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Introduction

When the African American magazine Ebony published “How to Adopt 
Korean Babies” in September 1955, its descriptions of the Korean black 
children in need of adoptive families caught the attention of many of 
the magazine’s readers and child welfare officials throughout the United 
States. Calling them “the least loved boys and girls in Korea,” the article 
suggested that Korean black children might not survive if they remained 
in that nation. Although all Koreans experienced extreme privations as 
a result of the Korean War (1950– 1953), mixed- race children and their 
mothers suffered additional hardships. Many Koreans considered racial 
purity to be an essential aspect of their national identity, and they ostra-
cized children fathered by white or black American soldiers. Mixed- race 
children were also stateless because they could not claim membership 
in the patrilineal family systems that defined citizenship and belonging 
in Korea. These circumstances led Ebony’s editor and staff to encourage 
the magazine’s readers to learn more about the nascent Korean adoption 
process to determine whether they could adopt one of the estimated 300 
Korean black children available to “qualified American families virtually 
for the asking.”1

“How to Adopt Korean Babies” was not the first time Ebony had at-
tempted to inspire members of its largely African American audience 
to become adoptive parents. Since the late 1940s, the magazine had 
published articles telling readers why they should and how they could 
adopt children in the United States and mixed- race children of African 
American soldiers born in countries throughout Western Europe and 
in Japan. Articles like “How to Adopt Korean Babies” also appeared in 
African American magazines and newspapers across the country. They 
caused an untold number of people to adopt informally or work with 
public child welfare organizations and private adoption agencies to 
complete formal, legal adoptions. However, in the early 1950s, African 
Americans faced barriers to formal adoption because of the ways seg-
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regation and racial inequality influenced domestic and transnational 
adoption practices.

Officials with International Social Service (ISS) also wanted to fa-
cilitate adoptions of Korean black children. But they knew that Afri-
can Americans often encountered discrimination when they attempted 
to adopt children through agencies in the United States. Founded in 
1924 under the auspices of the Young Women’s Christian Association 
(YWCA), ISS was an international social welfare organization that 
negotiated social welfare concerns across national boundaries. Called 
International Migration Service until 1946, ISS had its headquarters in 
Geneva, Switzerland and a network of branches located in the United 
States, Japan, and several Western European nations by the early 1950s. 
When Ebony published “How to Adopt Korean Babies,” ISS staff had 
already encountered difficulties coordinating services for the growing 
number of Americans interested in adopting a Korean child. While ISS 
welcomed the black press’s efforts to recruit adoptive parents, officials 
understood that arranging transnational placements between the United 
States and Korea would present many challenges. ISS America Branch 
director, William T. Kirk, indirectly addressed this issue when he wrote 
to Ebony’s editor, John H. Johnson. He complimented the magazine on 
its explanation of the political significance of US- Korean adoption and 
its inclusion of step- by- step instructions for prospective adoptive fami-
lies. Kirk reported that the article had already inspired a number of Af-
rican Americans to contact ISS. He also affirmed ISS’s commitment to 
encouraging child welfare agencies to assist African American families 
that qualified to adopt a Korean child.2

The same day that Kirk sent his letter to Ebony, ISS America Branch 
assistant director, Susan T. Pettiss, sent a press release to the directors 
of state departments of child welfare around the United States to tell 
them about “How to Adopt Korean Babies.” Pettiss echoed Kirk’s praise 
for the article’s depiction of the dire circumstances in Korea, and she 
asked that agencies work with African American families to place Ko-
rean black children. But Pettiss did not stop there. Aware of the chronic 
need for African Americans to adopt the European children fathered 
by African American soldiers during and after World War II, she asked 
that agencies help identify suitable families for these children too. Pettiss 
acknowledged that her request might create new challenges for agencies 
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already struggling to identify adoptive families for African American 
children in the United States. However, she suggested that the right Af-
rican American couples for GI babies were not the same as couples that 
would pursue a domestic adoption. To identify such couples, she en-
couraged agencies to be on the lookout for people who were motivated 
by the humanitarian aspect of transnational adoptions. Pettiss ended 
her press release by advising officials to show compassion toward the  
African American families that expressed a desire to adopt a Korean 
black child.3 With these measures, Kirk and Pettiss hoped they could 
help implement a transnational adoption strategy that would assure “the 
most secure future possible” for Korean black children.4

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, an array of adoption advocates 
joined the black press and child welfare professionals in efforts to define 
what constituted a secure future for Korean black children. As the above 
exchanges between Ebony, ISS, and child welfare agencies throughout 
the United States suggest, child welfare professionals and nonprofes-
sionals understood that America’s race problems would inform what-
ever plans they attempted to make for Korean black children. Thus, 
advocates of US- Korean adoption would devise numerous, and at times 
competing strategies to accommodate African American and mixed- 
race children in the United States and mixed- race Korean GI children. 
Initially, child welfare professionals and nonprofessionals agreed that 
African American couples or interracial couples— those that included 
an African American and white spouse or a spouse(s) of mixed- race 
heritage— were the clients best suited to adopt Korean black children. 
However, by the late 1960s, African American and interracial couples 
became less relevant in Korean adoption, while white families’ partici-
pation in adoptions involving Korean children and nonwhite children 
in the United States increased. A War Born Family tells the story of the 
evolution of African Americans’ adoptions of Korean children to explain 
how and why this method of family formation changed so drastically in 
the 1950s and 1960s.

