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ABSTRACT  

 
Dan P. McAdams has noted that “over the past three decades, a growing number of 

philosophers, social scientists, and empirical psychologists have developed theories and research 

paradigms around the fundamental proposition that adults living in modern societies typically 

create meaning and purpose in their lives by constructing self-defining stories (McAdams 1985; 

Mclean, Pasupathi, & Pals 2007; Ricoeur 1984; qtd. In McAdams 2013).  

This dissertation addresses the question of why women  Adult Third Culture Kids 

(A/TCKs), also termed Global Nomads, have written about their mobile childhoods and what 

they hoped to achieve by sharing their stories with others. Researchers have attempted to 

understand how international mobility has led to specific challenges of A/TCKs such as grief 

brought on by many losses, as well as feeling torn between their passport and host countries’ 

cultural and ideological expectations. This qualitative study uses a literary analysis and narrative 

identity theory in order to understand how these self-identified women A/TCKs made sense of 

their international childhoods by utilizing their own stories. The study concludes that the greatest 

challenge faced by these authors was the absence of previous literature that would have provided 

a voice and a template to conceptualize their own journeys. Through literary analysis, this 

dissertation also attempts to deconstruct general characteristics and aptitudes that have been 

attributed to A/TCKs. Instead, this dissertation focuses on the parent-child relationship and 

examines how parents communicated with their children about challenges that were brought on 

by frequent relocation. The dissertation surmises that parents and friends were important key 

figures that either silenced the stories TCKs were allowed to tell or, conversely, encouraged 

further dialogue thereby validating the child’s experiences and feelings, which, in turn, allowed 

adults to understand their own identity development.
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 
“Nothing in Life is to be feared. It is only to be understood.” Madame Currie 

 Children who accompany their parents to overseas assignments are also referred to as 

Third Culture Kids (TCKs) (Useem, Useem and Donoghue 1963; Pollock and Van Reken 2009), 

or Global Nomads (GN) (McCaig 1992). They are the children of government diplomats, 

military personnel, international business people, and missionaries (Gillies 1998). Their parents’ 

occupations, sponsoring organizations, and high mobility set these children’s identity 

development and life stories apart from their geographically stable peers. Frequent changes in 

location, cultural norms and values, education systems, and parents’ sponsoring organization’s 

ideologies contribute to the intellectual, emotional, spiritual, and social development of 

impressive young children, who, as adults, attempt to re-evaluate their life stories mainly in order 

to establish a narrative that is meaningful to them.  

Although the terminology and concept has gained increasing prominence since the 1970s 

in academic settings, this study argues that the literature, research, terminology, and the works of 

self-identified A/TCKs authors are still unrecognized in North-America’s mainstream culture. In 

addition, many people who were raised as Army Brats, missionary kids (MKs), children of 

diplomats, and international business people are often not familiar with these ambiguous terms. 

There is a plethora of dissertations that have been written starting in the 1970s that rely on 

quantitative date and emerged out of sociology, psychology, and international education 

departments. Furthermore, the internet has fostered websites engaging in the self-help genre in 

the form of books and blogs written by, to, and about A/TCKs. However, what is currently 

lacking in academic scholarship is the literary analysis of memoirs that investigate the 

childhoods and reflections of self-identified Adult Third Culture Kids (A/TCKs) and Global 

Nomads.  

This qualitative study aims to investigate the writings of Ruth Van Reken, Sara Mansfield 

Taber, and Heidi Sand-Hart, who are self-identified TCKs utilizing a hermeneutic approach to 

understand how their global childhood experiences were involved in their identity construction. 

The major goal of this dissertation is to conduct a literary analysis that focuses on the factors, 

circumstances, and people that helped shape these women’s identities by using a narrative 
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identity framework. Furthermore, this study seeks to identify and understand the challenges these 

women encountered as children because their childhood stories differ greatly from peers who 

had the traditional mono-cultural childhood. The first objective of this study is to investigate the 

motives and reasons why these authors penned their memoirs and what they achieved or at least 

hoped to achieve. The second objective is to analyze the stories of these ordinary women whose 

literary works attempt to negate stereotypes of TCKs and enlighten readers about this 

upbringing.  Lastly, the memoirs and journals will be compared and contrasted to the Third 

Culture Kid theoretical discourse that has been developed over the last forty years by a vast 

number of researchers in order to identify existing gaps that could benefit from further studies in 

disciplines such as the humanities, social studies, multi-cultural studies and women’s studies. 

