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This Child Is Mine

The Mechanisms for
Delegating Parenthood

“Alifelong experience for all parties”

The permanent transfer of a child from one parent to
another has a profound and lasting impact on all three members of the
triad: birth and adoptive parents as much as the child her- or himself.
The child acquires a new identity, and the adults lose or gain parental
status. In this chapter, then, I will discuss the mechanisms: how the
transfer is made, how the right parent for a child is designated, and
how parents experience the kind of kinship adoption entails. T will also
demonstrate how complicated these issues are. Throughout the twen-
tieth century, as both state involvement in child welfare and the pro-
fessionalization of adoption grew, the ambiguities of a fictive kinship
remained.

In American adoption, social workers have the daunting task of del
egating parenthood. The task involves disqualifying some and qualify-
ing other people to have children. Tha the eriteria for a “good par-
ent” are variable, changing with time, place, and situation, does not
make the task casier. The task is further complicared by the awkward-
ness of the relationship between a person who wants a child and the
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expert who intervenes in that decision. Consequently, next to social
workers, the significant figures here are adoptive parents. During the
twenticth century, adoption policy increasingly focused on the person
petitioning for a child, as that person became not just a “caretaker” of
the child but also an embodiment of notions of parenthood.

Yet techniques for selecting and approving an adoptive parent did
not exclude the birthparent. The mother who had a child she could
not keep represented traits that were considered undesirable in a par-
ent; she was nfis to the adoptive parent’s fir. At the same time, her
“nature” was important; the genealogical parent presumably deter-
mined the child’s personality and temperament. And that was impor-
rant because, lacking any clear predictors of the outcome of a place-
ment, social workers established a policy of “matching.” The child
should be like the people who adopt him, his “nature” in accord with
theirs. If the child conforms to the adoptive parents, love and commit-
ment will follow, or so the theory holds. Thus, social workers do at-
tempt to “know” something of the character and material condition
of the parents who wil take a child and of the child they will take, in
order to re-create a semblance of real kinship in the contrived family.!

Reactions to the investigative efforts of social workers are an im-
portant part of the story. Adoptive parents are not passive, o silent,
about the process by which they “get” children or about the social
workers who “play god” while giving children. Nor do prospective
parents always turn to agencies in order to adopt: independent adop-
tions are both a viable aliemative and a source of pressure on agen-
cies. As a rule, adoptions without agencics provide a way of transfer-
sing children that allows participants to have more “say” and to fecl
less “bureaucratized.” The appeal of this alternative, combined with
the consciousness-raising affecting adoption in general, has pushed
agencies into changing their policies. In a blending of foster care and
adoping that s a striking development of late twentieth-century adop-
tion practices, the “client™ is now a partner of the expert, the child to
be adopted is no longer a “perfect match,” and prospective parents
are presumed to be as interested in helping as in having a child.

My discussion concludes with the apparent transformation of ex-
pertinvolvement in adopion, as people turn toward nonagency adop-
tions and, more radically, toward the unmediated exchange of a child
in a completely open adoption. If adoption “constitutes a lifelong cx-
petience for all parties” (Cole and Donley 1990, 280), it is also an
experience that participants are constantly alering,
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“Skillful investigation by
completely trained persons”™

Michigan was one of the first states to require the inves-
tigation of potential adoptive parents. In 1891, an opinion held that
any “judge of probate with whom such instrument [of adoption] is
filed, shall thereupon make an investigation, and if he shall be satisfied
as to the good moral character and the ability to support and educate
such child, and of the suitableness of the home, of the person or per-
sons adopting such child, he shall make an order, to be entered on the
journal of the probate court.  * (Bremner 1971, 11, 147). It is not
clear who the investigators were; only marginally clearer was what they
would look for: moral character and ability to educate, as well as a
“suitable” home. But the course had been set. Trained workers were
10 assess the parents a child might acquire, and especially scrupulously
when the change in parenthood was permanent.

A quarter century later, in 1917, Minnesota amended its adoption
law to somewhat the same end. “Upon the fling of a perition for the
adoption of a minor child the court shall notify the state board of con-
trol. It shall then be the dury of the board to verify the allegations of
the petition; and to make appropriate inquiry to determine
whether the proposed foster home is a suitable home for the child”
(Bremner 1971, 11, 147). The institution of inquiry s cited, but the
criteria—a suitable home—are nor more specific. The amendment,
however, also did something elsc; it included a reminder that there
were two sets of parents involved in the transfer: the parents petition-
ing for and the parents losing a child. Investigation involved a judg-
ment of comparative worth, not simply a test of capability to care for a
child.

A Wisconsin statute of 1922 made the possibility of parents com-
peting for a child more explicit. The statute recognized the difficulty
of assessing parental capabilitis, even if a suitable environment could
be determined. According to the judicial opinion, adoption involves a
“human triangle: the child at the apex, the living natural parents and
the prospective adoptive parent completing the figure.” Natural and
prospective parents might not agree on the best interests of the child;
a third person then had the responsibility of placing the child in a suit-
able home. This, the statute proclaimed, was a solemn responsibility,

given the deprivation that accompanied a permanent reassignment of
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parenthood. As the statute described it: “Undoubtedly many children
would be better cared for were the state to shift them to other homes
than those nature gave them ; but to transform a temporary sepa-
ration of the family, incurred by reason of misfortune, into an absolute
severance of those tics so interwoven with human hearts, should, and
o be done only under due process of law” (Bremner 1979, II,
151).