The first time I encountered stories about efforts of the black press to 
recruit African American adoptive families, I was conducting research 
on the popular representations of African American families in 1940s 
and 1950s magazines like Ebony. At that time, I had a superficial aware-
ness of African Americans’ transnational adoptions of the so- called 
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brown babies of Germany because of the work of scholars like Brenda 
Gayle Plummer and Heide Fehrenbach.5 But there was not a consid-
erable body of scholarship on African Americans’ adoptions of other 
brown babies— the children of black soldiers and women in Japan and 
countries throughout Western Europe— born during and after World 
War II. There was even less written about African Americans’ adoptions 
of Korean children. What I did find indicated that the dearth of histori-
cal analysis into this topic was related to the fact that efforts to create 
US- Korean adoption programs involving African American adoptive 
couples had largely failed. According to Michael Cullen Green, “in 
contrast to African American endeavors to assist European brown ba-
bies . . . no sustained campaigns arose for the support of biracial children 
in Asia.” Green further explains that this difference existed because Af-
rican Americans faced legal, economic, and cultural barriers that made 
adoptions of Korean black children harder to complete than adoptions 
of mixed- race children born in European countries. Consequently, the 
“Cold War imperatives that encouraged cultural celebrations of the 
adoption of Asian orphans and abandoned white- Asian children . . . did 
not extend to Afro- Asians.”6

Green’s conclusions intrigued me. What were the legal, economic, 
and cultural barriers that limited African Americans’ adoptions? How 
had some African Americans overcome these barriers to adopt Korean 
children? What happened to Korean black children once transnational 
adoption efforts for them failed? Had African Americans simply “lost 
interest” in Korean black children, as Green suggests?7 My search for 
answers to these questions led me to evaluate the ways the black press, 
adoptive families, and child welfare professionals and nonprofessionals 
characterized the political and symbolic significance of African Ameri-
cans’ adoption experiences during the first two decades of US- Korean 
adoption. I found that some in these groups emphasized the child rescue 
aspect of African Americans’ Korean transnational adoptions. Others 
equated African Americans’ informal and formal adoptions of Korean 
children with broader efforts to advance racial equality. A few promoted 
reevaluations of long- standing negative characterizations of African 
American men and women, interracial adoptive families, and mixed- 
race children. Among child welfare professionals, these changes were 
most evident in the ways some incorporated African American families 
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into their new definitions of suitable adoptive families. Whereas social 
workers routinely denied African American couples’ adoption bids if 
they were older than forty or if they included a wife who worked out-
side of the home, some adapted prevailing adoption standards to place 
Korean black children. This book therefore explores the ways the Cold 
War and struggles for civil rights in the United States influenced many of 
these transformations. I argue that the ideals and rhetoric of Cold War 
civil rights that facilitated adoptions of Korean black children increas-
ingly benefited white adoptive families more than African American 
adoptive families. This shift was the result of white and black adoption 
advocates’ efforts to institute reforms by characterizing transracial and 
transnational placements as liberal, antiracist endeavors.

“African Americans Adopt?”: Locating African Americans in 
Histories of US Adoption

