
A C T
    Participant 
Resource 
Notebook

 

7-94
ACT
©2005 Kinship Center®  Revised 2009

Tools for 
Skilled 

Practice
Resources

BIRACIAL IDENTITY
BEING BIRACIAL BRINGS ONE MORE ISSUE, 

NOT ONE FEWER
Beth Hall & Gail Steinbergkkk

WHERE DO I BELONG?

An adopted child looks into the mirror 
and sees a brown face. She is told that be-
cause she is half white, she is like her white 
parents. Her parents accentuate the similari-
ties and deny the differences, teaching her 
that she is biracial, not Latina. Her parents 
want the best for her. They think this means 
ensuring a place for her in white society. The 
child wonders, “What’s wrong with being 
Latina? What’s wrong with me?” Like the 
Emperor who wears invisible clothes, she is 
asked to believe the opposite of what her eyes 
(and society’s eyes) tell her. In spite of the fact 
that her skin is brown, she is led to believe 
she will be treated the same as if she were 
white. Reality and self-image have to split. 
The child must hide half of herself behind a 
white mask. Can anyone wear a mask all of 
the time and still maintain his or her pride?

Letting biracial children think that there 
are no differences between them and their 
white friends is like applauding the Emperor’s 
new clothes. If this were a perfect world, de-
scendants of more than one race could claim 
and be accorded their full racial identity, but 
in the United States, white is an exclusive 
club. Compared with being a person of color 
who is wholly of one race, developing racial 
identity as a biracial person has more issues, 
not fewer. Its reconciliation is a process that 
continuously evolves from early childhood 
through adulthood, with different approaches 
and conclusions throughout the journey de-
pending on an individual’s temperament, en-
vironment, and politics.

“WHAT ARE YOU?”

One thing is certain: biracial children are 
continually asked to explain their racial iden-
tity. In order to sustain their sense of security 
and confidence in the face of an onslaught of 
challenges, they need to feel comfortable and 
proud as members of the racial group society 
is likely to identify them with or they will be 
role-handicapped. Lise Funderberg, editor of 
Black, White, Other, says that biracial chil-
dren who are in part Black “should be taught 
to claim their Black side first because that’s 
the part that needs sticking up for most.” If the 
child in our example cannot relate to Latino 
people, she may be rejected by those who feel 
she is not Latina enough. She may also be re-
jected by white society. 

Children of ambiguous race often have 
the hardest time because they are constantly 
asked what race they are. Even if they’re not 
asked, they may feel that they are not being 
true to themselves unless they take a stand. 
If, because her parents have not helped her 
identify her Latina self, this child is surprised 
when identified by others as Latina, her ability 
to trust her parents will be compromised. She 
will wonder whether her parents were wrong 
about other things as well. And she may feel 
destabilized by society’s persistent complica-
tion of her identity. Children must he taught 
to appreciate the beauty, strength, worth, and 
rich heritage of the racial group with which 
they will be identified. Adults must tell it 
straight.
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WHERE DO YOU STAND?
Society has a strong need to classify 

its members racially. The existence of the 
biracial person challenges the boundar-
ies. According to Maria Root’s “Resolving 
‘Other’ Status,” “It is the combination of in-
quisitive looks, longer than passing glances 
to comprehend unfamiliar racial-ethnic fea-
tures...along with disapproving comments 
and nonverbal communication that begin to 
convey to the child that this otherness is ‘un-
desirable’ or ‘wrong.” It is not unusual to find 
racial polarity in high schools and colleges, 
them-and-us groups. A biracial person is a 
blend of “them and us,” a potentially no-win 
situation. A transracially adopted biracial 
teen who feels pressured by peers to choose 
one racial group over another may feel not 
quite “enough” —whether Black, Asian, 
Latina, Native American — and may feel 
caught between the rock of anger expressed 
toward whites by her peer group and the hard 
place other white parents who feel threatened 
by the teens peers.

I AM WHO I AM

People with meaningful cultural oppor-
tunities to be balanced and integrated spend 
their lives in a rich dance of being part of and 
apart from all the parts of themselves. In the 
end, coming to appreciate having the best of 
two or more worlds does not preclude iden-
tifying strongly with a single group. Though 
people of multicultural identity often hold 
positive attitudes toward more than one cul-
ture, resting on a person’s ability to func-
tion competently and feel accepted in more 
than one culture, it can also commonly mean 
identifying oneself fully as a member of a 
single race or ethnic group (usually the one 
with which society generally identifies you) 
and considering this aspect of one’s heritage 
as the whole. The idea that a multiracial or 
biracial person can feel 100% connected to 
each aspect of his or her ancestry — and is 

therefore a 200% or 500% person —also ap-
plies to some people at various times in the 
process of determining who they really are. 
For a person with truly ambiguous physical 
characteristics, it sometimes involves the fun 
of race blending: that is, choosing to deliber-
ately blur the lines of race by moving back and 
forth between the groups of one’s heritages.

PLEASE REMEMBER

“PEOPLE WITHOUT 
THE EXPERIENCE OF 

EXPANDING DEFINITIONS 
BEYOND TRADITIONAL 

CONSTRAINTS IN ORDER TO 
REALLY SEE WHAT IN FACT 

EXISTS, OFTEN CANNOT 
ADAPT COMPETENTLY TO 

AMBIGUITY, MUCH LESS TO 
A PERSON WHO EMBODIES 

AMBIGUITY.”

    -GEORGE KITAHAR KICH

USEFUL BOOKS

EVERYDAY ACTS AGAINST RACISM
BEYOND THE WHITENESS OF  

      WHITENESS
BEING A BIRACIAL TEEN
BLACK, WHITE, OTHER
I AM WHO I AM
LIVING IN TWO WORLDS
LESS THAN HALF, MORE THAN  

      WHOLE
YOU BE ME, I’LL BE YOU
MIXED MATCHES
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Beth Hall & Gail Steinberg are co-founders 
and Directors of Pact, An Adoption Alliance, 
a multicultural adoption organization dedi-
cated to addressing essential issues affecting 
adopted children of color. Pact offers lifelong 
support and placement services for birth and 
adoptive families with adopted kids of color. 
The author of numerous articles, they lecture 
across the country and are committed to serv-
ing children first. Their book, Inside Transra-
cial Adoption, is filled with personal stories, 
practical suggestions and theory combined 
in an encouraging and supportive style that 
reinforces the message that race matters, rac-
ism is alive, and families built transracially 
can develop strong and binding ties. Filled 
with warmth and humor, this book has al-
ready been hailed as a classic!

©Reprinted with permission from Pact:  
An Adoption Alliance
4179 Piedmont Avenue, Suite 330,  
Oakland, CA 94611

510-243-9460 Voice   
510-243-9970 Fax

Website: www.pactadopt.org 
Email: info@pactadopt.org 


