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Against Biocentrism: Blood, Adoption, and Diasporic Writing

John McLEOD

Blood lies

In the summer of 1979, the Canadian writer Lawrence Hill travakedyoung maio Niger
to work asa volunteer with Crossroads Internatioed.well asenabling hinto help thosen
one of the poorest pard$ Africa, the trip allowed hinto address more private conceass‘a
person of biraciadncestry” (Hill 188). Like many othersn North Americaat the time, Hill
had been provokedoly Alex Haley’s book Roots (1976) arits television adaptation. The
chanceo visit Africa was for Hillan opportunityto indulge his perceived African heritage,
accessed through higther’s ancestral genealogyfA]s soonasthe plane landeith

Niamey,” he recalls,

and | stepped down onto the tarmac, | felt notguiven of heat but alsan explosion
of unanticipated emotioMy very moleculesit seemed, screamed with dese
connect with the people of Niger. | longed for their acceptance, and for their
recognition ofmy own ancestral history. [...] | had grown imga mixed-race familyn
a white suburbBy thetime | was twenty-two, | had been searching for yeéarsement
my own growing sensef black identity, and this wasy first opportunityto travel

meaningfullyin Africa. (Hill 135)

If Hill thought that his physical being forcefully demand@dntimacy with Africans, a
yearningasmuch moleculaasaffective, he was soon disabused of this perception. Not long
after arriving, he fellll with gastroenteritis and was hospitalised. Attertddw, his

concerned white Francophone Quebecois friends, Hill received a blood transfusion which



probably saved his life. Lying bed, staringt the hanging bag of blood emptying slowly
into his veins, Hill ruminated on the possible transnational and transcultural passages which
underwrote his transfusiofit imagined the person or persons who had donated the blood.
African? European? North American? [...] Now that | was on a hospital bed withtblood
absorb, I no longer felt preoccupibythe idea of havinghny own heritage-my own blood,
or soit felt—acceptedy the people oNiger” (Hill 139). Rather than helping him secure
stabilising encounters with consanguineous kin or share the permanent pulse of African
cultural filiation, Hill’s timein Niger delivered a differentgift” (140): a demythologised
comprehension of human relations no longer understotstms of narrow arterial blood-
lines.It was a hard lesson, never forgotten, of the endangering rhetorics of race and identity
which dealsofrequentlyin blood.“I made gromiseto myself,” heremembers;that when |
recovered and left the hospital, | would never worry again about how people imagined or
interpreted the natu@ my blood” (140).

Blood, bodies, belongingthe presentation of bodily mattasbiogenetically
codedin terms of racial, topographical and cultural origins remains a familiar manoeuvre,
mobilisedby those who would promulgatsmuchascontest divisive and prejudicial
behaviour. Although this figurative connection predates modeinisya distinctly modern
move, one that propels sinister articulations of human collectivity and sometimes shadows
those forms of democratising nationalisms that inevitably bound themsebie®dy limits.

As Jean-Luc Nancy notes:

“nationality” [...] beganasanemancipation from foreign tyrannies but endednup
imaginaryor even mythological fixations. Fascisms were nothing other than a
hypertrophy of identities inflated with the very idaa,empty one, of identity. Into this

ideait was possibléo throw anything and everything, all mixed up: blood and sail,



terror and mirage, military ambitions, symbols of all kinds, annexation, a new order.

(Nancy 26)

The modern confectioof identityasa consanguineous concemrmsheen inseparable from
national interests of coloalidispossession, enforced land acquisition and racial
hierarchisation, one which has animated state polipyofound ways. Cathiannabach’s
recent powerful study oblood cultures” attendgo therole of blood-bankingn imagining
America and the racialising procedures of blood transfusions during the Second World War:
“white women’s blood only wento white male soldiers, and Blaekomen’s blood only went
to Black malesoldiers” (Hannabach 20-1%he exposes, too, the rules of blood quaniiim
dispossessing Native Americans and Native Hawaiessell ascontemporary notions of
“blood security” that have contributed to the medicalisation of migrant and refugee lasdies
threateningo pollute the“goodblood” (117)of the“healthy” nation. The materiand
psychological consequences of these myths of blood are famously betrayed by Frantz
Fanon’s memory of being interpellateas‘“Negro” by a frightened white child:What else
couldit be formebut an amputatiorgnexcision, a haemorrhage that spattergdvhole

body with blackblood?” (Fanon 112). The absurdity of the ided&loiick blood,” a

biological impossibility, has never inhibitéd agencyto discriminate ando wound:
emotionally, mentally, physically.

