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Black children belong physically and psychologically and culturally in black families
where they receive the total sense of themselves and develop a sound projection of
their future. Only a black family can transmit the emotional and sensitive subtleties of
perceptions and reactions essential for a black child's survival in a racist society.: Human
beings are products of their environment and develop their sense of values, attitudes,
and self-concept within their own family structures. Black children in white homes are
cut off from the healthy development of themselves as black people (National Association
of Black Social Workers, 1972, p. 2-3).

More than 35 years ago the National Association of Black Social Workers [NABSW] formally
declared its opposition to transracial adoption [TRA], particularly the adoption of black
children by white families. While the controversy reached a fever pitch in 1972 with the
NABSW position paper, the debate surrounding transracial adoption has waned over the
past decade. The controversy has been recently re-ignited, however, by the May 2008 Evan
B. Donaldson Adoption Institute Report which questions the benefits of "color blind"
adoptions as mandated by the Multiethnic Placement Act. Based on a synthesis of the
literature on transracial adoption, the report recommends that race be reinstated as one
factor in the adoption placement process. Proponents of transracial adoption have responded
by arguing that re-instating race as a factor in adoptions will mark a retum to the practice of
rigid race matching that was widespread throughout the 197O's and 198O's (Crary, 2008).

The transracial adoption controversy has typically focused on concems that white families,
no matter how vvell intentioned, may be ill equipped to help black children survive in a racist
society and develop a healthy sense of themselves and racial identity (Grow & Shapiro,
1974; McRoy & Zürcher, 1983; Simon and Alstein, 2002). Critiques are often based on
assumptions about the identity of black children raised by their biological parents, yet there
is little focus placed on black children raised in black homes who may or may not also
struggle with racial identity development. Moreover, while the race of parents in relation to
children is at the center of the transracial adoption debate, studies rarely delve into
socialization practices of biracial families headed by one white and one black parent.
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Most studies of transracial adoption, including those cited in the recent Donaldson Report,
also overiook the importance of class in shaping identity. Similar to the understanding that
family is critical to racial identity formation, socioeconomic class also has a tremendous
impact on how parents socialize their children (Brimeyer, Miller, & Perucci, 2006; Dereene &
Tai, 1975; Hansen, 2005; Hochschild, 1989; Kohn & Schooler, 1983; Lareau, 2003). The small
but important literature that does exist on middle-class black identity suggests that the
experience of being black and middle-class is different from that of the black working-class
and poor. Recently, Lacy (2007) has found that the black middle-class faces a dilemma whereby
the disadvantages of being black and the advantages of being middle-class are combined,
shaping a complex and multidimensional middle-class black identity. However, most of the
literature on black identity and transracial adoption tends to overlook the importance of
socioeconomic class. Moreover, the majority of research on transracial families focuses on
middle-class informants, while research on black families typically focuses on the working-
class and poor (Lamb, 1999; McAdoo, 2006; Taylor, Chatters, Tucker & Lewis, 1990; Willie,
1991 ), To fully understand and fairly compare racial identity development for black youths
from different racial family backgrounds, it is necessary to understand how class impacts
their racial identity development.

The first objective of this article is to explore transracial adoption more broadly by focusing
on a range of parent/child race relationships including biracial families. By comparing the
experiences of young black adults raised in families with two black parents (monoracial), one
white and one black parent (biracial), and two white parents (transracial), this study offers a
more complete analysis of how parental race impacts the identity development of black
youths. The second objective of this article is to consider the implications of class in relation
to racial identity construction within the family. This study controls for class by focusing
exclusively on middle-class informants from monoracial, biracial, and transracial families. In
doing so there is an emphasis on middle-class black identity and how it is learned and
negotiated in families where parents and children may or may not be of the same race.
Consequently, the overarching theme of this aiticle explores how middle-class status along
with the experience of growing up in monoracial, biracial, and transracial families shape
dynamics of black identity.

RACE, CLASS AND TRANSRACIAL ADOPTION: A LITERATURE REVIEW

Racial Identity Eormadon

The debate surrounding transracial adoption is anchored in the broader literature on black
identity and the importance of family to racial identity formation. Race is widely recognized
as a powerful social status that organizes social life and shapes self-understanding (Hughes,
2003; Peters, 1985; Tatum, 1997). Moreover, the racist and prejudiced attitudes of outsiders
have the potential to cultivate self-hate and a sense of hopelessness in racial minorities
(Tatum, 1997; West, 1993). As a result, targeted groups must resist the stereotypes placed on
them and develop strategies to counteract the impact that racism and prejudice have on
identity development. The body of literature on racial identity suggests that the family is a
critical component in deflecting the negative impact that racism has on identity construction
(BUlingsley, 1968; HUl, 1982; Peters, 1985;Thortonet.al„ 1990), Blackfamilies bear an additional
responsibility to prepare children for experiences with prejudice and discrimination and
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teach them strategies to cope with and manage racism without losing their sense of self
worth (Bobo, Hudley & Michael, 2004; Lesane-Brown, 2006; McAdoo, 2006). Through racial
socialization black parents actively insulate their children from negative racial messages
while emphasizing positive racial messages including knowledge of black culture and
achievements. These positive messages then work to offset the negative impact that racism
has on identity development (Bowman & Howard, 1995; Hughes, 2003; Peters, 1985; Tatum,
1997). As a result, the process of racial socialization has been widely viewed as crucial to the
development of a positive black identity (Constantine & Blackman, 2002; Demo & Hughes,
1990; Hughes & Johnson, 2001 ; Lesane-Brown et al., 2005; Peters, 1985; Stevenson, 1994;
Thortonet.al., 1990).