 

Definition of Third Culture Kid and Global Nomad 

Currently, most researchers and this study use terms such as Third Culture Kids (TCKs), 

Adult Third Culture Kids (ATCKs), and Global Nomads (GN) interchangeably when discussing 

this population. The original term was coined by sociologists John and Ruth Hill Useem in 1963, 

and was expanded by sociologist David Pollock, while the term Global Nomad was coined by 

Norma McCaig. This terminology can be rather misleading because some people might think 

that “Third Culture” refers to a third world country, while the term “nomad” might be taken 

literally as to mean that a person belongs to a nomadic tribe. Therefore, the following section 

will briefly describe the origin, differences, and working definitions of terms and how they are 

applied to this study. 

 Third Culture was a term first used by John and Ruth Hill Useem to describe the 

interactions they witnessed between North American men working in India and their Indian 

colleagues. The Useems defined Third Culture as, “The behavior patterns created, shared, and 

learned by men of different societies who are in the process of relating their societies, or sections 

thereof, to each other” (Useem, Useem and Donoghue 1963). The Useems observed that in 

addition to the two national cultures (North American and Indian) a third culture emerged where 

interaction between the two national cultures occurred, but it was not a blended culture (Baker 

Cottrell and Downie 2012). The third culture is a negotiated space where people from multiple 

cultures and nationalities adapt, negotiate, and adjust their values and social norms in order to  
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accommodate interactions with each other, but the goal is not to “acculturate or assimilate” 

(Baker Cottrell 2006). 

  Ruth Hill Useem then invented the term Third Culture Kid or TCK and applied it to 

children whose parents worked outside their passport countries in representational roles, meaning 

that parents were sponsored by an organization (Baker Cottrell and Downie 2012).  Ann Baker 

Cottrell, former graduate student of Ruth Hill Useem, points out that “the representational role of 

the parent is what distinguishes TCKs from other expatriate kids” and ascertains that sponsors 

impact the lives of families who live and work outside of their native countries (2007). Sponsors 

(military, government, mission, businesses/corporations) impact families who work abroad and 

their dependents (spouses and children) in several ways. Foremost, the sponsor determines the 

length of the assignment, when and how often the employee will move, and, to some degree, 

where the family can live (Baker Cottrell 1998). Additionally, sponsoring organizations often 

expect a certain conduct and decorum of their employees and their families and have an 

unwritten working culture set in place that should be followed. 

 David Pollock, sociologist and expat, copyrighted the term TCK in 1988 (Fail 1996), and 

began to develop “his classic models of the Third Culture Kid Profile” (Van Reken Expat 2013). 

His definition of a TCK is as follows: 

An Individual who, having spent a significant part of the developmental years (0- 18) in a 

culture other than the parents’ culture, develops a sense of relationship to all cultures, 

while not having full ownership in any. Elements from each culture are incorporated into 

the life experience, but the sense of belonging is in relationship to others of similar 

experience (Pollock & Van Reken 13). 

In order to remain consistent with the life stories of individuals who have written about 

an international childhood that has impacted their identity development, this study will modify 

Pollock’s definition for several reasons. Foremost, Pollock’s definition does not mention three 

important components that this study investigates, which are persons who were brought up in 

countries of which neither their parents nor they had citizenship, were unfamiliar with the 

country’s culture, and were assigned to work and live there by a sponsor. Instead, Pollock’s 

definition has made several assumptions about individuals. He claims that “individuals develop a 

sense of relationship to all cultures, while not having full ownership of any, elements from each 

culture are incorporated into the life experiences, but the sense of belonging is in relationship to 
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others of similar experiences.” This study surmises that Pollock could not possibly make such 

assertions about each and every individual who was raised as a TCK because, like anyone else, 

people choose socio-constructed norms, values, customs, and friends based on a variety of 

preferences that differ greatly within individuals. Furthermore, Pollock’s definition is so general 

that it can be applied to people who have never left their own country but are considered 

minorities due to racial, ethnic, religious, and cultural marginality. As Pollock and Van Reken 

have noted themselves, “some of the most vigorous discussions about TCKs start with a debate 

over the term itself” and the critical components which sets TCKs apart from their peers (13). 