The idea that bodies cariry their veins a fixed racial and cultural provenance,
whethernt be the“humours” of the blood or the stamp of racial degeneracy, has not
disappeared de#p the scientific disproval of racialisati@sa biological truth and the
scholarly revelation of identitgsperformative and essentially cultured. Yet, evethe
realm of diasporic thought and writing, biocentric and consanguineous notions of personhood

remain, often surprisinglyp animate representations of being, belonging and cultural



provenanceln her discussion of the impossible desires of queer diasporas, Gayatri Gopinath
has noted with concefithe tendency toward patrilineality, biology, and blood-based

affiliation that lies embedded within the tefdiaspora’ (Gopinath 34). David.. Eng has

also argued, conscious of the etymology of diasperaeaningo disperse or sow, that

received understandings of the term endorse biocentric ideas of fixed or proper origin:

diasporas firmly attachedo genealogical notions of racial descent, filiation, and
biological traceability. Configuring diaspoaadisplacement from a lost homeland or
exile fromanexalted origin can thus underwrite regnant ideologies of nationalism,
while upholding virulent notions of racial purity aitsl structuring heteronormative

logics of gender and sexuality. (Eng 13)

GivenEng’s important reminder of therm’s seminal and geneticist leaningsthis essay |
wishto expose andritique the problematic presence of biocentrisrsome much-lauded
diasporic literature, with particular referertoghe writingof Zadie Smith, Jane Jeong
Trenka and Jackie Kayo this end, adoption studies has mtehffer. For those inward of
or interestedn theso-called“adoption triad” (birth-parent, adoptive parent, adoptee), the
significance oftonsanguineous relations and models of personiwoarticularlyacite and
contested, especiallg transcultural families, not least because adoption materialises ways of
family-making that do not require biogenetic legitimation and dispense with the security of
blood-lines—although,aswe will see too, adopteesmnsometimes cling with particular force
to the sanctity of biogenetic kinship evastheir lives call into questioits relevance.

In the present century, where the precarity of bare life has been soberinglypyporne
those migrants and refugees propelled towards the tragedies of diasporic dwelling or

drowning, bloodiedy neoliberal stateasinfrahuman matter rather than peoplerisis, it



remainsan urgent tasko think of bodies beyond their discursive normalisation, not laast
the context ofiill’s reminder that blootihas become such a powerful metaphor for
personality thatve have forgotterit is anidea—not a realitylt helps us imagineurselves”
(Hill 142). This mode of imagining remains remarkably ingrained across the contemporary
epistemic complex, from media accounts of adept sportsmen or virtuoso musicians whose
talents resid€in theirblood,” to the popular pastime of discovering personhood through
ancestry websites or DNA testing which trage’s originsto a particular terra firma,
epitomised anihdulgedby television programmes that feat(freunions” of genetically
related people separatby adoption. Diasporic peoples are especially susceptible. Marianne
Hirsch and Nanc¥. Miller have written of the recent penchant amongst African Americans
for tracing their genetic connectednés#\frican locations, through website services like
www.africanancestry.com and encouraggdienry LouisGates’s television series African
American Lives whichattest bothto the seduction of the quest for a direct linkdeep roots
and family bloodlines, antb what appearto be a widespread longirtat crosses the
boundaries of ethnicity, gender, and soclads” (Hirsch and Miller 12)In our increasingly
liquid modernity, the pull of ideas su@sbiogenetic ancestry may well offanimportant
means of stabilisation and anchoragan increasingly turbulent milieu where the virtual
comforts ofroots return” steady the selA\s Hannabach has arguét]ood has long been a
key site for the negotiation of intersecting anxieties regarding citizenship, gender, sexuality,
andrace” (Hannabach 85), ants propensityto stabilise unsteady or precarious modes of
personhood and belongimglong-standing.

Robert J.CYoung’s well-known studyof the colonial legacies of hybridity, Colonial
Desire (1995), memorably exposes the complex Victorian assumptions and fears about the
connections between raciological ordering and the differential nature of blood, with the threat

of degeneration linked firmlto vile ideas of racially-mixed relations drivey



contradictions of colonial desirAs Youngshows, ideasbout race and blood weraever
simply scientific obiologistic” (Young 27). The consolidation of blood quantum and the
mathematicalisation of miscegenation was attempted through absurd, ever-expanding
vocabularie®f consanguineous computationwhichthe normalisation ofpossessing” a

half, quarter, or eighth measwgforeign blood, etc., was attempted (but never fully fixed)
through the tabulation of racist noufikalf-blood, half-caste, half-breed, [...] octoroon,
puchuelo, quadroon, quarteron, [...] saltattmeron” (181). One offoung’s key arguments,
that the enthusiasm for hybridity postcolonal theory redeploys rather than repeals these
unpalatable legacies, was quickly questiobg&tuart Hallasan “inexplicably simplistic
charge,” and Hall also chided Young for suggestitigat the post-colonial critics are
‘complicit’ with Victorian racial theory because both sets of writers deploy the same term
hybridity—in their discours¥ (Hall 259). While Hall, perhaps wisely, was less sceptical
than Young about the risks involvadrecasting hybriditasa means of postcolonial

critique, some of Youg’s caution seems particularly germane today and might be
requisitionedtruitfully, especiallyasregards the presence of blaadhe confection of
diasporic personhood. The shift fran essentialisto a culturalist understanding of raes,

he arguedt the endof the last century;has not keensoabsolute, for the racial was also
cultural, the essential never unequivocal. How does that affect our own contemporary
revisions of the imaginephst?” (Young 28). Given that the notion of blood has long been a
key means of figurative transport for assumptions about racial and cultural provenance
indeed,it is the very substanaa which, imaginatively, the realms of race and culture are
transfused-we might ask a related, contemporary research question of out@what

extent do diasporic texts today sustain rather than surpass received ideas about the nature of

blood?