The lYansracial Adoption Dehate

Critics of transracial adoption have argued that white families, no matter how well intentioned,
are ill equipped to help black children develop a sense of self or how to survive in a racist
society (Grow & Shapiro, 1974; McRoy & Zürcher, 1983; Simon & Alstein, 2002). Specifically,
because white adoptive parents are not black and cannot experience racial minority status,
critics fear they will rear psychologically defenseless children, incapable of understanding
and dealing with the racism that exists in American society (Simon & Alstein, 2002). Such an
arrangement is considered both damaging and dangerous to a child's development and
contributes to the fear the black children who grow up in white homes will develop "white
psyches" (Banisky, 1975).

A number of studies support the criticism and fear surrounding TRA. Recent research suggests
that transracially adopted children score lower on racial identity measures than their in-race
adoptive counterparts and are slightly less adjusted than non-adopteess of the same race
(Baden, 2002; Benson, Sharma & Roehlkepartain, 1994; Hollingsworth, 1997; McRoy, Zürcher,
Lauderdale & Anderson, 1982; Sharma, McGue, & Benson, 1996). Moreover, transracial
adoptees' confusion over ethnic identity has been associated with behavioral problems and
psychological distress (Feigelman, 2000). Finally, some studies suggest that adoptees who
have not learned to cope with prejudice and discrimination are unable to manage racism in a
way that preserves their self-esteem and positive racial identity (Brooks & Barth, 1999;
Cederblad, et al., 1999; DeBerry, Scarr, & Weinberg, 1996; Feigelman, 2000).

Proponents of transracial adoption also point to a number studies indicating that the majority
of transracial adoptees adjust well in their adoptive homes and do develop positive black
identities without racial identity confusion (Bagley, 1993; Shireman & Johnson, 1986; Simon
and Alstein, 1994; Vroegh, 1997). Moreover, a number of studies that highlight the difficulties
related to TRA conclude that, while transracial adoptees are slightly slower to develop racial
awareness, they do eventually develop secure ethnic identities (Benson, Sharma, &
Roehlkepartain, 1994; Brooks & Bartii, 1999; Sharma, McGue, & Benson, 1996). Such
conflicting research results are common in the transracial adoption literature. Virtually all
outcome based TRA studies that attempt to determine a success or failure paradigm are
subject to very heavy, often politically motivated, criticism making it difficult to establish any
agreed upon findings in the TRA literature.

Despite conflicting research findings, proponents of transracial adoption typically agree
that in-racial adoption placements are ideal (Grow & Shapiro, 1974; McRoy & Zürcher, 1983;
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Simon & Alstein, 2002). If an in-race adoption appears unlikely for a particular child, however,
supporters argue that it is preferable to place children with a family of a different race rather
than allow them to linger in foster care. Due in large part to their disproportionate numbers in
the foster care system, black children can wait at least five times longer to be adopted than
White and Asian children while 15-20% of black children "age out" of the foster care system
all together (Courtney & Piliavin, 1998). Proponents of transracial adoption claim that placing
a child with a family of a different race to avoid extended foster care is in the best interest of
the child. Consequently, TRA supporters argue that race should not be a deciding factor in
the adoption process particularly if it delays placement.

The Donaldson Report

In 2008 the Evan B. Donaldson Adoption Institute reignited the transracial adoption debate
with its recommendation that race should be considered in selecting adoptive parents for
children awaiting placement. According to the report, which is based on a synthesis of the
TRA literature, transracial adoptees face additional and complex challenges with (1) coping
with being "different," particularly if they have grown up in homogeneous white cotnmunities,
(2) struggling to fit in with both their adoptive families and the black community, feeling
awkward and out of place in both settings, (3) developing a positive racial/ethnic identity,
acknowledging racial differences but without expressing racial pride, and 4. managing racial
prejudice and discrimination (Donaldson Report, May 2008).

The Donaldson Report links the challenges transracial adoptees face with socialization
practices of adoptive parents that minimize racial differences, particularly when parents do
not facilitate their children's understanding of and comfort with their own ethnicities
(Donaldson Report, May 2008). The implication is that transracial adoptees face additional
difficulties because their white parents have not adequately nurtured their racial identities. It
is important to note however, that this critique of transracial adoption assumes that black
children raised in black homes do not struggle with racial identity development, yet there is
very little data that compares the identity development of black children raised in white
homes and black children raised in black homes.

The Importance of Class

Virtually all of the literature on transracial adoption ignores the impact that class has on the
identity development of adoptees. The role of class is particularly significant to transracial
adoption given that the majority of adoptive parents have traditionally been middle to upper •
middle-class (Brodzinsky & Smith, 1998). There are studies outside of the transracial adoption
literature, however, that argue that class does shape parents' socialization strategies (Hansen,
2005; Hochschild, 1989; Kohn & Schooler, 1983; Lareau, 2003). According to Lareau (2003),
middle-class parents typically focus on "developing" their children to cultivate their talents,
opinions, and skills in a concerted fashion. Through the approach of concerted cultivation
parents promote strong language skills, independence, and confidence in personal creativity
which are characteristics valued in white collar work and the middle-class lifestyle (Lareau,
2003). Working-class families, on the other hand, erhphasize the importance of directives and
obedience which are characteristics necessary to blue collar work and common to the working-
class lifestyle. According to Lareau, the differential approach taken by middle-class and
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working-class parents translates in the transmission of differential opportunities whereby
middle-class children are better prepared to excel in the workforce and reproduce or even _
exceed their middle-class status (Lareau, 2003).