In 1984, Norma McCaig, founder of Global Nomads International and herself an ATCK, 

preferred and coined the term Global Nomad (GN) (Van Reken 2012 Letters 225). This term 

describes, “a person of any age or nationality who has lived a significant part of his or her 

developmental years in one or more countries outside his or her passport country because of a 

parent’s occupation” (qtd. in Schaetti Global Nomad 2010). The term Adult Third Culture Kid 

(A/TCK) simply specifies that the TCK under discussion is now an adult, but this distinction is 

not made when using the term Global Nomad, which is applicable for adults and children alike.  

Hence, for this study, the term TCK and GN will be used simultaneously with the 

understanding that it encompasses an individual who has lived and studied a significant part of 

his/her formative years in one or more countries outside his/her or parents’ passport country and 

whose parents were sponsored to work in representational roles having no intentions of 

becoming citizens or permanent residents in their assigned host countries. 

 

Adult Third Culture Kids and Global Nomads Become Authors 

Despite the literature in academia that describes the lifestyle of mobile and expatriate 

children and adults, there are very few books, memoirs, or journals written and successfully 

published by self-identified ATCKs. Given the historical absence of women’s literature in 

academia and in bookstores before the Women’s movement, ordinary women in general and 

women whose lives differed from their nations’ norms and social expectations simply did not 

write to have their works published.  This is not to imply that women did not get their works 

published before the late 60s and early 70s, but the majority of those works were by and about 

women who were either famous, had significant accomplishments, and/or planned to become 

professional writers (Rose 1993). Phyllis Rose, editor of The Norton Book of Women’s Lives 
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(1993), states that, “merely to publish the life story of someone not famous challenged the 

accepted order, saying with radical democracy, ‘this person counts, too’” (15). With the 

emergence of the Women’s and the Civil Rights movements in the United States of America 

(also referred to as “America” or “U.S.” in this study), a body of literature was rediscovered 

which included Beryl Markham’s West with the Wind, first published in 1942, and reissued in 

1983 (Rose 23). While British-born Beryl Markham could be called a TCK because she grew up 

in East Africa, her book’s main focus is on her childhood adventures with the Masai and her 

achievements as a pilot and horse trainer. Hence, her book could not serve as a template for other 

ATCKs in which they could analyze their own identity construction in this specific context 

because Markham never published memoirs or journals on how she felt about her upbringing. 

However, ATCK women have written about their international childhoods and have 

shared their stories with others because they realize that there is a great need for agency, 

advocacy, and education among the mainstream culture and other A/TCKs (third culture kids 

who will turn into adults). Margie Ulsh, editor of Among Worlds Magazine, argues that, “the 

number of Americans who feel like strangers in their own homeland continues to grow.” Her 

claim is supported by the fact that the magazine has grown from a two-page article newsletter to 

a twenty-eight page, glossy magazine that adds fifty new subscribers each year (qtd in Katona 

2007). 

Historical Context 

There are people who have lived highly mobile lives where they encountered cultural, 

ethnic, racial, religious, and socio-economic diversity before the term TCK or Global Nomad 

was coined. It can even be argued that John Quincy Adams, the 6th President of the United 

States, and his wife, Louisa Catherine Johnson Adams, can be considered TCKs/GNs, although 

the terminology did not exist during their lifetime. John Quincy Adams's many childhood travels 

to Europe with his father have been well documented. Consequently, as a boy, he studied in 

Paris, the Latin School of Amsterdam, and Leyden University. His career path then led him to 

return to Europe and Russia, where he was accompanied by his London-born wife Louisa 

Catherine and their youngest son Charles Francis (“John Quincy Adams”). As a child, Louisa 

attended a Roman Catholic convent school in Nantes, France. There, she became so proficient in 

French that upon her return to England she had to relearn English (“First Lady Biography”).  
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John Quincy Adams‘s personal and public correspondence along with the diary that he kept can 

be found in the Adams Papers Digital Edition edited by James Taylor. 