Blood matters, ‘birthrights’

Recent scholarshiip adoption studies has sougbtdissolve the admixture of race, culture
and consanguinity oftein the light of transcultural and transracial adoptions which expose
the synthetidf seductive nature afodernity’s solution ofsdfhood. In his compelling study
Claiming Others: Transracial Adoption and National Belonging (2010), Kaidkrng
discusses how adoptive family-making makes visible the ideological crafting of normative
personhoodAs the matter obne’s birth “acts asthe impligt norm behind the consolidation

of categories like nation, family, amakce,” he writes, “[a]doptees engage the world with
neither a sense of continuity nor entry into a specific historyighat:’s own, bearing
uncertainly the projections of national and societal formsrdiright” (Jerng x). The
assumption that birth equates with origin, rather than enacting a baginsirally places
(non-adopted) subjects within perceived knowableatarid cultural genealogieshe
legitimate provenance bounded“agthright” or “birth culture.” But many adult adopte@s
First World locations have had no such ready adoegsirthright,” dueto the practice of
closed or sealed adoptiomswhich names of birth-parents, adopters and adoptees are
withheld fromeachpartyaspart of the adoption contract. The resulting personhood appears
asincomplete, with family relations understoasisynthetic not authentic, dte the lack of
knowable biogenetic lines of connection that normatively funegexalted cultural and

racial origins. These normative notions of personhood have acquired remarkable legal and
moral reachassuggesteth Jerng’s discussion of those Articles of the 19881 Convention

of the Rights of the Chd which addressed intercountry adoptiorterms that clearly

underwrote the notion 6birthright™:

they conflate genetic, historical, and legal identibigsdentifying all three with some

notion of birth. [...] Biological identity here stanuisfor the reality ofone’s



personhood-but notasthe simple valorization of genetics. Rathiestandsn for a
placed-ness nation, family, and race that exceeds the biological. The biolagiaal
spatio-temporal projectioim which the bodys situated properly, given the conditions
that provide a corrective against displacement and unreality. The legal construction of
children’s rights implicitly relies on the psychoantityconstruction of adoptees

lacking reality becausef displacement and separation from not simply biology but also

from the normative development and identifications of personhood. (145)

Given the ideological matrix of modern personhood, the confection of idantgyms of
uninterrupted genealogical continuity has become a sofigeevance for some adoptees,
whose wisho locate themselves racially and culturally has been proferrenims of
authentic selfdiscovery, of who théseally” are.

Jerng’s sympathetic suspicion towards these procedures of personhood invies us
think about how their pursufinight limit the range of possibilities and relations through
which adoptees beconiezible” (142), not least because this way of thinKiagcentuates
the importance of nation and race and fixed and bounded emtitiesermining personhood.
Nation and race become repositories for this conflation of genetic and cthisuaties’”
(143).1n other words, while adoption has the capatutghallenge theoretically the primacy
of biocentric relations and normative modes of personbgaubinting out alternative
examples of family-making and fresh opportunities for thinking (and) badogtion’s legal
framing and societal comprehension practically uphold the notion that racial and cultural
identity are molecular matters of biological descent, writtethe blood.

To be sure, andsmy discussion of adoption writing suggests, themothing
immediately radical about the practieadoption per se. Indeatljs oftenanassimilative

activity that upholds the patrician norms of family and selfhoodjramdhich adoptees and



their parents can be complicitrng’s work is a compelling example of how the critical
comprehension of adopti@anassist wider postcolonial challengesconsanguineous ideas
of the cultural andacial provenances of personhodd adoption scholar Margaret Homans
putsit when commenting on transracial adoptithe assumptions that racethe sames
genetic inheritance and that genetic inheritance is the aacwdtural heritage are op¢o
question” (Homans 11asa consequence of the alternative practices of family-making which
adoption embodies. Those keerlaud certain diasporic tex#éslaunching radial modes of
being and belonging critical of the modern technologies of personhood or statecraft might
pause for a moment and notice instead the ektemhich biocentric norms survive. These
discoveries do not necessarily betray a political conservatism on the part of the writers |
discuss below, and should not be taken blitlslsuch. Rathethey evidence just how tough

it canbeto dislodgemodernity’s biocentric thinking even when writers seéeormulate
diasporic personhodd terms of the polycultural particulars of everyday life.