One of the first questions people asked me when I explained that I was 
writing a history about the African American families who adopted 
Korean children was “African Americans adopt?.” Given the ways that 
white families figure so prominently in popular representations of 
transracial and transnational adoption, this response is understand-
able. Contemporary accounts of white celebrities’ and noncelebrities’ 
adoptions of Native American, African American, Asian, and African 
children often present these stories as examples of a redemptive kind 
of color- blind love that transcends familial concerns. In other words, 
many depictions suggest that white families involved in transracial and 
transnational adoptions are not just rescuing children who might oth-
erwise experience homelessness, violence, or even death. They are also 
intervening in complicated domestic and foreign affairs. It is certain 
that love and the desire to parent have inspired many people to create 
families across national borders and culturally constructed (yet mean-
ingful) lines of race. But such adoptions have also raised troubling 
legal and ethical questions about this method of family formation. As 
sociologist Sara K. Dorow posits, “transracial, transnational adoptive 
kinship might just as readily transform as reproduce forms of injustice, 
might just as easily forge new cultural politics as ignore the constraints 
of existing ones.”8
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Indeed, early critics of transracial and transnational adoptions 
worked to highlight the ways cultural, economic, political, and social in-
equalities made it difficult for people in marginalized communities and 
war- torn countries to keep their children. Throughout the 1960s and 
1970s, activists and social workers in the United States and Canada were 
among the most vocal and visible opponents of white families’ adoptions 
of African American, Native American, African Canadian, and Cana-
dian First Nations children. To many people in these communities, tran-
sracial adoptions amounted to “the theft of children and an attack on 
minority communities.”9 During the 1980s and 1990s, a number of the 
children caught up in the waves of adoptions from countries including 
Argentina, El Salvador, and Guatemala were, in fact, the “disappeared” 
victims of civil wars and politically motivated kidnappings.10 But ef-
forts to expand private adoption programs that largely catered to white 
families in the United States persisted in spite of activists’ attempts to 
expose the atrocities that fed both legal and illegal, profit- driven adop-
tion industries throughout Latin America. Thus, events like the National 
Association of Black Social Workers’ condemnation of transracial adop-
tions of black children 1972, the passage of the Indian Child Welfare Act 
in 1978, and the activism of mothers of disappeared children and their 
allies in Latin America have highlighted the ways that some transracial 
and transnational adoptions were the result of and resulted in exploita-
tion, coercion, and violence— not rescue.

The field of critical adoption studies has expanded as a result of in-
terdisciplinary scholarship that interrogates the kinds of paradoxes that 
transracial and transnational adoptions have created.11 In this context, 
Korean transnational adoption has generated considerable attention from 
adoptees, adoptive parents, scholars, and those scholars who are them-
selves adoptees or adoptive parents. Their work has uncovered the ways 
that ideas about adoption as rescue masks the neocolonial political en-
tanglements and market relations that are also a part of the Korean story.12 
These investigations have replaced questions about the humanitarian and 
color- blind aspects of Korean transnational adoption with questions about 
the “broader socioeconomic and social welfare failures that produce the 
conditions of the adoption economy.”13 Because white, affluent families 
in Western nations have been the largest group to adopt Korean children, 
assessments of their activities have also attracted more critical scrutiny. 
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Thus, efforts to correct what have been, at times, simplistic explanations 
for white adoptive parents’ motives have revealed what Dong Soo Kim de-
scribes as “discrepancies in their altruism, if not hypocrisies, in that their 
concern and love for poor homeless children were color- biased and some-
what romanticized.”14 This scholarship has answered and raised important 
questions about the reasons ideas such as color- blind love and adoption as 
rescue grossly mischaracterize the complicated political, social, economic, 
religious, and emotional factors that shaped the origins and evolution 
of Korean transnational adoption. However, emphasizing how and why 
these ideas evolved to explain white families’ roles in Korean transnational 
adoption (and other episodes of transracial, transnational adoption) ob-
scures the history of African Americans’ participation in these practices, 
which is the focus of my work.

One reason it is difficult for many people to imagine African Ameri-
cans as adopters of children is that their experiences can be difficult to 
locate in the records that detail the development of US and transnational 
adoption. When Massachusetts lawmakers passed the nation’s first mod-
ern law establishing that state’s minimum requirements for adoption in 
1851, most African American children were slaves.15 Religious leaders, 
benevolent reformers, and child welfare professionals had white orphans 
and displaced immigrant children in mind when they devised the “plac-
ing out” strategies that were the precursors to adoption and foster care 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.16 Even though the 
families who boarded and adopted during these decades often wanted 
children (not babies) to provide labor, the institutions that arranged 
such placements rarely accommodated African American children.17 In 
the early 1920s, Progressive Era reformers and social welfare policymak-
ers planned that mothers’ pension programs would benefit “deserving” 
white mothers and their children.18 In the 1920s and 1930s, social work-
ers were particularly concerned about white babies, birth mothers, and 
adoptive couples when they endeavored to regulate the black and grey 
market adoptions many people associated with baby farms and baby 
selling.19 Throughout the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s, child welfare profes-
sionals affiliated with the US Children’s Bureau (USCB) and the Child 
Welfare League of America (CWLA) promoted adoption standards to 
ostensibly protect all children, birth parents, and adoptive parents from 
the risks associated with placements brokered by volunteers, physicians, 
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or lawyers.20 But most of the agencies that implemented these measures 
did not arrange adoptions for African American clients.21

