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“Is that your child?” is a question that countless mothers of biracial children in the
United States encounter whether they are African Americans or European Americans,
rearing children today or a generation ago, living in cities or suburbs, are upper
middle class or middle class. In our forthcoming book we probe mothers’ responses to
this query as well as their accounts of other challenges and rewards of parenting
biracial children.

We began our conversations about parenting biracial children by recounting our own
experiences. Florence Ladd, an African American, and Marion Kilson, a European
American, became parents of biracial children in the 1970s and 1960s, respectively.
Although we and our spouses have been friends for longer than we have been
mothers, we had never conversed directly about racial aspects of our parenting
experiences until we began our project.

Curious about the commonalities and differences between our experiences and those
of other black and white women with biracial children, we set out to interview black
mothers whose children’s fathers were white men and white mothers whose children’s
fathers were black men. Some of these women were members of our generation;
others were younger. Some women'’s childrearing days were well behind them; others
were rearing young children or adolescents when we met with them. We talked to
women whom we already knew and to others whom we first met during our
interviews. All are middle class or upper middle class and live in the Greater Boston
area of Massachusetts. All were generously candid with their recollections and
reflections.

The biracial parenting experiences of the mothers with whom we talked span a
half-century. While certain common challenges occurred across the generations,
major sociocultural changes in American society have affected the parenting
experiences of mothers nurturing biracial children today. Our conversations about
confronting the challenges and rewards of parenting biracial children suggest positive
biracial parenting strategies that we believe other parents of biracial children may find
useful.

Identity and Identification

Mothers of younger and older biracial children cite the challenges presented by their
children’s ambiguous racial identity and its implications. For most mothers the
question of how their offspring regarded themselves racially was complicated. Some
had had prenatal expectations about the racial identity of their children, usually
assuming they would be biracial or African American in appearance. To be sure, there
were a few genetic surprises for mothers, black and white, who had Caucasian-looking
offspring. In families with more than one child, variations in children’s racial
characteristics presented a challenge and chance to consider differences in cultural
responses to individuals determined by racial characteristics, such as skin color, hair
texture, and other physical features.

Allowing children to define who they are very early “so that they can inform you of
how they are receiving the world” requires close monitoring of expressions of
self-awareness and definition. In other words, we believe that it is important to make
an effort “to ensure they have their own identity before they have a racial identity;
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and to ensure they understand they are a mixture of both races.” Studies of racial
awareness report evidence of ability to recognize and verbalize racial characteristics
and differences occurs between three to five years of age. By the time children are in
kindergarten or first grade, they are likely to have an awareness of how they are
perceived racially. They begin to label themselves and others in terms of racial
characteristics.

As they develop, children are exposed to race-related contacts, comments and
conversations, the content of television, film, and print material through which they
incorporate cultural messages about the relevance of race. It is then - in the middle
years - that the dialogue with parents about race assumes enormous importance.
Retrospectively, several mothers regretted that they had missed or avoided occasions
to explore references to race with their children; and, in some instances, mothers only
learned years later of racially-charged situations their offspring had encountered.

Toward fostering a positive view of self with regard to race, our conversations with
mothers across the generations suggest the following positive strategies:

e Create a climate for open discussion of race and race-related matters;
e Talk about your own history and experiences with respect to race;

e Attempt to reconcile differences with relatives who oppose interracial
relationships and reject biracial children;

e Encourage recognition of and respect for children’s black and white ancestry;
emphasize positive traits of black and white relatives; assist children to embrace
their racial heritages; foster associations with white and black relatives;

e Instill a sense of pride in being biracial.
Trans-generational Biracial Parenting Challenges

Since mothers and their biracial children usually have different skin tones, many
strangers fail to perceive the relationship between them. European Americans - more
often than Americans of color - do not see other more subtle physical clues to their
relationships, such as facial features, body carriage, or gestures. Indeed, the
pervasive query, “Is that your child?” in the presence of one’s offspring is an example
of public intrusiveness that calls for parental affirmative response. It is likely that the
setting in which the question is posed does not afford the chance to explore the
questioner’s curiosity. Only later, one formulates what one might have said. *“Why do
you ask?” “What did you think when you looked at us?” The denial or questioning of
the relationship between mother and child represents one of the most painful
challenges of biracial parenting for mothers across the generations.