Diplomatic families and missionaries have a long established history of living abroad, but 

it was Americans’ emerging roles as advisers and protectors in the 50s and 60s that led more 

American families to live and to work overseas. This also created a need to construct schools for 

the children who would accompany their parents. The Useems’ expertise in cross-cultural studies 

was enlisted by the Office of Overseas Schools of the U.S. Department of State, while her 

research was supported by the Institute of International Studies in Education, the Center for 

International Studies, and Programs of Michigan State University (TCK World). It is difficult to 

speculate how many American children prior to 1960 grew up as TCKs because the U.S. did not 

count Americans who lived overseas until 1960 (Useem, ISS). Useem reported that “over 

200,000 American children of school age were attending newly established Department of 

Defense schools. Others were enrolled in makeshift schools assisted by the Department of State, 

while missionary groups tended to set up their own schools, and oil companies set up their 

“camp schools” (Useem ISS). According to the American Overseas Schools Historical Society, 

four million American children and youth have been educated across the world since World War 

II, which is “an unwritten chapter in the history of American education and represents the 

schooling of several generations under circumstances unique to human history” (AOSHS). To 

this date, it is difficult to count exactly how many children worldwide can be called TCKs or 

GNs because these are self-imposed labels that are still not well-known, even among those who 

are living or have lived through this upbringing. Journals and memoirs that investigate how an 

international, mobile childhood affects children and how it impacts these children once they are 

adults is a fairly recent genre in literature that slowly gains momentum. In the past, TCKs were 

expected to embrace their parents’ nationality and ideology, and, as Robin Pascoe writes, “kids 

were told to just get on with it” (9).   

Methodology 

TCKs/GNs memories and reflections on their international childhoods cannot be 

measured, but are important themes that are addressed in this dissertation. This study analyzes 

the writings of three women who had a mobile and international childhood due to their parents’ 

career path in the 20th and 21st centuries. It was important for this study that these women were 

familiar with the TCK/GN discourse for two reasons. This study surmises that authors who 
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utilized A/TCK literature have an added reference point in which their own stories could add, 

deconstruct, and enrich current literature. Secondly, it will add another method by which their 

life stories could be compared and contrasted to the TCK profile and to the many assertions that 

have been made about TCKs/GNs. By comparing the authors’ memoirs and journals to the TCK 

profile, this study attempts to provide answers to the following queries: Do these memoirs 

represent a common theme as suggested by the TCK profile that could bridge the gap of a 

common reality?  Were different themes addressed that had not been noted in the TCK profile? 

Could these themes enlighten future studies of ATCKs and bring forth new information, 

especially those relating to women exclusively, since there is still a “lack of research in TCK 

women’s identity development” (Walters and Auton-Cuff 2009)?  Van Reken and Sand-Hart are 

self-proclaimed ATCKs, and Van Reken’s work has become part of the current literature and 

discourse about TCKs. Mansfield Taber’s previous written works and website indicates that she 

is familiar with the terminology as well. Another important factor in selecting these particular 

women was that Van Reken, Taber Mansfield, and Sand-Hart are representatives of regular 

people who did not set out to become professional authors for the sake of fame. All three women 

happen to be Caucasian, and it should be noted that the intent of this dissertation was not to 

exclude other racial or ethnic categories. However, the challenge was to find literary works that 

encompassed the set criteria for this study, which was to limit the scope to mostly American, 

self-identified ATCKs. Van Reken and Taber Mansfield were born abroad to American parents 

and thus are American citizens. Sand-Hart was born in England and is a British citizen, though 

her parents are from Norway and Sweden. Initially, the aim was to include only American 

authors, but since written works of self-identified ATCK authors are limited, Sand-Hart’s first 

publication allows this study to use her insights as a comparison to the works of the American 

authors in order to find out if her perspective is different, and if so, is it based on nationality, age, 

or other factors that were previously not addressed in the TCK discourse? Hence, one of the 

goals of this dissertation is to critique, expand, clarify and add concepts to the existing TCK 

discourse by using narrative identity theory as a framework. Narrative identity theory and D.P. 