For examplein her essaySpeaking in Tongues” (2008), Zate Smith vacillates
unsteadily between conceiving of diasporic persontiweeirms of polyvocality, the acquired
capacity to speaix and across more than one voice, asd matteiof biocentric racial
admixture, wherene’s speechs not the outcome of cultural acquisition lsitnore
exclusively the result of biogenetic provenanceiridsill’s figure of thebody’s molecules
“screaming” for Africa). Smiths essay discusses the changing timbre of her \asishe
moved from her Willesden childhoad her undergraduate yeasCambridge, where she
learnedio speakin a mannered accent she believed Whas voice of letteregeople” (Smith
2009, 133)As she travelled between University and home during the vacations, her voice
shifted accordingly~at home, during the holidays, | spoke witty old voice, andn the old
voice seemetb feel and speak things thatduldn’t expressn college, and vice versa. | felt

a sort of wondeat the flexibility of the thing. Like being alive twé” (133).Smith’s
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articulation of personhooalsa matter of‘being” is at the heart of the potentially exciting
possibilities promiseth the earlystages of her essay, not leasthe wayst prepares her
reader for a rendering of diasporic life beyond the precepts of stable singularisgbiof
moving between divergent English locations of class, learning, language, and letters would
seenmto endorseéNancy’s sense of culturasat heart polyvocal, multiply (in) vested, more
multifarious than nations usually alloffA] people,” writesNancy, historically havE€been
constitutedn one way or another, one that speaks Basqé#nnish, which counts the days

or knits the clothes such and such a way. However, behind this people, this landisage,
customs [coutumésor stitching [couturk there are always other peoples and other
languages, other ways, othaventions” (Nancy 33). Smith tracks the everyday apd

downs of such experiences and tongues with refeteribe figure of George Bernard

Shaw’s character of Eliza Doolittlen his play Pygmalion (1913) before turnitmjBarack
Obama’s Dreams fromMy Father: A Story of Race and Inheritance (1995), which she reads
wittily alongsideShaw’s playasa book portrayingga many-voicednan” (Smith 2009, 137).
She notes the potentially patrilineal problenDbhma’s title, “with its suggestion of a

simple linearinheritance” (137), but claims that Obama rejeitts his portrayal of his white
mother and blackather’s failedrelationship. She asserts instead his distinct posason
someone who stands amidst the stitchingnintermediate spaa& projection where his
parents’ “dreams hadbeen” (139).As the daughter of a Jamaican mother and Enggisier,

Smith recognises thi®ream City” ascloseto home:

It is a place of many voices, where the unified singularisalfillusion. Naturally,
Obama was born ther8owasl. When your personal multiplicitg printed on your
face,in analmost too obviously thematic mannieryour DNA, in your hair andn the

neither-this-nor-that beige of your skifwell, anyonecansee you come from Dream
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City. In DreamCity everythings doubled, everything various. You have no choice
butto cross borders and speaktionguesThat’s how you get from your mo#énto your
father, from talkingo one set of folks who thinkou’re not black enoughto another
who figure you insufficiently whitelt’s the kindof town where the wise man sd§is
cautiously, because | feels like too straight and singular a phdoee@resent the true

multiplicity of his experience. (138-9)

At one levelt seems tha8mith’s singular plural selfhoot$ the product of, and set against,
familiar forms of cultural and racial interpellation. Her intermediate locatiGbream City”
appearsasthe outcomef normative perceptio(i‘anyone cansee”) that declares cultural
plurality asunhappily liminal, frankedby the sordid social machinery of racialisation:
“printed on yourface,” “neither-this-nor-thabeige.” Filial relations seem a strugghé
speech andepresentation, a tenSealking” that ties tongues rather than binds relations,
where the certainties of singularity cannot contain the tonal @rigeultiplicity.” But at the
same time, and contrariwisgnith’s membership ofDream City” sustainsn a
contradictory fashion the notion of tiirasexalted origin, a kind of virtual jus soli that
present$'multiplicity of experience” in terms of birthright. The promise Obeing alive
twice,” reborn through acquiring a new tongue, that would disconnect the idea of birth from
natal origin,is quickly forgottenSmith’s “place of voice” is firmly aligned with her
nativity—“Obama was born there. So w&#s—which pusheSspeaking in tongues” towards
the realm of natal origin rather than conceiveg afanunfolding matter of coutume or
couture where the seams of selfhood might be unpicked or cross-stitched. Pecpl®¢end
born with voices-the newborn’s first cryis a vital sign of life—but never with language.
“Speaking in tongues” is aaquired, not assured. When Smith writes th&tsonal

multiplicity” is “in your DNA, in yourhair,” it is not fully clearif she presents ironically the
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synchronisation of molecular structures and cultural provenance as a discursive myth,
peddledby “those who figureyou,” orif she regarda biocentricallyasaninevitable
ontological given: written in, not on, the body, the consequehse-called mixed
parentage, not mixed parenting.