At the same time, the Wisconsin Children’s Code Commission em-
phasized the primacy of the child’s interests and, for that reason, in-
sisted that experts supervise al child placement procecdings. “Adop-
tion proceedings are, for the adoptable child, next to birth itsclf, the
most important single transaction in his lfe. It is imperative, there-
fore, that the child at this time have the benefit of the most thorough
and careful work in the procedure that is to determine his whole fu-
ture. Essential to this is the need that the court shall have for its guid-
ance full and complete facts about the child and the adopting parents.
This can be secured only through skillful investigation by completely

fned persons” (in Witmer 1963, 35). Thus, by the 19205, social

kers were thoroughly in charge of the movement of children; on
word, kinship was made or unmade.
e state had turned to families to protect its children and then
upon experts to judge the suitability of families for this respon-
(Tiffin 1982; Grossberg 1985). The emphasis on “completely
persons” reflected a growing sense that parenthood ought to
be Sapervised—especially in the dramatic circumstances of removing a
child from his or her “natural,” biological, parent. Social workers,
even with training, moved warily into the arena of designating a “fit”
and disqualifying an “unfic” parent. They did not always trust the
claims individuals made about their own “capability” for being a
parent; stated motives could be misleading. In response to the uncer-
ainties surrounding the evaluation of a good and bad parent, social
workers embarked on the task of developing concrete and consistent
criteria—a task that has been never-cnding?

“Tiffin (1982, 271) has described the state’s growing involvement in
the delegation of parenthood. “Whereas previously any family that
was neither immoral nor in debt was considered suitable, in the later
years [1920s] much greater care was taken in matching parent and
child. Progressive agencies rejected the notion that a child should
be placed ‘without regard 1o temperament or suitability just because
physical conditions in a home may be good" [Illinois Children’s
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Home and Aid Society 1909). To guarantee that an individual child
was suited to an applicant, it was necessary that the prospective par-
ents be investigated as thoroughly as the child had been.” A home
that was “suitable,” then, included the characteristic of being suited
to the child’s nature. To the criteria for a good environment, social
workers added the idea that a child could be matched with her or his
new parents. And though this did not mean birth and social parent
were exactly alike—after all, one was losing and the other getting a
child—it also did not leave the natural parent out; the traits of the ge-
nealogical parent predicted (it was thought) the child’s temperament
and promise.

“Superiority” was another factor in the transference from natural to
adoptive parents. Matching, for example, followed upon the selection
of a home that was “superior” and an adoptive parent who was more
capable than the birthparent. Truly to achieve the well-being of the
child, social workers were exhorted to choose “adoptive homes that
are of average or better quality” (Witmer 1963, 255). Exactly how to
implement that choice, however, was no clearer in the carly part of the
century than it is now: could there be “scientific measures” of quality?
Or should a social worker depend upon individual intuitions and feel-
ings in the matter of selecting a parent? Professional judgment in child
welfare cases continues to oscillate between those two poles. And
whatever the form of evaluation, there is still no guarantee that the ar-
rangement will work, that the child will be loved and nurtured into a
productive, contented citizen.

Of course, one might learn guidelines for placement from what had
worked. In 1924, Sophie Van Senden Theis's pioncering study of 910
adults who had been adopted as children tried that approach. As head
of the New York Charities Aid Association, she assumed there would

be a link between adult “adjustment” and the environment in the
adoptive home. What was the background like? “What are those chil-
dren who are adopted in babyhood like, later in life? How do the
children and foster-parents who have gone through periods of difficult
adjustments fecl when the children have grown up?” she asked. Un-
fortunately, her findings were neither definitive nor predictive. What
she found did matter, however, were the “human relationships” in the
family. In an optimistic conclusion to a nonconclusive study, Van Sen-
den Theis wrote: “In many instances, particularly in the case of the
child who was placed young, the relationship appeared to be a com-
plete substitution for the natural parent-child relationship” (in Brem-
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ner 1971, 11, 425). That has been i
studics since: 2 loving family will m‘fwiﬁﬂ?ﬁa‘lﬁiﬂ ouome
The implication of such studies is that good parents act like natural
Parcms. Good parents, social workers said, “did not have to rely on
intelectualized presciptions; instcad, they had 4 facily for ymder
standing a child’s feelings and needs and reacting in a positive, natumal
r?unncr'v' (Witmer 1963, 157). The prescription for a Iuihbl‘: adop-
tive family has lasted—and been lastingly hard to apply, inasmuch u‘;l
relies thus on amorphous notions of “cxpressiveness™ and “emotional
aitude.” Those who have tied to discover ways of precicting “adop:
tion success” and “good adjustment” of the adopted child tend to
conclude, like Van Senden Theis, that parental feelings make the dif-
ference. A crucial study by Alexina Mary McWhinnie (1967, 257), for
instance, indicated that of the “many facors” that influcnce acoption
outcome, “subtle emotional attitudes” were the most important. Yet
how could subtle emotional attitudes, or parentl love, be cvaluated 1n
people who had (usually) not had children? In the midst of such vari.
ables, the inadequacics of research become clearer. As Hoopes (1982)
tells us, there are “difficulties in predicting. functioning at a later time
from carly characteristics of adoptive parent and child. Knowledge of
the qualites needed for good parenting s limited in the field of nild
development in gencral,”

To compensate for the lack of predictability in -chil
tionships, social workers developed two ma]nlz mpK::::d!:\d:’x::g
and assesing the “sabilty” o adulspetitoning for a child, Refering
back to Van Senden Theis’s 1924 study, social workers found desirable
qualiies o parcnthood inthe *self-respecting, sclf-supporting, kindly

child. Increased professionalization of child welfure practice generally
led 10 more detailed descriptions of “happy fumilies” and contented
.womcn and men. In 1943, for example, in a book that became known
informally as the “Bible” for homefinders, Dorothy Hutchinson wore,