Most mothers, white and black, acknowledged the need for vigilance - protective and
defensive - in the early years of child-rearing. They anticipated the day when their
daughters and sons would be confronted by peers or adults who questioned or
denigrated their appearance, family composition, and, more profoundly, identity.
Black mothers, recalling racist encounters in their youth, wanted to equip their
children (especially those African American in appearance) with emotional and verbal
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responses to offensive criticism and harassment. Several white mothers anticipated
incidents and prepared their children with examples of retorts.

Often the need for guidance and advice about dealing with situations was recognized
only after a problem had arisen or a racist attack had happened. Initially, race related
situations occur in the early years at school or in the neighborhood. Name calling, that
is, being the object of the “n” word, derisive names for physical features - especially
hair, bullying, and excluding their children from groups or events created moments for
maternal introspection, intervention, and sometimes action. Helping children to
confront these emotionally difficult situations is a persistent challenge for mothers of
biracial children. In adolescence, incidents also occurred in commercial settings where
blacks are frequently targets of hyper-surveillance. Boys more frequently than girls
report these experiences. Mothers also reported more subtle social snubs or slights
and deliberate attempts to exclude or diminish the presence of their visibly African
American children. When children are young, the demonstration of maternal concern
about negative incidents is important to building confidence and evidence of support
for the desire for fair play and equal treatment. When such episodes occur, some
useful intervention strategies include:

e Listen closely and sympathetically to the child’s account of the incident;
determine who was involved and who witnessed the situation;

e Give the child a notion of what you plan to do with regard to the episode;

e At the earliest feasible time, bring the incident to the attention of the adult(s)
with authority (e.g., teacher, school principal, parent, store manager) in the
situation and engage them in a discussion of the matter;

e Try to reach agreement on what action will follow to influence behavior,
interaction, policy or practice;

e Inform the child of your action on his or her behalf and suggest what she or he
should do if a similar incident occurs in the future.

Sociocultural Change and Biracial Parenting

Mothers rearing biracial children today do so in a sociocultural context that differs
significantly from that of their mothers’ generation. The increase in interracial
marriages in recent decades has led to an increase in the number of biracial children.
Although trans-racial marriages between blacks and whites are fewer than between
other racial groups, they are significantly greater than thirty and forty years ago.
Associated with the increased number of racially ambiguous Americans are increased
resources and supports for biracial parenting. Today websites and journals deal with
issues of multiracial parenting; more books affirm multiracial identities for young
children; organizations provide opportunities for biracial families to contact one
another; more multicultural events are available for biracial children to attend; more
images of biracial children and adults appear in newspapers, in popular magazines,
and on television; and books are published that explore biraciality not only from social
science perspectives but from those of personal experience. Thus, there is both more
cultural support for mothers of biracial children today and there is more awareness of
biraciality in American society than a generation ago.
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One of the consequences of this increased awareness of biraciality is that biracial
children have the opportunity to affirm publicly their multiple racial identities. They
can tell the world that they are African American and Scottish; that they are white and
black; that they are biracial. There is hope that as adults they will claim all their racial
heritages and not simply their African American heritage, as American society dictated
in the past.

Nevertheless, while today there are more social and cultural supports for biracial
parenting and for acknowledging diverse racial heritages, racism is still pervasive in
American society. Mothers of biracial children today need to be vigilant as they
prepare their children to face confidently a world that is not always welcoming to
them.

Our conversations with mothers of biracial children of different generations revealed
several positive parenting strategies for nurturing and preparing biracial children to
engage confidently with the world outside their homes. Four of the most salient of
these strategies are:

e Ensure that biracial children appreciate their dual heritages;
e Encourage dialogue around racial matters;

e Expose biracial children to people like themselves; and

e Advocate for ones children.

While these strategies can be useful for mothers of all children, they have a special
importance for biracial children.

Ensuring that biracial children are aware of their dual heritages provides them with a
foundation for self-confidence about their racial identity. Some of the ways that
mothers reported for developing this awareness included not only interactions with
extended family members and discussions of parents’ personal backgrounds but
creation of family history photograph albums, display of the work of African American
and European American artists in their homes, and attendance at cultural events
deriving from both heritages. Such activities encourage children to appreciate their
rich family heritages and the diverse and significant contributions that African
Americans and European Americans have made to American society.

Encouraging dialogue around racial matters enables children and parents to share
problematic experiences. Several mothers stressed the importance of listening to
children and learning from them about issues in their lives. Maintaining such dialogue
is more difficult as children mature and begin to establish their own way in the world
as adolescents, but an early foundation of openness and exchange enhances the
likelihood of continuing to share problematic racial experiences later. Nevertheless,
almost all mothers mentioned that they often did not learn of painful childhood racial
encounters for many years.