The Combined Impact of Race and Class

Typically, socialization literature does not combine the dual impact of racial and class
socialization. Studies that do have found the overlap of class and race to be particularly
salient for the black middle-class (Graham, 1999; Lacy, 2007; McAdoo, 1982). Recently, Lacy
(2007) has suggested that middle-class black families in some ways mimic their white middle-
class counterparts' class socialization strategies by emphasizing nuclear family structure,
home ownership, importance of education, and self-reliance. While the black middle-class, in
many ways, enjoys the advantages of middle-class status, they also report more discrimination
than their poorer black counterparts due to their more frequent interactions with
predominantly white settings (Feagin & Sikes, 1994; Young, 1999). As a result, middle-class
black families are also strongly committed to racial socialization strategies that prepare their
children to negotiate racial discrimination. Such strategies often include maintaining close
ties to the black community (Grahani, 1999; Lacy, 2007; McAdoo, 1982; Neckerman, Carter, &
Lee, 1999). Despite the fact that transracial adoptees are often black and middle-class, the
TRA literature typically overlooks the combined impact that race and class have on the
healthy black identity development of transracial adoptees.

This study explores, more broadly, the nature and meaning of black identity for black youths
raised in a variety of racialized fatnily settings. By comparing the experiences of young black
a,dults raised in families with two black parents (monoracial), one white and one black parent
(biracial), and two white parents (transracial), this study offers a more complete analysis of
bow parental race impacts the identity development of black youths. While introducing
additional evidence to the discussion of transracial adoption, this study is not outcome
based and therefore does not endorse a "success" or "failure" paradigm, but rather portrays
the various ways young black adults learn and negotiate racial identity. This study also
addresses the combined impact that race and class have on the development of a healthy
black identity. By controlling for class and focusing exclusively on middle-class black
informants there is an emphasis on middle-class black identity that has not been explored in
the TRA literature. This emphasis on how middle-class black identity is learned and negotiated
in families where parents and children may or may not be of the same race represents a new.
approach to the study of racial identity, class socialization, and transracial adoption thereby
linking the TRA debate to broader discussions of race, class, and family.

METHODS

Participants

This study is based on 32 in-depth, semi-structured interviews with young black adults
between the ages of 18 and 30. All of the informants were either college graduates or in
college at the time of the interview. The bulk of the data was collected from current students
attending colleges and universities in New England. However, because universities often
draw their student bodies from all over the country and the world, the informants in this
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study came of age in cities and towns all over the United States. The total sample size of 32
middle-class young black adults is broken down into three groups, those that grew up in
monoracial, biracial, and transracial families. Within the larger sample, thirteen informants
grew up in monoracial families with two black parents (five men, eight women), ten grew up
in biracial families with one white and one black parent (four men, six women), and nine grew
up in transracial families with two white parents (three men, six women). The study includes
a total of twelve men and twenty women.

The informants in this study are best categorized as upper middle-class, defined by a family
income of $100,000 a year or more. With the exception of two informants, all came from
families where both parents had college degrees if not graduate degrees. Their parents all
held white collar jobs, though a few had mothers who stayed home while they were growing
up. Moreover, all the informants estimated that their family's annual income was between
$ 100,(X)0-$250,000 per year. This upper middle-class status meant that they grew up in relatively
large homes, usually in the suburbs of a large city. All informants had some experience living
in what they described as "mostly white" neighborhoods. While moving was common,
neighborhoods that were middle-class and multiracial or middle-class and white were the
most common. Thus, they did not live in the mixed class neighborhoods that have often been
studied by those looking at the middle-class black experience (Patillo-McCoy, 1999). A number
of respondents did, however, attend large public schools in districts that included racially
diverse working-class and middle-class neighborhoods. As a result, some informants had
classmates, including African Americans that occupied a lower socioeconomic status than
themselves.

Procedure

The sample was expanded through email blasts, flyers, craigslist advertisements, and referrals
from informants who had already participated in the study. This process of snowball sampling
was particularly effective and served as one of the most reliable methods of participant
recruitment. In the initial stages of data collection, young women were responding to calls
for participants at much higher rates than men.Consequentiy, men were specifically targeted
in the canvassing process. This method, coupled with a snowballing approach, reflects a
non-random sample with certain biases and drawbacks. Specifically, early informants were in
a position to shape the sample based on their suggestions of future participants, therefore
partially anchoring the sample in their own social network. As a result, a few informants did
know each other and were somewhat interconnected. It is possible that they may have talked
about topics of race and identity previously in their personal lives and potentially formed a
common perspective therefore creating a less representative sample.

