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hevelone:  In the introduction, you 
talk a little bit about your grandmother 
being separated from your grandfather 
during the Korean War with small chil-
dren. Was that where the idea came from 
to write about the origins of international 
adoption and the influence of the Korean 
War?

oh:  When I started graduate school, I 
wanted to study race and immigration in 
U.S. history, and that was pretty much all 
I really knew. My adviser suggested that I 
look into what she called “war orphans.” 
So it was something that I came to 
because of my interests in migration and 
race. It was completely separate from my 
personal history. 

I wanted to study Asian migration. I 
thought I would end up studying Korean 
Americans, but I didn’t want to tell the 
story of my family. I didn’t want it to be 
this autobwl6 (i)5.9 (c)-t to be 
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to adopt if you couldn’t produce children 
biologically.

Americans see adopting internationally 
as a way to complete their families. One 
way that they could convince lawmakers 
to help them adopt internationally was by 
using the Cold War language of helping 
other countries. It’s impossible to say this 
is the actual motivation. There were also 
a certain number of parents who said, 
“We just really wanted a baby, and there 
were babies in Korea.” But that’s not what 
they said to lawmakers.

hevelone: Could you define Christian 
Americanism and its role in the rise of 
Korean adoption?

oh: White American couples in the 
1950s who wanted to adopt from Korea 
used two kinds of rhetoric, nationalis-
tic language and religious language, 
and it was very hard to separate the two 
languages. They were uttered in the 
same sentence. In general, in the 1950s, 
you have a rise of public religiosity in the 
United States: everybody goes to church, 
we pledge allegiance, we add under God, 
the National Prayer Breakfast is inaugu-
rated. 

Christian Americanism is the term that 
I came up with to describe the ways that 
adoptive families brought nationalistic 
and religious goals together to argue for 
the adoption of Korean children. They 
never just said this is good for the Cold 
War agenda. Many of them did say, “This 
is because we’re Christians.” Harry Holt 
is the prime example of people who said 
adoption is only about saving children 
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In terms of Syrian children being ad-
opted, there is a general overall decline 
in international adoptions. You don’t 
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consumerism throughout international 
adoption. 

The way that adoptive parents try to 
consume culture via their children is also 
interesting. That also gets at the objec-
tification that you’re talking about. One 
reason why Korean adoption really starts 
to take off in the 1970s is that Americans 
are paying more attention to multicultur-
alism, and their Korean children offer a 
way for them to access a certain amount 
of exoticism without having to deal with 
too much exoticism. These parents can 
go to culture camp with their child, 
wear a Korean dress for a day, try some 
dancing, and try some Korean food. You 
hear about adoptees who say, “We have 
this Korean corner in my house. There’s 
a screen and a fan.” But the child is not 
too “other.” It’s a manageable level of 
exoticism. There are interesting ways 
that the idea of consuming culture and 
consumption—buying stuff—intersects 
with adoption.