Exposing biracial children to children like themselves enables children to feel
comfortable about their backgrounds. Mothers parenting children today frequently
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mentioned that the choice of a multiracial neighborhood was desirable, though they
did not always live in such a neighborhood. Some mothers of adult biracial offspring
regretted not having provided their children with such neighborhoods. Most mothers -
whether of younger or adult biracial offspring - mentioned the importance of
friendships with other biracial families throughout their children’s growing up years. In
addition, many spoke of the choice of schools, camps, and cultural activities as being
influenced by their multiracial and multiethnic characters. Underlying the provision of
such opportunities for exposure to and interaction with other biracial people is the
belief that children will feel more comfortable about their racial identities and their
biracial families when they know that many other people are like them.

Advocating for biracial children on racial matters is an important parenting strategy.
When mothers respond courteously but forcefully to incidents of racial stereotyping,
they model a valuable coping strategy for their children. If the relationship between a
mother and her biracial child is challenged, the mother’s affirmation of the relationship
sends an important message to her child as well as to the challenger. Mothers
acknowledge the importance of responding to negative racial encounters - whether
these occur on the playground, in the street, or on the subway. Such negative
experiences, of course, provide parents and children with opportunities for dialogue
about the incidents.

A retrospective view of U. S. social conventions and cultural milieu in the latter half of
the twentieth century elicits awe and admiration for the courage of couples who
entered into marriage and parenting in that era. Older mothers, black and white,
experienced a sense of singularity and sometimes isolation in their residential
settings. Neighborhood and school choices in the Boston area were limited. The
chance of encountering other families with biracial children was slim. Schools with
“rainbow” enrollments did not exist.

The trend toward less contentious race relations affords different and improved
conditions for rearing biracial children in the twenty-first century. What we learned
from younger mothers about the choice of social contexts and cultural influences is
instructive for the future:

e Select multiracial and multicultural neighborhoods and schools to reinforce values
related to biracial family life;

e Participate in activities and events that involve people of varied racial and cultural
backgrounds;

e Make use of books, films, videos, exhibitions and other media that offer affirming
content;

e Monitor the print media, televised programs and other electronic media for
content that undermines the status of biracial individuals; make known to your
offspring what programs or material are objectionable and why;

e Cultivate an interest in other cultures and countries through books, museum
visits, other media, and travel, if possible.

Conclusion

6 of 8 5/8/2008 2:19 AN



The Black Commentator - “Is That Your Child?”: Sessful Strategies f...  http://www.blackcommentatmm{276/276_mothering_biracial_childr

Being the mother of a biracial child adds a dimension to parenting that mothers of
monoracial children do not share. Preparing ones children to be confident about their
biraciality in a society that does not always recognize or welcome biraciality is the
challenge that all mothers of biracial children confront. There are unique rewards as
well as unique problems that such experience.

In conclusion, we learned that success in rearing biracial children requires
involvement with other people - relatives, neighbors, friends, teachers, playmates and
classmates - of different racial and cultural backgrounds. That today it is more
acceptable - indeed, sometimes ostensibly fashionable - to be biracial but that does
not mean such individuals will be spared the curiosity, the envy, or the contempt of a
few. What we have learned from mothers of biracial children has given us insight into
circumstance and treatment in the recent past. We need to continue to study
experience with and of biracial offspring. They are the population of the future.

BlackCommentator.com Guest Commentator, Marion Kilson, who received her Ph.
D. in Social Anthropology from Harvard University, was Dean of the Graduate School
at Salem State College from 1989-2001. Since that time she has been a Museum
Scholar at the Museum of African American History in Boston. Her publications include
Claiming Place: Biracial Young Adults in the Post-Civil Rights Era. Click here to contact
Dr. Kilson.

BlackCommentator.com Guest Commentator, Florence Ladd, who received her
Ph.D. in Social Psychology from the University of Rochester, was Director of the
Bunting Institute of Radcliffe College from 1989 until 1997. Her novel, Sarah’s Psalm
received the 1997 best fiction award from the American Library Association’s Black
Caucus. This essay is adapted from their forthcoming book, Is That Your Child?:
Mothers Talk about Rearing Biracial Children, to be published by Lexington Books later
in the year. Click here to contact Dr. Ladd.
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