Throughout the late 1940s and the 1950s, many white social work-
ers considered adoption to be a remedy for two issues hindering the 
development of healthy domesticity in white communities, namely in-
fertile couples and unmarried, pregnant women. Often using coercive 
and punitive tactics, social workers encouraged white, unmarried birth 
mothers to relinquish their children.22 For the most part, white social 
workers did not emphasize adoption to address issues of infertility or 
unmarried pregnancy affecting African American communities. Even 
though some African American social workers fought to increase adop-
tion services for black clients during this time, few agencies did. Karen 
Balcom explains the results of such neglect in her study of cross- border 
adoptions between the  United States and Canada, noting that “mixed- 
race or non- white children were shadows at the edges of adoptability, 
since relatively few social agencies in Canada or the United States pro-
vided adoption services” to minority clients.23 Consequently, the num-
ber of adoptions involving white clients grew at an unprecedented rate 
during the 1950s and 1960s, while members of minority communities 
continued to struggle to gain access to professional adoption services.24

African Americans adapted to these exclusions by devising formal 
and informal strategies to care for orphaned and displaced children. Be-
ginning in the late nineteenth century, African American churches, be-
nevolent organizations, and women’s clubs took leading roles in efforts 
to sponsor facilities for children in need.25 Although African Ameri-
cans established few orphanages, black child welfare professionals and 
nonprofessionals created kindergartens and day nurseries, which, de-
spite their names, sometimes provided full- time care for abandoned 
children.26 Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, informal 
arrangements between family members, friends, and neighbors that in-
cluded short- term or long- term child care were common practices.27 
African Americans did complete formal adoptions by working with the 
few public and private agencies that provided adoption services to mi-
nority clients. After World War II, some completed transnational adop-
tions of brown babies, often through private agencies or programs.28 But 
these efforts took place largely outside of the institutions that regulated 
adoptive placements by the middle of the twentieth century. As this lim-
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ited overview suggests, the individuals and institutions that shaped the 
legal and cultural contours of adoption in America rarely considered the 
needs or desires of African American clients.29

However, changes associated with the Cold War and the Civil Rights 
Movement produced episodes when agencies did prioritize African 
Americans, causing their adoption experiences to become more visible 
in institutional settings. The Cold War inspired an untold number of 
black and white Americans to embrace family life and reimagine do-
mestic spaces as refuges from the instabilities that were a product of the 
nuclear age.30 Indeed, in one of only a few histories to compare the post-
war adoption patterns of white and African American working- class 
couples, Sarah Potter shows that African Americans pursued adoptions 
because, like many of their white counterparts, they embraced a “pow-
erful ideology that depict[ed] family membership as essential to happi-
ness and fulfillment.”31 The Civil Rights Movement increased peoples’ 
awareness of the ways African Americans were resisting their exclusion 
from many of the nation’s institutions, including its child welfare institu-
tions. In this context, some agencies became more attentive to African 
Americans’ requests for adoption services, in part, because child welfare 
officials were beginning to understand the social and political import of 
their efforts. But most of the projects that agencies designed to recruit 
African American adoptive families experienced limited success. Thus, 
histories that consider African Americans’ domestic adoption experi-
ences during the 1950s and 1960s largely emphasize the failures of efforts 
to address racial inequality in adoption service delivery.32 These failures 
are part of the origins story of African Americans’ resistance to transra-
cial adoption, which gained national attention in the 1970s.

The agencies that began experimenting with transracial placements 
of African American children in the 1950s did so out of desperation 
when they could not place children with families that shared the same 
racial background.33 In fact, this was the circumstance that motivated 
the African American social worker who facilitated the first recorded 
“intentional” transracial adoption of an African American child by a 
white family in Minneapolis, Minnesota in 1948.34 Although the number 
of transracial adoptions involving African American and black- white 
mixed- race children remained relatively low throughout the 1950s and 
1960s, the National Association of Black Social Workers’ (NABSW) crit-
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icism of the practice became a flashpoint for debates over the morality 
and efficacy of this type of transracial placement. The NABSW officially 
condemned transracial adoptions at its 1972 conference, “Diversity: Co-
hesion or Chaos— Mobilization for Survival.” The presentations at that 
conference highlighted the organization’s concern that racial inequality 
in social service delivery harmed black communities. The two addresses 
on the issue of transracial adoption were unequivocal in their rejection 
of such placements, and black social worker Audrey T. Russell’s speech 
made the provocative charge that it was “a practice of genocide.” This 
statement and her shocking comparison of transracial adoptions to the 
Nazis’ use of gas chambers in their atrocious attempt to exterminate 
Jews during World War II attracted a lot of media attention.35