McAdams life story model of identity (1985,1993,1996), which falls under qualitative research 

methods, suggest that “people…provide their lives with unity and purpose by constructing 

internalized and evolving narratives of the self.” (McAdams 2001). This method, called 

autobiographical reasoning (Habermas and Bluck 2000), allows women to reconstruct their 
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personal pasts from their perspectives where they examine and identify the social process which 

affected their identity formation during their childhoods. Although narrative identity theory has 

been used with clinical, developmental, cognitive and social psychology, as well as sociology 

and anthropology, it has been utilized in philosophy (Ricoeur 1984), narrative therapy (White & 

Epston), and literature (e.g., Lau, 2002; Bruner & Weiser, 1991) (qtd. in Singer 2004).  

 This study also investigates the motives and intentions as to why these women started to 

write and how their published works and readers’ feedback has impacted their personal and 

professional lives. Exploring the intent of authors is significant in order to determine if agency 

and a critique to the TCK/GN discourse has been established and whether the memoirs and 

journals contribute to a general enlightenment not only to ATCKs and GN’s but also to a wider 

population.  

Limitation 

 The major issue that directly affects the TCK profile and current literature is its U.S.-bias. 

Perhaps this is not surprising given the fact that the initial TCK researchers were Americans who 

were supported by U.S. universities.  Mark Heyward, an international education consultant out of 

Indonesia, reviewed Pollock’s and Van Reken’s book, Third Culture Kids: The Experience of 

Growing Up Among Worlds, in the Journal of Teaching in Marriage and Family and concluded, 

“Whilst the authors are careful to include a range of perspectives, national and cultural, 

nonetheless a tacit assumption that the TCK experience is predominately the experience of 

Americans abroad pervades the text” (2006). Furthermore, Heyward pointed out that this third 

culture construct might not be as real and meaningful for Europeans or Asians as it is for North 

Americans (2006).  Vicki Lambiri’s article called “TCKs Come of Age”  (2005) echoes this 

sentiment, and she writes, “Currently, much of the research and many other books written about 

TCK’s appear to have an American emphasis, which could be due to America’s large migratory, 

multinational population.” Hence, a great deal of the TCK framework has made generalizations, 

conjectures, and assumptions based on limited amounts of research that seems to be repeated in 

literature without any critical analysis. For example, Barbara Schaetti writes “once a global 

nomad, always a global nomad” and asserts that even if the adult settles down and never moves 

again, “the childhood and adolescent experiences of international mobility continue to exert their 

influences” (Phoenix 2010). It could be argued that any childhood experience could potentially 

have a long-lasting imprint on any adults. Hence, it is doubtful that a child, who repatriates to 
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his/her country at the age of six, would remember having spent his/her first six years in a foreign 

country and that those first six years would have a long lasting effect throughout his/her 

adulthood. 

 Another challenge was due to the researcher’s initial unfamiliarity with terms such as 

Third Culture Kids, Adult Third Culture Kids, and Global Nomads. Not knowing the proper 

terminology makes it difficult to locate journals, books, or any other information that is written 

for, about, and by A/TCKs or GNs. Unless one applies these specific terms, it is impossible to 

find websites or articles that discuss this topic of an international and global childhood, which is 

the terminology used in previous attempts to conduct research and find authors who had written 

about this subject. Most books about A/TCKs are only available on the various internet sites that 

cater to the expat community. Thus, it was difficult to learn about upcoming or previously 

published memoirs unless these specific internet sites were constantly perused and visited. Vicki 

Lambiri, intercultural consultant and trainer, agrees that there is some search system, “but few of 

them meet the criterion of an easy search that is universally accessible and useful.” She adds that 

“…a Third Culture Kids bibliography with almost 1,500 citations…is categorized by media type 

rather than by title or topic,” and has only been in existence “since 1999” (2005). Being aware 

that there are a limited number of memoirs available that have been written by A/TCKs who are 

familiar with the TCK profile and current discourse should not be seen as a limitation to this 

study. Rather the lack of critical analysis offers opportunities for self-identified A/TCKs who are 

of a more diverse cultural, ethnic, and national background and who can contribute to this 

growing field.  

 Finally, the use of memoirs and journals, which are the primary sources for this study, 

have their own limitations. Lejeune considers autobiographies to be referential texts that claim to 

provide information about a reality, which in itself is subjective and based on the author’s 

perspective (On Autobiography 1989). Yet, memoirs, journals, and autobiographies, often 

written down years later from the actual events, differentiate themselves from novels in that the 

author attempts to reconstruct plots and events that s/he believes to be true.  

