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Introduction 

One of the things that drew me to anthropology was the way it provided me with 

the words to express and understand my own lived experience.2 The first time I felt like a 

framework that I was reading for class clicked, was reading Victor Turner’s (1969) 

section about liminality and communitas. He outlines that liminality is a state of 

disorientation caused by an individual undergoing a ritual of transition. The individual 

has begun the process of transition, effectively leaving behind their original state of 

being, but has not fully crossed the threshold into the new state of being. This results in 

disorientation because the individual no longer has a clear structure for interacting with 

the world around them and effectively erases parts of their previous identity. Turner then 

argues that communitas is a shared bond between people who have all undergone the 

same liminal experience. As a freshman in college, newly minted as an anthropology 

major, I read Turner and reflected on the liminality of my own life as a transnational, 

transracial, Chinese American adoptee3. Rather than undergoing a singular ritual of 

transition, being a transnational and transracial adoptee placed me in a constant state of 

liminality, not entirely Chinese or American, Asian or White. Eventually, I found stability 

and comfort in liminality, what Turner would call “normative communitas” (1969), with 

peers and friends who exist in similar liminal states.4 The following thesis continues this 

2 What continues to excite me about anthropology is the new anthropology that has been developing. This 
is a rejuvenated group of scholars who are interested in understanding the world in a way that rejects 
dominant and hegemonic frameworks. It is a new wave that centers a fight against White supremacy, a fight 
for decolonization (in all of its complexities), anti-imperialism, and radical feminism. 
3 For the duration of this paper any use of the word adoptee is to mean a transracial and transnational, 
largely East Asian, adoptee. My experience is not of a domestic adoptee and thus my research reflects that 
of transnational flows and experiences. This is not to say that none of my experience will resonate with a 
domestic adoptee. Relevant qualifiers will be used if the intended community is other than that of the 
transracial and transnational adoptee community. 
4 I.e.: other transnational, transracial, Asian American adoptees and people who identify as mixed race 
and/or ethnicity. 
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trend in an autoethnographic exploration into my personal relationship between 

anthropology and the self. This thesis is not just the product of months of research and 

participant observation, but an account of my five-year journey learning what 

anthropology is and how to be an anthropologist. 

Throughout my coursework, I have encountered a number of anthropologists and 

their works that resonated with my own lived experience or helped guide the form of this 

project. During that first year of learning about anthropology, the readings all outlined a 

form of anthropology that did not entirely appeal to me. The majority of the theorists we 

read were White Western men who conducted fieldwork in Other5 communities: 

Malinowski in the Trobriand Islands, Turner in Zambia, and Geertz in Indonesia to name 

a few. We learned that the aims of anthropology are to make the familiar strange and the 

strange familiar, largely by conducting fieldwork in a community different from your 

own and using the methodology of participant observation to gather information. Years 

later, in the graduate proseminar in sociocultural anthropology, we read anthropologist 

John Jackson’s book Thin Description. In chapter twenty, he recounts his own experience 

as a graduate student locating where he will conduct his fieldwork: 

The value of thin description also pivots on the changing demographics of 
anthropological practice itself, an institutionalized anthropology that consists of 
“outsiders within” who don’t just critically rebuke the Western anthropologist 
with a kind of “reversed gaze” but also disproportionally use ethnography less as 
a way to understand some distant other than as a vehicle for seeking out faraway 
selves. … For instance, I have always been committed to the idea of conducting 
anthropological research in the United States, working on issues of identity and 
community, social difference and cultural conflict, in urban American, 
specifically poor “ghetto” neighborhoods like Harlem, New York. As a graduate 
student, the interest forced me to negotiate departmental hallways and stairwells 

5 “Other” is capitalized here to highlight a legacy within anthropology of categorizing cultures through a 
process of othering. Anthropology sprouted from White European men traveling around the world to study 
a distant and exotic Other. The production of the “Other” is not exclusive to anthropology and can be 
expanded as a method used by any majority to control and assert dominance over minority groups. 
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rife with cautions from senior faculty members who felt that I was setting myself 
up for a long life of unemployment if I followed through with my decision to 
study an American city under the auspices of anthropology. … But either way, it 
is less an attempt to fling oneself away from oneself (culturally and existentially 
speaking) than an effort to expand one’s sense of self through a connection to 
others, especially those complicatedly linked through the notion of diaspora. 
(Jackson, 1975: 154-155) 

Jackson put into words the driving motivator for my desire to write my thesis about my 

adoptee community. It was through interacting with peers in the Asian American 

community on the George Washington University campus that I seriously started 

reflecting on my own sense of self. I shared my own experience and listened to the lived 

experiences of many others, through which we formed friendships and connections 

rooted in a sense of an Asian American diaspora. 

While Jackson gave me the words to articulate my motivations in picking a 

community for my thesis research, Elizabeth Chin gave me the best-fitting format. At the 

start of the fall 2021 semester, I volunteered to lead a class discussion of the book My 

Life With Things by Elizabeth Chin (2016). Her book is an autoethnography about her 

personal relationship with various objects and things in her life, using narrative 

storytelling alongside theoretical engagement to do so. While reading My Life With 

Things, there was a simultaneous rise in discourse in an online adoptee community on 

Facebook about the movie Blue Bayou (Chon, 2021), which draws inspiration directly 

from the life of Korean American adoptee Adam Crasper (news citation). In an interview 

with [NEWS], Crasper reveals that the director of the movie, Justin Chon, had 

approached him about making a film about his life but that he was not involved in the 

creation or writing of the film. After it had been produced, Chon approached Crasper 

asking for a family photo to use in promotional content. Crasper told NBC that this 
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request was grossly out of line, because had Chon listened to his story, he would know 

that he was not on speaking terms with either pairs of adoptive parents due to a history of 

child abuse. The discourse in the adoptee community surrounding the film centered on 

authority over narrative with questions like “Did Justin Chon have the right to tell Adam 

Crasper’s story at all?” With this debate over ownership over personal experience and 

representation in my mind, I found that autoethnography was the perfect format for my 

thesis. 

To provide more context, prior to shifting my thesis format to that of an 

autoethnography, I was prepared to conduct semi-formal interviews with adoptees about 

their experience with origin stories, i.e. how their parents or other authority figures in 

their lives explained being adopted to the adoptee. While reading Sara Dorow’s book 

Transnational Adoption, I noticed a gap in existing academic discourse from an adoptee 

perspective on how origin stories were internalized and understood as adoptees matured 

into adulthood. Dorow does an excellent job outlining adoptive parent perspectives and 

motivations for the language used in explaining to their Chinese adoptee children that 

they are adopted. In her interviews with adoptive parents, it is clear that there is much 

consideration as to how to explain adoption to the adoptee at varying ages (Dorow, 2006). 

The One-Child Policy cannot be ignored in the context of Chinese adoptions that took 

place before it was eventually replaced by different reproductive legislation in 2016 

(BBC News). Between the policy and the perception of boys being more socially 

valuable in China, many adoptive parents had to balance these negative and devaluing 

messages with positive reassurance that their Chinese daughters were still loved by their 
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birth mothers (Dorow, 2006). My parents  told a similar kind of story to me6:for some 

external factor, my birth parents were not able to take care of me, so they took me to an 

orphanage where I would eventually be matched with a family who could care for me. 

With this interest in how origin stories are internalized into adulthood, I planned 

to interview adult adoptees and ask generally about their adoptee experience and more 

specifically what kind of language adults used to explain adoption to them as children. 

However, the discourse over Blue Bayou and, even more broadly, discussions of any 

minority representation in popular media, led me to consider if I had the right to ask 

adoptees that I do not personally know, to offer me their emotional labor to sit with and 

think through their lived experience. In these past years, 2020 through 2022, there has 

been increased attention to the ways in which the media portrays minority experiences. 

Poet and author Ocean Vuong and actress Arden Cho spoke as keynote speakers at GW’s 

2021 Asian Pacific Islander Heritage Celebration. When asked about Asian and Asian 

American representation in popular media, Vuong emphasized that representation is not 

enough. He noted that he prefers to use the word “presence” as a way of directing 

attention to more behind-the-scenes roles. Are there Asian and Asian Americans involved 

in writing, directing, producing, etc.? As an Asian American adoptee myself, is that 

reason enough to set out on interviewing other adoptees about their lives? I believe that 

one day it might be, but personally, it has always been easier to share more surface-level, 

adoptee-specific experiences living in the United States than it is to share deeply intimate 

questions and thoughts on the many unknowns of where and who I came from along with 

6 The use of parents to mean adoptive parents is something that is comfortable for my own experience and 
is not necessarily the case for all adoptees. Neither set of parents will ever be referenced as “real” or 
“actual” unless referencing a conversation with someone who uses these words. I will always refer to my 
birth parents as such and the use 

5 



how I came to be adopted. I did not want to misrepresent someone else’s story or speak 

for others as Justin Chon did. I realized that I needed more time to emotionally process 

for myself before I could ask it of anyone else. 

