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Abstract 

 

Between 1955 and 1985, approximately forty-five thousand closed stranger adoptions took 

place in Aotearoa New Zealand, with adoption directly affecting twenty-five per cent of the 

total population. A significant proportion of closed stranger adoptions involved children who 

could claim Māori ancestry through at least one of their birth parents. The majority of these 

Māori children were placed within Pākehā families.  

 

This research explored the narratives of six self-identified Māori adults who were adopted 

into Pākehā families by way of closed stranger adoption. The study utilised a Māori-centred 

research approach, and a thematic narrative analysis of the participants’ accounts was 

undertaken.  

 

The study found that adoption is not a one off event, but is an on-going life experience. The 

multiple and complex ways the participants narrated their cross-cultural adoption experience 

reflected the diverse and contradictory narratives Māori adopted into Pākehā families 

navigate. The narratives clustered around the idea of ‘walking between worlds’, with two 

major themes of ‘belonging’ and ‘whakapapa’ emerging from the analysis process.  

 

Participants told stories on a continuum between ‘belonging’ and ‘not belonging’ within their 

birth and adoptive families, and in Māori and non-Māori worlds. Specific to Māori in Aotearoa 

New Zealand is ‘belonging’ through whakapapa. Whakapapa is essential to a Māori identity 

and to whānau inclusion. This study found that without knowledge of whakapapa, Māori 

become socially and culturally invisible within te ao Māori.  

 

In the telling of these narratives, participants have sought to repair the rupture in their lives 

when the dominant familial narrative of growing up in a birth family with a shared cultural 

heritage was not possible.  

 

For Māori adopted into Pākehā families, their identities as Māori and as adopted people are 

inseparable. 
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Over the past fifty years, white adoptive parents, academics, psychiatrists 
and social workers have dominated the literature on transracial adoption. 
These “experts” have been the ones to tell the public – including adoptees 
– “what it’s like” and “how we turn out” … the voices of adult transracial 
adoptees remain largely unheard … transracial adoption is fundamentally 
an isolating experience … fear that expressing our opinions will estrange 
us from our white families, friends and colleagues. We have become 
accustomed to protecting our loved ones … others of us have been 
silenced through assimilation into white environments, and only in middle 
age do we reach a point when we can acknowledge and heal from the 
pain of isolation and alienation (Oparah, Shin & Trenka, 2006, p. 1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


