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Heart

A Poem by Huang Banghan

There are countless bridges in the world.
But only one which crosses the Pacific Ocean.
You can’t see it in your eyes.

But you can imagine it in your heart.

There are countless parents in the world.
But only some who adopt children from China.
You can’t distinguish each one in your mind.

But you can join each one in your heart.

There are countless children in the world.
But only some who pass through the bridge of love.
You can’t hold each one in your arms.

But you can remember each one in your heart.



Preface

Ten years ago 1 began a research project with Huang Banghan and
his colleague Wang Liyao of the Anhui Academy of Social Sciences
to investigate the lives of children who were abandoned to Chinese
orphanages. As a China scholar and an adoptive parent of a girl from
China, I had both personal and scholarly interests in this topic. I
knew that someday my daughter would grow up with many questions
about her origins in China, why she was abandoned, how she came
to be adopted to America and what happened to other children like
her in China? I soon learned that over half of the children adopted
from Chinese orphanages were adopted by Chinese families. I
became very interested in the history of Chinese adoption and how
adopted Chinese children fared in China. At the same time my
Chinese colleagues were understandably interested in learning about
what happened to Chinese children adopted internationally.

With the help of a research grant, we were able to investigate
these issues of adoption on both sides of the Pacific. This book is the
culmination of ten years of research and multiple research trips made
to the US by Professor Huang Banghan to interview US families
raising children adopted from China. More than one hundred
families opened their homes and hearts to Professor Huang as he
traveled around the United States. Over the years, Professor Huang
was able to see these children grow and change, passing through the
early stages of childhood and approaching the difficult years of being

a teenager. Professor Huang immediately established a special
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rapport with many of these children who saw him as a jovial uncle
from afar. Parents saw him as a way to establish a tie to China for
their children and a means to communicate back to China, and
perhaps to birth parents, how much they appreciated and loved their
adopted children. Most American parents want people in China to
know that the children born there and adopted to the US are deeply
loved, cared for like birth children, and doing well.

As Professor Huang makes clear there are many challenges as
well as blessings for these children growing up in the US. Issues of
ethnic identity are important in a country like the US, a country that
is made up of multiple waves of immigrants from all over the world
yet still dominated by European Americans who form the white
majority. Chinese adoplees are now a growing part of the diverse US
immigrant experience and a new kind of Chinese American. While
some Chinese adoptees are being raised by Asian American parents,
most are being raised by parents with no ancestral ties to China or
any other part of Asia. What it means to be an adopted Chinese
American will be shaped by those now experiencing it. Professor
Huang is learning from these children what that identity will entail
and what hurdles they will confront on the road to becoming adults.

One of the hurdles these children will confront as they grow up
will involve how they are treated by people in China when they
return to visit China, as many of them will. Some adoptees may even
choose to work or live in China for an extended period. A few of
these Chinese Americans will speak Chinese fluently, will know a
great deal about Chinese society and may while still children visit
China many times with their families; many more of them will come
to China with only a general and distant understanding of “Chinese

culture,” only a few Chinese words, but a deep curiosity about the
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place they were born. Professor Huang’s book provides Chinese
readers with invaluable insight into the lives of these children.
Hopefully this book will help Chinese people better understand and
respect who they are on their own terms, not judged in terms of how
“Chinese” or how “American” they are, or stereotyped as people
with “yellow skin and a white heart. ” Having crossed geographical
and cultural borders they have grown up with their families in the US
and Europe developing unique identities that should be valued and
understood for who and what they are as adopted Chinese
Americans. It is my hope that these children will find full
acceptance and respect for who they are on both sides of the
Atlantic.

Professor Huang is one of only a few Chinese scholars who have
had the opportunity to learn first hand about the emerging identity of
these children and their lives in their families. He understands that
we must learn from them and their unique experience about who they
are and who they want to become. I hope that he will have many
future opportunities to return to listen to the voices of these growing
children as they become young adults, for only they can tell us the

outcome of this journey that began in China.