All of this brings me back to Elizabeth Chin and autoethnography. Chin offers the 

reader an intimate look into her psyche, her life, and her relationships through the format 

of autoethnography. My Life With Things chronicles the connections that Chin forges and 

discovers through various things in her life. Her work engages deeply with the life and 

theory of Karl Marx as Chin unravels her love of things. For Chin, the autoethnography 

allows her to interrogate the paradoxes that she inhabits. Citing Theodor Adorno, she 

uses her life with things to articulate that “to hate a tradition properly … ‘one must have 

it in oneself’” (Chin 2016, 4). Her book is a lens into how she can love things and hate 

capitalism and calls the reader to ask themselves how they are implicated as well. The 

form of the autoethnography created this opportunity for me to share my own experience 

and blend it with the anthropologists that I have found helpful throughout my studies in a 

format that could be legible, and hopefully helpful, to other adoptees. It is a mode of 

writing that allows me, as the writer, the opportunity to blend the genres of classical 

anthropological ethnography and narrative storytelling. My autoethnography also 

demands attention to the fallibility of memory, as many entries travel back and forth in 

time for a “hindsight is 20/20” reflection. 

The final inspiration for the form and structure of my autoethnographic thesis is 

the work of Max Libioron, entitled Pollution is Colonialism (2021). Their book explores 

a level of specificity in method and practice that I found liberating. Many early readings 

in my anthropological studies make broad, sweeping claims on the state of humanity and 
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culture. Libioron, on the other hand, employs specificity in their methodological 

approach to ethnography: “I think of specificity as a methodology of nuanced connection 

and humility,” (2021: 22) and problematizes We, writing that “We is rife with 

assumptions” (23). Their emphasis on ethnographic specificity has stuck with me 

throughout my final year of studies. As I have noted in the coming footnotes, my use of 

adoptee for the duration of this work is highly specific to my own experience as a 

transracial, transnational, Chinese American adoptee. From casual conversations with 

friends who are also transracial, transnational, Asian adoptees, I know that some of my 

experiences will travel7 and resonate with others while others will not. As an 

autoethnography, this entire endeavor is highly localized to my experience.  They might 

not travel outside an adoptee exclusive space, but some might. I also acknowledge that 

my use of footnotes is also inspired by Max Libioron, who makes extensive use of their 

footnotes for expanding thoughts, adding tangents, acknowledgments, and honoring those 

who supported or aided in their work. I am, maybe notoriously, “bad” at storytelling. 

Recounting one story might derail into three other tangents that provide context or further 

information to aspects of the original story. tilizing footnotes will hopefully convey this 

characterization of my own storytelling voice. 

As an autoethnography, I also hope to practice what I’ve been taught throughout 

my anthropological coursework. Many of my classes have had heavy decolonial 

influences and over the past two years, I’ve reflected deeply on what decolonization in 

anthropology means. Drawing on the response to Blue Bayou and the words of Ocean 

Vuong, I shifted the focus and the form of my master's thesis away from studying or 

researching other adoptees. Anthropology and the practice of participant observation 

7 By travel I mean resonate with and affirm an experience or feeling that you, the reader, have. 

7 



             
       

have a long legacy of extraction and harm that I do not want to perpetuate. Audra 

Simpson writes on what ethnographic refusal means for her work as an indigenous 

scholar doing ethnography with her community, and that has deeply shaped my approach 

to research (2007).8 I have chosen the form of autoethnography because I am still 

reckoning with my own place in this world, the country, as an adoptee, and as a queer 

Asian American. To ask someone who they are and how they have come to be before 

truly and intimately knowing myself did not sit right with me. 

8 Ethnographic refusal operates as a dialogic practice between the ethnographer and research participants. It 
is a practice of establishing and respecting boundaries. 
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Entries 

The following entries occur throughout different locales and at different points in 

time. As both storytelling and critical reflection, these slices of my experience flag some 

of the influential moments in the shaping of my own personhood. I am who I am today as 

a result of a dialogic lived experience between myself and the rest of the world. There are 

times when strangers will label me, and mark me out in ways that fit their neatly 

constructed identity boxes. But life is not simply letting the world tell you who you are, it 

is how you answer. At the core of this work, of my life, is a story of belonging: times 

when I felt out of place, and times when I have found my place. 

By Any Other Name 

During a heritage trip to China that I took in 2013, families had the opportunity to 

order custom name seals, also known as chops, for themselves or even as gifts to friends 

and family. The company that produced the name seals was provided with our English 

names9 and they transliterated them into Chinese characters on the stamp. My name, Nina 

is easy as it is two syllables that are sounds that exist in the phonetics of Mandarin, Ni 妮 

Na 娜. I have a third chop that is smaller and is the only one that is not a transliteration of 

Nina, but is of my Chinese name 湖群 (HúQún).10 All three of the seals have rabbits as 

the decorative end which was chosen because I was born in 1999, the Year of the Rabbit 

in the Chinese Zodiac calendar. The most striking detail as I look at them now is that all 

9 I have a Chinese name which was given to me by the orphanage. It is红湖群 (hóng húqún) and is listed 
on my Chinese passport from when I was a baby, and on the adoption papers. The first character indicates 
the family name and, according to my mom, is just the family name that all of the babies at the orphanage 
were given for official documentation. My parents kept the name Huqun as one of my middle names but on 
US documentation it is always written as Hu Qun with the characters separated. 
10 Looking at the picture of what the stamp looks like on paper, I was surprised to realize that the script is 
more similar to an older form of Chinese and is not in simplified characters. In simplified Chinese, the three 
lines on the left side of湖 are a radical that means water, but in the past this radical looked more like a 
flowing river. See this website for a better look at the characters. 
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of them include my name Nina in English above the Chinese characters. The inclusion of 

my English name in English letters marks this seal as belonging to someone who is not 

necessarily familiar with Chinese characters and thus not a native Chinese person who 

might use this in its official purpose as a form of signature on a document. It is for an 

outsider. This is a souvenir to sit on a shelf. 

Naming itself is something that can hold great significance in a transracial 

transnational Asian adoptee. The vast majority of families and households adopting 

Chinese and South Korean children are White and live in Western countries (Dorow 

2006; Kim 2010).11 As noted previously, the Chinese name given to me by the orphanage 

was incorporated into my legal name on US documentation as one of my middle names. 

Other families will also do this if they don’t keep the birth language name as the 

adoptee’s legal first name. While I personally still feel connected to my Chinese name, 

which I used during my Chinese courses at GW and during my study abroad semester in 

Shanghai, I want to acknowledge and highlight that this is not the only experience in the 

broader adoptee community. I have spoken with other adoptees and seen testimony in 

online adoptee communities of people who legally change their first name back to their 

birth language name. Those who consider doing this or who have done this often express 

anger towards their adoptive parent(s) for changing their name in the first place. Sara 

Dorow explores this phenomenon in her book on transnational adoption from China but 

from the lens of the adoptive parent(s): 

Adoptive parents in the United States sometimes balk at the Chinese names given 
to their children by orphanages, in part because the names do not seem 

11 The majority of my research has centered the experiences of South Korean and Chinese adoptees. These 
are not the only sending countries within the scope of transnational Asian adoptions but are prominent in 
the existing literature on this community. This is also a product of my own identity as a Chinese adoptee 
and my personal experiences with other adoptees who are by and large Chinese or Korean. 
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individually meaningful to parents or are meaningful in ways that uncomfortably 
connect the child to abandonment and institutionalization. For example, in some 
orphanages all the children found in the same year are given the same daily name, 
their given names perhaps including a Chinese character that reflects where or 
when they were found. (2006, 99). 

Another practice is the renaming of the adoptee by their parents, but something that 

sounded equally Chinese (or ethnic) but was easier to pronounce as English speakers. 

Thus, the anglicization of ethnic name pronunciations and renaming can function to 

assert “white racial dominance through language,” (Bucholtz, 2016: 277) even if adoptive 

parents are not aware of this implication.12 

In middle school, I had a homeroom teacher who thought it would be funny to 

embarrass all of us by reading out our full names on the envelopes containing our report 

cards. For whatever reason, nothing was more embarrassing in middle school than for 

your peers to know your middle name. My teacher had a hard time pronouncing my 

Chinese middle name and had to ask me how to pronounce it, which I obliged to the best 

of my ability at the time. The thread I want to highlight is my ability to produce an 

accurate pronunciation with limited knowledge of spoken Mandarin. 

Mispronouncing names by cultural others is something that many minorities in 

the United States can relate to. Comedians Key and Peele flip the script on this 

experience in their comedy sketch titled “Substitute Teacher” (cited in Bucholtz 2016; 

Comedy Central on Youtube). In the skit, Keegan-Michael Key plays a substitute teacher 

taking attendance. The class is composed of predominantly White students with typical 

12 I have also had many people ask me where I got my last name, signaling that it was not matching their 
visual perception of my Asianness. Other times I’ve had classmates or substitute teachers mispronounce my 
last name Mellor in a Spanish way where the double L creates a Y sound like “MayOR.” In school if there 
was a substitute teacher taking attendance there was an occasional double take when I raised my hand to 
my name being called. 
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Anglo-American names which Key proceeds to mispronounce. For many folks with 

non-Anglo-American names, this is a common experience in school and the workplace. 