Smith’s indecisionis marked most notabiy the tension between the simultaneous
rendering of‘Dream City” in bifocal and polyfocal terms“where everythingis doubled,
where everythings various”—with the former term sustaining the intimation ef h
personhoodsthe biogenetic solution of two blood-lines, maternal paidrnal.As such,
“Speaking in Tongues” leaves unanswered some key questions which appear especially
susceptibléo adoptionscholars’ mistrust of notions of birthright and birth cultuas
profoundly oxymoronicls “Dream City” a kindof birth culture, ocananyone inhabiits
realmin due course? Must you have a particular kinBNA to access a singular plural self,
to “cross borders and speaik tongues”? If, asNarcy says, ‘[m] ulticulturality”’ is the
condition of each culture [...] a point of departure and a send-off, also a kind of drawing, a
style, aturn or atwist” (Nancy 34), doeSmith’s “wise man” possess the exclusive capacity
to speakin tongues duéo his“mixed” natal origins? CanDream City” only be written uppy
a “birthright”? While we must never play lightly with the challenges or the pain that Smith
may have facedhendealing with the racializing figurations of others that may have
propelled heto embrace‘the true multiplicity ofexperience” asa matter of'no choice,” at
the sameime we needto ask questions of diasporic writing that risks sustaining biocentric
transfusions of race and culture.

A similar rendition of biocentric personhood makesvay subtlycbut insidiously
into Smith’s first novel, White Teeth (2000As the novelcclosewe learn of IrieJones’s
pregnancy, the biogenetic paternity of whisleft uncertairasirie has enjoyed intimate

relations with both the Igbal twins, Magid and Millat, and does not know for sure wahich
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the twois the father. This curious fact, tHdk]he could not know hebody’s decision, what
choiceit had madein the racdo thegamete” (Smith 2000, 441is positioned preferentially
against the constraining pedagogical obligations and cultural protocols that families present
to theirchildren through parentingsexemplifiedin the noveby Samad Igbal with his
obsessions with Mangal Pande and his decisi@end Magido be raisedn Bangladesh-a
form of parenting the consequenoésvhich Irie animatedly describ&sterms ofan
“endless maze of present rooms and past roomshentthings saidn them years ago and
everybody’s old historical shit all the over thace” (440). Thenovel’s tilt atthe
possibilities of polycultural futurity, freed from these prologues of the gastpressedn its
maverick embrace of biogenetic indeterminacy, comically captarga: escapef
Futuremousat thenovel’s end,aswell asin the figure ofirie’s “fatherless little girl” (462).
Futuremousés intendedasa genetic experimemd produce a creature whose every moae
be calculated and predicted, a perfect forrmaahtomy asdestiny” wittily satirised byits
unexpected getawaat thenovel’s end.Archie’s responseashe watches the mouse escape
“Goonmy son! thoughtArchie” (462), the bok’s last words—keeps the matter of
unpredictable futurity, symbolisdry Futuremouse, phraséuironic terms of uncertain
colloquial paternity. His quip supplements the figurative significande$ child “who
writes affectionate postcartts Bad Uncle Millat and Good Uncle Magid and feels fase
Pinocchio, a puppet clipped of patersiaings” (462).Irie’s child promises a new kind of
polycultural possibility fit for the new millennium: a future imperfect where the present
defies the paternalistic lines and ligatures of precedent and antecedent.

Smith’s advocacy of polycultural futurity embodiég the mixed-race child might be
thoughtto depart, inGopinath’s phrase, from those nostaldifictions of purity thatlie atthe
heat of dominant nationalist and diaspoideologies” (Gopinath 4). Yetin figuring this

futurity in terms of unspecified blood-lines, Smith reinforces cultural proverasee
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consanguineous matter and keeps stable the idea thatibbioexalted origin of

personhood. The alignment of cultural plurality with racial admixture and biogenetic
indeterminacy sustains a biocentric imagination. Such futisrgill a version of ‘birth

culture” that keeps proximate the realm€dMA and cultural provenandsy makingan

unknown yet clearlymixed” biogenetic past the biocentric guarantor of unpredictable
polycultural possibilities that are unstrung from blood-lifessuch, Smith does not

guestion the normative notion that cultural polysesrsourced in, explained by, and
commensurate with biogenetic particulars, because she makes a metaphor of a mixed-race
child whose figurative value seems but the inverse of the kinds of racial degeneration tracked
by Robert Young. The transfusion of race and cultditeat“old historical shit—remainsto
thenovel’s endto foul the future. Whyan’t Irie’s unnamed daughter obtain something like
that“Dream City” future, wheré‘everything is various,” with her paternity known and

settled? Why must her hopeful humdrum diasptyrice reflectedn her biogenetic

particulars, conveniently ngo-incidentally“mixed”?