Kay Ann Johnson
Ambherst, MA
April 9, 2005
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CHINESE BIRDS IN AMERICAN NESTS

PREFACE
BY

RICHARD TESSLER
UNIVERISTY OF MASSACHUSETTS

While most Americans who adopt Chinese children believe that their
child’s primary attachment should be to American culture, they also
think that it is important for their child to develop an appreciation of
their Chinese birth culture. Without the encouragement and support
of Chinese people, this is very difficult. The authors of this book are
among a small group of academics in China who are helping
American parents to raise their adopted Chinese children bi-
culturally, at the same time that they are helping Chinese people to
distinguish myth from reality about international adoption, and
creating greater understanding between our two countries.

Some background is necessary to understand the circumstances
of these Chinese Birds in American Nests. Beginning in 1989, the
People’s Republic of China informally allowed foreigners to adopt
orphaned children from child welfare houses. It is not known why the
Chinese government decided to move in this direction, but there are
some theories about it. One is that increasing contact with the

outside world, resulting from China’s Open Door Policy, created a
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climate in which international adoptions could be viewed as a
humanitarian response to China’s one child per family policy. Some
American social scientists believe that foreign adoption also helped
the Chinese Ministry of Civil Affairs to deal with overcrowding in the
child welfare houses. In any case, adoptions by Americans
increased rapidly after the passage of the Adoption Law in 1992
which gave formal recognition to foreign adoption. By 1995, the
annual number of adoptions by Americans had exceeded 3,000. By
the turn of the century, it had exceeded 5,000 adoptions per year,
and now is more than 7,000. These arc not large numbers relative
the total population of children in child welfare houses in China, or
relative to the total number of adoptions from all sources in
American, but the trend is still significant. The Chinese children
who have already been adopted by Americans, and those that will be
adoated in the vears ahead, continue in a tradition of Chinese
immigration to America. They come to America under circumstances
that are very ditterent from that of other immigrants. Their lives
began with abandonment, perhaps in a bus station, outside an
apartment building, or other public place, then an orphanage, and
later for many a foster family in the countryside that would take care
of them until an adoption could be arranged. Their circumstances
changed a lot as soon as they arrived in America, coming to affluent
homes and to a standard of living that other immigrants have to
struggle for years of generations to achieve, if ever. The experience
might be described as similar to dropping into a “honey jar. ”

The history of America has long been written as the story of the
assimilation of immigrants into a great melting pot. But in recent
decades theories of assimilation have given way to the idea of

cultural pluralism, and to respect for diversity of race, ethnicity,
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and cultural origins. It is against the backdrop of these changes that
many American adoptive parents are encouraging their children to
identify as both American and Chinese and to become knowledgeable
and appreciative of both cultural traditions. But, their unfamiliarity
of Chinese language, traditions, and values makes this a big
challenge for them.

To become competent bi-culturally requires opportunities to
learn about the birth culture as well as the adoption culture, the
spoken and written languages of both countries, and to make both a
part of one’s self-identity. This requires extraordinary efforts for
adoptive parents. Even when they have the best intentions, the
opportunities for Chinese socialization outside of China are very
limited. As a result it is difficult for their children to attain a high
level of competence in the culture of their birth, unless they have
much interaction with Chinese people. In raising their Chinese-born
children in America, some parents choose to emphasize American
culture and identity, others put an emphasis on Chinese
socialization, and still others try to expose their children
simultaneously to both Chinese and American cultures. At present,
we do not know what outcomes are associated with their different
paths.

Although the research on the adjustment of adopted Chinese
children in America is incomplete, there is every indication from
parents’ reports that the children are adjusting very well. The parents
talk enthusiastically about their Chinese adopted children with the
excitement that is characteristic of new parents everywhere. One new
adoptive father, a middle-aged man in his 40s, told this author:
“This adoption is the best thing that has ever happened to me. ”

By the same token, this new book Chinese Birds in American
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Nests is one of the best things to happen in the adoption literature.
Its publication reflects a growing appreciation of international
adoption among influential and well-educated Chinese persons. The
birds wh are the children of this story are thriving in American
nests. But there are also many challenges ahead, especially as they
become adolescents and also later as they become more and more
independent of their parents. Considering the uncertainties that lie
ahead, it is very reassuring to welcome this new book which contains
many important lessons not only about international adoptions but

also about communication between Chinese and Americans

Richard Tessler
Ambherst, Massachusetts
April 2, 2005
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