Sources 

The primary sources for this study are the memoirs and journals written by Ruth Van 

Reken, Sara Mansfield Taber, and Heidi Sand-Hart, who have used authorship to elucidate their 

international childhoods. Memoirs and journals are very personal in nature, easy to read, and 
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relatable to the reader, even if s/he did not have the same experiences. Childhood stories of how 

one grew up and how they were internalized is a theme that most readers can relate to because it 

brings back memories of their own childhoods. Thus memoirs and journals are used as a tool to 

introduce a lifestyle that is foreign to most people. 

 This study uses a variety of expat websites such as as Families in Global Transition 

(FIGT), Transition Dynamics, Transition Abroad, Expat Women Denizen Third Culture Kids 

which offer the latest research on A/TCKs, book reviews, interviews with new authors, and 

articles. These websites are instrumental in reaching out to A/TCKs and their families who are in 

need of resources and also encourage others to participate in conferences so that the discourse on 

global living and A/TCK can be expanded. Newspapers such as the The Daily Telegraph, an 

English language broadsheet newspaper and the Washington Post are excellent resources that 

show how the media portrays A/TCKs or GN to a broader audience. Online interviews which 

featured Ruth Van Reken, Sara Mansfield Taber, and Heidi Sand-Hart also are used in this study 

to understand their intentions for authorship. 

 

Literature Review  

     This section will survey the gradual progression in which the initial research of Third Culture 

Kids was conducted by sociologists in the 1960s and has since included other academic 

disciplines such as psychology, education, and counseling. Professionals, sometimes expats or 

A/TCKs themselves, are researching and writing in the roles of relocation specialists, counselors, 

and teachers, as well as other professions, in order to share their findings with this global 

community. Then, the focus of the academic studies will shift to A/TCK authorship and examine 

the first anthologies that have been published in this context. Lastly, the review surveys the 

scholarship of life stories or narrative identity theory, which is used as a framework for this 

study. This review also highlights how narrative identity theory coupled with the findings of 

Third Culture Kids studies can enhance the current discourse of A/TCK in this study.  

Most studies conducted on A/TCKs and GNs have used qualitative and quantitative 

research methods in academic fields such as international education, sociology, and psychology. 

Qualitative research, although flexible, records interviews and observes and records behaviors, 

while quantitative research collects date by questionnaires and inventories. Both types of 

research methods have revealed the complexities such mobile and international upbringing can 
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have on children that often impacts their adult lives. However, these studies have given a variety 

of results in theories as to where TCK’s feel most at home. Fail et al. in her article, “Belonging, 

Identity and Third Culture Kids: Life Histories of Former International School Students,” 

surmises that her study conducted in 1995 found that “people’s sense of belonging was three 

times stronger to relationships than to a particular country” (2004). In the same article, she 

quotes studies conducted by Gleason (1970) that stated that “one third to one half of his 

respondents cited more than one country” (qtd. In Fail et al. 2004). According to Useem (1984), 

Wertsch (1991), and Pollock and Van Reken, 1999) “TCKs are rootless, and can feel home 

everywhere and nowhere” (qtd. In Fail et al. 2004). While these studies are important validations 

of an international childhood experience and have enhanced researchers’ knowledge about 

A/TCKs and GNs (Grimshaw and Sears 2008), such generalizations should be used with great 

care as they could construct stereotypes for this populace. Bikos et al. in her article, “A 

Consensual Qualitative Investigation into the Repatriation Experiences of Young, Missionary 

Kids,” voices her concerns about the TCK literature, and noticed “that many reports have 

significant statistical limitations, and research questions are largely researcher defined” (2009). 

Another issue is that although studies have focused on TCK as subjects, “it is rarely the case that 

the thoughts of the children themselves are actively sought in any systematic way” (Bagnall 

2012). Finally, Grimshaw and Sears point out that “very little attention has been paid to the 

social processes involved in the construction of identity” and suggest that the “symbolic 

interactionist tradition of social research offers particular useful insight” (2008). It is for this 

reason that this study focuses on individual stories where time and context can be used as a 

reference point that helps explain how women reconstructed their childhoods and what they 

chose to write about. 