Bloody words

Diasporic representations of adoption do not automatically challenge the biocentric and
consanguineous norms of personhood which transfuse race, culture, biogenetics and the
body. Biocentrism also emergesthe writing of transcultural adogdsfor whom growing up
without the normative securityf knowingone’s blood-linescanbe a source of emotional

upset, especiallyy a milieu which anchors identity to fixed knowable biogenetic oridins.

be sure, adoptees are often obsessed with blood and blood-lines precisely because they have
been ledo believe they cannot obtain whole personhaithout this informatiorto hand.In

her memoir The Language of Blood (2003), the Korean-born American-raised adoptee Jane

Jeong Trenka reflects upon her adoptgrwhite parents and her early years in Minnesota.
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Racially abusedt school, she struggldd answer the questions of her peers who asked her
whatit feels like noto know her birth-mother:I did not know howo explainto them, It
feels awful. Weirdlt feels like | was never born. [...] What daoegeel like when you g
your mother, angou’re just the right sizeothat your face comes up her belly,where you
came from7...]”” (Trenka 35)Trenka’s yearning for normative personhood and biogenetic
familiarity is pitted against the everyday disorientation she experiences, denied ready access
bothto unremarkable American personhood through the racist epithets of othéostlaad
potential stabilising compass-points of Koreafiure that might help her route her way
through the multiple contéxof her young life. Like many parents of transcultural adoptees,
Trenka’s pursued a strategy of colour-blind parentasg means of assimilatido the norm.
“There were no books about adopted children, no celebrations of adoptiam day
naturalizationday,” she records;no culture campgo attend. They raised [my sister alid
like they were supposdd—Ilike we were theirown” (35).

It is moot whether sending the young Trem&a “culture camp” would have
provided her a meaningful or sustaining encounter with Korean culture. Such attempts,
however well-intentionedp connect adopted children with a cultural heritage perceived
alwaysto be their birthrighby way of biogenetic inheritance keapugly aligned biocentric
notions of appropriate cultural provenance. Asd/incentJ. Cheng (himsel&nadoptive
father of a Chinese-born child) has argued, these usually iraffasual cultural clichés of
Chineseness, Koreanness, and the like (Cheng 74-5). Either way, Trenkaogadwishood
concerned that she persistently identified with a cultural horizon (varioushsian” and
“Korean”) of which she cannot speakt collegein Minneapolis she initially avoids Pan-

Asian student events:
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| couldn’t think of anything more uncomfortable than goiog Lunar New Year

Party. When the heis Lunar New Year anyway, and how did they campevith that
calendar, and what yewrit? My knowledge of the Chinese zodiac was gleaned from
paper matén restaurants. [...] What was | supposedoif | wentin there? Introduce
myselfasJane the Twinkie, the Pan-Asian fraud? Stand aroundawiggg rollin my
hand and wait for someonetalk to mein Englishsoaccentuateddouldn’t

understandt or, worse yet, talko mein Korean? Excruciating. (Trenka 66)

Against this cultural illiteracy, Trenka claims a different kind of language which her adoption
has stifled but not silencebh a tender passage about her American parents, she sympathises
with their perceived predicament of raising a Korean-born child who inevitably brimught

Minnesota

the inescapable voiad generational memory, of racial memooylandscape. [...]
They did not know this emotion or the word fbr-han—but neverthelesis climbed
up from the other side of the earth, through the bottoms otljilhé&s] feet, through
her legs and body like columns of a building, and was crystalliesddnessatan

impassen the throat, where a new and forgetful life became a tourniquet. (208)

This striking image o&n earthboundinescapable voice,” transportedy the uprooted body
but throttledat the throaby adoption, legitimates the idea of a primal personhoadhath
the bodycanspeak once the chokehold of adoptedi$ifleosened.

Trenka claimgo find that language, and the self-literacgelivers,in meeting her
birth-mother, Umma, a relationship presented very nasehtryst of blood given added

poignancyby the sombre fact dimma’s fatal decline from cancereven thogh they
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struggleto communicate dut their respective poor English and Korean language
competence. Caring for her ailing birth-mother, Trenka takes siolde sense th&l am
madein the image of you; amdaughter after your body and after your heart. Evéfail to
create you with words, | will carry you with me,the language dflood” (140).As in the
imageof the tourniqued throat, the failure of voice cannot ultimately silence a biogenetic
language which signifies beyond and before words. Later Trenka clain'$ thizik |
absorbed things your womb,Umma” (163), includingUmma’s mysterious Korean speech,
and wonder# thisis why her Korean pronunciatios sogood even thougtl cannot
understand what | sayambabblingin Korean, like | didasa babyMy words are frozem
that placeaninfant’s languageaninfant’s comprehension” (164). Once again, problems of
language acquisition, of speakimgtongues, are resolvdxy a different kind of biocentric
speechi‘even without language, through the amniotic fluid and the faint light coming
through the walls of your belly, | understood the brute emotions of fear and hunger. |
absorbed them, made them partroflife’s fabric” (164).Trenka’s questto establish a
“language of blood,” before and beyond linguistic understanding, may be a psychologically
crucial strategy, onere might respect, that has helped bagve with the difficulties of her
adoption, the challengd meetingher birth-mother andmma’s fatal illness. But when
Jerng claims thatTrenka’s notion of bloods not deterministic but rath@nopen metaphor,
a form of transferring meaning or of registering unspeakable and unexpetiesstdderng
151),it is very difficult to support this view. enka’s rendering of bloods a profoundly
biocentric one, described MargaretHomans’s readingasa “wordless bond between mother
and daughter that transcends their geographic and lingdiigtiace” (Homans 171). Trenka
tropes a mode of molecular speech, a&iHill’s Afrocentric bodily“scream”, that refuses

both the problems and possibilities of adopteddiféransfusing the natal provenances of
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land, parent, and culture one compensatory consanguineous image of sure-eraffbirth
culture” replete withits own language, nevéo stickin the throat.