Interviews were based on a life history approach in which informants were asked to talk
about their lives in rough chronological fashion. Each session began with a series of
demographic, closed-ended questions about the respondent's age, number of siblings, race
of siblings, composition of home community (urban or suburban), racial composition of high
school, time spent in foster care prior to adoption, race and ethnicity of biological parents (if
known) etc. Each informant was then prompted with a series of open-ended questions where
they were asked to talk about their public and private experiences throughout childhood and
early adulthood. All interviews were tape recorded and later transcribed.
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Parents were not interviewed for this project. As a result, the data presented here offers only
a partial account of the socialization process in monoracial, biracial, and transracial families.
The picture is shaped by filters of memory, perception, and interpretation as middle-class
black youth recalled growing up in their families. Life history interviews typically rely on the
memory of the respondent, and are therefore subject to omissions due to selective memory.
Their strength, however, resides in the fact that they reveal what the informants view as
important information.

Measures

Race, racialized family structure, and class represent the three main variables examined in this
study. Black racial categorization was operationally defined as having some black ancestry.
Informants were categorized as biracial if they had one biological parent with black ancestry
and one biological parent without black ancestry. White parents were defined as non-hispanic
white, without black ancestry. The term racialized family structure was used to refer to racial
variations, specifically between parents and children, within heterosexual nuclear families.
Racialized family structure was thus determined by parental race in relation to child's race.
Monoracial families were defined as two parents with black ancestry and their biological
children, Biracial families were defined by one parent with black ancestry and one parent
without black ancestry (white, non-hispanic) and their biological children. Finally, transracial
families were defined by two parents without black ancestry (white, non-hispanic) and an
adoptive child or children with black ancestry. While transracial adoptions have increasingly
included gay couples in recent years, this trend was less common in the mid 198O's when the
informants in this study were bom. As a result, due to both cultural and legal barriers to gay
adoption at the time the adoptees were bom, the findings presented here do not include gay/
lesbian adoptive families.

The lives of informants from transracial families were impacted by the additional and complex
variable of adoption. All of the transracial adoptees in the study were adopted before the age
of five years old. While two informants were adopted as infants, the remaining adoptees
spent between one and three years in foster care. Only two informants remembered their
foster experiences in "patchy memories," While most adoptees were aware of biological
siblings and half siblings, they had very little information about them. Only two informants
had made an attempt to contact biological family members.

Finally, grounded theory was used in the analysis of this paper by generating codes to
interpret the data. Upon completion of the interviews, a demographic description sheet was
created for each respondent. The coding process began by taking special care to ensure that
the codes fit the data, rather than forcing the data into codes. Specifically, Glaser's (1978)
initial and focused two phased coding process was applied. In the first stage data was
organized from each group into broad conceptual categories based on the major topics that
aróse in the interviews! Categories included "feeling different," "acting white and acting
black," "the master status of race," and "gender relationships," In the second focused stage
of coding, categories developed in the initial stage were examined for emerging themes and
concepts in the data. Repetitive codeding within the initial codes followed with the goal of
refining and clarifying the data as much as possible. In the next stage the connections
between racialized family structure and response trends in the data were determined by
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comparing the demographic description sheets with the focused codes. In this stage special
attention was paid to comparing and conti-asting the data from all three groups. Finally, the
refined codes were analyzed with regard to existing theories of black middle-class identity
and the impact of family structure upon identity construction.

FINDINGS

Straddling the Line hetween Race and Class Socialization

In keeping with a concerted cultivation socialization approach, the daily lives of informants
were filled with track meets, piano lessons, dance classés, and student council. Every moment
of the day was scheduled with some activity designed to help children "find their talents." In
fact, infonnants from all three groups described feeling overwhelnied by all of the activities
they were involved in growing up. Language and the ability to articulate oneself well was
also described as a "big thing" in monoracial, biracial, and transracial homes where slang
was typically not tolerated. Similarly, academic excellence was a common theme in each
interview along with college, which was emphasized early and often by parents in all three_
groups. In fact, a number of informants recalled their parents talking to them about SAT
preparation as early as the 7* grade. Similarly, all infonnants were enrolled in upper level
courses in school, often times at their parents urging. As a result, virtually all of the informants
interviewed had the shared experience of being "one of the only black kids" in their Advanced
Placement classes. Though a number of those interviewed expressed discomfort with this
situation, they stuck with it because they knew they needed these courses in order to get
into a good college.

By and large the daily grind was the same for every informant interviewed, regardless of the
racialized structure of their family. That is not to say that there were not important differences
in how parents from monoracial, biracial, and transracial families raised their cTiildren, however.
Specifically, informants raised in black homes learned that they could deflect racism by
espousing middle-class norms and values. As one informant put it:

My parents really stressed the fact that people will look at us a certain way because we
are black so you need to go out of your way to make sure that they don't put those
stereotypes on you. So even at the dinner table they would really stress holding your
fork properly and cut this right and, you know, etiquette and manners, they really
stressed that. They would say you're black and people have assumptions about you
just because of that so you need to prove them wrong. My parents also tried to put us
around people that had the same goals, who wanted to go to college and stuff like that.
(Annabel, 20 yrs old)

Parents from monoracial famihes also emphasized the importance of college, not only as a
normative middle-class practice, but as one that combats the stigma of race and racial
stereotypes. Informants were not simply pushed to do weir in school and go to college
because it was the middle-class thing to do; they had to do well in school and go to college
in order to avoid the pitfalls of a racist society.