This shared experience gets shared through various channels and bonds minority groups 

together. What Bucholtz highlights is that the renaming or nicknaming of students with 

non-Anglo-American names can be a form of cultural erasure (2016). 

A narrative I’ve seen repeated in the adoptee community is adoptees not knowing 

how to pronounce their birth language names. If not taught the language, adoptees have 

no basis of phonetic knowledge with which to even begin trying to pronounce their birth 

language names. This is  evident in Chinese adoptees whose Chinese names have the X 

or Q initial, as these sounds are not part of the English phonetic system at all. Another 

obstacle for Chinese adoptees is the tone system in Mandarin. Paradoxically, not knowing 

how to pronounce a birth language name can further distance an adoptee from a sense of 

cultural belonging, and feeling disconnected with their birth culture can lead to 

ambivalence towards knowing how to pronounce their birth language name.13 Bucholtz’s 

article then implicates adoptive parents who choose to remove their children’s birth 

language names in a process of cultural erasure and racial bleaching. It can be an attempt 

on the parent(s)’ side to shield their children from this genre of microaggression, and thus 

an attempt at helping their child blend into White American society. However, there can 

be further alienation when adoptees who have Anglo-American names are then 

questioned for their names. Once, at an orchestra camp when I was around thirteen, we 

were gathered in our practice room waiting for everyone to get back from lunch. The 

13 None of this is to say that feeling disconnected from a birth culture is good or bad, or that not knowing 
how to pronounce a birth language name is shameful. 
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conductor asked me where I got my last name. Though there was no ill intent behind the 

question, it indexes a complex relationship between names and ethnic heritage. 

October 7th, 1999 | August 20th, 2000 

As a transnational Chinese adoptee,14 there is a lot of uncertainty about the time 

before I was under the care of an orphanage, and eventually adopted. On my original 

Chinese passport and all other documents from my adoption, my birthday is listed as 

October 7th, 1999. As with many other Chinese adoptees, birthdays are not always well 

recorded. There are online stories of people who are left with notes from their birth 

parent(s) and of adoptees finding out when they’re older that their birthday is not what 

they had previously believed. Conversely, the Adoption Day is well recorded. My family 

uses the term Gotcha Day as it has an endearing quality to it.15 My Gotcha Day is August 

20th, 2000, and although the official paperwork says August 21st, August 20th was the 

day that my mom actually met and “got” me. The next day the official paperwork was 

finished. 

Birthdays are when we get older and look to the future of what we might become 

or do now that we’ve reached a certain age. For birthday milestones like 18 and 21, there 

is a celebration and futurity to what we could do with these new possibilities afforded by 

turning this age. As comedian Bo Burnham expresses, a birthday like his 30th might 

14 This is specifically from my own experience as a Chinese adoptee and in conversations with other friends 
who are Chinese adoptees. The One Child Policy in China made it illegal for families to have more than 
one child unless given special approval. Chinese adoptees were not typically entered into orphanage and 
foster care institutions through formal channels. This is contrasted with Korean adoptees who might have 
more of a paper trail connected to their adoptions. The contexts that produced orphans were very different 
in China versus Korea. This is not to say that Chinese adoptees experience more uncertainty around their 
origins, but that the bureaucratic systems in different countries produce varying levels of trust in the 
accuracy of documents. 
15 Some might dislike the term Gotcha Day and thus do not choose to label this day as such. I use Gotcha 
Day throughout this paper because it is what my family has always called it, and I personally do not take 
any issue with the term. 
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mark a dread at what hasn’t been accomplished or that aging is something to dread. As an 

adoptee, it is also a day when I look back and think of the past. 

I am very fortunate and grateful to have parents and a sister16 who love and 

support me, thus both my birthday and Gotcha Day are celebrated occasions in my 

family. I have met and read accounts from other adoptees who were not so fortunate. 

Some adoptees might dislike celebrating their Gotcha Day or find that birthdays are 

dominated by longing and melancholy. As I get older, I think more about the somber side 

of these days. Both days have an ambiguous kind of loss to them. Psychologist Pauline 

Boss developed the concept of ambiguous loss, which she defines as a kind of grief that 

is categorized by a lack of closure. 

There are two types of ambiguous loss. The first is physical absence with 
psychological presence. A loved one is missing physically—lost, kidnapped, 
disappeared, but kept present psychologically because they might reappear. 
Examples can be catastrophic (e.g., lost at sea with no body to bury) or more 
common (divorce, adoption, migration, immigration). The second type of 
ambiguous loss … is physical presence with psychological absence. A loved one 
is physically present, but missing psychologically. (2010, 138). 

Ambiguous loss is not the kind of loss that goes away, but is something that I think about 

more during these two days. The focus of each day, in US tradition and culture, is the 

individual. It is a celebration of one person’s birth and entry into a new family. But for an 

adoptee, there is not only something gained but something left behind, i.e. the birth 

mother and family, the birth country and culture. 

With my Gotcha Day, the loss is more obvious. Yes, this is a celebrated day when 

I got a new family. However, to be received into this family I had to lose another. Kim 

discusses how the South Korean adoptee is necessarily made into an orphan via official 

legal channels before they can be adopted. To be an orphan is to be without any familial 

16 My sister is eleven years older than me and is the biological daughter of my adoptive parents. 
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ties. In my case, I lost two mothers before I was adopted as I had a foster mother and a 

birth mother. I know nothing of either woman and often only think about where my birth 

mother might be in the world.17 This is not a day that she will likely know anything 

about. My birthday, on the other hand, is a day that she might remember. She might keep 

it in her mind and think of the baby she left/lost all those years ago. When I think of 

where she might be, what she’s doing in life, if she has a husband or partner, or another 

child18, it’s not out of a desire to have been there with her. These days can end up in a 

temporal collapse where the past, present, and future are all muddled together. 

Pandas, Toys, Race 

Pandas are a Chinese national treasure and are one of the emblematic symbols of 

Chineseness. I find it hard to believe that anyone could not think pandas are cute because 

they just roll and tumble around eating bamboo all day. As a child, I had a panda stuffed 

animal that I kept in my bed all the time. She became the matriarch of my family of 

stuffed pandas. As my collection grew, red pandas were also added to the mix. The 

interest and obsession with pandas did not stop at stuffed animals. I collected Littlest Pet 

Shop toys and the set of pandas was my favorite. During the same heritage trip in 2013, 

we volunteered at the Wolong Panda Park, where I hand-fed a panda and got a picture 

taken sitting next to a panda that was the same size as me. Also on this trip, I purchased a 

fuzzy brimmed panda hat and traditional style Chinese paintings of cute round pandas. 

Into adolescence, my teenage years, and now as an adult, I still have an affinity 

for pandas. Throughout elementary and middle school, I took one of the baby pandas in 

17 Though, I have found myself thinking of where my foster mother might be and if she is still involved in 
the adoption process. Somewhere in one of the many boxes of photos, there is a photo of her holding me in 
her arms in the lobby of the White Swan hotel. She has a face, yet her name has been forgotten, which is 
more than I can say I know of my birth mother. 
18 Currently, couples in China are allowed (and encouraged) to have two to three children since the end of 
the One Child Policy and due to the recent decline in population growth. 
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the stuffed collection with me on all my trips and eventually made a small photo album 

featuring the panda in different cities, states, and countries. There is a mini lego panda 

that I got in a Christmas stocking one year sitting on my desk at the time of writing this. 

In high school, I bought a snapback hat on Amazon with a cool geometric panda design, 

and later as my high school graduation present, my sister and brother-in-law bought me a 

matching pair of panda converse sneakers. Pandas extend into things like school folders, 

notebooks, and stickers to this day. 

Bringing it back to toys, I also got a Just Like Me American Girl Doll for 

Christmas one year.19 She came dressed in a white, light blue, and light purple set 

pictured below. My parents (or Santa) gave me a second present the same year of a 

Chinese qipao dress for my Just Like Me doll, also pictured below. Looking at the doll 

now, I see little resemblance to myself as I’ve cut my hair much shorter in a typical men's 

style and no longer have long straight black hair. I also don’t wear skirts or dresses much, 

or at all. She looks like me as a child in that we both had brown eyes and long black hair. 