“These people have made reasonably satisfctory adjustmens 1o e
demands :icverydzy life. They can hold a job, make and keep friends,
marry and enjoy love, and meet the com ife (in
Faronan 157030 mon stresses of life” (in
. The 194(.)3 and 1950s saw efforts to systematize the notion of “sar-
isfactory adjustment” and to measure psychological sabilty in pro-
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spective parents. Recogizing the uniqueness of the situation, a socal
worker, Ruth Brenner, wrote in the 1950s: “In an adoption agency
more than in most other case work agencics there is a heightencd
focus on the need to predict because of the irreversible nature of
the adoption process and the fact that a child’s whole life s at suke.”
1o a self reflective vein, she went on to bemoan the primitive state of
adoption investigations. “To a large degree much of the work of the
‘clection of homes has been left to the intuition of individual case
wworkers because there has been no clear and definitive statement of
the factors which might be prognostically reliable for the weighing
2nd sclection of homes growing out of obscrvation, practice and re-
Search” (Brenner 1951, 18). Yer, in the end, this social worker, too,
concluded that 2 good marriage was the best predictor of good par-
enthood, “A stable, satisfying mariage is basic to a child’s growth; for
family lfe is built upon a vital and meaningful marriage, the hub from
which parent-child relationships radiate” (88). This is what the Child
Welfare League told its member agencics in the 1950s and, without
much change, for the next three decades.?

Emotional stability and contentment in marriage are still the main
criteria for sclecting suitable adoptive parents. According to a recent
CWLA Standards for Adoprion Service (1978, 60), “The study and
cvaluation of adoptive applicants should take into consideration the
following characteristics that arc presumed, on the basis of present
Knowledge, to indicate the capacity for adoptive parenthood: toal
personslity functioning, emotional maturit, quality of marita rela-
Tonship, fecling about childsen, fecling about childlessness and readi-
ncss to adopt, and motivation.” Despite claims to the contrary, these
imply that a good parent i the opposite of a bad parent and that *t”
an be drawn from “unfit.” Married, stable, thoughtful about child-
bearing: these individuals contrast with the (stercotypical) unmaried,
emotionally voltile, and impulsive birthparent. Moreover, even when
Lgencies accepred single adopting parcnts, they were distinguished
feom the single relinquishing parent. “The stabilty of the marriage of
2 couple or the stability of a singlc applicant” plus “handling of carier
i sitaation [sie]” qualificd potential parents in one agency (personal
communication). In the shadows stands the unwed mother, unstable

and inept at handling crisis.
hes standards of selection are also contipuglly debared.* The dif
fcultics of measuring contentment in marrigge nd emotional stability
are real, and no social worker wants ©© jinc a suitable parent

“
solely on the basis of lack of “unsuitable™ traits. Walking the fine line
between scientific measures of parenthood and intuitions about a lov-
ing parent, social workers etz to 3 policy of matching. The round
peg in the round hole may be the best guarantee of a successful place-
ment: the late nineteenth-century phrase can stand as well a centur
e, It f of rea vlue 0 it the Aght peg n te right hle. A chid
ihat may be o tomcnt incnc iy woul b  lcsing in another.

children of promisc, promisi
Ao for il m.p promising parents should be sought™ (in
A round peg-round hole prescription was csicr to follow when an
older child was being adopted, the usual case before the 1920s; an
older child’s temperament and promise showed and could be “wil:ed"
o l.he new home. Infant placement, which became popular after that
period, posed a different challenge: what could be known about a
newborn baby before placementzé How could the fit be cnsured? One
could know the biologicl family nd, specificall, the birthmother and
use her trais to judg the chid's promisc. As this premise incresingly
dominated pracie,relinquishing parens were asked to provide fll
medical and background history,”” aspects of which were conveyed
1o the prospective parents. An alienative was o find out as much as
possibi about the infant hr- or himself. The lte ld t0 3 program
of testing babies, a parallel to the effort at developing “scientific mea-
sures” of a good parent; both peaked in the 1940s and 1950s. Infant
kj;-i:g'}lofltou&:c, delayed placement of the child.® )

e 1960s, influenced by the theories of the psychologis
Bowlby, social workers did away with prolonged oo m-li‘:.?n{:z:
by had condemaed such pracice: “The third argument againt carly
adoption—that there is less opportunity to assess the baby's potential
development—is commonly used by psychologists but is the weakest
of the three. It rests on the assumption that the various tets of devel-
opment available in the firs year of lfe have predictive value for the
childslter development.” Bettr plac the child ight away than wait
six to twelve months, Bowlby instructed, “and adoptive parents like
patural parents must be prepared 1o take a normal biological rsk”

(Bowlby 1963 [1951], 436-437). No time was to be lost between

the child’s birth and her placement into her new, and permanent,

home. Adoptive parents understood they were taking 3 “normal”
risk—or perhaps not quite normal.
The risk for adoptive parents was ( presumably) minimiz -

Wistimrioge: e rimluprmimad ot s
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about genes. According to the director of the CWLA in the early
1960s, “Agencics were convinced and attempted to convince the pub-
lic that they could guarantee them a perfect child; that by coming to
an agency, adoptive parents could be sure that the child was without
physical, emotional or mental defect, that his heredity was sound and
adopting a child was a far less risky procedure than having one nor-
mally” (in Cole and Donley 1990, 277). The best children would be
placed: the blond-haired, blue-¢yed infant of adoption mythology rep-
resented all that was perfect in a child—health, intclligence, a good
temperament. Yet so powerful was the belief in “matching” a child
with his o her new family that the myth weakened in the face of the
diverse looks and “temperaments™ of adopting families. (It did not
disappear: the image of the perfect baby—blond and bluc-cyed—per-
sisted, to be criticized in the 1960s and 1970s with growing concern
about the exclusion of non-white parents and children from the adop-
tion triad.) As long as matching controlled practice, the child could be
as dark, as “promising,” and as delicate in constitution as the adopting
parents. The round-peg and round-hole philosophy continues to
guide placement policy, with its expectation that a child would blend
indistinguishably into the family.

