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Article notes[1]

In this article, I explore neoliberal globalization and its paradoxical effects on the "private" space
of the family through a story about three imagined but common sorts of people. The first is a
Guatemalan infant, adopted by a U.S. family. The second is a Guatemalan woman who is, let's
say, the child's mother—and someone who left behind other children and family members to
migrate to the U.S., where she works as an undocumented nanny. Consider how these two
people are valued—and how borders produce that value. The cost of the infant's adoption, for
her U.S. parents, was about $30,000. The child's mother, on the other hand, is valued at very
little, if we think about the wages she can probably earn, or what her life was worth, crossing
Mexico and then the Arizona desert, where she was twice as likely as a man to die. While we
dwell on how unfair that is, we could recross the border and notice that their relative "value" is
the opposite in Guatemala. The child is most likely Mayan, one of more than a dozen distinct
indigenous groups. One could say that her existence is the result of the failure of the genocidal
campaigns of the state in the 1980s and '90s.[2] If, for some reason, this child's family couldn't
raise her, she might be lucky enough to go to school or even to find an NGO-based orphanage,
or she might live on the streets in communities with children as young as two or three. She
might well be working for wages or panhandling by the time she was six or seven.

Adoption to the U.S. is serving as a privatized welfare system for the ferociously neoliberal
Guatemalan state. This is bitterly fitting, given the U.S. role in defeating other visions of the
state in Guatemala.[3] The child's mother, we might say, has a higher "value," as measured by
her wages or the likelihood of dying of treatable disease or malnutrition.

In figuring out how borders reverse the relative value of these lives, we need to consider them in
relation to another problem of domestic labor and value—that of a middle or upper-class woman
in the U.S., usually but not always white, who might adopt this Guatemalan baby and employ
the mother. Like the women whose story Arlene Hochschild told in her 1989 book The Second
Shift, this woman, well-educated and potentially well paid, probably entered the labor force in
her twenties, unlike many women in previous generations, to offset the historic decline in real
wages that affected households beginning in the 1970s, creating a crisis at home. Women were
still doing most of the housework—and fighting with their husbands about it, as Hochschild tells
it. At the time, with women's wages becoming critical to more and more household budgets, it
seemed like men would eventually have to do more childcare and housework. It turned out,
though, that there was another way of negotiating this problem for middle-class families:



delaying childbearing until a later time, when a mother might be further along in her career (and
receiving higher wages),[4] and then hiring a nanny from outside of the U.S. for relatively low
wages.[5] But delayed childbearing is a risky reproductive strategy, as both partners' fertility
declines as they age, conspicuously with women beyond the age of 35, which is more or less
the moment when she might be established professionally. Rising ages of reproduction for
women have led to increased rates of impaired fertility,[6] and this has been met, in part,
through transnational adoption. This narrative is also relevant for queer families, who might not
have a specifically gendered labor crisis at home but are nevertheless caught up in the same
problem of managing domestic and waged labor in the context of child-rearing and a structural
"infertility."

This article explores a genealogy of how these bodies, families, and their labor came to be
valued differently, looking at some of the many factors that might account for it. First, I examine
how transnational adoption from Latin America emerged in the 1970s and '80s in conjunction
with civil and dirty wars. Second, I explore how moral panics around race and parenting
rendered some children less desirable than others. Finally, I look at how related (and sometimes
similar) hysterics around parenting turned middle-class parents into guardians of these children
and rendered "security" a keyword of the family as much as the state. Taken together, these
three developments account for the peculiar and contradictory story of the relative values of
these three figures.

In the last two decades, growing numbers of middle-class households in the U.S. have included
domestic workers, mostly of Latin American origin or ancestry.[7] This has contributed to a
downward economic shift in Hothschild's crisis of reproductive labor, bringing the "who's
watching the kids?" question to a greater number working-class households in the U.S. and
across national boundaries, as mothers leave young children in their home countries to support
them by doing domestic work elsewhere. This is a "cost of reproductive labor" issue. If an
increasing number of middle-class households in the U.S. are relying on labor from elsewhere
(i.e., from Latin American women hired for lower wages to work in their homes), then it is also
true that migrant women who leave their children in home countries are relying on the lower cost
of reproductive labor outside of the U.S.[8] It is a form of "offshore reproduction" that has been,
at once, crucial to other forms of globalization, including the superheating of the U.S. economy
before the crash of 2008, and, to a significant extent, ignored in discussions of neoliberal
globalization.

