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From a ‘bundle of joy’ to a person with sorrow: Disenfranchised grief
for the donor-conceived aduit
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Introduction

This paper examines of the notion of disenfranchised grief for donor-conceived adults.
Robinson {2000) describes disenfranchised grief as grief which is:

not recognized and supported by the community.... The mourners whose grief is
disenfranchised are, by virtue of this, cut off from the social supports and so have few
opportunities to express and resolve their feelings....aither the refationship is not recognized,
the loss is not recognized or the griever is not recognized... Significant losses can ocour even
when the object of the loss it still alive (p. 127).

This paper argues that for a variety of reasons, which will be explored, such
disenfranchisement is comman for many donor-conceived adults, Those adults who grieve as
a result of the intentional separation, and loss of nurturing and identity forming relationships
with their biological relatives due to their donor conceptions. it is also proposed that though
infermation and contact may become possible for a rare few donor-conceived adults {with
their paternal family and siblings), there still are significant losses, which have been ‘created’,
and are most commonly disenfranchised.

Facing the criticism

The British tabloid press, Sunday People, contained an article tifled "Sperm donor whingers
owe debt of gratitude” (Sarler, 2000, p. 33). To my surprise, the article was responding to the
impending court case involving my brother and myself. The details of the case will not be
addressed here, but briefly, it involves seeking the examination of intemnational human rights
standards in light of our request to access information concerning our identities, medical
histories, ethnicity, information regarding ourselves which is linked inseparably to our
biological fathers. In addressing this, issures of equality and discrimination are paramount.
These must be confronted in the context of current adoption legislation and the differing
legislations affecting donor-conceived people following the time of our conceptions.

The level of disrespect towards our concems in this article would, perhaps, be more sasily
dismissed if there were not similar, more subtle innuendoes elsewhere. Indeed, it is possible
that this tabloid reflects what many people really think but do not express in this amplified
form: "They are wrong to seek righis..... If they could spare a single unselfish moment, Adam
and Joanna might realise that the issue here is not who owes them what, but what they owe
and to whom" (Sarler, 2000, p. 33},

On being ‘special’

Reassuringly, Robinson (2000, p. 128) illuminates that this type of reprobation is not
uncoemmon. She explains that familial separation as a result of adoption often results in
feelings of intense loss, which is commonly misunderstood or invalidated by those outside of
this experience. She refers particularly to birth mothers and adoptees. She states that
"adopted people often raise issues of their sense of identity and sense of belenging. Because
they are told that, by virtue of being adopted, they are ‘special’, ‘chosen’, and ‘fortunate’, their
grief at the separation from their mother [father, siblings and entire biological family] is denied,
by society and often by their adoptive parents. If they try to express their feelings of grief they

Cannon
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picture in England found that "55% of adoptees had clinically significant problems — four and
& half times the rate of non-adopted children” (Holm, 2000, p. 331).

In other papers | have explored the inadequacies in the types of research most commonly
conducted on donor-conceived children as opposed to with donor-conceived adults, though
the most obvious research flaw, is the lack of it altogether. Despite this, a few studies do not
fall into these categories, and there doss seem to be evidence of significant life issues of loss
and separation. A good example is the research by Turner and Coyle {2000).

Who's in the mirror?

Telfer's (2000} anthropological analysis of the significance of physical resemblance,
particularly in Western societies, has direct implications for experiences of connectedness,
family affillation and identity, Telfer {2000, p. 2) asserts that the grief experienced through
such famillal disconnection is not often appreciated nor understoad by society at large,
precisely, and paradoxically because such connection is so important and therefore taken for
granted.

Telfer {2000) explains that "looking like someone else, or not locking like them, can provide a
valuable anchor point.... This is especially so since identity is taken to be a process, rather
than a fixed or static state" {p.16). White donor-conceived adults are asking "whose eyes or
nose do | have?" and are often estranged by their own reflections in the mitror, it is mainly
those who know the answers to the same questions for themselves who consider this
question objectionable when asked by us.

Strange textures

However, it is not only donar-conceived people who have reported feeling estranged fram
ourselves, but this can also occur in the family which raises us. For in reality, we carry the
genetic traits of a paternal line consisting of total strangers to them too. Blizzard {1977)
explains "I thought our child might turn out to be almost anything" (p. 58). Later, observing
how he felt towards the DI child, he states "l wag estranged by the texture of Cathy's hair"
{pp. 101-102). The consultant psychiatrist, Rickarby (1997) refers to similar types of trait and
genetic alienation:

Our suburban Child Mental Health Team was to support scores of adoptive parents desperate
for help with developmental crises in children whose temperaments were strange to them,
whose capacities were often quite different from their own, and who were struggling with
identity and belonging issues. (p. 54)

However, unlike adaption, within donor conception there is a sense in which our biology can
intrude on the notion of marital fidelity (if we are conceived within an infertile partnership).
Blizzard (1977) describes the effort to "push aside the recollections of stainless steel
instruments, numbered semen bottles, and the alien worlds and strange encounters of others’
chromosomes, which have intruded too much and too often” (p. 128).