TCK Research: The Early Years 

    Research on this population was usually sponsor specific (missionary and military children), 

limited, and “did not have the broader conceptual framework Ruth Useem introduced” recalls 

Ann Baker Cottrell (2009). Doctoral students Ann Baker Cottrell, Kathleen Jordan, and Richard 

D. Downie were among the first scholars to produce dissertations about Third Culture Kids 

under Dr. Useem’s guidance and continued effort (Baker Cottrell and Downie 2012). However, 

the terminology and label “Third Culture Kids” was not used in dissertations until 1978 (Baker 

Cottrell 2009). The goal of the Useems’ early studies were “attempts to make summaries of what 
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was happening in the world at the time of a major shift in the relationships among the peoples of 

the globe in the middle of the twentieth century; the ending of colonialism, the dramatic increase 

in science and technology, and the rise of two relatively new world powers” (Useem ISS). Ruth 

Hill Useem and her husband John Useem observed that the cross-cultural encounters were not 

limited to the Indian continent where they had previously coined the term “Third Culture,” but 

occurred all over the world. Ruth Hill Useem stated that: 

By 1960, the U.S. Census published its first ever consensus of Americans overseas. There 

was scarcely a country without a contingent of Americans. Some of the over 200,000 

American children of school age were attending newly established Department of 

Defense schools. Others were enrolled in makeshift schools assisted by the Department 

of State. Missionary groups tended to set up their own schools and oil companies set up 

their camp schools. While there was a great deal of research and many publications on 

the adults and the organizations which were sponsoring them abroad, there was little 

except anecdotal material on the minor dependents and the schools servicing them (ISS). 

In 1991, Ruth Hill Useem and her associates John Useem, Ann Baker Cottrell, and 

Kathleen A. Finn Jordan conducted the largest exploratory study to this date and collected 

questionnaires from nearly seven hundred American Adult Third Culture Kids (A/TCKs). Based 

on this large sample, Useem and her associates drew preliminary conclusions about this 

populace, especially in the field of education and stated that “TCKs are four times more likely to 

earn bachelor’s degrees” than their non-mobile counterpart. Her study also confirmed that a 

majority of A/TCKs suffered from re-entry problems, also called reverse culture shock, and 

reported feeling “out of sync” with their all-American reared peers, which seemed to be of less 

importance with increasing age. Within the same report, Useem was of the opinion that, “the 

problems these adult TCKs face are more related to the American scene than they are due to the 

simple fact that they have been internationally mobile as children.” Unfortunately, Useem did 

not elaborate on her opinion or offer specific reasons. Other conclusions drawn from this study 

included that: 

Women, in comparison to men, revealed greater concern with interpersonal relations; 

were far more likely to have experienced difficulty leaving childhood friends, and re-

entering the US. As adults, they were more likely to believe that their international 

childhoods helped their social relations in that they reached out more to others who 
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needed help. As a downside to their experiences, they experienced more stress over 

conflicting desires for stability and mobility, and were more prone to see many sides on 

an issue (Useem ISS). 

However, Useem thought that the above findings were due to general gender differences than to 

the actual TCK experience (ISS).  

To this date, there has been little or no research that has focused solely on women 

A/TCKs with the exception of Kate A. Walters and Faith P. Auton Cuff whose article entitled “A 

Story to Tell: The Identity Development of Women Growing Up as Third Culture Kids.” This 

corroborates the need to collect stories of women who have had an international upbringing since 

these could ultimately serve as examples and role models for ATCKs. Women’s stories are often 

silenced especially in international relocations and within the expat community. Although 

women have gained equal rights, the fact is that “in most cases, the ‘primary’ employee overseas 

is the father” with the exceptions of missionaries where both parents are often accredited (Useem 

ISS). Hence, many women forfeit their paid employments in order to accompany their spouses to 

international locations, and this greatly impacts the family dynamics, not only for spouses, but 

for children as well. Robin Pascoe, author of Raising Global Nomads, has firsthand experiences 

with international relocations and testifies that, “relocation experts are quick to point out to 

companies that an unhappy spouse has the ability to derail an assignment” (92). Anne 