The importance of middle-class status also influenced efforts to stay connected with the
black community. Given the fact that nearly all of the infonnants from monoracial families
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grew up in predominantly white neighborhoods, parents felt a responsibility to remain
connected with other African Americans in order to nurture their children's black identity.
They took a class selective approach to their children's connections in the black coinmunity,
however. It became increasingly clear throughout the interviews that informants' families
didn't simply want them to remain connected to the black community, but to the upper
middle-class black community specifically. Black parents did so by enrolling their children in
elite black organizations like Jack and JilP where they could meet and network with other
black children from the upper classes. At the same time, nearly all of the informants from
monoracial families were discouraged from socializing with poor black youths. Even poor
extended family members were held at bay. For example, Raquel's mother seemed to go out of
her way to shield her from her poorer cousins and family members. Her mother's efforts
became clear when Raquel described her extended family.

My mom's side is the side that came out of the streets of Philadelphia and New York and
so it was a lot of arguing and just not good times. Mom didn't want to bring us around
her side too much. Sometimes we would go and visit her side of the family but we
wouldn't be there long. She would be like we're staying an hour and that was it. •"

Would you say your mom tried to shelter you from her side of the family?

Yeah, she would, I think she would and she still does. She still says she doesn't like to
bring them over our house. I think my mom puts a lot of the stereotypes on them. She'll
say if they come over they'll just drink and want to smoke and all that and my mom
doesn't allow any ofthat in our house so she tries to keep us away from all that. (Raquel,
20yrsold) ..

Biracial informants also described the importance of staying close with the "black side of the
family" and keeping up the "black side of themselves." Unlike informants from monoracial
families, middle-class ÍJMÍ/poor black cousins, grandparents, aunts and uncles often served
as a built in bridges to the black community which parents relied on as important components
of their parenting strategy. A number of biracial informants were also involved (at their
parents urging) in activities where they were likely to meet black children. Such activities
included membership in a local Boys and Girls Club, hip-hop dance classes, and participatiori
in summer camps geared toward urban youths. It is important to note that, in an effort to
expose their children to black culture and other black youth, most of the parents of biracial
respondents targeted organizations and activities representative of urban culture. None of
the biracial informants belonged to elite social organizations like Jack and Jill, which drew
membership from upper middle-class black families. Instead, parents of biracial informants
tended to equate black culture with urban hip-hop culture.

Finally, academic achievement was strongly emphasized in all of the families and children
were expected to go on to a competitive college. In contrast to informants from monoracial

^ Jack and Jill is an exclusive black family organization that bases its membership on invitation rather than
open enrollment. While there is no formal income requirement to join Jack and Jill, a family must be able
to fund a variety of expensive excursions for their children such as ski trips and theater visits. As a result,
membership in Jack and Jill is typically limited to middle-class, upper middle-class, and wealthy black
families.
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families, none of the respondents in the biracial group reported a link between going to
college and overcoming racial discrimination in their own lives. Going to college for these
informants was no more than a normative middle-class behavior. In every case, college was
just what you did after high school - the more prestigious the school, the better.

Like their biracial counterparts, transracial families had a tendency to liken exposure to urban
culture to exposure to black culture. All of the transracial family informants in this group grew
up in either multi-racial communities or the white suburbs of large and diverse cities. In both
cases the most visible attributes of the black community were characterized by urban hip-
hop culture. While they did have associations with working-class and poor black peers
through school, transracial adoptees in this study had very little exposure to upper middle-
class black youths and families. Not only did they not belong to organizations like Jack and
Jill, none of the adoptees had even heard of it. The white parents of adoptees in the study
did not appear to have a keen awareness of black middle-class cultural practices, particularly
in the face of disproportionate representations of black urban hip-bop culture. As a result,
adoptive parents assumed urban culture is black culture and encouraged their children to
connect with the black community through these cultural customs. A lack of knowledge and
experience with middle-class black culture was evident in one adoptee's remarks:

I knew I wanted to be around more black people so I could learn more because that is a
part of me, but the majority of black people I know are poor and urban. I mean, I haven't
seen many Cosby Show type black people and the lower class black world usually says
they're acting white anyway. (Kristen, 27 yrs old)

Five of the nine transracial adoptees in this study recalled their parents making efforts to
introduce them to black peers and black culture. The remaining four informants described
their parents as "not really making any efforts" to connect with the black community. Those
parents that did .make an effort usually sought out what can be understood as "black
surrogates," or members of the black community that served as mentors in the adoptee's life
and offered advice on everything from hair and skin care to what it means to be black in
America. Essentially, these surrogates served as role models and people to look up to and to
ask questions about racial matters that adoptive parents felt less adept at handling. These
informants also described their parents as going out of their way to forge friendships with
black families in the community in order to provide them with black role models. These
relationships also gave adoptive parents an information source for questions ranging from
how to do the child's hair to advice on bow to manage racism. In doing so they were able to
"outsource" part of the racial socialization process.

"Acting White" and "Acting Black"

All of the informants in this study from transracial, biracial, and monoracial families described
"feeling different," particularly from other black youths, growing up. Typically, this sense of
difference was linked to academic achievement and constant accusations of "acting white"
or conversely of not "acting black" enough. When asked what "actirig white" or "acting
black" meant, informants spoke of cultural characteristics. Every informant in the study had
a shared understanding of what it means to "act black" and "act white" regardless of racialized
family structure. In terms of specific cultural indicators, respondents believed that "acting
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white" and "acting black" differed in terms of style of dress, music preferences, and manner
of speech. When pressed for further description, acting white involved dressing "preppy" in
fitted jeans or polo shirts designed by established white designers, listening to rock music
by white artists, and speaking articulately or using standard English. Conversely acting
black reflected a hip-hop or urban style of dress which was typically more baggy, listening to
rap and hip-hop music by black artists, and speaking in slang. Informants from all three
groups understood these racialized descriptions of "acting white" and "acting black" as
"givens" of contemporary cultural knowledge.