While there was never a golden age in the U.S. when domestic labor was understood to be a
common, social concern supported by the state and a wider community, there were still
moments that offered a promise of something different. In the 1960s and '70s, feminism and the
welfare rights movement advocated wages for motherhood, housework, and daycare centers.
Jimmy Carter's administration even acknowledged some obligation to help families with young
children since, for the first time, a majority of mothers of children under six were working for
wages.[9] Reagan changed all of that. Beginning with the 1980 campaign focus on "welfare
cheats," it was high on the agenda of Reagan's people to shut this space down. How they did
this was a textbook case for neoliberalism: they began by demonizing working-class black,
Latina, and Native women and children as irresponsible, immoral, and unworthy of help. Then,
they moved on to white middle-class families, which they claimed were potentially just like these
awful working-class families of color—or that they would become like them if government gave
them support. In place of this, neoliberals offered personal responsibility and security. I am
thinking, here, of how "crack babies," fetal alcohol syndrome, and child car seats and bike
helmets became major public policy issues.

I have written about the invention of the crack baby in the 1980s and how it was part and parcel
of the civic disenfranchisement and sanctioned impoverishment of black and Latino people in



the U.S.[10] Here, I want to talk about fetal alcohol syndrome (FAS) because it caused double
damage: it first demonized Native American mothers and then turned on (usually white)
middle-class mothers. Together, "crack babies" and FAS provided a cover story for neoliberal
decimation of the social contract between the state and its most vulnerable citizens, essentially
claiming that personal irresponsibility was illegitimately making outrageous claims on the public
fisc.

In 1989, Michael Dorris published The Broken Cord, an influential account of Fetal Alcohol
Syndrome.[11] While fetal alcohol syndrome had been identified in the research literature as
early as 1973 and had received passing mention in the media and in court cases, Dorris's book
put it on the map as a public health emergency. The first half of Broken Cord is a tremendously
compelling, novelistic account of the adoption of his son, a toddler with developmental delays,
and the crashing to earth of Dorris's hopes that environment was everything, as his son
continued to exhibit growing health problems and learning disabilities. By the end of the book,
Dorris insists that as many as one in three Native children may have been irredeemably harmed
by maternal drinking during pregnancy. What followed was hysteria about pregnant women
drinking, culminating in warning labels on alcoholic beverages and in bars. Media stories
decried child abuse and even "genocide" by Native American women who drank. Women,
mostly Native, went to jail to "protect" their fetuses, despite appalling pregnancy outcomes for
women in prison, and some lost children to foster care. Native children with developmental
disabilities were automatically assumed to have FAS, although a 1994 genetic study on
reservations in Arizona found that more than half the children diagnosed with FAS didn't have it,
suffering instead from Down's syndrome or something similar.[12]

The entire debate also terrified middle-class women who didn't drink much. Fetal alcohol
syndrome went from being a problem of the children of alcoholic women to a warning to all
pregnant women not to drink at all. Uncertainty about how much alcohol caused fetal defects
emboldened public health officials and the media to claim that any alcohol use at all during
pregnancy constituted fetal child abuse.[13] Dorris's partner, Louise Erdrich, summed it up when
she said that "one-glass-of-wine-a-day permissiveness of first-time yuppie mothers is still
sufficient to cause brain damage in the fetus."[14] No one has the slightest idea if that is true.