Finally, let us assess the extémtvhich biocentric thinking remains fainttg
structure representations of diaspora and adoption that seem stpaeghgt the modern
nature of blood. A mixed-race adoptee raibgavhite Scottish parents, Jaelay is one of
a small number of writers of transcultural adoptidio attempt refreshinglio think
personhood beyond consanguineous nohmiser novel Trumpet (1998), blood and blood-
lines are reconceivess metaphors for transcultural and transpersonal transport, of fluid filial
connectiongo others which are invented and inscribed rather than exclusively clotteat Yet
the same time, theovel’s determined challenge the agencyf myths of blood leads
towards dispensing entirely with the significandédiogenetic connectiorte the formation
of human personhooi) a seeming reversal of thidadage that bloois thicker than water.
Lauding nurture over nature not necessarily a progressive standpdins. one thingto say
that biogenetic attachments do not constitute the primary matter of selfhisagljite
anothetrto suggest that they do not matéall. As | have argued elsewhere (McLeod 23-29),
adoptees have the rigiut full knowledge of their biogenetic ancestry and particularstaot
secure normative identity via blood-lines, butliscover vitallife lines” of connectiorto
the cultural and social contexts which shaped their atiwid subsequent surrender, and
with which theycanreckon (or notasthey might. AlthougtKay’s later work seems more
attunedo this wayof thinking,asevidencedn her memoir Red Dust Rog#010) and poetry
collection Fiere (2011), her fictional exploration of adoptioiirumpet threaten® close
down the revelation of such life linesits steadfast antipathy towards the authority of
consanguineous relations.

Trumpetis the posthumous portrayal of jazz musician Joss Moody, condeyetl

African father and a white Scottish woman, viibornasfemale but lives and marriesa
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man, and who with his wife Millie adopts a mixed-race son, Colathe narrative
progresses, Kay exposes the inadequacy of the normative languages oftioleaptyre

fully Joss’s being through the scandal creabgchis perceived transgression when ttrath”

of his female bodys made public after his death. Jasdelightfully, troublingly liminal.As
aso-called mixed-race person he muddles the tidy geneslogfjuiredby race and nation,

while asanadoptive fatheto his mixed-race son Colman he breaks the blood-line criacial
myths of authentic personhood. His l&#ea man calls into question the authorityooé’s

nativity asdefinitive of the ensuing life-why should being born female limihe’s

subsequent gender(s)¥vhile his marriageo Millie troubles the language of sexuality:

theirs a lesbian relationship, igr‘lesbian” unableto captue exactly the nature of their love?
As adoption often suggests that family-making need not require the presence of biogenetic
attachmentthe novel turnsat key momentso images of bloo@sculturally inconsequential

and capriciousn orderto reach towards new conceptions of being. Wittily, Kay has Joss and
Millie meeteachotherin a blood donor centii@ 1950s’ Glasgow, quite possibly one of the
most prosaic locationa contemporary fiction for a romantic encounddillie’s recall of

their second meeting instructive for the novedsa whole:

We talk about giving blood, howe both hatet, but like clenching our fist and the
biscuit afterwards. | ask hiih he watches the blood being drained out of himtaif.
sayshelooks awayat anythingelse.He says hes quite squeamish. What about you, he
asks me, what do you do? I tell him I liteewatch the blood filling up, the wonderful

rich colour ofit. (Kay 1998, 12-13)

As in LawrenceHill’s account of his hospital staty Niger, this scene emphasises the

transferability of blood rather thats racialised limitationsits capacityto nourish the lives of
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unknown others whose racial or cultural particulars begntirely differento theirdonor’s.
Joss’s squeamishness captures tibeel’s wider distaste for blood renderadexclusive,
primary terms, and his emptying veins symbolisenthel’s attemptto drain blood of this
significance At the same timéMillie’s perception of bloodsaesthetically sustaining keeps
buoyant a sens# bloodasgiving sustenance, and opehs way for the reconstitution of
imagining blood and blood-linesspossessing a different value.