The adopted child was the child the adoptive parents could have
had. The child should rescmble them in physical features, intelligence
and habits, and, t0o, in race and religion (Huard 1956). Fitting a
family, as a CWLA Task Force report proclimed in the late 1980s,
was a child's right. “Children who need adoption have a right to be
placed into a family that reflects their own racial or cultural heritage
and preserves their connectedness in history.” “Of course,” the report
continued, children “should not have adoption denicd or significantly
delayed when adoptive parents of other races or cultures are available”
(Watson and Strom 1987, 8). Likeness, the theory went, increased
the chances that an adoptive parent would truly love and incorporate
the stranger?

For most of the twenticth century, infants were placed into families
where they would fit, presumably to be given the love and care that
went with belonging fully to a family. In the 1970s, however, adop-
tion changed: the pool of adoptable infants diminished and adoptive
parents could no longer be guaranteed a baby—let alone the kind of
child that would grow up “as if begotten.” Two consequences fol-
lowed: prospective parents began to consider “special needs” children,
and agencies developed mechanisms for placing special needs children
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in suitable homes.1® Widening the definition of adoptable children had
a counterpart in stretching the criteria for acceptable parents. The state
sill depended on families to fulfill its responsibility to the children,
but by the end of the twenticth century these were not the same fami-
lies they had been for the past fifty years.

They no longer so surely represented the average members of a
community: some were single, some less than prosperous, and a few
quite willing to care for a child temporarily. As the number of available
infants decreased, adoption lost its family-building emphasis and once
again incorporated the elements of charity and “civic responsibility”
that had historically guided child exchange in the United States. By
the 19705, adopting and fostering were not absolutely distinct ways of
having a child.

“The permanence and
continuity of a caring relationship”

“Again, it’s hard to come by clearly documented na-
tional data, but adoption professionals are sceing a tremendous in-
erease in the number of foster parent adoptions. Roughly 60 percent
of all special needs adoptions in this country appear to be such ‘con-
versions.” In 14 of 17 states studied by the Office of the Inspector
General in the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services in
1984, foster parent adoptions accounted for almost 50 percent of fi-
nalized adoptions” (]. Anderson 1990, 44).

Over the course of the twentieth century, adoption as a way of cre-
ating families had diverged from fostering as a way of caring for needy
children. The divergence reflects the dual character of child exchange
in the United States; a distinction between “child saving” and “child
having” is less surprising, perhaps, than the carlier blurring of those
motives for taking in children. Out of law and the professionalization
of child welfare practice came two categories: in foster care a needy
child finds a home, while in adopion loving parents receive a child.
Both involve contracted parent-child relationships; neither family is
the “natural setting” for a child. A foster family, however, is not sup-
posed to be like a biological family, whereas an adoptive family is its
facsimile. The differences tell a good deal about the notion of “par-
enthood” in American culture.
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As an expert on foster care, Robert Holman (1973, 79), recog-
nized: “On the one hand these private foster parents develop the atti-
tudes and behavior appropriate to a natural parent. They give great af-
fection, may be determined to keep the child whatever happens,
integrate him into the family. On the other hand their actions and atti-
tudes are not compatible with natural parenthood; they take payment
for the child, and in many cases, as will be shown, accept—even en-
courage—visits from the narural parents.” Those characteristics—ac-
cepting visits from the child’s natural parents and, more especially,
receiving payment for taking care of a child—make a foster family “dif-
ferent from™ a real family in which, presumably, there are no “other”
parents and conduct comes out of love, not for money. Confirming
this strangeness, individuals in a foster relationship have been found to
experience a “sense of falseness” (Triscliotis and Hill 1990).

A large part of the sense of falseness comes from the moncy in-
volved. “There is evidence,” for cxample, “that younger children do
want from surrogate parents the love and commitment they think nat-
ural parents should provide, and that some of them arc dismayed
when they learn of the financial side of the [foster care] arrangement”
(Bush 1988, 188-189). But the temporary character of the arrange-
ment may be cqually dismaying, to parents as well as to children.
Foster children are never fully thers; they can be re-placed—and both
connotations are antithetical to notions of natural parenthood.t!
Foster children perceived an “unnaturalness” that legally adopted chil-
dren did not, inasmuch as they belonged in the family. “While adop-
tees perceived themselves as growing up “like any other child in a fam-
ily,” many of those fostered were aware of differences in their situation
in spite of most foster parents’ efforts to make them feel secure and
one with the rest of the family” (Triseliotis and Hill 1990, 112).
Foster families also lack the conventional signs of “oneness” that es
tablish security and compensate for the impermanence of the arrange-
‘ment. The child keeps his or her birth name,'? and probably does not
look like the foster parents: matching is not a part of foster care pol-

icy. Foster parents are “resource” rather than “as-if-real” parents.3

But they are parenss. They are expected to give the kind of nurture
and education that is familial rather than institutional; their care is
given with affection and commitment—if not for the child’s lifetime.
Foster parenting requires that one be a parent fully if not forever; per-
formance does not presume enduring solidarity, but it does presume
commitment. Like Diana, who distinguished “parent” from “mother,”
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foster parents distinguish loving care from an exclusive bond of love.

“It is hard to distance yourself and not be possessive of these chil-
dren,” a foster mother said to me. “Even the babies T have now, its
tough. You've had this baby for 3, 6 months and uh, oh. So it's real
hard to get across to these people that 1 really, really love them bur 1
can let them go.”

