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I would like to preface these remarks by saying that even though much of what follows will be 

critical, that I deeply admire Professor Batholet’s inclination to act politically on her deeply held 

commitments.  This is a quality all too rare in academia, where antiseptic distance is rewarded much 

more amply than principled engagement. 

My qualifications to comment on this presentation do not include any specialized knowledge of 

adoption processes and their consequences, either national or international.  It is a great testimony to 

Karen Engle’s powers of persuasion that I am here at all.  I study indigenous politics in Latin 

America, with a special emphasis on the historic structures of inequity that afflict indigenous 

peoples, and the multiple efforts of these peoples to mobilize for rights and redress in the face of 

oppression.  These  commitments have led my research in a number of directions, most relevant to 

the presentation today, probably, is a recent book that explains how racism and racial hierarchy have 

persisted in an era of demonstrable transformation of state polices, away from assimilation and 19th 

century liberal models of citizenship, toward the endorsement of “multiculturalism.”   Since one of 

the prominent strands of this multicultural recognition is a kind of liberal humanism, the argument 

will have a direct connection to the comments here.  But please do note the caveat:  I have never 

focused on this issue in a scholarly sense, in part my interests are elsewhere, and in part, admittedly, 

because I find it so excruciatingly difficult.   

So let me start there, by offering two gut reactions, not especially well-worked out or analyzed, 

which will serve as bookends for the one coherent comment that I will try to make. 

The first brings us back to 1977, when I lived in Cochabamba, Bolivia, with a family headed by a 

wonderful, young Bolivian woman named Mary, who recently had assumed the role of parent to her 

six younger siblings after her parents tragically died.  While I was living there, she started a 



clandestine relationship with a Maryknoll priest, who would arrive periodically for visitations; on 

one of these, a few months after I moved in, he left a baby boy named Lucas, who had been 

abandoned in the rural parish where he worked;  then, a few months later, he left Maria Luz.  Mary 

cared for them as if they were her own; I watched them transform, literally day by day, from the 

brink of death into vibrant, smiling, healthy infants.  Mary eventually put her foot down, and gave 

Dudley an ultimatum.  They married, and for the next 30 years I have received their holiday card, 

with updated pictures (now from southern CA), which help me follow the transformed lives of Maria 

Luz and Lucas.  Every year I read the card, remember how horrible those two little kids looked when 

they first arrived to Mary’s home, marvel at their radiant adult faces now, and feel my humanist heart 

warm. 

 The second image comes from any one of the dozens of trips I have taken to Central 

America, mainly Guatemala and Honduras, since the end of the revolutionary era in 1990.   Among 

the varied range of fellow airplane passengers, without fail there is always a group of evangelical 

youth, with wholesome heartland demeanors, bibles in hand, and matching bright colored t-shirts 

announcing their mission; and, on the way back, white women, visibly relieved to be through 

security, carrying brown babies.  I came of age in the previous era when many Central Americans 

proudly took history into their own hands, defied US imperialism, vowed to transform their societies 

toward equality and justice, and challenged white North Americans to join their struggle or get out of 

the way.  I was inspired and educated by these struggles.  The contrast between these revolutionary 

aspirations of times past, and the neoliberal present symbolized by the foreign missionary groups 

always leaves me mildly disgusted.  But seeing the brown babies in flight for the US brings a much 

more visceral response:  it vividly encapsulates for me, even more than the missionaries, the 

wretched global racial hierarchy that these countries are destined to uphold—almost as if it were 

normal and unquestioned. 



So how do we reconcile these two responses?  More pointedly still, how do we grapple with the 

painful contradiction, that individualized humanism, left on its own, can actually contribute to the 

reproduction of  structural inequality, by diverting attention from root causes, and producing a 

deceptive “feel-good” sensibility that asserts:  “one grain of sand at a time, good is being done, rights 

are being wronged.”  On the other side of the argument, to add another layer to the complexity, we 

have ample historical record of political mobilizations of one sort or another, directed toward “root 

causes,” driven by impeccable “radical” analysis, which lack the daily humanism that often is present 

when a family chooses to adopt.  Disaster scenarios quickly follow.  And, to add just one more layer 

to the discussion:  how to confront the stark dissonance between individualized humanism that 

motivates international adoption, and the inevitable premise, generally unarticulated but lurking just 

below the surface, that the white family from the north will really make a better home for this 

abandoned child than he or she could ever find among his black or brown own. 

I do not know how even to begin to work this one through.  But I would suggest these essential 

elements of serious engagement, which appear to be mostly absent in Professor Bartholet’s 

presentation: 

1. Acute awareness of this mismatch between the root causes of suffering of unparented children, 

and the humanist individualism response that adoption represents. 

2. Deep skepticism of the “legal” fix for the abuses in the adoption process in poor, corrupt, 

countries wracked with structural violence.  That’s like saying, in the face of the state-directed 

genocide of the 1980s, the Guatemalan Generals “should really have obeyed the law.” 

3. Some measure to connect, at least analytically, the humanist individualism with structural 

analysis, such that remedies have the aspiration to work at both levels.  Professor Bartholet’s 

assertion that funds paid for adoptions go to strengthen local institutions seems strikingly flimsy, 

unsubstantiated, and poorly thought through. 



4. A strong dose of critical race theory, to help us think about the range of racialized motivations, 

premises, needs and desires that are at play in international adoptions of this sort.  The Haitian 

example in the news right now cries out for this attention; we do not have to scratch far below the 

surface to find the premise that black people are incapable of caring for their children; that white 

Christian families’ values would serve them better.   

Finally, in order for me to have any confidence at all in analysis like that presented this afternoon, it 

would have to include a large measure of deeply self-reflexive uncertainty, as to how to balance these 

seemingly irreconcilable gut responses, and analytical mandates.  I know this makes for a poor fit 

with legal briefs and international campaigns; but this is one issue where righteous surety convinces 

only those who you’d be better off not having as allies. 


