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ABSTRACT

Background: Adoption refers to taking another’s child and bringing up the child as one’s
own. This process vests in the child all the rights and privileges that a natural-born child
would otherwise inherit. Adoption can also be termed as the process of becoming non-
biological parents. It is also building a family through the process of concentrated, dedicated,
enduring love, rather than biology. A major consideration during the adoption process has
been the sex of the child. Objectives: To determine the reasons, understand preferences in
terms of variables such as gender, age, skin colour, religion, ability or disability, etc. while
adopting and analyse the perceptions of adoptive parents on adoption. Materials and
Method: The study adopts a qualitative method, descriptive research design; an interview
was administered to five families, recruited using convenience and snowball sampling.
Results: Most parents simply go for adoption to have an ‘heir to their throne’. Cooperation
entails understanding on part of both the child as well as the parents who are willing to adopt.
Lack of emotional expression may lead to emotional numbness and lack of transparency in
the parent-child relationship. It could be determined that all of the respondents expressed
grief at not being able to conceive a child, biologically. Conclusion: Adoption is a choice.
However, at times it can also become a mandate. It imposes demands on society, creating
social stratification and stigma.
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INTRODUCTION

Adoption is not only about receiving a new family and living around people who accept you.
It is also building a family through the process of concentrated, dedicated, enduring love,
rather than biology. The Hindu Adoption and Maintenance Act (Constitution of India, 1956),
ensures a family to those children (below 18 years) who have been abandoned by, have lost
their families, or may have been parted from them due to miscellaneous reasons.

A quite essential criteria on for adoption of child since historic times has been gender or
rather, the sex of the child. For a very long time, in the patriarchal society of India, male
children or boys have been preferred over female children or girls for adoption, as, females
would mean an outflow of wealth, in terms of dowry, which in case of males, would be exact
opposite i.e., there will be an inflow of wealth. Secondly, sons are seen as carriers of family
lineage and history whereas daughters are seen as "the other" after they are married (March
1995).

Finally, it is perceived that sons, even after marriage, live with and take care of their parents
as and when they step into old age, whereas in case of daughters, this is practically
impossible as they discontinue being a part of their family after marriage. Not only that, but
sons also add on to the social status of not just the family but also to the woman who gave
birth to him (Davenport, 2009).
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Several criteria were taken into perspective to holistically understand the frame of mind of
the prospective adoptive parents. For instance, when looking at adoption, one also must
critically analyse one's preferences for skin colour, gender, family background, age, religion,
the physical and mental health of the child and the like (March, 1995). A multitude of issues
may arise when children are informed that they have been adopted. They may feel a sense of
loss in terms of their birth parents and the life they would have had with them. They may also
feel a sense of either loss of their original identity that they would have attained from their
birth parents or on the contrary, a feeling of having a dual identity, of which one would come
from the parents who adopted them and the other from the knowledge of their birth parents.

A major reason why parents adopt is the absence of children in their lives, particularly due to
lack of potential, the inability to reproduce or even the feeling of the need to not do the same.
Such parents, therefore, approach adoption centres, orphanages, shelter homes and other
similar institutions to adopt child/children to give them the love, support and care that they
would have received from their birth parents (Homans, 2002).

Often, even though the process of adoption is a two-way process i.e., from the birth mother
(BMO) to the potential adoptive parent (PAP), the ultimate decision for adoption lies in the
hands of the birth mother in terms of whom to hand over the child to. The potential adoptive
parents have to go through a series of assessments, including personal interviews after they
apply for adoption (Baccara et al, 2014). The concerned institutions attain complete
information about the couple or individual willing to adopt alongside a stretch of
interrogative sessions, to conclude that the parents are fit to adopt the child and will raise him
or her the right way. It also becomes a tedious task for the applicants as it is not just strenuous
but time taking as well.

In her book, "Our Son a Stranger: Adoption Breakdown and Its Effects on Parents," Marie
Adams discusses her personal experience with adopting a son named Time, who later turned
out to have behavioural issues which made him leave the house. She also describes the sad
demise of her son, on the streets after his act of departing from the home of the parents who
adopted him. It is, therefore, crucial to understand that the success of the adoption depends
not only on the prospective adoptive parent but on the willingness and the inclination of the
child towards the idea as well. Human behaviour lies at the crux of all relationships and can
in no way be anticipated or predicted (Adams, 2002).

According to the article ‘Child-Adoption Matching: Preferences for Gender and Race’,
adoption is a process involving two parties- one who is willing to withdraw their parenthood,
particularly motherhood, and the other who is willing to enter into the same. The withdrawal
and entrance are usually a mutual process, carefully taking into consideration the
requirements of both ends (Baccara et al, 2014).