Foster parents expect to share parenthood with others. The child’s
birthparent is supposed to be a part of foster family life, her—or, more
rarely, his—existence recognized in a way that would be unfamiliar
(and probably discomforting) to those involved in conventional adop-
tive arrangements. The idea of sharing evidently violates cultural
ideas of parenthood cven more radically than does the temporary
quality of foster parenthood. At my training scssions we were given a
short article by a social worker (Horejsi 1987, 77) reminding us that
“not all foster parents are cager to have the bio-parents visit their
child in care. Perhaps thesc resistant foster parents do not understand
why it is so important. We necd to remember that the parent-child
bond is amazingly powerful. Its power cannot be denied or erased.”s
We also learned that cach one of us, whether potential adoptive or po-
tential foster parent, would have to recognize the importance of the
“bio-parent” in our families. Fostering blurred with adopting, then,
not only because adoption might not be an option while fostering
was, but also because the conditions of a “contrived” parent-child re-
lationship now link those ways of having children. With changes in the
adoptable population in the past two or three decades, issues raised by
foster care become appropriate to the (likely) adoptive situation: the
child may not be an infant; he or she might have strong ties to a birth-
parent; the chances of the child blending perfectly into the new family
are not great. Thus, even those able to adopt a child legally cannot
count on replicating a natural family.

Members of my training group were awarc of the changes that had
begun in the 19705 and led o, among other things, the creation of
a “fostadopt” catcgory. The term referred specifically to parents who
fostered in the hopes that the child would eventually be “freed” for
adoption, but it also confirmed the lack of boundary between foster-
ing and adopting. Now not only might prospective adopting parents
choose to foster, but foster parents might choose to adopt. The latter
marked a substantial alteration in policy: until the mid-1970s, in most
states foster parents did not qualify as adoptive parents, even for the
children in their care (Meezan and Shireman 1985, 13). The very
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rerms of foster parcnthood had disqualfied them: they agreed 0 take
bl temporarly; their (presumed) motive was charitable and not
“reproductive” their commitment was conditioned by the likely re-
placement of the child; and they ere paid '

“This policy collapsed for both ideological and practical reasons.
Concern about a floating population of foster children—difiing from
family to family—contzibuted to the passage of the Adoption Assis-
e and Child Welfare Funding Act (US. Congress, Public Law
96.272) in 1980, The Act was designed to restructure the foster care,
adoption, and child assstance program, and its main theme was the
importance of permancncy planning."” Under s Provisont foster

e eould adopt or petition for permanent custody of the child
(Derdeyn 1990). Simultancously, “permancncy” became the watch-
‘vord for the CWLA: “The permancncy philosophy seeks, ist, 0 pre.
“eove and support the child in a biological family as the most natural
o iromment and, when this is not possibl, to secure an adopve fam-
ily. If neither of these alternatives is beneficial or possible for an indi-
B ual child, then services should be dirccted to insure the greatcst
possble continuity of relationship with nuturing parents caretak-
2" (Cole 1985, 69). The result was not only t0 encourage foster par-
it adoptions but also to cnsure permanency to “all available” chil-
e Under the 1980 Act, those who adopt “specil” children 3n
reccive a subsidy.

o host a distinction emerges: “natural” familis are not paid, and
the provision of subsidics to adopting parents has caused a good deal
O e woversy. In my training group, we were told we would receive
Crcimbursement™ for carc of a child and “other kinds of “paychecks’
o wards,” like “the opportunity to develop new parenting skills.”
Real parents do not reccive money for taking care of a child. Nor
maybe, in the end, do real parents share a child or love & child “tem-
porarily.” Despite a congressional act and ideological shifts, foster par-
B aoe sill not quite the “same” (Derdeyn 1990; Cole and Donley
1990). “And you know how foster parents ax perceived. 1 mean, 1
can't tel you," a foster mother said to me in 1990, “One 3y said to
e, Oh, you have a farm?” A farm? FHe said a farm, with all these liede
babies erawling and working. But you know the storics. Even the
agency, I'm not sure they understand why we do it”

My training group was probably a good example of the fading of
such views of foster parenting, The participants were all prepared for
hat it might mean to have a child temporaiy, t0 know the child’s
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b::xl:y‘:?l parent, and to begin parenthood with an 8- or 10-year-old
i, w:;.e social worker who conducted our mectings sid to me,
There vl ;:ayh;x: the rescue people.”” But in her agency, the res
e peope vere iy o be the applicants for adoption as well. Faced
vith the merging of child-saving and child-having that potential par-
ot through their actions, agencies began to modify their
policcs. Although the guideline for placement s till “best interets,”
social workers ar less kel to separate ltrisdc from i o
s z:;: © look for people who can make 4 lfetime commitment 1o
2 cuiae m;: this in mind, too, agencics no longer cxamine appli-
3 g a list of desirable criteria; rather, they train
be good parents. et hy i peopl 0

“Nowadays we prepare
familics rather than study them”

) An applicant for adoptive parenthood i
ot el 19 b o ot ) D sy b, sy o e
home forever. That spplicant was more lkely o e woked 10 ehink
:ib::\! a.‘vumng” child, a child not yet freed for adoption, or a “spe-
child. Furthermore, that applicant was ikly o ind e o b
self being considered for pareathood alon with people who e in
planing to request special necds or foser chidren. Final, hen che
::1;::; ;\.:::;::3 u:‘yn r:dm);]:)g:ndu, an applicant for adoptive parent-
” along with those
oy o i rde o elp 2 gl By o e 1570
mmylnuni:::;:.x & mainstay of virtualy every child placement agency,
’ quiries and screcing techniques that had been popu-
lar xn. the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s. The intake interview gave e
mecun? at which feelings about becoming the parent nff“m:Y ‘:
‘were clicited. As one social worker put it, agencies shifted from “i e
rogation” to “group education.” e
pestionces fo a hid have alvays been confusing cints for
:ﬂl worker. They do not have problems and failings; they simj l‘ tand
naturally,” vant a chid ¥ Rath Bremner, a social worker :fpeylzld
:o;;::;ﬂ;in::k u:i sclc:ml.iun process in agencies, in the 1950s roicca
ent that can still be "
adoption, she wrote (1951, 98), has “a ::;:;O:I:;h’ﬂ:"d‘:’; ever
problems he may see within his situation. He is eager to gg !h::;l:l:(;
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hat he wants. "1 Such clients do not request treatment, but attention,
respect, and generosity: Making it €ven more difficult, there are tWO