Adoption scholars including Laura Briggs and E. Wayne Carp note 
that these controversial statements were indicative of the growing influ-
ence of black nationalism that was shaping many African Americans’ 
assessments of the failures of the nation’s institutions to achieve full 
racial equality.36 These statements were also effective in the short run. 
The number of white families adopting black children declined from 
a peak of more than two thousand in 1971 to 831 in 1975. While oppo-
nents of transracial adoption likely considered this transition a posi-
tive trend, the NABSW’s condemnation ignored divisions within black 
communities concerning transracial adoption. Ellen Herman describes 
that it also “encouraged the simplistic view that African Americans were 
monolithically opposed to transracial adoptions at a time when blacks 
were almost surely more tolerant of interracial families than whites.”37 
And she is correct. Some African Americans had supported and contin-
ued to support adoptions that placed African American children with 
white families as a more desirable outcome than allowing children to 
languish in foster care or in other institutional settings. African Ameri-
cans’ ideas about transracial adoption were also much more varied than 
the NABSW’s statement indicates because of the ways some had par-
ticipated in and advocated for transracial and transnational adoptions 
in the 1950s and the 1960s. Thus, A War Born Family attempts to fill a 
gap in the literature that discusses African Americans’ adoption experi-
ences by exploring the ways their support of and involvement in Korean 
adoption helped define the contours of the early years of that episode of 
transracial, transnational child placement.
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African Americans, Transnational Adoption, and 
Transformations of Race and Rescue

African Americans moved in and out of Korean transnational adop-
tion schemes as the practice expanded from an emergency measure to 
accommodate the needs of Korean War orphans and mixed- race Korean 
GI babies into more formalized systems to coordinate adoptions of poor 
and displaced Korean children. Even though there were no Korean laws 
or clearly defined policies regulating out- of- country placements, black 
and white soldiers and volunteers affiliated with the sectarian and non-
sectarian aid agencies in Korea began pursuing adoptions as a form of 
rescue before the Korean War ended.38 After the war, ideas about adop-
tion, race, and rescue took on new meanings as Americans adopted more 
mixed- race Korean children fathered by American soldiers. Notions 
of color- blind love took root among many white adoptive families as 
they began thinking about Korean- white babies as their responsibility 
because they were the children of white American soldiers. However, 
scholars have noted that color blindness actually meant the erasure of 
mixed- race children’s Korean- ness by some white child welfare profes-
sionals and white adoptive families who believed that “Korean- white 
children were whitened— redeemed— by the presence of white blood.”39 
Because such ideas have obscured how this construction of race repro-
duced racial inequality, Catherine Ceniza Choy cautions that we cannot 
ignore the complicated ways that ideas about “race and rescue” have 
shaped Americans’ perceptions of and participation in transnational 
adoption.40 Choy and other scholars in the fields of Asian American 
Studies and Adoption Studies have paid particular attention to these 
themes as they relate to white adoptive families and their Asian adopted 
children.41 Since a similar reformulation of Korean black children’s iden-
tities took place in the black press and among some African American 
adopting parents, this book considers how and why ideas about Korean 
transnational adoption, race, and rescue evolved in black communities.

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, African Americans’ ideas about 
foreign- born, mixed- race children changed as they participated in what 
Rachel Rains Winslow calls the “remapping of children’s racial identi-
ties.”42 For example, although African Americans would play a larger 
role in the adoptions of World War II brown babies than in any other 
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transnational adoption effort, a number of issues made this outcome 
seem unlikely in the immediate aftermath of the war. Chief among them 
was the fact that some African Americans did not identify brown babies 
as kin or consider the mixed- race children of foreign women to be the 
responsibility of African American communities.43 Instead, they associ-
ated these children with their mothers’ racial and national identities. 
Consequently, advocates of African Americans’ adoptions of World War 
II brown babies stressed that these adoptions promoted racial solidarity, 
and they emphasized the ways that mixed- race children suffered ostra-
cism because of their African American heritage. This strategy helped 
inspire African American families to see brown babies as members of 
the black community.44

Because comparable cultural messages influenced African Americans’ 
ideas about Korean transnational adoption, their efforts to incorporate 
Korean black children into black communities also involved a reimagin-
ing of the children’s racial identities. There are few records produced by 
African American adoptive families themselves that describe the mean-
ings they ascribed to their Korean black children’s mixed- race identi-
ties. Therefore, to assess the diverse ways African Americans negotiated 
questions of identity, I rely heavily on reports in the black press and so-
cial workers’ case notes from the records of ISS that relay the comments 
of African American adoptive families. These sources show that in some 
instances, African Americans applied the logic of the one- drop rule and 
erased or ignored the children’s Korean identities. Other times, adoptive 
parents seemed to embrace their children’s mixed- racial heritage. This 
response was evident in families that included adoptive parents who 
were themselves mixed- race. African American and mixed- race parents 
also revealed the complex meanings of skin color in black communities 
when they indicated color or skin complexion preferences. No matter 
how they defined Korean black children’s color or racial identity, African 
Americans understood that their involvement in Korean transnational 
adoption was based on cultural perceptions of the children’s blackness 
and how it connected them to black communities.

