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adoptee voices

Adult Adoptee Dialogue: 
John Raible

By Mark Hagland

Dr. John Raible is a well-known lecturer and presenter in 

the arena of transracial adoption. He has been educat-

ing audiences about transracial adoption issues for more 

than 30 years. Professionally, he is an assistant professor 

in diversity and curriculum studies at the University of 

Nebraska-Lincoln. He is a transracial adoptee himself, as 

well as an adoptive parent. His blog can be found at http://

johnraible.wordpress.com. I interviewed Raible recently 

regarding our mutual interest in communicating with tran-

sracially adoptive parents about a variety of issues.
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Q: John, you have a profile within the transracial adoption 
world. You often challenge adoptive parents to think in new 
or altered ways (for them, at least) about race, racial identity, 
racism and white privilege. If you had just a few minutes to 
converse with an adoptive parent — say during a break at an 
adoption-related conference — what might you most want 
that parent to know, based on your experience and learn-
ings?

A: I usually ask them about where they live, and inquire 
about how diverse it is. Then I probe more and ask how 
many people there are that look like their child. I do this 
to underscore the importance of providing access to role 
models and mentors — and not just for their kid, but for the 
whole family. I also want parents to get over color-blindness 
and acknowledge the reality that racism exists, and that their 
kids will need support from others who look like them to 
break through racial and cultural isolation and to navigate 
racism, which can be tricky. Parents cannot shield their little 

darlings from prejudice. But they can provide resources and 
access to mentors who can walk beside them.

Q: What would you say to parents who believe that they can 
raise their children in a “color-blind” way?

A: To be color-blind is to deny the reality of race. Even if we 
don’t personally believe in race, many people still do. Even 
if we ourselves claim to be non-racist, many, many other 
people still are. The sad reality is that children of color will 
be targeted by racist people, eventually. It can be shocking 
for young people of color to suddenly be confronted by rac-
ism when they leave the family nest and go off to college or 
have other encounters in the “real world.” If parents have not 
prepared their children for this eventuality, young adoptees 
can feel paralyzed, disoriented, confused, scared and alone.

The impulse to treat all our kids the same, regardless of their 
skin color, may sound like a good idea, at least superficially. 
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But children of color, like adults of color, move through 
the world in different ways — because they are not white. 
Whether we like it or not, they are racialized in society. So it 
really does adopted kids a disservice to ignore race and act 
as if racism no longer applies. It may make the parents feel 
better or more comfortable, but it doesn’t necessarily make 
their kids feel better.

I have found that what adoptees of color are calling for is 
help with making sense of race, 
and support in navigating through 
racist social environments. It’s 
actually disempowering for par-
ents to say, “Well, just rise above 
it” or “Turn the other cheek.” A 
proactive anti-racist approach to 
parenting is much better than a 
color-blind approach.

Q. One of the challenges, I find, 
is to try to explain to transracially 
adoptive parents who are of the 
white majority what it’s actually 
like to live as a person of color, 
including as a child of color, in 
our society. Sometimes I can use 
what they might know from their 
own lives and try to analogize it; 
for example, women can try to 
understand racism through the 
analogy to the sexism they’ve 
experienced in their lives. And 
gay men and women may be able 
to consider their gayness, and the 
challenge of homophobia. Even 
straight white men can perhaps 
find analogies because almost 
everyone knows someone who 
has been socially marginalized, 
ostracized, bullied or discrimi-
nated against in some way. Do you 
have any thoughts on this? I think 
many white transracially adoptive 
parents want to try to understand, 
but it can be difficult for them to 
see things from the other side of 
the prism.

A. I’m not sure that it is useful anymore for white parents 
to try to understand what it’s like to live as a person of color. 

Since you brought up the analogies with other forms of 
oppression, I will say this: As a man who supports feminism, 
I think it’s less important to spend time trying to understand 
what it’s like to live as a woman under sexism, and instead 
I try to understand the privileges I get just by being born 
male. I think it is more valuable for unfairly advantaged 
people to understand their privilege so that we can then 
work to do something about the imbalances in power and 
the injustices in society.

Having said that, there is some-
thing to be gained from learning 
from the experiences of those 
on the other side. This is why I 
tell parents to live in integrated 
areas where they can have a 
chance to socialize with diverse 
others. Moving to multicultural 
neighborhoods, for instance, 
and joining integrated houses 
of worship is not just good for 
their adopted kids of color. It 
is good for the whole family, in 
the sense that everyone benefits 
from getting to know people 
of different racial and cultural 
backgrounds.

Transracializing our lives also 
invites diverse friends into our 
social networks who can act as 
teachers and coaches when it 
comes to analyzing race rela-
tions and responding to rac-
ism when it comes up. Adults 
of color can serve as real role 
models for transracial families. 
More and more, I hear back 
from white parents who have 
relocated their families to more 
multicultural neighborhoods 
They talk about how beneficial 
such moves have been for their 
families. In fact, a recent post 
on my blog has generated a lot 
of comments from readers who 

share their experiences with moving. It is encouraging to 
witness more and more adoptive parents who are thinking 
in thoughtful and courageous ways about their responsibili-
ties as parents raising children of color.
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