Speaking properly was understood by all informants to be a distinctively white trait while
speaking in slang was viewed as a black trait. A number of those interviewed struggled,
however, with the implications of accepting such a stereotype as a cultural "given." As
Ahmad, a 29 year old informant raised in a black home stated;

Everyone has the ability to speak correctly, we choose how to speak, but as a working
African American you have to speak two different languages. You have to speak interview
language and you have to speak-slang. I don't think my speaking correctly is speaking
white, its me speaking correctly, that's my opinion but at the same time I understand that
yvhen Fm.speakin'g^to someone who isn't as well educated as I am, they may perceive my
speech as "being white." Really, you have to have both [ways of speaking] otherwise
you'll get that whole trying to be something that you're not thing. (Ahmad, 29 yrs. old)

Most of thejnformants in the study felt that the disparity between "white" and "black"
speech reflected the deeper structural disparity in educational background. They believed
that any person who is well educated is likely to speak articulately. More often than not,
however, respondents felt that academic achievement is also perceived as a distinctly white
trait. In fact, it was on these grounds that they were most often accused of "acting white."

All ofthe informants enrolled in high honors classes, particularly in public schools, described
feeling different from other black students because of their academic achievements. Comments
about being "whitish" or "acting white'' came with the territory of doing well in school. At
the same time, these informants never felt fully accepted by their white classmates. As
Raquel, a college student raised in a monoracial family put it;

The majority of my classes were white so I knew a lot of white kids. There were like two
of us [black students] in my AP classes. That's a big part of the reason that I felt different
because the black students were always like 'oh she's smart.' They labeled me as the
smart one because I was the only black girl in the honors classes or whatever. So it was
weird in that sense. I didn't feel like I was really part ofthe black group but I didn't feel
like I was part of the white kids either. (Raquel, 20 yrs old)

A number of informants described feeling uncomfortable with academic success being
attributed to whiteness because it involves an implicit assumption that academic mediocrity
is a dimension of blackness. Typically, informants couldn't pin point why this was the case,
particularly when they themselves disproved the stereotype. A few did indicate, however,
that they were sure the other black students in school were smart enough to take the honors
classes but, for whatever reason, they did not want to or did not follow through.
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Accusations of "acting white" typically came from black peers who belonged to a lower
socioeconomic group than the informants themselves. Such teasing enhanced the sense of
distance and isolation they already felt froiñ this group of students because of academic
placement. Occasionally white peers would also accuse respondents of "acting white" though
this tended to be more unusual. Unlike black peers, white accusers were always a friend of
the informant and accusations only arose in private settings.

Those raised in monoracial families seemed to experience the most anxiety related to
accusations of "acting white" or not "acting black enough," They were particularly angered
by the links made between "authentic blackness" and poverty, feeling as though their nieaning
diminished accomplishments in the black community. As one informant put it:

As a successful African American woman, for people to constantly equate my success
with "acting white" angers me to no end. Why can't black people be successful and
success be attributed to acting black? People associate things like poor grammar with
acting black and we shouldn't be proud of that as African American people. For you to
tell me that by doing well I'm acting white you're playing into the whole cultural conflict
that you can't act black unless you're doing something negative like getting arrested,
getting pregnant, cursing, yelling, drinking, smoking and you can't act white unless
you're succeeding. Why is there a race attached to success? I know plenty successful,
well-educated black people and they're black, they're not white or acting white, they're
black, (Chanda, 20 yrs old)

As Chanda's statements indicate, the informants in this study were black and not poor or
urban, and thus representative of the fallacy of "acting black" stereotypes. None of them
believed that there was any legitimacy to accusations that they were not "black enough,"
Nonetheless, while they knew the stereotypes to be false, they still felt angered, isolated,
and marginalized by them.

Informants from biracial and transracial families, on the other hand, were more likely to
believe the stereotypes that link poverty and "authentic blackness," particularly as evidenced
by hip-rhop culture. As one biracial informant put it:

I really wanted to be down with the community of color. That was really important to me
and when they would tease me about acting white it really hurt, so I developed strategies
to leam the mechanics for getting it, I would study the music of black hip-hop culture
and leam the dance, I leamed the dialect too, í would wear the bigger clothes and jeahs
under my butt and all than kind of stuff, (Tom, 19 yrs old)

Tom was not the only biracial respondent who felt as though he needed to enhance his black
cultural knowledge in an effort to become more authentic. From his perspective and others,
the accusations of "acting white" or not "acting black" enough had some legitimacy.