The aim of this study is to determine and analyse the various dimensions of adoption, in
terms of preferences and choices and whether it has an impact on the entire process of
adopting.

Other than gender, the family structure and dynamics also play a role in determining the
adjustment factor and adaptability of the child. The communication patterns in the family and
role of parents and parenting styles influence the upbringing of the child and thereby his or
her demeanour (Brodzinsky, 1993). Furthermore, there are a number of consequences of
prohibiting certain sections of the society such as the homosexuals, eunuchs, unmarried
individuals and the like, from parenting children through adoption. First and foremost, it
reduces the number of potential adoptive parents and second, it has an implication on the type
or category of children that are adopted (Fitzgerald, 1999). The rationale behind this study is
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to understand the concept of adoption not just from the child’s perspective but also from the
parents’ perspective. Very little literature is available on this particular topic, one that focuses
on preferences of adoption in the upper-middle-class families of Kolkata city.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Aim: The core aim of this research was to understand the concept of adoption with respect to
variables such as gender, ethnic background, religion, colour, caste, etc. and to find out the
various factors influencing decisions with regard to adoption.

Objectives:The research objectives which provided direction to the study are:

e To determine the reasons and causes for the practice of adoption.

e To understand preferences in terms of variables such as gender, age, skin colour,
religion, ability or disability, etc. while adopting.

e To analyse the perceptions of adoptive parents on adoption.

Research Design: A qualitative study, using the descriptive study design, was conducted.

The tool of data collection: A semi-structured interview guide was used to conduct a face-
to-face interview, to attain in-depth data.

Sampling: Those couples who had adopted a child in their lifetime, from the upper-middle-
class society, in the city of Kolkata. Convenience and snowball sampling methods were used
to identify the respondents with ease as adoption is a sensitive issue due to which not many
families may be willing to speak about it. A total of 5 respondents were recruited for the
study.

Statistical Analysis: During the process of data analysis, audio taped interviews were
transcribed in English and field observation notes were added to this. Upon the
recommendation of qualitative researchers, the investigator was involved in conducting the
interviews, transcribing, coding, and the data analysis. Recorded in terview was transcribed
and thematically colour-coded to be able to distinguish between the various themes
considered in the research. The data was then interpreted based on the thematic arrangement
of the same.

Ethical Considerations: Individual informed written consent was taken from respondents.
Respondents were given the space to withdraw from the interview at any given time.
Confidentiality of all information was ensured and maintained.

RESULTS

The mandate or demand for an heir: Based on the data, it can be interpreted that most
parents simply go for adoption to have an heir to their family, someone who can carry their
legacy after them and make the family name last longer. Having an offspring, who can carry
on the family name for generations, keep the ancestral property within the family often,
becomes the crux of any marital relationship, and failure to do so may lead to schisms in the
family, particularly in the relationship between the husband and wife. However, with
changing times, people have started to deconstruct the puzzle of biological sciences and now
focus on not just women in case of reproductive activities but men as well. Both the man and
the woman in a marital relationship, freeing most women of the burden of experiencing
stigma and discrimination in society, bore any apparent “liability” of not being able to
reproduce. The mandate of having an ‘heir to the throne’ keeps getting bigger like air being
blown into a balloon. Therefore, unanimity and commonality of decisions between both the
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husband and the wife and their families become quintessential, to keep the balloon from
bursting, intact and in shape.

The truth: keeping vs. revealing: 80% of the parents, i.e., the 1st quarter in the pie chart of
truth (blue), had informed their children about them being adopted. In their opinion hiding the
fact would lead to complications in the future and could also lead to a breach in trust that the
child has for the parent. In addition, 60% of the parents mentioned that it was better for the
child to find out about the adoption from the parents than from a third person as it may have a
traumatic impact on the child and the child may end up not trusting the parents any longer.
Truth becomes the soil on which trustful relationships are built and if not carefully nurtured,
and wisely placed, the plant may be withered.

The effect of affect: an emotional outlook- Every healthy relationship has some level of
emotional aspect and no criterion of having or not having blood ties should have an impact on
how one feels for the other. The only thing that one needs to ensure and sustain a healthy
relationship is cooperation. Cooperation entails understanding on part of both the child as
well as the parents who are willing to adopt. In addition, it is essential that in the likely
incident of a problem, one needs to first convince one's self, as only then will they be able to
convince others that the decision they have taken is right for them. Lack of emotional
expression may lead to emotional numbness and most importantly, lack of transparency in the
parent-child relationship. This can further lead to deviant behaviour being projected by the
child as a lack of a sense of emotion also prevents parents from accessing control and certain
emotional rights over the child (Adams, 2002).