Adoption scholars have described how and why religion, liberal-
ism, humanitarianism, and, to a degree, race influenced the growth 
of Korean transnational adoption among white families in the United 
States.45 While these factors also played a role in African Americans’ 

Graves_3p.indd   12 10/10/19   1:18 PM



Introduction | 13

adoptions of Korean children, my work demonstrates that race was the 
primary factor that shaped their adoption experiences. The profession-
als and nonprofessionals who arranged Korean transnational adoptions 
attempted to adhere to the principle of race matching when placing 
children fathered by US soldiers. Matching was a strategy that many 
agencies in the States used to pair children and families based on spe-
cialists’ determinations of their religious, racial, and, as best as could be 
determined, intellectual sameness.46 In adoptions involving mixed- race 
Korean children, matching meant that agencies attempted to pair each 
child with a family that shared the racial identity of the child’s GI fa-
ther. This approach initially made African Americans integral to Korean 
transnational adoption efforts.

However, because racial inequality and segregation informed how 
agencies selected adoptive parents for both US and US- Korean place-
ments, African Americans faced barriers to Korean adoptions in much 
the same way that they did in domestic adoptions. Therefore, I evalu-
ate how race and the notion of rescue encouraged public and private 
agencies and organizations including ISS, USCB, and CWLA to facilitate 
African Americans’ adoptions of Korean black children. The reforms 
these agencies promoted made it possible for social workers to approve 
African American couples that would have been, and in some cases had 
been, judged unsuitable for a domestic placement. Since many of these 
reforms addressed the ways agencies evaluated African Americans’ con-
formity to the nuclear family model, I also assess the changes officials 
made in their appraisals of gender and the gender division of productive 
and reproductive labor in black families.

These shifts were possible, in large part, because of the Cold War im-
peratives and civil rights ideals that shaped people’s understandings of 
African Americans’ practical and symbolic roles in Korean transnational 
adoption. Indeed, the individuals and organizations that fought for re-
forms by linking African Americans’ efforts to care for and adopt Ko-
rean children with their struggles to achieve racial equality often utilized 
a strategy consistent with what Mary L. Dudziak has called Cold War 
civil rights.47 Practitioners of Cold War civil rights mobilized interna-
tional critiques of US race relations to compel US political leaders to ad-
dress domestic civil rights issues. Some leaders began to associate efforts 
to end racial discrimination with “international priorities” because they 
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were anxious about the nation’s ability to direct world affairs.48 Cold 
War struggles between the United States and the Soviet Union realigned 
US foreign policy and domestic race relations as these nations jockeyed 
for influence over the destinies of newly independent nations in Africa 
and Asia.49 In the  United States, poorly conceived strategies to extend 
democracy and limit the spread of communism set the stage for domes-
tic unrest, costly wars, nuclear proliferation, and global instability. The 
failures of US military and foreign policy to resolve international con-
flicts like the Korean War did further damage to the nation’s reputation 
around the world. In this context, marches, demonstrations, and pro-
tests that revealed the brutality and inhumanity of racism in the United 
States helped bring about many of the most celebrated victories of the 
modern Civil Rights Movement. But this strategy had very real limits 
because it did not require comprehensive reform of institutional racism. 
Political leaders “did not have to solve the US racial problem; they only 
had to manage the way the world perceived it.”50