Citing the fact that they were raised by at least one white parent or could trace white ancestry,
biracial informants and transracial adoptees throughout the study felt as though accusations
that they were not "black enough" could be accurate. While they were still uncomfortable
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with critiques of their racial performance, they could rationalize them. Transracial adoptees
appeared the least bothered by accusations of "acting white," if anything finding them
funny. As one transracial adoptee who attended a mostly white private Catholic school said
with a laugh:

This is going to sound bad, but I think that my personality is so "white" that I didn't
really stick out [in school]. I speak well, I'm middle-class, I was never in a gang, I was
never really that way. (Whitney, 23 yrs old)

Whitney did not feel insulted by the label of "acting white," in fact she used it herself to
describe her personality. She concluded that her personality is in fact "white" as evidenced
by her middle-class status and articulate speech. She, like Tom and other adoptees and
biracial informants, believed that "authentic blackness" is steeped in urban street culture
and "acting white" is linked to middle-class suburban life. If adoptees in the study responded
at all to perceptions of inauthenticity, they frequentiy cited the fact that they were raised by
white parents as an explanation. They were, in their minds, "inauthentic" in their blackness,
at least in that respect.

DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS

Debates about Transracial Adoption focus on the importance of family to the development
of a healthy black identity. The findings presented in this paper suggest that class is also key
to shaping black identity. In addition to middle-class socialization, racial performances of
"acting white" and "acting black" are in many ways defined by class indicators. According
to the informants themselves "acting white" was synonymous with middle-class and
suburban culture while "acting black" was associated with urban poverty. Informants from
transracial, biracial, and monoracial families were accused of "acting white" because they
were, in fact, "acting middle-class."

The tendency to link blackness with inner city poverty is not surprising given the emphasis
and attention both the American media and scholars place on poor urban black neighborhoods.
There is comparatively littie attention paid to the black middle-class who have good jobs,
own their homes, and send their children to college. As Andrea Lee states in a New York
Times 1999 article "Black Like Us."

0

So immovably embedded in the American popular imagination-so necessary to it, in
some mysterious and tragic way-is the equation of black with underclass that even
icons of establishment success like Bill Cosby and Colin Powell have done little to
seduce the public away from the conviction that the only authentic way to be black in
America is to be poor (Lee, 1999).

The informants in this study are not poor, they speak articulately, and they do well in school.
As a result, they finds themselves in a position where their middle-class identity and the
socially prescribed meaning of "being black" are at odds. Because they are all middle-class
and have no personal connection to urban street culture, informants in this study faced a
perceived "crisis of authenticity" while constructing a middle-class black identity.'

V ' • , •
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The findings of this study also suggest that parenting also plays a role in respondents'
struggles with negotiating middle-class and black identities. All informants were raised by
parents that employed what Annette Lareau (2003) refers to as the "concerted cultivation"
approach to parenting which emphasizes proper speech, academic achievement, and personal
efficacy. Informants were also encouraged by their parents to understand and use language
in a way that indicates their middle-class status. Moreover, those from monoracial families
were taught that proper language could be used as a strategy to combat racial stereotypes.
Given the emphasis parents in the study placed on language use and academic achievement,
it is not surprising that informants intemalized these themes as fundamental values despite
the criticism of "acting white" they brought.

William Julius Wilson ( 1978) has argued that it is difficult to speak of a uniform black experience.
Mitigating factors, including differential class advantages within racial groups, expand the
potential for broad variations within the black experience. At the same time, race continues to
matter in American society. This study merges components of these two perspectives and
seeks to highlight how family impacts the middle-class black experience. Findings suggest
that, being middle-class does lead to certain advantages including large homes in the suburbs,
and expensive educations. Because of these advantages, informants often occupied an
outsider status in relation to lower income black peers. At the same time, they were not totally
accepted by their middle-class white peers, reflecting the significance of racial divisions.
Without a large number of other middle-class black youths to share their experiences with, all
of the informants in this study occupied a marginal status, not quite fitting into any one
particular group.

Family also matters when exploring how middle-class young black adults interpret their
marginal status. Informants from monoracial families were taught by their parents that some
African Americans do speak with poor grammar and have a lazy attitude towards work and
school, but that these behaviors do not define "blackness." Parents from this group were
careful to remind their children that they do not have to act that way and that they can
disprove the stereotype. In fact these parents themselves embodied the negation of the
stereotype. In doing so they send the message that poverty does not and should not define
blackness.

Biracial and transracially adopted informants, on the other hand, tended to believe racial
stereotypes. Parents' efforts to introduce their" biracial or adopted children to the black
community focused on exposure to urban street culture (by way of hip-hop dance classes
and Boys & Girls Club memberships) rather than black middle-class organizations. It is quite
possible that several biracial and adopted informants equated "authentic blackness" with
urban poverty because that was the lens through which their parents presented black culture.
Moreover, most of the black students they went to school with were poor. While informants
from middle-class monoracial famihes had access to middle-class black organizations that
emphasized black achievement (not to mention parents who symbolize black success),
adoptees and biracial informants did not have altemate versions of "authentic blackness"
that represented middle-class norms and values. Consequently, due in part to parenting in
biracial and transracial families that de-emphasized middle-class black figures, informants in
these groups were more likely to accept the popular connection between urban poverty and
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authentic blackness as accurate. Since they themselves were not poor, they were willing to
entertain the logic that they were legitimately "acting white" when they spoke articulately
and did well'in school.