Therefore, particularly in case of an adoption, to avoid the possible gap that may exist
between the parent and child, which is common in case of a forced or unwilling adoption,
emotional bonding becomes a prerequisite, which allows the enrichment of the relationship
and ensures sustainability.

Mentis impulsum: A mental health perspective: Both ‘mentis’ and ‘impulsum’ are Latin
terms that mean ‘mental’ and ‘impact’ respectively. It could be determined that all of the
respondents expressed grief at not being able to conceive a child, biologically. However, each
interviewee handled the situation differently. Though all of the respondents did resort to other
methods of conception, they failed in the process, leading them to make the decision of
adopting. While for 80%, the decision they made was mutual between particularly the
husband and the wife, for the remaining 20% it was not so. In the case of the latter, the
respondent was not in favour of adoption as both the husband and wife were working, the
spouse of the respondent wanted an heir to their family name.

Through the window of choices: Adoption is a choice. It is an option one selects when one
is unable to reproduce a child, despite having tried all possible methods. However, at times it
can also become a mandate rather than a choice. Societal pressure, familial stressors and the
need for an heir to carry the legacy of the family name affect choices of couples or
individuals in adoption. On conducting the research and while interviewing the respondents,
it could be determined that each respondent had their own set of preferences and
requirements for the kind of child they would like to adopt. In addition, in some way or the
other, each of their preferences was influenced by the demands either of the family or spouses
or the norm of the society. Acceptance and validation from society, of the child, become a
matter of concern for parents going for adoption. There is a constant fear of the child and the
family being stigmatised and discriminated for the sole reason that the child in the family is
adopted. Not only that, but it also reveals about the impotence of one or both of the parents in
being able to reproduce. Perennial importance is given to the concept of 'son-preference’ due
to various reasons such as inheritance issues, carrying forward the family name, taking care
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of parents when they become dependents and most importantly, in rural terms, since sons
mean incoming of capital unlike in case of daughters who are seen in terms of and are
synonymous dowry, which means loss of property.
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DISCUSSION

From the study conducted, a number of inferences have been made in terms of first, the need
for adoption. Adoption is often the last resort of those seeking to raise a child but is unable to
conceive. Such individuals usually opt for other measures and alternatives such as in-vitro
fertilization, intrauterine insemination, and very few take up surrogacy as an option
(Fitzgerald, 1999).

Other than sex, the family structure and dynamics also play a role in determining the
adjustment factor and adaptability of the child. The communication patterns in the family and
the role of parents and parenting styles influence the upbringing of the child and thereby his
or her demeanour. The study, therefore, addresses the very issue of what it is to adopt and to
be adopted in a society where concepts such as that of stigmatization and discrimination
freely float. This will not only lead to empathy for the parents and children who desire a child
and a parent respectively but will also generate a sense of acceptance among the people in the
society. Historically, very little evidence is available on the acceptability of the act of
adoption, which is seen to have changed over generations (Brodzinsky, 1993).

One of the major observations of this study was that the decision of adoption is not always
unanimous. Most studies have previously focused on the PAP as a couple; however, here the
focus is on the individual parent’s views (Baccara et al., 2014). Therefore, particularly in case
of an adoption, to avoid the possible gap that may exist between the parent and child, which
is common in case of a forced or unwilling adoption, emotional bonding becomes a
prerequisite, which allows the enrichment of the relationship and ensures sustainability.

CONCLUSION

Often adoption can also become a mandate rather than a choice. Societal pressure, familial
stressors and the need for an heir to carry the legacy of the family name affect choices of
couples or individuals in adoption.

National Journal of Professional Social Work, Volume 21, Issue 2, July-December 2020 110



Saraogi et al.: Adoption in Kolkata

From the research conducted, it can be concluded that each individual has their own set of
preferences and requirements, which are influenced by the demands either of the family or
spouses or the norm of the society.

It is very similar to the concept of having a pizza base and selecting its toppings as per one's
liking. There is a plethora of variables that prospective adoptive parents choose from such as,
age, class, caste, skin colour and complexion and most importantly, the biological identity of
sex.

In conclusion, adoption is a choice that not only comes with terms and conditions but instead,
it also imposes on the PAPs the demands of the society in terms of the various existing
intersections that create social stratification leading to discrimination and marginalization.

Awareness must be raised to outdo prevailing practices of preferring one child to the other
due to the lack of certain characteristics. This is only possible if a conscious effort is made by
individuals to make the world, not just a better but also a deserving place to live in.
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