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I had a visitor not long ago, a student from one of the local colleges. She came to ask me
some questions that she needed answered to complete a term paper she was writing. Her subject,
she said, was "Cross-Cultural Adoptions." She had learned from a professor that among six children
in our family, one is adopted from Mexico and another from Brazil. She guessed that made me an
authority on "cross-cultural adoptions."”

When we sat down to talk, she pulled a piece of paper from her notebook. It had questions
she had prepared for me in advance. Inever did learn how many questions were on the page because
we never got to question number two.

"The first question [ have for you," she said, "is, 'How did you and your wife decide to do a
cross-cultural adoption?" She was unprepared for the answer. I told her there “vas a problem with
her question because my wife and I didn't decide to do a "cross-cultural” adoption; we had simply
decided to adopt a baby born in another country. Babies do not have "culture.” Culture is not
genetic; it is learned. Every baby is a blank slate. Babies have no preconceived notions of language,
national dress, traditional foods, skin color, folk music, whether to be ambitious or lazy, whether to
be religious or not. Nothing. That is what a small child knows about culture. Nothing.

I'told her that since 1985 when we brought our little Mexican boy home, my wife and I have
been amazed by the naive attitudes and writings of so many well-meaning but ill-informed people
who believe there must be "cultural issues" in the adoption of a foreign baby. Some of these people

consider themselves "experts." But they aren'.



It requires adults who don't know what they are talking about to create cultural issues ina
foreign adoption. There are no cultural issues involved in raising and loving a child who happens
to have been born in another part of the world, or who happens to have a different color skin unless
parents (or others) create those issues. There is nothing culturally unique about holding a baby,
bonding and sending those first physical messages of security and unconditional devotion that
parents must send.

A child learns what a child is taught. There are no cultural issues to confront when you teach
a growing child self-respect and to be courteous to others, no matter their skin color or their manner
of dress or the slant of their eyes. It is the essence of simplicity to teach a child that it isn't where he
or she comes from that matters or what color he or she is that is important. It is how he or she treats
others. It is what he or she contributes. It is how feeling and compassionate and sincere one is. It
is where he or she goes in life and how he or she gets there. Those are the things that matter. And
with those tools, the child develops his or her approach to people, the arts, language, customs and
life in general, better known as "culture." |

The student had done some research at the library. She had a copy of a paper written to
advise adoptive parents how to handle "cross-cultural” issues. The author apparently had no
experience in the matter. One bit of advice in there was to make absolutely no distinction in daily
activities between people of different skin colors. That sounded like good advice to anyone, not just
a rule for adoptive parents of foreign-born children. The next rule was that adoptive parents of
children born in another country should make a special effort to take their children to places where
there are large numbers of people of the same heritage and skin color. What? Hello? Is anybody
home? If skin color isn't supposed to make a difference, why should I make a special effort to take

my child to a place where skin color is the point of the visit?






