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History is not a “story” but the telling of stories. History is not a “fact” but the
interpretation of facts. Moreover, the past is bound to be a captive of its own epoch, of its
own historians and, to use Foucault’s term, of its own “discursive power.” Subsequent times,
however, liberate the past from this captivity, and later historians are always called upon to
assist in this liberation. That is, the past per se, being inherently heterogeneous and
discontinuous, can never be fully revealed and neatly packed in the narrative parcel of history
and thus always demands us a new interpretation to delimit and cross the given borders of the
past. Race and Ethnicity in America: A Concise History edited by Ronald H. Rayor offers us
just such a new and timely perspective to redeem a captive meaning of American past and a
captive answer for the perennial question—"“Who is the American?”’—with respects to race,
ethnicity and immigration.

This carefully researched and well written book provides us with a critical survey of the
racial and ethnic configuration of the nation, exploring the racial and ethnic development of]
the U. S. from its origins as a land inhabited by Native American tribes and their conflicts with
different colonists in the early 1600s to the culturally diverse but united country that we see
today. The book is comprehensive in its coverage of racial and ethnic groups and their
experiences of becoming American. To be more specific, the experience of different
immigrant and minority groups—Africans, Latinos, Irish Catholics, Germen, Chinese,
Japanese, Mexicans, Jews and many others—are well presented in this book. Topics related
to America’s ethnic and racial history include: The Trail of Tear, the beginning of slavery,
anti-Catholicism, the White City, Anglicization, the Civil War, the exclusion of citizenship, the
Chinese Exclusion Act, The Mexican American War, the Ku Klux Kan, The Jim Crow laws,

lynching, disfranchisement, the last Indian wars, Affirmative Action, residential segregation,




the Black Power movement, bilingualism, school busing, dual identity, multiculturalism and so
forth.

Of history one would make the river that sings its glorious events to the night of timeless
memory. Unlike the conventional introduction of American history, which usually narrates
the nation’s glorious events as what Nietzsche calls “monumental history,” this volume can be
seen as a “critical history” or “a history of otherness.” It shows that some racial and ethnical
minorities, in four hundred years, were coercively assimilated, and forced to adopt the
language, religion, customs and traditions of the white majority. Other racial and ethnical
minorities were treated as invisible men or resident aliens, subjected to physical segregation
and economic discrimination, and denied political right. Traces of continuous struggle by
racial and ethical minorities against oppression, discrimination and exclusionary laws can be
found throughout the pages in each chronological chapter. Reading this book therefore
reminds us of Walter Benjamin’s well-known argument: “There is no document of civilization
which is not at the same time a document of barbarism.” The book also shows, however,
various and continual efforts have been made to protect racial and ethnical minorities, as well
as to regulate the potential conflicts between white and non-white races and ethnics. After
reading this book, readers are therefore urged to ponder on the most immediate problem faced
by the conventional “monumental history”: How can it remain credible in the face of its
“critical history,” or the history of the repressed, with which it must coexist.

The United States is a trans-racial/ethnic country. Its diversity of race, ethnicity and
immigration was already notable in the early 1600s, long before there were any “Americans”
and long before emergence of the “Melting Pot.” Bayor is thus right to say “America is a
nation of nations.” Undoubtedly, we are now living in the era of both multiculturalism and
human rights. The current studies of a critical history of race and ethnicity can certainly help
us become more open to cultural diversity and more willing to accept the “others.”
Accordingly, this concise and helpful volume, unpacking and redeeming the past of otherness,
is able to hold a torch for us, turning a shadow-behind into a light-ahead, and is thus able to
serve our life now and here in this increasingly trans-cultural era.
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Across disciplines, including anthropology, politics, psychology, and social work, there
has been a rapidly growing body of scholarship on adoption. With the expansion of the global
economy, transnational/racial adoption, in particular, emerges as a serious subfield of study
over the past decade in North America, the “Adoption Nation” as journalist Adam Pertman has
called it. On the one hand, transnational/racial adoption provokes conventional issues of
biological versus social determinism (nature over nurture, or vice versa), the adoption triad
(the relationship among birth parents, adoptive parents, the adoptee), closed or open adoption
arrangements (which refer to the degree of contact between the adopted child’s birth family
and the adoptive family). On the other hand, transnational/racial adoption offers a new avenue
for probing adoptive identity with reference to gender, race, hybridity, and class in the
contexts of diaspora, post-colonialism, and the new global market. Adoptive identity is being
questioned, re-experienced, and opened to negotiation.

Not only is identity in transnational/racial adoption complex and often ambivalent, but it
also leads to contradictions and tensions in the lived experiences of such adoptees and in the
scholarship on them. Is the transnational/racial adoption an act of altruism, salvation,
exchange, or exploitation? Does it politically subvert or reinforce the existing social
hierarchy? Do we patronize adoptees as a gift of love and see adoptive parents as caring-parent
or adoptees as objects of consumption and adoptive parents as consumer-parents? Further,
should we link the transnational/racial adoption to personal, familial, psychological narratives
or to economic, political, global concerns? How do we deal with the impossible gap between
abandonment and adoption, between biological origins and culturally chosen kinship, between
a colorblind rhetoric and a race-conscious society?

In my essay, instead of being merely engaged in the debate defined by the binary

positions, I explore the very ground that conditions these contradictions and the very gap in




the shift of perspective of the discourse of transnational adoption. Using Seeds from a Silent
Tree (the first published anthology written by Korean adoptees, 1997), Gish Jen’s The Love
Wife (the first novel about Chinese adoptees, 2004), and Outsiders Within (the groundbreaking
collection of critical essays and personal narratives exclusively by transracial adoptees about
their unique and complicated experiences, 2006), I begin with a comparative study of these
three works, exploring controversial concerns about transnational/racial adoption, including
“the primal wound” and “authenticity/authority.” According to the Lacanain view of
subjectivity and trauma, I shall argue that the adoptees are not traumatized by the absence of
origin but its over-presence, not by a harrowing history in the past, but the present-day
symbolic deadlock of being excluded. In addition, due to the denial of the fundamental
antagonism in the social and subject, transnational/racial adoptees are caught between binary
oscillations and, thereby, asked or expected to perform as a bridge or a link. They tend to
romanticize the country of origin as a stark contrast to an America viewed as a nation
sustained by exploitation, and see birth mothers as unwilling victims as opposed to white
adoptive mothers seen as ignorant and self-interested. As a result, since the discourse of
transnational/racial adoption is, on the whole, gendered as feminine, the binary profiles of
birth and adoptive mothers reduce the discourse to a battle of the representation of two
maternal figures or, rather, to a brawl among three women—two mothers and an adoptive
daughter. Males are, hence, out of focus, shunning—or evading—criticism of himself in this
discourse. In coda, I try to answer my self-raised question: “how must we face the
contradictions and tensions in the discourse as well as the practice of transnational/racial
adoption?”” Rejecting the lure of any easy way out (from assuming color blindness, through
assimilative universalism as well as ethnic interpellation, and to celebratory multiculturalism
or cultural hybridity), we should confront head-on the antagonism of the discourse of adoption
by, as many current scholars assert, first restoring history to the process of transnational/racial

adoption. What is more, following Slavoj Zizek’s critique of global capitalism and identity




politics, I argue for a more radical position: not to define the discourse of transnational/racial
adoption as one bound to a group-specific narrative of suffering, but as one that can articulate
a universal complaint and launch a global assault on the system. It is in the Lacanian end/aim

of psychoanalysis that such a political and subjective breakthrough is suggested.
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