other clients: the parent who is elinquishing 2 child and the child-

But these two are casier o deal with; birthparent and baby fit the clas-

ic profile of the client in a socisl service agency: at risk, vulnerable,

“nd in need of help. For some years, the very recalcitrance of the peti-

oner for parenthood as a clent turmed the professional spotlight on

{t member of the triad. And the focus £l on his or her, or most

ooy ther, elaionship with asocia worker.

s relationship tends to be awkward at best and hostle at worst.
s one self. conscious social worker tels us «The Them-Us Syndrome
s quite simply the view from the client that the social worker is 0 be
oned and the view from the social worker that those who are secking
o adopt are somehow different from the worker him/herself” (Fler-
ann 1983, 22). Prospective parents cannot help but feel uncasy with
e irftaed at the person who can decide, of not, to give them &
“hild, “After all, how many natural parents would take kindly to hav-

ing their potential to be good parents “assesscd by someone who held
the power to prevent them having 2 childs” asked one prospective par-
emt, quitc reasonably, given 3 celture in which natural parents are not
“vatuated (in Timms 1973, 7). “We had to et all these criteria,” an
adoptive parcnt said to me, “when everybody clse just has babies.”

cial workers are aware of the diffcultics that lic in requesting 3
<hild from a professional and, as well of the combination of roles they
are cxpe E inshij i
orker described her job in the third person: «First, she is a profes-
ol She has cxpertisc in adoption, and can 5%, teach, and coun-
o ‘adoptive parents. . Second she is 2 supportive friend. She is
“omeone parcats can safely bounce ideas off. . . . Finally, she is a ma-
ore human being who has a basic ikng for and understanding of
people. . . . In fact, parents ar¢ probably looking for the quality in her
Prar she is looking for in them—the abiliy 10 be a good parent”
(Ward 1979, 103)31 In the exchange of a child, applicant and social
orker cach do best by acting parental—an equality disrupted by the
e that the social worker ulgmately decldes who is to have a child.

ol workers, say parens, “play god” And social workers admit
10 being humble before their “awesome” responsibility? Applicants
e petitioners, pleading for 3 cild; social workers designate those
“worthy” to be parents. In the 19705, complaints by dlicnts, as well as
the dissppearance of the infant that ‘formerly constituted the adopt-
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able population, led agenci .
N gencies to review theis i
g on, e eir practices. The
o Lha:‘iopbuuol?c.l, adopting became less a matter of “m: r'ﬂ“k w“
" hunof camiin on’s byt “paen sogec” e
process begins with an sdopt ¢ Know
T ption worker i
f::ﬁ:;:f‘hm brochure explained. “A series of | yﬁ‘::f:dmd
et w[(ﬂ;:\:lmw learn more about adoption and :
. e adopti il
:::m alto!},\;l and can work to find ﬂlznchonkiw:;xw‘:,luu‘;m: - ﬁknmowly
e ” it i :
i p“pmuﬁu:‘; the dircto of another agency added, -Nowad
paisin d,:: rather than study them” (Bush ]9'85 120). 'Iy‘
practl trms i e ht the social worker o longer st behind
2 ek, ming o i on e s b i o e Now
rkes iy o
v T e e s, s o group in
e ! xpressed, memories elicited, and opinions abo
3 s ;x:hmg(d. Group meetings, however, do nor m
y m-:k a prospective parcnr’s scsé of being mm.ﬂf T
mb::cndn Ee .!hal are livelier,” a social worker said abou -
mosings xploring notions of parenthood at & mecting & e
ural understanings of becoming 2 parcnt e ohan
an interview docs. an more apely than
‘With all this attention to the
i adoptive if il
J e 0 ptive applicant, the child
® k:::?::u,: :;;1‘ v:\;::-t:{;na;;.x who could not decide :::‘:
: ) lis 1984; Else 1991). I
one dopton agmcy distinguished itself from this app)r;(::ud.!: i
g ur spproch “conasts wih it of any e Toopion
progsams vhic may o the chld o be s s o " but
s Uac( in the best interests of parents who are sc:h'!‘lc“ il :
e i Unges 1977, xiii). The assertion reflected a growin gscdn“:
s n bl century of professionalization, adoption had e
s o el couple. I spone, i el o led
m; :%ZH: wnxh significant results. As Hartman (1979, l;;mﬂ:;d
3 \ost important shift in adopti ice in 1 i
R - loption practice i
im b b low and balin chnge om iewing sdoption 3 pr
ice for childess coupes o redefning adopi i
:nzm ﬁndmg families for children who need d!:?n""d:?um s ded
I, :in‘.?::"r:.lﬁnznud the child as primary client, \;ul these childre
e oman ;’ni‘;'ha( they had been before the 1970s. After Rp:n
s womar, v an unexpected pregnancy could have an awor
o pﬂk and a changed cultural climate meant she mu]rd
t0 keep the baby. Thus came the decade of the “baby
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»24 and the risc of zdopl.ioﬂs:.kililg {L};:do‘::;:;m:‘a:::
abies lool -3

ol :g::?m;h:zlghfoﬂu:::ﬁ :ﬂ“/ available bﬂhli‘:S b“v( a::?:l‘;:u(\'