Racialized family structure also impacted informants' reaction to accusations of "acting
white." Specifically, those that grew up in biracial and transracial families tended to attribute
accusations of "acting white" to the fact that they were raised by at least one white parent.
Because they were not raised in an exclusively black home, many felt that there was some
validity to accusations that called their "authentic blackness" into question. Their assumption
being that had they been raised in a black home they would not have faced such accusations.
The data from this study indicates that this is not the case, however. Instead, informants who
were in fact raised in black homes by black parents also struggled with accusations of
"acting white" and alienation from black peers. However, they had more difficulty explaining
these experiences. While informants from monoracial, biracial, and transracial families faced
many of the same struggles, biracial and transracially adopted informants could attribute
their troubles to their family circumstances, whether biological or adopted. Racialized family
structure offered them an explanation for their problems. In some ways, having a logical
explanation was a benefit to these informants, in that it allowed them to wrap their minds
around their situation. They had a reason, even an excuse, that was outside of themselves
that accounted for their difficulties, but informants form monoracial families did not. As a
result, accusations of "acting white" and alienation from black peers were particularly etiigmatic
to informants raised by two black parents.

It is not the purpose of this paper to argue that biracial and adopted respondents' inclination
to explain their marginal status in familial terms is positive or appropriate, simply that it
occurs. Feeling different or outside the norm can cause great anxiety, especially for young
adults. Biracial and adopted informants felt there was a legitimate reason (outside of
themselves) for their ckcumstances, and they felt better as a result. In fact, this paper supports
the conclusion that the ability of these informants to dismiss the race and class sources of
their marginal status as a "weird family thing" is problematic. Placing so much emphasis on
family could render biracial and adopted informants ill equipped to negotiate the class/race
dilemma that they will likely face throughout their lives as members of the black middle-class.

On the other hand, growing up with two black parents did offer certain advantages. Monoracial
family informants were exposed to middle-class black role models who disproved racial
stereotypes. As a result, informants with two black parents developed a broader image of
"blackness" that included others in their class position. However, informants raised in
monoracial families did experience identity struggles related their middle-class black status.
Their parents had taught them how to negotiate race in a traditional sense and how to
reproduce their middle-class status, yet informants form monoracial families continued to
struggle with the problematic ways in which class and race overlap. While they were well
prepared to manage white racism, they were confused by the negative messages they got
from black peers. Because of their middle-class status, their "blackness" was called into
question and informants from monoracial families had not learned strategies to manage this
situation.
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CONCLUSION

So much has been made of the ability of white parents to raise black children to have a
healthy black identity. This study has found that middle-class black informants raised by
white parents did appear to suffer from a certain degree of identity confusion, and they also
had some difficulty relating to black peers. They struggled with day to day issues like skin
and haircare, many did not have positive black role models, and their perceptions of "authentic
blackness" tended to be skewed towards stereotypes of urban poverty. While these findings
do not necessarily duplicate the studies cited in the Donaldson Report, they do point to
certain struggles that transracial adoptees face. However, middle-class black informants
raised by at least one black parent also suffered from a certain degree of identity confusion
and difficulty relating to black peers due to the general complexity of middle-class black
identity. While the findings presented here are preliminary and represent a shiall sample, they
do indicate the need for more comparative work on the issue of black identity and transracial
adoption.

Had this study focused on transracial adoptees alone, like many of the studies cited in the
Donaldson Report and the TRA literature, these findings would have suggested that
transracial adoptions have had damaging effect on the identity development of black adoptees.
By including informants from biracial and monoracial families who also struggled with racial
identity issues, this study has found that having two white parents alone was not the only
variable that could cause identity confusion. In fact, biracial and adopted informants were, in
some ways, more prepared for the identity dilemmas due to the fact that their parents had
wamed them that they might face alienation from black kids in school too. They were
accustomed to "feeling different" from white and black peers because they saw themselves
as belonging to both black and white communities, but not fully part of one or the other.
While they still struggled with feelings of isolation, they were not shocked by their alienation
from black peers growing up. They knew that being black with at least one white parent is
nontraditional. They came to expect the "sideways glances," from all people including African
Americans, and had become adept at negotiating such situations.

Informants raised in black middle-class homes, on the other hand, were surprised and confused
by their inabihty to "fit in" with other black kids at school. Because they are black and
middle-class, they are different. The findings presented here suggest that black parents in
this study may have underestimated the extent to which being middle-class contradicts
social perceptions of "authentic blackness." As a result, middle-class black youths are
trapped by the contradiction with few tools to manage and understand it.

The experience of, not only being black, but being black and middle-class is an especially
powerfiil one in American society. People may be raised in different racialized family structures,
but being black and middle-class involves specific experiences that seem to transcend family
background. While the 32 informants in this study differed in terms ofthe racialized family
structure in which they grew up, they were all subject to the interlocking impact of race and
class in similar ways. The power of class in shaping the experiences of young black adults
was a common thread among all ofthe participants in this study, yet racial identity literature
rarely explores the impact of class. Moreover, the body of research on transracial adoption
ignores class all together. The findings of this study suggest that class status combined with
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race create a unique dilemma for a wide range of middle-class young black adults, not simply
those who have been adopted by white parents. It is difficult to be middle-class and black
when "authentic blackness" is so often defined in terms of urban poverty. At times, studies
of transracial adoption attribute these difficulties to family structure alone which misses an
important piece of the puzzle. As the findings presented in this article suggest, the impact of
class on identity for all black youths, including transracial adoptees, should be further
explored before calling for a change in adoption practices based on studies that have not
taken class into account,
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