Yuppie mothers in the '80s were never demonized the way that black or Native mothers were.
Still, for them, the '80s was a period of intensifying anxiety about their vulnerable children. Child
advice books turned mean.[15] In contrast to the reassuring Dr. Spock, who told mothers that if
they listened to their children and their own common sense, all would be fine, mothers in the
'80s got Richard Ferber and T. Berry Brazelton. The new advice books warned of the dangers of
bad parenting, urged disciplined approaches to bedtime and potty-training, and insisted that
parents attend to developmental guideposts. The 1980s also marked the emergence of a host
of new anxieties about child death and disability (ironically as rates of both declined). There
were countless news stories about threats to children, including SIDS,[16] unverifiable reports of
poisoned Halloween candy, drunk driving, stranger kidnapping, and sexual abuse. States
passed new laws requiring bicycle helmets for children,[17] seat belts, and expensive child
safety seats.[18] At exactly the moment when middle-class U.S. American mothers most
needed them, sturdy, self-reliant children disappeared.[19] At a time when there might have
been a widespread demand for publicly-funded daycare, daycare became seen as a dangerous
place where children were routinely sexually abused. The 1980s expansion of the private was at
once an attack on feminism and the incursion of neoliberalism, replacing belief in public services
with private, familial labor.

In some ways, it is not surprising that, during this period of anxiety, there was an explosion of
interest from the U.S. in transnational adoption. Middle-class domestic space had grown
increasingly important, but more women were starting families late and struggling with fertility.



Moral panics about "crack babies" and FAS left many who, in an earlier generation, might have
adopted children from U.S. foster care leery of potential disabilities. A vision of unregulated
markets was gaining real traction, and, at least ideologically, the state was in decline.
Manufacturing plants began to move easily and repeatedly to wherever poverty was the
greatest, assuring the lowest wages; Third World workers began to be seen as interchangeable,
and babies entered this world as similarly mobile.

Adoption, like jobs, followed gradients of poverty and civil disruption. Wars in Korea and
Vietnam produced the first big waves of transnational adoption, and then adoption followed in
the wake of advancing neoliberalism and civil war. In the late '70s and the '80s, the most
significant sending countries, besides South Korea, were Colombia, Peru, Guatemala, Chile,
and Paraguay.[20] This is a striking list, as each was run by a right-wing government with close
ties to the U.S., and each was engaged in a dirty war against leftist insurgents that included
massive human rights violations against civilian populations and used "disappearances"
—clandestine arrests, kidnapping, and murder—as a tactic of terror.[21]

Activism by human rights groups like the Asociación Pro Búsqueda de Niñas y Niños
Desaparecidos in El Salvador and Todos por el Reencuentro in Guatemala made it increasingly
clear that child kidnapping, followed by adoption within the country or by a U.S. or European
family, was also a tactic of political terror.[22] Court cases from Argentina to El Salvador used
the disappearance and adoption of children as the major—sometimes the only—civil war crime
that can be prosecuted.[23] As a result, organizations of parents of disappeared children and
the grown children themselves have emerged as some of the most important groups in Latin
America's pro-democracy movements that demand legal accountability for war crimes.

In one place—Guatemala—rates of transnational adoption doubled in the year after the Peace
Accords were signed and increased almost a hundred-fold within a decade.[24] Guatemala has
been called the country where neoliberalism has advanced the farthest, at least in part because
anti-Communism was most successful there.[25] For thirty years, the state tried to kill every
trade unionist, member of an agrarian cooperative, intellectual, or member of a progressive
political party, only to then turn to genocide of indigenous people, whom they suspected of
someday possibly having progressive sympathies. When the killing was done, the leaders were
pardoned and stayed in power. Those who kidnapped children and sold them through adoptions
during the war continued to oppose the implementation of international human rights
frameworks for adoption. Despite repeated reforms, each a tacit admission that perhaps all was
not well before, many still regard the Guatemalan adoption system, in the words of one human
rights lawyer, as "a nest of corruption."[26]

To return, then, to the story with which I began, the conditions under which middle-class U.S.
households decide to hire Latin American women to do household labor or adopt Guatemalan
babies, or that Guatemalan women decide to migrate or relinquish their children for adoption,
have changed dramatically since 1970. I have tried to describe the historical, material contexts
in which individuals do or do not make these choices and to characterize some of the things that
have made them more likely in this post-Cold War moment in vigorously neoliberal states like
the U.S. and Guatemala. Privatization has meant the expansion of "the private" for some and its
virtual evisceration for others. We have understood neoliberalism to be about states and
economies, but it is at least as true to say that it is a story about families.
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