A s decsion they had had to make “public " FEC

agein the B oy from agencies to other ways of placing (E
“e'n“‘ “;?:ielem\‘lnnion had become part of the chm:}e of rel n-

ba‘?‘:;;\ s:s‘wel.l as of “getting” 3 child. Non'igenq’ adoptions arc an-

qo‘:’\sﬂ pgn of the picture of adoption in the United States.

shortage’

«A regular commercialized
Eaingss of child-placing

«Jt is through exerting control over who :dq)-';"‘:‘:;
dren (as well as whom it permits t© be adopted) dull . e‘P:Vancx
acks to achieve its purpose of promotng ch:lir‘:: vl (Wi
1963, 130). But adoption lavs have ncver plcc conucl

incen, privately and without supervision. S egulaions ;nd-:;
§mp ind‘ivl:duals & om constructing (or deconstructing) 2 pare
e e g .ncies are called “indeptnd:m," “An inde-
1 may be defincd as an adoption completed w.z:.:
jal servi » (Meezan, Katz,
o of a licensed social service agency” (
e B 1) Usualy a third peson s imolved: ¢ 40710
pe or social worker who serves as the m(dﬂl?l, m . '3 e
‘\:cw“;n e potential adopive parents and the xehnq\llsh.\zg ::rﬁml:
]ndw:;end:n( ioptions are lgal in all but five sates, and ar¢ B
P arc agency adoptions—in court (Adamec and FERe 5 Ly
‘)53) 1In addition, 3 number of states require dm an X;FY“ v
home study, evaluating the placement, btf‘ohrt ley.\lll‘l:od-mx oot
O angements arc sl not the same
mdtpcg:sd::(a;n:y.ane o the reswicons agencies mposc, m;,; =
O o control many tink ought t be par ofthe xchanE
of children.
4 as long
“dent adoptions have existe :
;n::\?:rr‘i::ﬂ cries of alarm all along. Unsupcrv.md exdxmg:,dx:ly,
B e ok 10 the chik, o the adoptng parens a0 2
o arendering parents. Worse, these unsupervised adopti

pendent adoptior

as the institution itsclf
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the next best thing to 2 market in babies—a first step on the way to
buying and selling children (Meezan, Katz, and Russo 1978, 7). In
this view, without appropriate supervision, greed and a profit motive
inevitably enter the process of placing babics. Such alarm about non-
agency adoption coincided, not surprisingly, with the growing in-
volvement of social workers in adoption and foster care in the early
twentieth century (Tiffin 1982). Deliberate or not, reference to a
market effectively upheld professional involvement in the transaction
of a child, inasmuch as social workers are considered “nonintercsted”
partics, motivated by considerations other than personal profit (Zeli-
zer 1985).37
Undoubtedly, there have been people in the “baby business” from
the start. As Witmer (1963, 37) tell us: “The first field investigation
of adoptions, so far as we could discover, was one made in Chicago in
1917 by the Juvenile Protective Association. This study was directed
at the practices of *baby farms,” unscrupulous organizations that, for a
fee, assumed charge of unwanted babies and ‘sold” them to would-be
adopters. . . . ‘It was found that there was a regular commercialized
business of child-placing being carried on in the city of Chicago.’” An
unscrupulous person could take advantage of the vulnerability of a
person with a child she (or he) could not care for and of the despera-
tion of an infertile couple who wanted a child of “our own.” Sophic
Van Senden Theis made the point in the 19205, concluding that “it
scems clear that no permanent transfer of a child should be made
without the approval of some official body and that such a transfer
should be properly recorded”—sounding rather like a good business
person herself*

Thirty years later, in 1955, a Congressional Commission led by
Senator Estes Kefauver bemoaned the nefarious business of selling and
buying babics, among other “cvils” and delinquencies.® By then,
“some babies sold for as much as $10,000” (Zelizer 1985, 199). The
nefarious business continues to boom. Headlines in 1980s newspapers
suggest this is a market worthy of attention: “Baby-marketing a big
business”; “Lawyer profits from unwed mothers.” And more soberly,
as Malcolm Bush notes in his recent book on child welfare, “The
work of finding adoptive placements for white babies has been taken
over by consortiums of lawyers and doctors working for profit and the
ethics of that development are disputed” (1988, 118).

Marketing babies is antithetical to cultural norms and to ideologies
of the person in American society. But if not profit-making, there are
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principles of a market that may be appropriate t0 the exchange ofa
Phild, even in American culture. The point was made, in 1978, in 3
Geliberately provocative article that argued: “Willingness to pay money
for a baby would scem on the whole a reassuring factor from the
standpoint of child welfare. Few people buy a car or television set in
et 1o smash it” (Landes and Posner 1978, 343). People o value
What they have invested in, and payments can be “legitimized a8 Sym-
bolic cxpressions of sentimental concern” by adoptive parents (Zelizer
1985, 207).3 Those who are about to relinguish 3 baby may als0 3p-
preciate the sense of value implied by a transfer of moncy. As the arti-
£le T quoted suggests, willingness to pay indicates 3 commitment 16
O o that which is acquired at cost, such commitment is not, of
course, antithetical to adoption principls. Simultancously, and pars-
doxicaly, by refering to a marker the artcle also reminds reader
St babies are not “products” but human beings, not to be bought
" sold or distributed according to a cold calculation of worth.
Reference to a market offers another lesson for adoption, one that
s relevant to the upsurge in independent adoptions. For, as the au-
Fhos aivo note, a market evokes free choice and leverage: the control
ver a wansaction that some birth and adoptive parcnts claim is miss-
ing from agency-amanged adoptions. People tum (0 independent
adoptions not to sell and buy babies but to have a say in the “awe-
Y m mansaction of a child. In an independent sdoption, birthpar-
o have more say about the recipient of their baby and adopive par-
it can “shop around? for the ideal parent of their child (Meczan,
Kats, and Russo 1978). Bisthparents and adopive parents who chose
independent adoption told me, “social workers never listen” and
agencies “distibute babics as hey sec fit” From this point of view,
Jgencies are the markets, providing “good” babics for those who can
“Bond. them—if not for profit, then without regard for feclings and
love.