The plastic doll’s ethnicity was made visible by her qipao and my racialization of her as 

Chinese because to be “just like me” she must be Chinese.20 

As a child, my parents and I actively constructed an understanding of Chineseness 

through toys and objects. Though we did not realize it at the time, this is one way in 

19 If I remember correctly, I named her either Ruby or Jade. Ruby highlighted the fact that as a child my 
favorite color was red, which is also the predominant color of the Chinese national flag. I remember 
distinctly that between elementary school and middle school I realized that red did not have to be my 
favorite color by nature of it being a lucky color in Chinese culture. If her name was Jade, it highlighted the 
significance of jade in Chinese culture. Both were names that I thought would have been cool had I been 
named that instead of Nina. 
20 This thinking bled into how I consumed other forms of media as a child. When the popular TV show 
iCarly was on Nickelodeon I remember thinking that the actress Miranda Cosgrove was Chinese because 
she had brown eyes and dark hair like me. Reflecting on this further, it seems that her distinctly not Chinese 
surname had no impact on my conception of her race and ethnicity because my surname is Mellor which is 
also not Chinese. 
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which my material surroundings came to define who I am. I was constructed as Chinese 

through Chinese things, and further reinscribed myself as Chinese by identifying or 

favoring these objects. Chinese things were thus also a way to “be in line” (Ahmed, 

2006) with a Chinese identity. And as I reflect on the role of objects in my childhood, 

panda plushies and a Just Like Me doll in a qipao came to be understood as biographical 

objects, a concept first introduced to me in an anthropology class. Janet Hoskins uses the 

term biographical objects to highlight how things come to narrate our own lives, serving 

as a way to construct a coherent identity from past experiences (Hoskins cited in Huhn 

2018). I have researched the significance and meaning behind some of the Chinese 

objects that are still on display or strewn about my home, despite the fact that I no longer 

feel the need to use Chinese things to justify my claim to Chineseness. 

An Aside on Photos 

In her book Adopted Territory, Eleana Kim notes that at the Gathering21 there is 

an emphasis on photos of adoptees. The imagery used is heavily people-centric and 

vague, rather than a collection of cultural objects and symbols. A few years ago, I 

volunteered to be interviewed by a Chinese adoptee graduate student about shared 

experiences and photographs. She pointed out that many, if not all, Chinese adoptees 

have photos of us and our adoptee cohort sitting on the famous red couch in the White 

Swan Hotel, and that we were all linked by this couch and these photos. In this sense, 

Chinese adoptees are bonded through a shared experience and the similar social lives of 

these red couch images. Shared photo genres could be more resonant with adoptees, 

therefore the reason for their emphasis at the Gathering. 

21 The Gathering is the common name for the International Gathering of Korean Adoptees conference 
which is organized by the International Korean Adoptee Associations (Kim 2010, 32). 

17 



                 
                 

                
       

               
              

 

What I find interesting is that at the Gathering, an adoptee-organized event and 

space, there is less emphasis on Korean cultural objects, likely because not all attendees 

will necessarily be able to identify them or know their meaning or significance to a 

broader South Korean culture. However, in space-times like our childhoods, we might be 

immersed in cultural objects and symbols by way of our parent(s) and their attempt at 

forging a cultural identity for us.22 There can be a dissonance between adoptees and 

cultural objects. 

Chopsticks and Asian Food 

My mom is good at using chopsticks and I’m almost certain she was the one who 

taught me how to use them as a child. I remember a pair of clumsy plastic chopsticks 

stuck together with a cartoon animal so that they could retract like tongs, but eventually I 

was able to use individual chopsticks to consume Chinese foods. I emphasize that it was 

my mom, who is White, who taught me because there was a sense that I would know how 

to use chopsticks solely on the basis that I am Asian. This is something that I recall as a 

child and is a sentiment that I can still pick out as an adult. I have a friend who is adopted 

but often avoids eating with chopsticks when at Asian restaurants and in larger groups of 

East Asian23 and Asian Americans. They told me that they would intentionally pick at 

their food and at the close of the meal get their food packed up as leftovers to eat in 

privacy at home where they could use a fork. This experience marks a feeling of shame 

that adoptees who do not embody or perform typical characteristics or skills that are 

22 I will note again and again, that adoptive parent(s) attempts at providing adoptees with avenues for 
learning about and accessing their birth culture is important even if various methodologies or approaches 
are flawed. 
23 While talking with some of my friends about my thesis, they called me in and highlighted that many 
South Asian and Southeast Asian cultures do not use chopsticks to eat, opting to use their hands. Previously 
this line was “Asian and Asian Americans” which totalizes the experience of Asians in the US and 
foregrounds the presumption that Asian = East Asian. 
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expected of Asian people might feel. It signals a presumption that all East Asian 

presenting people are imbued with this ability to use chopsticks. It also signals moments 

of tension or exclusion between East Asian adoptees and folks who have been raised and 

integrated into Asian households. 

What chopsticks further reveal, is a complex relationship between Asian adoptees 

and cultural foods, which are typically consumed using chopsticks in the context of East 

Asian cuisines. There were times when my mom would set up a dumpling-making night 

and the two of us would mix a pork filling and wrap dumplings ourselves. We did this 

often for special occasions like Lunar New Year parties with other adoptees, or if there 

was a class being offered by the New York branch of Families with Children from China 

(FCC NY) or another institution like the Museum of Chinese in America. It was not the 

kind of mundane activity pictured in Chinese media or in narratives from people living in 

Chinese households. Ordering Chinese takeout or going to a Chinese restaurant was more 

typical in my family. 

In an excellent piece on this very relationship between adoptees, identity, and 

food, Kathleen Ja Sook Bergquist explores the importance of Korean food for Korean 

adoptees. Her conclusions are that food plays both a more important role and less 

important role in adoptee lives. There are times when cultural foods are foregrounded in 

the adoptee experience and times when it gets left to the side. Cultural foods were mostly 

consumed outside of the home at restaurants or cultural functions and attempts to make 

cultural foods within the home centered dishes and flavors that were “safe” choices like 

bulgogi (2006, 147). She emphasizes that many of the strategies employed by adoptive 

parents do not require deep engagement with Korean culture and most of the events were 
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tied to adoption-oriented audiences. Another paradox occurs when adoptive children 

raised in American homes express “ambivalence or distaste for kimchi and moon cakes” 

which thus validates adoptive parents’ lack of engagement or attempts at incorporating 

cultural foods into everyday meals. 

This perspective complements that of Annemarie Mol, who looks at eating as a 

mode of doing and knowing. This entails processes of eating, knowing about food, and 

understanding the experience of eating. As a way of doing, eating becomes a caring and 

adaptive endeavor for the individual. Not just a matter of survival, eating can become 

external in the context of sociality (Mol, 2021). In media like Pixar’s short film, Bao, 

cooking and eating are quintessential to the experience of a Chinese household. On the 

online Facebook community Subtle Asian Traits, a commonly shared experience is that 

of immigrant parents bringing cut fruit to their children as a form of care and expression 

of love. 

There is a whole system of meaning within food that is culturally significant but 

missing in adoptee lives. In some ways, not eating cultural foods might be taken as a lack 

of cultural care provided to an adoptee. I have found Asian food to be a fascinating 

learning experience where I can lean on the knowledge of my Asian American friends. 

Bonding over a meal (usually at an Asian restaurant) or trying to make a dish in a dorm 

room kitchen has forged a sense of belonging in a distinctly Asian American 

community.24 

Return 

24 Furthermore, bonding with Asian American friends over food serves as a form of closure or healing in 
the wake of the ambiguous loss of culture. 
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The idea of a return in the transnational adoptee context carries a lot of weight to 

it. There are the assumptions that non-adoptees make about returns, and the expectations 

that we have about our own return. In some instances, a return might be equated to “the 

search,” meaning the search for a birth mother and other birth family. This is visible in 

comments from non-adoptees that I’ve received that follow the line of thought: “Have 

you gone back? Did you go to your orphanage or find your birth mother?” I view my 

returns as an attempt at connecting and learning about Chinese culture and what it means 

to be in line with a Chinese identity.25 

In December of 2013, I traveled back to China with my mom as part of a heritage 

trip organized by FCC NY. We traveled with a large group of adoptees and their (mostly) 

moms. This was a fast paced and highly scheduled heritage trip. From what I can 

remember, we toured at least three cities in roughly ten days: Beijing, Xi’an, and 

Chengdu. In Beijing we walked the Great Wall of China and went to look at the Olympic 

Grounds where the Bird Nest is. In Xi’an we visited the city wall and rode tandem 

bicycles and saw the Terracotta Warriors, the pits and the museum. In Chengdu we 

walked down Jinli Street and got a tour of the Wolong Panda Center. 

Heritage trips are aimed at reconnecting adoptees to their birth country and 

culture. Between the trip in 2013 and the week I spent with my mom in China after my 

study abroad, there is not much difference between the marketed heritage trip and the 

itinerary scheduled by the travel agent for my mom. For a few days, I was the tour guide 

as I took my mom around Shanghai, but as we left the city we were accompanied by an 

English speaking tour guide to help with tickets, travel, meals, and any translation or 

information on the sights we were seeing. Reflecting on it, the connection was assumed 

25 Maybe one day a return will involve a search for my birth mother. 
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to form after learning about Chinese history and culture. After hearing about and seeing 

the rich culture, it was presumed that there would be a spark ignited inside of me that 

drew me to it.26 Though, there is also a presumption that an adoptee going on a heritage 

trip or returning to their birth country in any capacity indicates they are already interested 

in learning and experiencing that culture. 