Blizzard (1877) seeks to reconcile the insemination with another man’s semen as only
requiring a "momentary frame-shift, which may only intrude for one minute, in which the
technical endeavour to impregnate [is performed]" (p. 161). Sadly, he finds he was later
“stuck with... preoccupations...to dispel the ghosts which haunted me, and which threatened
to destroy” (Blizzard, 1977, p.36). The ‘monetary frame —shift' becomes jaired, never to return
to where it was. The continual expression of our genetic endowments can act as a constant
reminder that what was fraded as a momentary shift is now a life-long revelation. And by the
time we, as donaor-conceived adults, state the need to know whom we came from, we are
often rubbing salt into the wounds. For many, these wounds have never healed, and may
have been aggravated by even the texture of our hair,

Recognition, loss and support
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Grief Resolution?

Importtant insights to grief resolution are found by Parkes (1968). Parkes notes the different
components and functions of grisf and separation anxiety, an important aspect being to
search for the ‘lost object’, meaning people, Obvicusly this has the primary function of
increasing our chances of finding them. Anather important aspect in this grief resolution is
found in the symbiotic function of restoration and separation from the lost person. In the case
of bereavement, this occurs through forming a strong establishment of a person’s
appearance, significance and their continuity in the griever's life, regardiess of the death.

In the case of donor adults grieving for their relatives, visual and sensual perception of the
lost people is absent, plus their importance and relational significance has never been
recognised or expressed. It can be seen that under these circumstances the donor-conceived
adults are placed in a position of great difficulty. Robinson (2000) describes the difficulty
experienced by many birth mothers as they tried to manage their grief. The similarities are
striking: :

They had no rituals to assist the grief process. They were unable to achieve resolution
because of the absence of finality involved in their loss. They were denied social supports.
They had no opportunities to express their grief. Their grief was seriously affected by feelings
of guilt and shame (p. 134}

What helps?

First, the ability to search is beneficial, as is accessing appropriate assistance, understanding
and support. Robinson (2000, p. 135) also details other types of assistance that has been of
help to these women, particularly "breaking the silence’ and speaking to others in the same
position. For she advises "the central issue with disenfranchised grief is to validate the loss"
(Robinson, 1987, p. iif) and it is often those who genuinely know what is being grieved who
can best provide comfort and understanding. It is of interest that Robinson also reports this to
be of more benefit for many than talking to professionals, for example social workers,

Acknowledging the complications

However, there are other differences for the donor-conceived adult as compared to the
adoptee. Westwood (1995, p. 53) explains that it is important for adoptees to know the
reasons for their relinquishment, and that this is often helpful to them. In the case of donation,
the reasons are often either financial (for the donors) or to help alleviate the pain of infertility.

For many adoptees, the wanting of a child by the adoptive parents was not a deciding factor
in their separation from their biclogical family, but a separate issue. Qur losses, on the other
hand, are intertwined with the parents who raise us. Recognition and support from those
parents can therefore be complicated, as can the abilities of donor-concelved adults to
receive this support. For the donor- conceived adult must face the bitter-sweet reality that
these are the very people whose own familial continuity appeared to benefit from our losses.
Indeed, they were involved in constructing these losses, even if this is now understood and
regretted. However, it is fikely that such complications need to be acknowledged before they
can begin to be surmounted by the family members,

Getting back to what helps

Robinson (2000, p. 134} also provides guidance in stating "perhaps aiming for the resoiution
of adoption grief is an unrealistic goal and one that will only result in further feelings of failure,
should it not be attained". For many DI adults, this advice could be well-heeded. The process
of identifying and learning grief management strategies may be more realistic and helpful to
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not. The process of validation is inseparable from our grief, While it is important not to be
consumed by our losses, the best that those concerned for our welfare can offer, is
constructive support and awareness that these losses were ‘created’, and not circumstantial.
It is possible that the wounds they leave will never truly heal. They are more likely to be
manageable if not hidden to fester, but open to the sunlight, so that when they are touched,
we can say where it hurts.

Putting theory into practice

The following poem is the expression of one donor-conceived person’s grief, For those who
have followed the line of my argument, it would be an interesting exercise to put this theory
into practice, to read her words, and to hear her feelings. First, it gives a person the
opportunity to explore and represent her own grief. Second, it provides the challenge to
others to respect this, and not to kry to redirect, or reframe this grief into something more
comfortable for themselves, indeed, not to seek to disenfranchise her grief.

THE CENOTAPH
{A donor offspring’s thoughts on Armistice Day)

Grey November in a distant town
and eyes are drawn to the bloody tide
of poppies lapping all round
the granite monolith of pride.

Here they honour them and name them all;
a testament, to lives dismembered.
Souls set in stone and standing tall,

long gone and only half remembered.

Whole families lost in tragic, needless war;
bloodlines severed by the righteous fight.
Mine was slain by the Devil's whore
who burned their memory with delight.

Where are they now, where were they then?
Which name is mine in gold relief?

| watch, as lone survivor of my race,
and have no niche on which to bear my grief.

by Christine Whipp
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