Efforts to increase support for African Americans’ adoptions that mo-
bilized Cold War anxieties and civil rights ideals similarly failed to pro-
duce comprehensive reforms in adoption policies. To demonstrate the 
limits of Cold War civil rights in child welfare, this book evaluates the 
parallels between the strategies of the National Urban League’s Project 
in Foster Care and Adoption with those of agencies that facilitated Af-
rican Americans’ adoptions of Korean black children. When it began in 
1953, the League’s project was the most ambitious effort spearheaded by 
African Americans to increase adoptions of minority children. League 
records indicate that adoption agencies and child welfare organizations 
were not immune to the changes that the Cold War and civil rights ac-
tivism inspired, even though the reforms that resulted were uneven and 
inconsistent. They further show the similarities between the rhetoric of 
civil rights activists who fought for issues including school desegregation 
and the rhetoric of individuals fighting for African Americans’ greater 
access to adoption services. Although Ellen Herman has observed that 
most people and organizations fighting for civil rights did not “consider 
the family a key locus of struggle over racial equality,” officials with the 
National Urban League did.51 Evaluating these episodes of adoption re-
form in tandem shows that many adoptive families also saw a connec-
tion between their struggles to adopt and struggles for civil rights.
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The Cold War and the Civil Rights Movement also shaped white 
families’ participation in transracial and transnational adoptions in 
the 1950s and the 1960s. But, questions about the extent to which these 
events influenced Americans’ early transnational adoptions have led to 
different conclusions. Rachel Rains Winslow has offered compelling ar-
guments suggesting that white, middle- class couples’ interest in transra-
cial and transnational adoptions spurred the growth of these placements 
and not just a “particular Cold War response to civil rights pressures 
and the large number of American- fathered children.”52 A number of 
adoption scholars have, however, chronicled the ways that both the Cold 
War and the Civil Rights Movement inspired changes in immigration 
laws, adoption policies, and popular representations of Korean children 
that led more white families to pursue Korean trinational adoption.53 
These changes were necessary. Dating back to the nineteenth century, 
anti- Asian sentiment and anti- Asian legislation reinforced negative ste-
reotypes about Asians and beliefs that they could not assimilate into 
American culture or society.54 Thus, the media and sectarian and non-
sectarian aid organizations encouraged adoptions by emphasizing the 
assimilability of Korean children. Some efforts to increase adoptions 
also exploited Cold War anxieties by suggesting that adoptions of Ko-
rean children saved them from communism and disproved American 
racism. This book evaluates how novelist and adoption reformer Pearl 
S. Buck combined both strategies to attract white adoptive families to 
transracial and transnational adoption. My approach does not discount 
the ways that love and benevolence influenced white families’ desires 
to participate in transracial and transnational adoption. But it does 
suggest that the powerful legacies of racism and colonialism did shape 
how white families understood their adoptions of nonwhite children. 
Consequently, Buck’s work demonstrates why some adoption advocates 
believed it was necessary to emphasize the ways that supporting and 
adopting Korean children— and in Buck’s case mixed- race children of 
Asian descent in the United States and Korea— advanced the goals of the 
Cold War and evinced the civil rights ideals of racial harmony.

African Americans’ roles in the development of Korean transnational 
adoption would largely be forgotten as the practice grew from an emer-
gency solution to Korea’s orphan crisis into the first large- scale, transna-
tional adoption project of the twentieth century. This book uncovers the 
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diverse manifestations of inequality that simultaneously made Ameri-
cans believe that Korean transnational adoption was necessary and 
created categories of adoptees and adoptive families that were more vul-
nerable than others. Evaluating how and why African Americans par-
ticipated in the rescue of Korean children adds to our understanding of 
the significance of race in the growth of this adoption stream and affirms 
SooJin Pate’s observation that “the genealogies of Korean adoption are 
multiple and varied.”55 Although US- Korean adoptions were ostensibly 
about the rescue of vulnerable children, they also revealed the contested 
meanings of identity, citizenship, and belonging for the children, birth 
mothers, and prospective adoptive parents involved in numerous adop-
tion schemes. For African Americans, these contests could not be sepa-
rated from their struggles to obtain equality in all aspects of their lives.

A War Born Family evaluates how and why African Americans’ par-
ticipation in US- Korean adoption evolved from the beginning of the 
Korean War to the late 1960s. Instead of following a linear chronology, 
the five chapters of this book follow complimentary narratives that over-
lap chronologically. Each chapter explores how different individuals and 
groups understood African Americans’ roles in adoption as a form of 
rescue, and how adoption policies and practices affected plans to create 
a secure future for Korean black children. The first two chapters con-
sider how the struggle for racial equality in the military and US child 
welfare institutions informed African Americans’ participation in US 
and Korean child welfare schemes as well as the first Korean transna-
tional adoptions. Chapter 1 analyzes African American soldiers’ roles in 
wartime child- centered humanitarianism that became the basis of the 
adoptions that would take place after the Korean War. The black press 
made stories about African American soldiers’ care of Korean children 
an element of its aggressive promotion of military desegregation. But 
these stories took on new meanings once the army desegregated and 
black soldiers continued to face discrimination and the criticisms of 
some white politicians, military officials, soldiers, and members of the 
mainstream press. Throughout the war, members of these communities 
continually questioned African American soldiers’ bravery and fitness 
to serve. The black press countered with stories of African American 
soldiers’ honorable service that included examples of their informal and 
formal adoptions of Korean children. But these stories also revealed the 
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ways African American soldiers exploited vulnerable Korean women 
and fathered the Korean black children that would become the focus of 
the first US- Korean adoption programs.