Joss’s life asa mixed-race musician, descended from migrant and diasporic paternity,
challenges the ragtibiocentric cliché that black folks are naturally inclineanusic and
dancing.In Kay’s memorable description dbss’s trumpet-playing, she toys with the public
perception that thefis “music in hisblood” (134)by presenting his creative performarase
breaching such bounds. Joss brings music into his dissolving body rather thédindiredsly
there:“The musicis his blood. His cells. But the odd Istdownat the bottom, the blood
doesn’t matter after all. None of the particulars count for much. [...] The tuthlessly strips
him baretill he ends up with no body, no pasithing” (135). This‘nothing” is not empty
butis figuredasa pinpoint of himself‘A small blackmark” (131)—one that recalls a
musical note, perhapsr a full-stopin a sentence. Its blackness is not inherently racialised
but specifically voided. Atomisesissuch,Joss’s musicianship has the capadilyephrase
the body whichs sounded not through the constricted speech of normative selfhood or the
dubious language of blood by a different vocality, intimateth the notes of the trumpet
vitalisedby his breath:‘His whole bodyis bentover double. His trumpet pointing dovat
the floor then umtthe sky.He plays another hige. He holds onHe just keeps blowing-e
is blowing his story. His storys blowingin the wind.He letsrip” (136).1t is a scen®f
ontological conceptiom which Joss appears rebofrhlue in theface” (132), not racialised
asblack; where music occupies and animates his cellagebirthright, butasthe

consequence of his musicianstspthat both body and consciousness are refashiGhked:
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explodes. Then he brings himself back. Slowly, slowly, piecing himsedfiag (136). This
constitution of reborn being appears both cellular and cognitivesandcialto Kay’s
important rebuttal of biocentrism.

Yet, when the novel presenisss’s relationshipto Colmanasanadoptive parentts
sensitivityto the materiality of adopted lifis bypassedby its enthusiasm for liquidating the
normative agency of blood. Instructively, Joss mobilises a refreshed metaphor of the blood-
line asthe means for Colmato improvise filial connections. Elgrin the novel he counsels
his sonto forge relations with thos® whom he fels inclined, justasJoss chooses politically
to committo the Pan-Africanism of the postwar yeately father always toldane that he and
| were related the way mattered,” remembers ColmartHe said you make up your own
bloodline, Colman. Maké up and tracé& back. Design your own family treewhat’s the
matter with youHaven’t you gotanimagination?” (58). This revamped idea of blood-lines
aspostured, not predetermined, reflects a perception of bloodaMiiilie’s, a rich
substance of sustenartoebe freely handed ot those who requirg. Nonetheless,ads’s
concern with thé€matter” of Colman leaves out the material particulars okbiss
biogenetic provenance: the people who conceived him and the grim social or cultural
contexts which compelled thetm surrender him. None of this seetognatterasColman
growsto adulthood, careless, like his parents, of these additional lines of connection which
might form key aspectsf the jazzy, improvisational personhood the n®agbrizes and that
is giftedto ColmanasJoss’s legacy. This personhoasiclinched near thaovel’s end when
Colman reads a letter from his deceased fathehich hels gifted the agency of
improvising a new personhood for Jaesgart of their made-up filial blood-lin€l am
leaving myself to you [writes Joss]. Everything | have got. [...] | will be your son now in a
strange way. You will beny father telling or not tellingny story.(l wasn’t bornyesterday)”

(277). Although thiss a highly moving anegh many ways laudable refiguring of family
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relations beyond the consanguineous, one story definitely not availabtelfag or not
telling” is that of Colman’s nativity—a story of bodily creation and connection which does
not haveto be originary or exalted, but might still be madenatter.

In other words, Trumpes$ unableto think of biogenetic relations as anything other
than biocentric. The be#tcandois negate biogenetic connections entiréhypositioning
itself against biocentrismmo squarelyKay’s novel loses the full capacitg think of the
enriching waysn which adoptive and biogenetic relations might be brought and thought
together differently, beyond the good and evil of nurture and nasicencomitant filaments
or life lines of polyvalent personhood operall (not justto adopeesor the mixed-race
custodians ofDream City”). Instead, these polarised terms remiimeverse.

As Barbara Yngvesson has obseruetier discussion of transcultural adoptitthe
differenceof the adopted chilthkes shape against a back- dromsumption thatblood,’
‘genes’ Or ‘descent’ constitute natural” identity’” (Yngvesson 25)As | have argued,
“natural” consanguineous personhood holdsifasliasporicwriting more often than not,
bothin those texts which take adoptiastheir subject matter and those which do not do
so but which seento promisean enlightened postcolonial rendition of personhood beyond
modernity’s norms.As we have seen, the prevalence of tropes of bloaich texts remains
asticking point for postcolonial and diasporic oréi practices alikeWe needto confront
whatis at stake whenve sustain consanguineous thinkimgour critical and creative
practices, from whatever vantage, and admit exactly whaisk whenwe choosdo
support—or, atthe very least, ndb censure-those cultural and political discourses which
mobilise bloodasa substance of entitlement or exalted originthe same timaye must
also wilfully avoid passinpy the mystical rendering ¢the language oblood” asa
biocentric given, nonater how emotionally compelling this idea appeasd,awrence Hill

admitted on landingn Niger. To my mind,we require a wholesale reimagining of the ever-
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entangled relations between biogenetic and cultural life lines of connection beyond biocentric
norms, one which refuses too the glib lauding of nurture over naiifdyodiesdidn’t

matter. Otherwise, the prizé&thnguage of blood” will continueto drown outsomany other
tongues with whictwe might learnto speak (of) ourselves and others, aatthincipient

ways of adoptively voicing diasporic personhaodhe throat.
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