The moment I think of the most from this trip was when we were shopping in Jinli 

Street. The tour guides had booked the parents foot massages, leaving one chaperone and 

the high school aged adoptees in charge of us younger kids. This was the only time 

during the whole trip where we were left unattended by our White parents. As such, it 

was the only time we were unidentifiable from native Chinese people. I managed to buy a 

few things with no language skill because in China there is a practice of using a 

calculator to indicate the price with foreigners. But there was a stand making a sweet treat 

that had a group of us amazed. One girl had an English to Mandarin dictionary and 

attempted to ask the man what he was making. He pointed to the sign behind him but the 

sign was in Chinese and none of us had smartphones and a wifi connection to use Google 

Translate. Visibly Chinese, but unmistakably Other as we wandered around. 

At one of the restaurants the tour guides put up a sheet to divide us adoptees from 

our parents so that we could have discussions about the trip and adoption in general. The 

sheet did not offer much practical privacy, as we could hear the adults very clearly. My 

friend had spent a few days traveling with her mom and they visited the orphanage she 

had been adopted from. The visit was not great because the staff weren’t super helpful or 

polite. Reflecting on the trip now, it was interesting that there was a moment for self 

26 There is also the concept of the red string that draws people towards each other in Chinese mythology. In 
the context of Chinese adoption, the red string of fate is employed as the connector between an adoptee and 
their adoptive family. There is a documentary The Red String that centers this metaphor. 
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reflection that was separate from the adults. I don’t think I had the reflexivity to process 

and understand what returning for the first time meant. And even now I remember this 

trip as a fun vacation rather than a formative moment for my personal subjectification. 

The trip was, for many of us, our first time back in China. There was a sense that it 

should be fun and the outings planned were all about showing us adoptees what Chinese 

culture is. At the root of it, all of our excursions were meant to make Chinese culture 

interesting and appealing to us. Maybe the intention was even to get us interested so we 

would learn more. 

My second return was the Fall 2019 semester when I spent three months in 

Shanghai with the Institute For Study Abroad (IFSA) program. As an undergraduate in 

my third year of studying anthropology, this felt like more of a return. I was keenly aware 

of the independence of this semester, as travel would not be nearly as regimented. I 

would be living there for three months, which meant that there was time to develop a 

routine. We had a week called the independent travel break and I revisited some of the 

cities from the 2013 trip with my new study abroad friends. We went to Xi’an and 

Chengdu and saw many of the same sights. We rode tandem bikes on the Xi’an city wall, 

saw the Terracotta Warriors, went shopping at Jinli Street in Chengdu, and saw pandas at 

a different park in Chengdu. We bought our own train and plane tickets, we got help from 

our hostel and hotel concierge to buy tickets for the Terracotta Warriors and panda park. 

During my semester abroad I was interacting with native Chinese people on a 

daily basis, and often it would be in Mandarin. One of my close friends from study 

abroad is also a transnational transracial Chinese American adoptee and we bonded over 

this shared identity during our semester. We both jokingly kept track of all the different 
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times we were asked “你是美国人吗?!” (You’re American?!). Traveling with our non 

Chinese classmates, we were frequently asked by strangers where we were from. When 

one person in the group would answer that we were all American study abroad students, 

there would be an individual interrogation of nationality and ethnicity. A typical 

exchange went something like: 

Chinese Native: 你们是哪里人？(Where are you all from?) 

Us: 我们都是美国人，是留学生。(We are all American study abroad students.) 

Chinese Native: 可是你像中国人！(But you look Chinese!) 

It was a new experience having to reassert my Americanness in China. In the US there 

are moments in non-Asian dominant spaces or interactions where my Americanness is 

questioned. However, often when in a group of mostly Asian Americans I might have to 

reassert my claim to Chineseness. Had I been more aware, maybe I would have noticed 

native Chinese people staring at our tour group in 2013. I’m sure we attracted attention, 

but it likely would have been our tour guides fielding questions from curious passersby. 

One of my courses during study abroad was an art history class. There were only 

four total students and our professor was an art dealer, art historian, and a teacher on the 

side. She is not Chinese and is living in Shanghai for work and her husband’s work. One 

day in class we had a few minutes break and she remarked to me that I was one of maybe 

two or three adoptee students she’s had before. She asked me if being in China felt better, 

and if it felt easier. This is a genre of comments and sentiments from non-adoptees about 

the idea of returning to a “homeland”. In this question there are a number of notions that 

are embedded into its meaning. In this comment, though she might not have realized it, 

there is an assumption that China is my homeland. I have always considered myself 
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Chinese and American. My home, my family, my life, is in the US. The concept of what a 

homeland is gets complicated in diasporic studies, because of this entanglement. For an 

immigrant, the homeland may very well be their birth country. But for the generations 

after that are born and raised in a different country, the relationship to the original 

homeland can be harder to articulate.27 

An Aside on Learning Mandarin 

Within the field of anthropology, in the American tradition, there are four 

subfields: sociocultural, linguistic, archaeology, and biologic. Early on in my 

anthropology studies I became interested in linguistic anthropology, and more 

specifically the social impacts and effects of language. This paper itself has throughlines 

guided by this interest, as I have charted out various words and phrases’ impact on my 

own life. Most of this was done in English, but as I learned Mandarin I came to reflect on 

the role of language learning in my identity crafting. 

I started learning Mandarin at around eight years old with an FCC NY program. 

The classes were once a week on Sunday and there were only two other adoptees in the 

class with me. I still have some of those old worksheets in a folder tucked away on a 

shelf. We were mostly learning set phrases and basic vocabulary like the words for 

animals and how to count. Eventually the classes stopped because our teacher moved 

away and I didn’t pursue it like my two friends had. Later in high school I got lessons 

from my sister’s college friend who had studied Mandarin in college. He wasn’t a formal 

teacher, but it was another once a week schedule. Lessons with him were one on one and 

started mostly because he had a free summer before he had to start studying for the bar 

exam. After lessons with him ended, I found a class from a small language learning 

27 More on home and homeland later. 
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program to continue classes. I stopped lessons with their program after a few months but 

by then it was senior year of high school and I had decided I would minor in Chinese at 

whatever college I ended up at, which is exactly what I did when I got to GW. Then, in 

my junior year of undergrad I went abroad to Shanghai for the fall semester where I had 

the best language proficiency of my life. 

Learning Mandarin while living in China was a very different experience. IFSA 

had a program called the “Pengyou (朋友) Program”, meaning friend program. The 

advisors matched volunteers from SUFE, our sponsor university in Shanghai, with study 

abroad students who applied. My friend was a graduate student named Winter. During 

our excursions and hangouts I noticed that I could identify the grammar structures we 

were learning in class in her speech, and that I could more easily use what I was learning 

in conversation. 

I had a great time during my semester abroad but I have talked with other 

adoptees who felt more alienated from their Asianness than ever when in their birth 

country. My Mandarin is not perfect, but it got me around and I was fairly confident 

using it while abroad. Native Mandarin speakers would often praise my speaking 

ability28, which typically happened after a long and convoluted attempt at explaining 

adoption in Mandarin. It felt like they were approving of my return and interest in 

learning about China. On one occasion, I was attempting to haggle with a vendor at a 

popular fake market29 and in our negotiations she asked the million dollar question: 

“Where are you from?” After trying to explain how I could be adopted, she said she 

28 I appreciated and enjoyed the compliments on my language skills. They served as a little ego boost and in 
a way, I saw them as a signal that I was accepted as Chinese. 
29 China is (in)famous for the availability of knockoff designer goods. This was a large indoor stall in a 
subway station where flaneurs (Benjamin 1999) could haggle for designer clothing, watches, bags, 
eyeglasses, electronics, and other accessories. 
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would give me a special price for a special Chinese baby. I am not a very individually 

motivated person so now without having classes and assignments in Mandarin, I have 

definitely lost some of that skill from my study abroad semester. Nonetheless, I have used 

learning Mandarin as a way to reinforce my own claims to Chineseness. It has brought 

me comfort and pride in my Chinese identity, but certainly knowing a language is not a 

marker or requirement for identifying with a racial or ethnic identity. 

For returning adoptees who don’t have the language skills to get around in their 

birth country, it might feel more alienating. And even for adoptees with language 

proficiency, they are still not guaranteed a warm welcome and praise. I’ve heard from a 

few Chinese adoptees who were taking Mandarin classes and learning the language, but 

when abroad they were criticized for their lack of fluency. Natives would compare them 

to their non-Chinese peers' abilities. The implication was that the adoptee was less than or 

should feel ashamed for having similar or lower language proficiency than a non-Chinese 

student. 

Ambiguous loss has haunted the background. I still have a longing for people that 

I don’t know. Further, there is a longing for a place that I have only begun to understand. 

While Boss uses ambiguous loss as it pertains to people, I would extend this feeling to 

places as well. For a very long time, I did not have a strong connection to China as a 

place. I was interested in the culture, but was learning about it in largely American ways. 

Edward Casey writes: “to be dis-placed is therefore to incur both culture loss and 

memory loss,” (1993, 37). This is very exemplary of how many adoptees feel and ties 

with a sense of liminality. Located between two places, two cultures, adoptees are 

displaced in their disconnect from their birth country and culture. Casey also argues that 
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“nostalgia, contrary to what we usually imagine, is not merely a matter of regret for lost 

times; it is also a pining for lost places, for places we have once been in yet can no longer 

reenter,” (1993, 37). For adoptees, there is an absence of memories, especially for those 

of us adopted as very young infants. Lacking cultural know-how, we can feel like 

imposters. By not being raised within a Chinese home, in the US or in China, the task of 

becoming part of that place and culture is much more difficult (Casey 1993, 31). 