For those who chose it, independent adoption took child exchange
out of the realm of commerce and into that of family. Without the
red-tape and questions, the classes and training groups, adoption,
people said, scemed “more natural.” It was “more Ike childbirth,” an
“doptive father claimed. It also had the character of Kinship: giving
e aking a child can be scen as acts of generosity and of solidary.
But, opponents sy, such sentiment is isky: for the child, the relin-
quishing parent, and the adoptive parcnt. The round peg may end up
i the square holc. In this regard, (1]t s clear that the possibility for
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the placement of a chid in a home that cannot meet his/her needs i
greater in independent adoptions than in agency adoptions” (Mem:
z(a\z, and Russo 1978, 223). On the other hand, there is litle oic
e that independent adoprions result in bad placements. The chil-
den E:iw( Zu;pz:.s“ ‘well adjusted” as might be expected, the same au-

The number of independent adoptions is rising,

adopting evidently appeals to bicth and zdops:v?pa::um.sg:g
have responded by increasing their trust in clients and placin
greater part of the decision about child placement in parental s
At the same time, too much choice is not comfortable: contingen y
and whim are not compatible with cultural notions of wmm
However much relinguishing and adopting parcnis resent the “pk :
ing god” aspect of socal work involvement, the resuling sense ofene
rightness” of the placement suitsinterpretations of a parent-child re-
lationship. Concepts of destiny and incvitabliy appear in descrpti
of independent adoption and underline its resemblance to Pl

ways of having a child. Fate conveys the idea that a child “really” be-
longs. The same language appears in discussions of open adoption.

“Is it well with the child?”

Open adoption is an extensi “ ice”
independent adoptions ot T s akio z‘:’c‘r:fmms: :g D:;.:MK‘ .
against sealed records and secrecy made by adoption refolma:“o‘::snf
and by adoptces, birthparents, and adoptive parent. In open saor-
tion, “the birthparcnts and the adoptive parents meet and exchange
g information” (Baran and Pannor 1990, 318). They may -
may not continue the relationship (Lindsay 1987, 33). More o
oughly than independent adoption, open adoption allows individual
to make their own decisions, construct theiz own familcs, and w X
?:;nm‘u o understandings of kinship. Few have rushed into s
of adoption, i indi i
form ofadopi, but agencies and individuals are certainly moving
The first step toward openness, for an agens individuals, i
il ko of e kb Heniin nformaon. T
may be followed by photographs, then names and addresscs nd
timately a mecting between the chid's several parents (Siber and
Specdlin 1982). In a genuine open adoption, a relinguishing parent
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sclects the child’s family; prospective parents receive a child from a
person they know. Birthparents claim they feel less like they have
given their child to a “complete stranger” (Lindsay 1987) or into the
“great unknown,” as one experimental agency put it.* Adoptive par-
ents learn about their child through familiarity with the child’s other
parents. Open adoption does away with the distant and impersonal
character of closed adoption, but it also collapses the conventions that
have upheld a fictive kinship. If 2 biological and a social parent are
present from the beginning, there is no “as if” or “juridical partheno-
genesis.” As Katz (1982) rightly explains: “Open adoption is contro-
versial because it challenges the basic goal of adoption—to accomplish
2 complete transplant of a child from the birth family to the adoptive
family.” An adoptive parent shares with rather than substitutes for a
birthparent; a birthparent is kin but not parent to the child. Because
this is confusing, the arrangement demands creativity about the rules
of being related and the meanings of “mother,” “father,” and “kin.”
Why do people choose open adoptions, an uncharted and certainly
challenging way of surrendering and taking on parenthood? The ben-
cfits for a birthparent are more immediately obvious than those for
the adoptive parent. The birthparent knows where the child is and can
follow his or her development; the birthparent does not have to sup-
press one whole chapter of her life. But the adoptive parent also bene-
fits, knowing the adopted child better by knowing the child’s other
parent. Yet neither parent has a script for such sharing or a map for
this kinship. Are birth and adoptive parents in fact relatives? “I don’t
know how our birthmother i related to me. She isn’t my niece or my
cousin, sister or daughter, but somchow, some way, we have a rela-
tionship. There just isn’t a name for it” (in Lindsay 1987, 48).
Whatever its difficulties, open adoption is spreading—if not in its
pure form, then through its impact on adoption practice in general.
As individuals show themselves “open” to contact, agencies eliminate
the strict application of confidentiality. And, as with other changes in
adoption, this one is assessed in the light of “best interests.” “Through
their growing years, children need a sense of their birth heritage, as
well as an understanding of the transfer to their present family. Only
then can they attain a congruous sense of identity,” one agency wrote
about an “openness in adoption pilot process.” Staunch advocates of
open adoption say the same thing as cautious social workers: it is an
“inescapable conclusion that adopted persons not only have two fami-
lies but that they need contact with both families” in order to achieve
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a sense a':wdb ing (Baran and Pannor 1990, 330). Yet in the end,
35 one wrier insists, “we must never cease to ask the basic question:
“Is it well with the child»» (Katz 1982). )

Open adoption accords the birthparent a lating identity as parent,
a mms» the birthparent loses in a closed adoption. With opcnn:s;
100, a birthparent “makes a plan for” rather than surrenders her child,
in such an arrangement, the birthparent can feel less the victim of cir-
cumstances—or coercion—and more the actor in a course of events.
But whatever the specifc,i s the birthparent who initiates an adop-
tion. Thus the birthparent, and the moment of surrender, begin my
account of an expericnce of fictive kinship for ts participans,



