking at the total story of life from its origins to its conclusion
suggested by my research and analysis may enhance public understanding and support
creation of a connected, healthy, and balanced community.
"I would like this to be a book about living," writes Hope Edelman (1994: xvii)
as she recounts her life after the death of her mother when Hope was just seventeen. This
made me think of my treasured grandmother who recently celebrated her centennial
birthday. She lost her mother to illness when she was a five-year-old child. The reason I
thought of her immediately was the way in which she recalled that loss and those early
memories fondly and with great emotion each time she mentioned her mother to me. As
my grandmother aged, her memory did too, but not the thoughts and feelings of her very
early years--the songs her mother would sing to her and her mother's beauty. These were
things that remained as a living part of my grandmother long after other thoughts had
faded. To see how vivid the memory was, I spoke to her as she prepared for her
centennial celebration. With many details loosely connected, she nevertheless recalled
with crystal clarity the events preceding her mother's illness and the emptiness following
her loss. What I learned from her wisdom was the enduring quality of her bond with her
mother. Edelman (1994: xviii) evokes the weight of this unmistakable feeling when she
lost her mother, in noting, "What was far less clear was how the effects of this loss were
likely to appear and reappear throughout the rest of my life." I accept unconditionally
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my grandmother's lifelong feelings for her original mother. I have no doubt that
memories sustained for a century are cemented in the earliest moments of life's
commencement. It would be foolish to dismiss the way in which my grandmother
viewed her life for one hundred years, and it would be just as foolish to dismiss that same
relationship for anyone else. One hundred years ago information about infant/mother
bonding was minimal, and yet a human mind can reveal its personal significance and
speak with conviction.
Not everyone will live as long as my grandmother, but everyone can recognize
that what she remembers about her own mother is powerful enough to consider as
enduring, authentic, and truly meaningful. In this study I have shown the strength of this
special bond between the original mother and her child. By recognizing and accepting it
as completely different than any other relationship, we can begin to acknowledge a need
to recognize and respect what happens in adoption when that bond is broken. The
uniqueness forever influences our lives. We can honor that bond and make a difference.
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