During my study abroad semester I had the opportunity to attempt becoming part 

of a place. There was a learning curve to being in a new country, using a language that I 

was still learning, and adapting to a different life. And yet, it still didn’t feel like a home. 

Returning to China as an adult was a way of connecting with my Chineseness, but was 

not a discovery of a long lost home. The pining for a lost place (i.e. China) is not then 

born out of nostalgia but of loss itself. It is not that an adoptee cannot reenter this lost 

place, but that even if we were to return, the place might never feel how it would have if 

we never left. This goes for the promise of DNA kits as well. Having this data, that tells 

me I am from one place or another, does not do the work of making me feel less 

displaced. 

Another way I consider implacement, becoming part of a place, is how we make 

our own spaces and thus places (Casey, 1993). Within an American culture, Asian 

Americans are typically seen as racially flexible and thus more easily integrated or 

assimilated. In an adoption context, international Asian children were deemed more 

desirable than domestic Black children in the foster care system (Dorow, 2006). As such, 

many of the earliest transracial Asian adoptees had no choice but to assimilate. Adoptees 

around my age, 22 as I write this, had more resources to access sources of birth country 
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culture. In addition to Chinese cultural classes through FCC NY, some of my early 

exposure to Asian cultures came via Japanese anime and K-pop. The flows of pop culture 

from other East Asian countries made it easier to connect with my Asianness first, and 

Chineseness second30. Sarah Ahmed writes: 

We might speak then of collective direction: of ways in which nations or other 
imagined communities might be ‘going in a certain direction,’ or facing the same 
way, such that only somethings ‘get our attention.’ Becoming a member of such a 
community, then, might also mean following this direction, which could be 
described as the political requirement that we turn some ways and not others… 
We follow the line that is followed by others: the repetition of the act of following 
makes the line disappear from view as the point from which ‘we’ emerge.” (2006, 
15). 

There are dominant ways of following and thus being in line: there is a perceived way to 

be Chinese but as an adoptee, it is not so easy to follow this line of being. In the twists 

and turns of attempting to follow this line, adoptees have split off and forged a different 

direction. However, this split has not produced its own mode of being in line, as there is 

no one way to be an adoptee. If there are patterns and overlap between individual 

trajectories, then there is some construction of “we,” but by and large the collective is 

marked by being out of line. 

Home(land) 

The term homeland is often very complicated for adoptees. In the article “When 

Home is Not the Homeland,” Takeyuki Tsuda follows Brazilian Japanese diasporic 

communities when they return to Japan. As work in Brazil was scarce and unskilled 

laborers in Japan were scarce, many Brazilian Japanese migrated to the homeland (126). 

30 Maybe it is that disconnected feeling, a lack of authority over Chinese culture, that pushes adoptees to a 
broader identity label. There is an internal understanding that we are marked out by society as non-White. 
And maybe this is a sentiment specific to a Chinese adoptee context. My friend, also a Chinese adoptee, 
also expressed that she was drawn to a pan-Asian and Asian Americanness rather than specifically Chinese 
identity as the largest influences of Asian cultures in her life were that of Korean and Japanese popular 
culture. 
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They were welcomed by the Japanese government and granted “special renewable work 

visas as Japanese descendants,” (127). Despite looking no different from native Japanese, 

the returnees are socially and economically segregated from the rest of society. At the 

factory where Tsuda did observations, the Brazilian Japanese workers wore different 

uniforms due to their status as temporary workers (128). Not only are there many levels 

of social acceptance or alienation at play with return, but there are also governmental and 

legal factors at play. 

Kim opens chapter five with an analysis of a 2004 speech given by the South 

Korean minister of health and welfare at the opening ceremony of the Gathering in Seoul. 

The speech emphasized that the biological families who remained in Korea also suffered 

and endured hardships during their period of rapid industrialization. He invites the 

adoptees present to join South Korea on their path towards peace and unity, implying a 

notion of inalienable roots that adoptees still have in their birth country (Kim 2010, 184). 

The approach of the South Korean government is to embrace adoptees as a potential 

bridge between their country and a broader globalizing world31 . Their lives abroad, in 

majority Western/Global Northern countries, make them an asset to the project of 

globalization. The language of government officials generalizes and erases much of the 

individual struggle that each adoptee experiences. This doesn’t sit well with all adoptees 

and there is clear discomfort expressed by Kim’s interlocutors. 

On the American side of things, there are also politics at play. Where this is 

maybe the most apparent is with adult Korean adoptees who were adopted between the 

31 Kathryn Mariner’s work within adoption discourse highlights the positive rhetoric surrounding children 
and thus adopted children. Often children are equated to the hope for the future of a country or family. 
Children have their whole futures ahead of them, therefore adopting a child provides them a future that 
would have been lost or wasted otherwise (Mariner 2019). Therefore, one of the possible futures that is lost 
for a transnational adoptee is one where they remain in the birth country and therefore do not feel the 
cultural loss that being raised in the United States (or other country) produces. 
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1950s and the 1980s.32 The Children’s Citizenship Act of 2000 was passed, in part, as a 

way of ensuring that foreign born adopted children of US parents could not be deported. 

It grants adoptees who meet the requirements and took effect on February 27, 2001. Thus, 

all adoptees under the age of 18 at the time of passing are automatically given US 

citizenship (travel.state.gov). There were many Korean adoptees who were older than 18 

at the time whose adoptive parent(s) had not filed for citizenship papers. This happened 

to Adam Crasper, a Korean adoptee who was deported and thus separated from his wife, 

children, and life in America. He’s currently suing Holt International, a prominent 

adoption agency based in Seoul (NBC). Another Korean adoptee, named Philip Clay, 

who was deported back to South Korea took his own life after many years of struggling 

to survive in a country that he did not know (Fuchs NBC). The lack of US legislation that 

grants these adoptees citizenship is one of the main issues that can make the US feel less 

like a homeland. For adoptees whose parent(s) never filed for citizenship when they were 

children, the threat of deportation is very real, especially if they end up with a criminal 

record as Korean adoptees Adam Crasper and Phillip Clay had. When Donald Trump 

took office, my parents became increasingly concerned about the amount of 

documentation I had. Because I was adopted after the Children’s Citizenship Act I was 

granted citizenship, but we didn’t have the certificate of citizenship. Right before I turned 

18 my parents filed to get the actual certificate so that there would not be any loose ends. 

There was heightened concern that Trump would deport any person in the US without 

proper paperwork, and we wanted to leave nothing up to chance. Though I was not aware 

of it at the time, this was a sentiment built on decades of adult adoptees fighting for full 

legal recognition. 

32 See Adopted Territory for a more expansive history of Korean adoption to the US specifically. 
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Eleana Kim was one of three panelists at the symposium “Korean Kinship, 

Adoption, and Diaspora” organized by George Washington University's Institute for 

Korean Studies (GWIKS). Her talk focused on the issue of deportation and politics that 

make and unmake the adoptee. Implied in the language of the Children’s Citizenship Act 

of 2000, is the notion that an adoptee over the age of 18 is no longer someone’s child. 

Often, the language around adoption frames adoptees as children33 Once a legal adult, an 

adoptee does not cease to be adopted or someone’s child. However, the language does 

serve to infantilize the adoptee and shape the image of adoptees as exclusively a helpless 

baby. Kim discusses, at length, the process of making the Korean adoptee through 

paperwork that classifies them as an orphan and thus adoptable (2010). For someone like 

Adam Crasper, deportation is a legal process of unmaking his adopted identity because it 

implies that he should not have been in the United States to begin with. 

The Promise of DNA 

With the many unknowns that haunt adoptees, DNA can become one of the only 

steadfast truths.34 The rise in popularity of direct-to-consumer personal genetic testing 

kits is clear in adoptee communities. In online communities there are posts that share 

individual experiences with different companies, reactions to results, and questions from 

adoptees interested but not quite sure about buying a kit. The new Netflix documentary 

Found follows three Chinese adoptees who discover they’re all cousins through the 

23andMe genetic relative function. These kits offer connection and market a journey of 

33 See the chapter “‘Waifs’ and ‘Orphans’: The Origins of Korean Adoption” in Adopted Territory. 
34 What DNA is interpreted to mean is not itself a completely unbiased project, as using DNA to infer 
information about geographical ancestry is based on present-day social constructions of nation states and 
race. 
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discovery that many adoptees feel drawn to, but their results are not as etched in stone as 

they might seem. 

Ancestry testing kits are marketed with the aura of discovery. I remember seeing 

Ancestry.com commercials when I was younger, featuring families uncovering historic 

documents that revealed things about past family members or distant ties to past 

presidents. Now they also offer a DNA testing service in addition to their original service. 