As Korean transnational adoption expanded in the 1950s, a number 
of officials with US and international child welfare organizations debated 
the need to reform policies that limited African Americans’ US and Ko-
rean adoptions. These debates emerged at the same time that officials with 
the National Urban League (NUL) intensified their efforts to increase re-
forms to facilitate African Americans’ efforts to adopt in the United States. 
Chapter 2 examines the ways the NUL’s fight for domestic adoption re-
form identified the institutional inequalities that limited African Ameri-
cans’ involvement in US, and by extension, transnational child welfare 
schemes. When the League began its Project in Foster Care and Adoption 
in 1953, it promoted an integrationist civil rights agenda to accomplish 
comprehensive, nationwide reform in child welfare agencies. League of-
ficials also proposed reforms in adoption policies to address the ways that 
racial inequality influenced adoption practice. Few white adoption agen-
cies implemented the comprehensive reforms League officials encouraged. 
Further, White Citizens’ Councils mobilized a number of strategies to stop 
the League’s efforts that paralleled segregationists’ efforts to slow the pace 
of integration in education. Segregationists successfully increased cultural 
and institution barriers to adoption reforms using racist and anticommu-
nist rhetoric to attack the League’s mission and League officials. However, 
the limited successes of the League’s project revealed the ways that some 
agencies responded to civil rights ideals to pursue interracial cooperation 
and assist African American adoptive families.

The last three chapters chronicle the evolution of African Americans’ 
roles in Korean transnational adoption through an assessment of the 
strategies and programs that people associated with the military, and 
sectarian and nonsectarian organizations devised to address the child 
welfare crisis in Korea. Chapter 3 describes the competing strategies that 
child welfare professionals and nonprofessionals implemented to facili-
tate US- Korean adoptions for Korean GI children. Soldiers’ and civil-
ians’ efforts to adopt Korean children in the immediate aftermath of the 
war exacerbated tensions between child welfare professionals and non-
professionals who disagreed about the policies that should regulate Ko-
rean transnational adoption. Professionals who attempted to strengthen 
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regulations to assure that mixed- race Korean children had the same 
protections as children adopted in the United States increasingly identi-
fied African American families associated with the US military as ideal 
adoptive families. These families benefited from their affiliation with the 
US military, which made it possible for many to conform to the gen-
der conventions characteristic of the nuclear family model. However, 
reports of the brutal circumstances that shaped the lives of Korean black 
children and their mothers led nonprofessionals to work to reduce the 
regulations that they believed limited adoptions and increased these 
children’s vulnerability.

Chapter 4 evaluates the ways that some US adoption agencies re-
vised their definitions of ideal adoptive families to increase placements 
of Korean black children with families not affiliated with the mili-
tary. Often these couples could not meet the standards agencies typi-
cally applied when evaluating prospective adoptive families. The case 
notes of social workers employed by agencies affiliated with ISS reveal 
two striking patterns among families that were not affiliated with the 
military but successfully adopted Korean black children. First, they in-
cluded a number of interracial couples. Second, these couples usually 
included wives who worked outside of their homes. These patterns dis-
rupted race and gender conventions that were central to the burgeon-
ing nuclear family ideal, and they demonstrate how racial inequality 
shaped African American family life. Social workers’ interactions with 
such families caused a number to appreciate that they represented rec-
ognizable patterns in communities of color, where working wives and 
interracial intimacies existed on a spectrum of familiar family types. 
But the accommodations some social workers made to increase adop-
tions of Korean black children were not sufficient to meet the needs of 
this population. Paradoxically, by the 1960s, a small number of white 
families who adopted Korean black children began to benefit from the 
accommodations social workers made to assist African American and 
interracial adoptive couples. A few also associated their actions with the 
efforts to increase racial equality that characterized civil rights activism 
for two decades after World War II. Consequently, some child welfare 
professionals and members of the press would begin to describe white 
families’ participation in this type of transracial and transnational 
adoption as liberal and antiracist.
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The successes of early US- Korean adoptions influenced changes in 
policies and popular representations of transracial and transnational 
adoption that expanded the roles of white families in the care of vulner-
able children of color in the United States and abroad. Chapter 5 ex-
plores this shift by describing novelist Pearl S. Buck’s involvement in  US 
and Korean adoption reform in the 1950s and 1960s. Buck’s institution- 
building and rhetorical reframing of transracial families illustrates the 
ways the ideals of color- blind love and racial equality drew white fami-
lies to transracial and transnational adoption at the height of the Civil 
Rights Movement. As an adoptive mother of mixed- race children, co- 
founder of the Welcome House Adoption Agency, and founder of the 
Pearl S. Buck International Foundation, Buck was able to fashion an in-
stitutional framework and controversial rescue narrative that appealed 
to white adoptive parents who were trying to make sense of domestic 
racial inequality and global Cold War conflicts. Although Buck was a 
vocal supporter of civil rights and an advocate of African Americans’ 
Korean adoptions, her work ultimately reinforced the idea that white 
families, as adopters and supporters of her child welfare facilities, could 
provide the most secure future possible for mixed- race children in the  
United States and South Korea.
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