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 How do we know what we know about adoption? How have competing memories of 
adoption controversies shaped adoption policy and practice locally, nationally, and globally? 
What influential stories have bureaucratic priorities told about adoption? In what ways are the 
adoption narratives embedded in survey data and quantitative research different than personal 
testimony and the evidence of experience? 
 This session will explore a variety of ways that adoption has been made an object of 
knowledge and representation in 20th-century history and culture. Karen Balcom will focus her 
attention on how historians’ use of institutional records shapes the stories that are possible to tell 
about adoption history. Karen Dubinsky will discuss her research on Operation Pedro Pan, a 
mass exodus of children from Cuba in the early 1960s, and how it is remembered in Miami and 
Havana. Ellen Herman will describe the evolution of quantitative research on adoption during 
the 20th century in order to reflect on numbers as narratives that have made a distinctive mark on 
adoption knowledge. 
 
Dr. Karen Balcom (McMaster University), “Government Policy, Institutional Imperatives and 
the History of Adoption: The Case of Canadian Adoption Exchanges” 
 If historians are tellers of stories–narrators of the past–then historians of adoption must 
be the tellers of stories about adoption’s past.  But, which stories–which pasts–are narrated in the 
history of adoption? The answer to this question depends to a large degree on the kinds of 
sources individual historians use. For example, in my recent work on border-crossing adoptions 
inside North America in the period 1930-1970, my focus has been on the institutional records of 
government agencies (the United States Children’s Bureau, State and Provincial Departments of 
Public Welfare) and large umbrella organizations in professional child welfare (The Child 
Welfare League of America, the Canadian Welfare Council). These institutions or bureaucracies 
were interested in the development and implementation of adoption policy on a broad scale.  The 
stories in their records–and the stories historians will tell out of these records–are tales of 
negotiation between the priorities of professional social workers and the regulatory power of the 
state. The resulting history of adoption policy (produced by historians like me) can seem very far 
removed from the deeply personal and personalized struggles of birth parents, adoptees and 
adopting parents. And yet, the policy and regulatory environment of adoption provides the 
framework within which individuals live adoption.  In this paper, I use the example of the 
Canadian experience of negotiating an interprovincial/international adoption exchange to think 
about how the sources I use shape the history I write, and to suggest both the strengths and the 
limitations/blindspots in the past I narrate from these sources.  
 
Karen Dubinsky (Queen’s University), “Saving Cuba’s Children, From Operation Peter Pan to 



Elian Gonzalez” 
 This paper is framed by two phenomena: the ideological rescue of children in post-
revolutionary Cuba, circa 1960, namely “Operation Peter Pan, a Cold War-inspired scheme 
organized by the Catholic Church and the CIA in Miami and Havana, which brought  (and then 
promptly stranded) fourteen thousand unaccompanied Cuban children to Miami, and the events 
of early 2000 which focused similar concerns on one child, Cuban refugee Elian Gonzalez. In 
this presentation, I want to make two points.  During times of war or revolution, foster or 
adoptive parents are encouraged to imagine themselves, as Salvadoran adoptee Patrick 
McDermott has recently explained, as “helping to get the kids out.”  Such situations are usually 
far more complicated than a simple rescue narrative suggests.  Furthermore, the Cuban case 
illustrates well the on-going power of the Symbolic Child: how the fate of actual children can 
serve as a compelling metaphor for a fractured and unsettled nation, and live on, a generation 
later, in individual and collective memory.  A deeper understanding of such allegedly 
‘humanitarian’ mass evacuations of children can help, I believe, understand current conflicts and 
complications around international adoption.  
 
Ellen Herman (University of Oregon), “Of Numbers and Narratives” 
 First-person narratives have played a starring role in adoption history. During the past 
several decades, adoption reform movements have also relied heavily on personal testimony, the 
evidence of experience, and what we might call “story-truth” to make the case for changing 
policy and practice. This paper will describe less publicized but critically important methods of 
knowing adoption: trust in numbers. It will briefly describe the evolution of quantitative research 
over the course of the twentieth century.  Examples will include local field studies conducted in 
the 1910s and 1920s, the classic outcome study, How Foster Children Turn Out (1924), and the 
compilation of adoption statistics by private organizations, states, and the federal government up 
through the 2000 U.S. Census, the first census in U.S. history to include the category “adopted 
son/daughter.” How did counting influence which adoptions were counted? What difference did 
numbers make? When and how did adoption numbers and narratives intersect? 
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