23andMe started with the DNA kits and their commercials emphasize their ability to 

reveal possible predispositions to health conditions and quirky traits like cilantro tasting 

like soap. Both kits allow users to view a map of the world that highlights where their 

DNA indicates they have ancestry.35 Over the years, my 23andMe map and the associated 

percentages have changed. When I first got my results I was roughly 96% Chinese, 2% 

broadly East Asian, and 2% broadly Southeast Asian. My current breakdown is that I am 

100% Chinese & Southeast Asian, though the map only highlights China, Hong Kong, 

and Taiwan. 23andMe has also added a regional breakdown within China that adds more 

specificity. The region with the strongest genetic evidence is Guangdong province, which 

is located south of Jiangxi province where I was adopted from. Interestingly, Jiangxi is 

not at all highlighted on my map (see image below). 

35 Some of the drawbacks of these genetic testing services is that they still predicate themselves on 
biological kinship. There is a section of the 23andMe website that encourages users to get family members 
kits so that they can generate a fuller picture of their DNA story. I remember watching old Ancestry 
commercials and thinking that they could never tell me the information that I wanted to know, as the leaves 
that would appear would be about my adoptive parents’ families. It would be interesting to learn, but is also 
something I could ask my parents about. 
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(Image 1: My 23andMe Ancestry Map. Jiangxi province is located between Hunan and 

Fujian and above Guangdong) 
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The promise of these kits is to reveal, and thus customers expect to find out some 

new information about themselves. When I first got my results I didn’t know what to 

expect to see on my map. Looking at my results now, I take the map with a grain of salt. 

These results are not hard and fast truths, as evident by the changes in my percentages 

from the original results and the current results, and rely on the sample size of their 

customer base to draw conclusions.36 These tests frame themselves as tools to forge 

connections between people and their heritage, thus equating biology to culture. This is 

something I’ve realized largely through exposure to the work of the indigenous scholar 

Kim TallBear. In her article “Genomic Articulations of Identity” she contrasts genomic 

and indigenous articulations of identity and discusses how genomic articulations, namely 

DNA testing, is being adopted by some indigenous communities (2013). Unlike in 

indigenous communities, my claim to Chineseness is not necessitated by access to 

governmental recognition, services, etc. But just as there is no DNA test to tell you if 

you’re indigenous37, I assert that there is no DNA test that can tell you that you’re 

Chinese. Certainly many adoptees who are disconnected from their birth culture might 

not feel Asian enough, but there is space for us just the same. 

There are major differences between the indigenous context and the transracial 

transnational adoptee context, namely that adoptees are typically raised by parents from a 

different racial, ethnic, and cultural background to themselves and thus not raised within 

their birth culture. My parents did their best to get me interested in learning about 

Chinese culture, but it is not the same as someone who is raised within a Chinese 

36 Maybe my results have changed as a result of more adoptees using 23andMe, thus expanding the sample 
size of Chinese customers. 
37 This is drawn from an interview that TallBear did with Linda Geddes. 
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household. There are subtleties and mundane practices that don’t get picked up.38 

Kathleen Bergquist’s article on Korean adoptee relationships to Korean food is an 

example of this. The role of cultural foods is more and less important when considered by 

adoptive parents and adoptees themselves. Going out to eat at Korean restaurants might 

help expose adoptees to the kinds of foods eaten in their birth country, but if these are 

new flavors or textures not typically eaten on a daily basis at home it might be something 

that the adoptee doesn’t gravitate towards. For example, I don’t like moon cakes, a 

dessert typically eaten during the Chinese Mid Autumn Festival. We didn’t typically 

celebrate this holiday and so we didn’t have moon cakes at home. Chicken feet is a 

typical side dish or snack in China, but as this isn’t something readily available in 

American grocery stores or widely consumed by a Western audience, I didn’t grow up 

eating them. For adoptees who want to feel connected to their birth culture, I don’t see a 

DNA test as filling that gap. 

Every now and then I’ll get an email from 23andMe saying I have new genetic 

relatives. The closest relative that they’ve matched me with is a 3rd cousin who shares 

0.8% DNA with me. The most exciting discovery I found is that I am 5th cousins with 

Korean American adoptee and stand up comedian, Joel Kim Booster.39 Everytime I go 

into the DNA relatives section there’s a little inkling of anticipation. Not that a birth 

parent might appear, but maybe a 1st or 2nd cousin. There are documentaries and web 

series about Asian adoptees embarking on a search for birth family, typically birth 

38 The Facebook group Subtle Asian Traits (SAT) is a prominent digital space for Asians and Asian 
Americans to share experiences that relate to their ethnic and racial identity. From this digital space, Subtle 
Asian Adoptee Traits (SAAT) was created by and for the adoptee community. Seeing some of the traits that 
people shared on SAT left many adoptees out. Casual comments like “If you don’t take your shoes off are 
you even Asian?” though they are jokes, can alienate adoptees not raised with this practice and serves to 
highlight difference. 
39 His stand up is among my favorites and I definitely recommend it. 
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mothers specifically.40 Stories like these can spark hope for other adoptees interested in 

starting a search for answers about their birth family. But for me, they always come with 

an overwhelming melancholy. This is a hope born out of loss and grief that has not been 

resolved. And maybe the search will answer some questions, but it might only lead to 

more grief. No matter what this hypothetical answer is, I can feel anticipation in every 

fiber of my being when I click that page. Anticipation is the feeling of waiting for 

something to happen, it pulls you towards it, and as you lean into the feeling there is a 

sense of “What next?” (Bryant and Knight, 2019). At present, there is no next. The 

anticipation builds as I navigate to the email with the subject line: You Have New DNA 

Relatives. But it’s as if, on the edge of my seat, I’ve fallen onto the floor. The threshold is 

yet to be crossed (Bryant and Knight, 2019: 35). 

Adoptees in Media 

The 2021 Asian Pacific Island Heritage Celebration closed with two keynote 

speakers: actress and musician Arden Cho, and poet and novelist Ocean Vuong.41 The 

two were asked a question about Asian American representation in the media 42 and 

Ocean Vuong’s answer really stuck with me. He said that rather than look at it through 

the lens of representation, we should think about it as presence. This shift in language 

calls on us to consider more than who is visible. When talking about representation, often 

40 The YouTuber Dan aka Dan made a web documentary that can be viewed in parts on his YouTube 
channel. There is a recent documentary on Netflix titled Found that follows three adoptees who came 
together through the 23andMe relatives function. Around 2017 there was coverage of a woman who 
traveled back to China to meet her birth parents who had left a note with her that said they would wait for 
her on a specific bridge, and that if she wanted to find them they would be there. 
41 I was on the planning committee for this event, which was held through GW and was a virtual event 
through Zoom. 
42 Rather than spend more pages on the broad topic of Asian American presence in media, I focus on 
adoptee specific content. 
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the conversation ends at the number of people on screen when we should be thinking 

about who is in writers rooms, who is directing, who is publishing, etc. 

On Subtle Asian Adoptee Traits (SAAT) there is banter about films and other 

content where Asian American presence is growing. At the start of this paper I referenced 

Justin Chon’s film Blue Bayou and while the film might add to the pile of representation, 

there was a lack of adoptee presence in its creation and execution. The way that adoption 

and adoptees are often portrayed in visual content like shows and movies, is of privileged 

couples seeking to complete their families and save orphaned children.43 I am taking a 

course about visual anthropology while writing this thesis and it has reinforced beliefs I 

already had about visual media. There is a great power in the visual to move its viewers 

and to shape general perceptions and understandings of things.44 In terms of adoptee 

presence in media, there are pieces of content like documentaries and ethnographic 

books, and there is fictional presence. 

The Netflix documentary Found by Amanda Lipitz features three young women, 

all Chinese adoptees, who find out they are related through 23andMe’s DNA relatives 

function and their trip back to China. The documentary One Child Nation by Nanfu Wang 

and Lynn Zhang is a different kind of presence, as it doesn’t center the narrative of the 

adoptee but the birth mother and the effects of the One Child Policy on families in China. 

What both of these documentaries offer is a decentering of the adoptive parents in the 

broader adoption narrative. 

43 This is also noted in Eleana Kim’s book on the image crafting that happened with the first wave of 
Korean adoptees in the ‘50s and ‘60s. 
44 “Things” is intended to be a broad category here. Visual media are often reflective of broadstroke societal 
perceptions of the world, but at the same time they reinforce and reinscribe those perceptions. 
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The fictional portrayals of adoption attract various opinions and perspectives. The 

Kung Fu Panda trilogy features Po the panda who is raised by a goose. In the third movie 

the viewer is taken through the story of how Po came to be adopted and his journey 

finding his birth family and the other pandas. Within the SAAT community there was a 

lot of positive discourse around the DC Comics movie Shazam and how the foster family 

dynamic was developed. The subplot is that the protagonist, Billy Bats, is separated from 

his birth mother at a carnival and frequently runs away from his foster family placements 

as he searches for his birth mother. Another highly regarded fictional scene about 

adoption is in the movie Easy A.45 This vein of content does not necessarily feature 

adoptee voices behind the cameras or as drivers of storytelling, but they still have careful 

and genuine attention to the way that adoption is handled as an element of storytelling. A 

common quibble with how adoption is used in storytelling is that abandonment jokes are 

used insensitively. 

An Aside on Museums 

Another avenue for representation in the public sphere is through museums. Over 

the course of my studies, I have changed how I approach the museum space as a center of 

knowledge production. Donna Haraway’s Teddy Bear Patriarchy (1984) was the first 

reading from a course that sparked my rethinking of how museums influence how the 

general population of the United States views different topics. Haraway writes about the 

dioramas at the New York American Museum of Natural History and how the taxidermy 

wildlife is often depicted in scenes of a nuclear family: a father figure, a mother figure, 

and two offspring (1984). In my spring 2020 course “The Anthropology of Science and 

Technology” we were pushed to reconsider how all science is socially informed and 

45 https://youtu.be/-oTeK2lBpdg 
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influenced, and that nothing is ever done or discovered in a vacuum free of biases and 

preconceived notions. Many other courses have also demanded that wee, as 

anthropologists, reconsider how we produce knowledge, through what mediums, and to 

what ends. 

My good friend Grace was interviewing me for a project in one of her museum 

studies classes on the intersections between Asian American identity, museum spaces and 

experiences, and foodways. One of the questions was something to the effect of “Are 

museums and food experiences identity affirming for you?” I took a moment to think 

about this and came to the conclusion that they were not typically identity affirming 

experiences. In her article on Korean adoptees and the role of Korean food, Kathleen 

Bergquist writes that many adoptees are considered consumers of culture rather than 

active participants. In a very literal way, Asian food and restaurants became a way for me 

to consume culture but not necessarily participate or create within that space. With 

respect to museums, I often feel that I am on the outside looking in, learning about the 

history of porcelain or Buddhism when someone raised in an immigrant Chinese home 

might already have this knowledge. During my study abroad semester, however, I visited 

the Propaganda Poster Museum46 twice: once for my art history class and once with a 

larger group of students in a program sponsored visit. There was at least one poster there 

that promoted the ideals of the One Child Policy, encouraging couples to only have one 

child for the good and progress of the country. While Grace and I were talking, I realized 

46 This was not a museum in the traditional sense of the space. It was located in a basement of what 
appeared to be a residential building, itself located in a cul-de-sac of other apartment complexes. The two 
rooms which housed these original propaganda posters from the Mao era smelled horrifically of urine, as it 
was right next to a poorly maintained bathroom. 

40 



I almost exclusively considered my Asianness through the frame of adoption. There is no 

divorcing my Asianness from being an adoptee, and so when she asked if museums were 

ever an identity affirming experience, I thought of this as an adoptee first. 

The poster (pictured below) had a little translation card in the corner which read: 

“Carry out Birth Control for Revolution”. If you google One Child Policy propaganda 

poster, there are many others out there. After Grace had left, I thought about that museum 

more. In my daydream, I was standing in front of this poster again wondering if my birth 

mother was standing on some street looking at a similar poster. 

(Image 2: courtesy of my friend from my study abroad program) 
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These musings on museums as sites of knowledge production and sites of 

belonging all lead to my own daydreams about what a transracial and transnational 

adoptee experience exhibit or museum might look like. There is a slow movement for 

recognizing people as the experts of their own experience and cultures (Luis, 2016). This 

sentiment is shared by many of the guest speakers from my spring 2022 course 

“Museums and Social Justice,” one of which was nikhil trivedi. When I asked him what 

he would want museums to look like in a decolonized world, however that was 

interpreted for his own understanding, he replied that most objects would be repatriated 

and museums would be places of amazing storytelling. I don’t know what kind of 

museum would suit this daydream exhibit in my mind, or even if museums are the best fit 

spaces for these stories. Maybe film media, online social media, books, and other tools 

are better equipped to tell adoptee stories. 

Me, Myself, and I 

I first read Dorinne Kondo’s work Crafting Selves in an anthropology class about 

diaspora. While conducting her ethnographic research in Tokyo Kondo, a Japanese 

American woman, outlines how she had become unrecognizable to herself as she was 

crafted into a more Japanese version of herself. She writes: 

As I glanced into the shiny metal surface of the butcher’s display case, I noticed 
someone who looked terribly familiar: a typical young housewife, clad in slip-on 
sandals and the loose, cotton shift called “home wear” (hōmu wea), a woman 
walking with a characteristically Japanese bend to the knees and a sliding of the 
feet. Suddenly I clutched the handle of the stroller to steady myself as a wave of 
dizziness washed over me, for I realized I had caught a glimpse of nothing less 
than my own reflection. (1990, 17) 
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During her fieldwork, she learns how to “be in line” with a Japanese way of life (Ahmed, 

2006). Ultimately, Kondo becomes so unrecognizable to herself that she leaves Japan 

entirely: 

At a tea ceremony class, I performed the basic “thin tea” ceremony flawlessly, 
without need for prompting or correction of my movements. My teacher said in 
tones of approval, “You know, when you first started, I was so worried. The way 
you moved, the way you walked, was so clumsy! But now, you are just like an 
ojōsan, a nice young lady.” Part of me was inordinately pleased that my awkward, 
exaggerated Western movements had finally been replaced by the disciplined 
grade that makes the tea ceremony so seemingly natural and beautiful to watch. 
But another voice cried out in considerable alarm, “Let me escape before I am 
completely transformed!” And not too many weeks later, leave I did.” (1990, 24)47 

I highlight these quotes from Kondo with Sarah Ahmed’s notion of being in line to 

articulate my own experience. While there are dominant ways of being Chinese and 

American, these do not resonate or are inaccessible to me as an adoptee. I have found it 

almost impossible, even during my semester abroad, to feel “fully Chinese.” This is to 

say that being an adoptee is so central to my experience that there is not a singular 

Chinese self. I have spent a lot of time reconciling that there is no neatly packaged way to 

identify. Checking off a single box on a form will never be able to capture the nuance of 

my existence, nor anyone elses for that matter. Strangers will almost certainly continue to 

expect preconceived notions of what I am likely to know or have lived based on my 

appearance. There will be times when I am called to meet different expectations, and my 

responses will not satisfy the demands of the situation. Being out of line with what is 

expected of someone who is Chinese, both in the norms of Chinese society and in 

47 In anthropology, this is often referred to as “going native,” which is a phrase predicated on the idea that 
the anthropologist is not a member of the community they are conducting fieldwork with. It is often 
frowned upon if an anthropologist “goes native” because it is interpreted as the researcher losing their 
objectivity and no longer an unbiased expert on said community. This is inherently problematic for 
anthropologists like Dorinne Kondo, John Jackson Jr., and others who identify as members of the 
communities they work in. 
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American society, is ultimately forged out of the initial loss of culture. But throughout my 

life, I have been given and have forged my own experiences to reclaim Chineseness, 

Asianness, and Americanness. The relationships I have with the people who are central to 

my life offer room to experiment and grow into my own person.48 

48 Not entirely outside the norms and expectations of race and gender in the US, but in its own rebellious 
out of line way. 
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Closing 

This thesis enumerates some of the milestones or touchstone moments in my life 

that have been major points of reflection as I moved through my undergraduate and 

graduate studies. I have attempted to use the form of an autoethnography to play with 

narrative and theory. There is a lot of potential to develop this beyond the scope of an 

autoethnography. By focusing on my own experience, there is more space for a highly 

nuanced specificity that would not be possible had I pursued my original plan to 

interview other adoptees. However, by not including in-depth accounts from adoptees 

other than myself, there is a lack of varied perspectives. I have tried to emphasize, 

throughout this whole paper, that I do not claim to speak for the experience of other 

adoptees. My research is one way in which I have attempted to expand the perspectives 

present in my paper, but my research also reflects specific groups and communities. By 

starting from my own subjectivity and developing my research terms from there, much of 

my research reflects the experience of East Asian adoptees from China and Korea. 

Furthermore, I have observed a possible lag in existing literature on the experience of 

Chinese adoptees and have found more ethnographic research on Korean adoptees.49 

While autoethnography limits the scope of my work, my hope is that it worked 

effectively as a medium for my specific lived experience. By using stories, relationships, 

and objects from my life, I aimed to craft a textured narrative of belonging. I have also 

hoped to help forge space for adoptee belonging and visibility in academia. There are a 

growing number of Chinese adoptees entering social science research fields and pursuing 

49 This is possibly a result of Korean adoptions having a longer history with their origins in the 1950s (Kim, 
2010). However, this is all based on my observations in research. I have seen many Chinese adoptee 
graduate students post calls for interviewees on Subtle Asian Adoptee Traits which indicates, to me, that 
there are more Chinese adoptees in social science fields pursuing research. 
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research topics about adoption. My thesis adds to this growing discourse community and, 

I hope, further inspires adoptees to tell their own stories, within and outside of academia. 

I am guided by the spirit of being out of line and crafting new ways of being in the world. 

By rejecting the expectations of others who seek to label me, I have found community 

and care outside of the lines. Rather than remain alienated by feeling out of place, I am 

learning to grow in those feelings of discomfort and estrangement as a way of forging 

belonging wherever I may be in time or space. 
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