Copeland’s article, “Women Expatriates: A View of their Own”, states that “only 16% of the 

international expatriate population are women. Copeland proposes that there is an underlying 

assumption by companies that says “women won’t take an overseas assignment” and, if they do, 

they are not able to function because of “gender discrimination in the host country.” Copeland’s 

article continues to state that women had to work harder and ask for overseas assignments, 

whereas men were invited to go abroad. Even the Foreign Service has been slow to change its 

patriarchy. According to an article entitled, “A More Representative Foreign Service,” women 

have entered the Foreign Service at a higher rate than men in recent years, but two-thirds of 

ambassadorial assignments continue to be given to males (U.S. Diplomacy 2010). It is not 

surprising that girls and women find themselves surrounded by an establishment that mostly 

represents the ideals, norms, and values of the founding patriarchy. Thus, this study makes an 

attempt to introduce gender issues to the discourse of A/TCKs, which has so far been 

inadequately addressed in any literature that has been consulted for this study.  



14 

 

Adult Third Culture Kids, Global Nomads, and Expats Expand Terminology and Theory 

Around the same that Ruth Hill Useem and her colleagues continued to research the 

phenomenology of A/TCKS, others such as the late David C. Pollock, Norma McCaig, and 

eventually Ruth Van Reken started to research and write about this population as well. Much was 

based on observation, anecdotal evidence, and personal experiences. Both, Norma McCaig and 

Ruth Van Reken were brought up overseas by parents who were in representational roles. 

David C. Pollock, a sociologist, moved to Kenya as an expat and missionary in the mid-

seventies and worked near Rift Valley Academy (Van Reken, Paradox of Pain and Faith). 

There, he started to observe certain characteristics common among the international school 

setting. Upon his return to the United States he co-founded Interaction, Inc. an organization that 

aimed at helping churches and other international organizations better care for their families 

(Van Reken Paradox). This led him to develop The Third Culture Profile. The late David 

Pollock served as Executive Director of Interaction International and was recognized around the 

world as an authority on third culture kids, transitions, and international mobile families. Besides 

being an advocate, he stressed the importance of providing services such as preparing for 

transition for overseas assignments through seminars, pre-field orientations, and adult TCK 

seminars workshops, etc. (Interaction International). 

Much of the current literature written about A/TCKs and Global Nomads stems from 

people who have lived this lifestyle and who have embraced this terminology. Vicki Lambiri 

confirms this statement and asserts, “…increasingly A/TCKs themselves are the ones responsible 

for the evolution of the TCK term as it gradually enters the consciousness of the internationally 

mobile populations and those who work and live with them” (2005). Ruth Van Reken serves as a 

perfect example who has contributed to the theoretical framework and discourse of A/TCKs. She 

has become a prolific writer, advocate, lecturer, and teacher who has collaborated on concepts 

and ideas with the late David Pollock which resulted in their joint publication called Third 

Culture Kids: Growing Up Among Worlds, (2009), which was first published as The Third 

Culture Kid Experience in 1999.  

This book, which is often cited in papers that are published in peer-reviewed and 

professional journals, essays, and dissertations, describes the many paradoxes TCKs or GNs may 

exhibit. While it does make many assertions about TCKs which could be applicable to other 

people as well, it has become an important piece of literature.  
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David Pollock and co-author Ruth E. Van Reken collected data and developed a 

theoretical framework, which discusses the complex personality traits of TCK based on their 

many years of working with this populace, as well as collaborating with other experts and 

collecting of anecdotal evidence from A/TCKs. Pollock and Van Reken suggest that the benefits 

and challenges of the TCK profile “are sometimes described as being like opposite sides of the 

same coin” (87). What they mean is that because of the constant cycles of relocations, TCKs 

have an opportunity to experience the richness of various countries and cultures and meet a 

variety of people, who have very different ideologies and viewpoints, which are beneficial in the 

learning process of a child. At the same time when parents embark on their next assignments, 

children experience sadness at the chronic losses of relationships and environments to which 

they have grown accustomed and embraced. While experiencing loss and grief can be a 

challenge, Pollock and Van Reken contend that these challenges can later turn into benefits 

because this “pain provides an opportunity to develop a greater empathy for others” (87). At the 

same time, the benefits might also turn into challenges, especially when entering other host 

countries or the home country where concepts, ideas, culture, traditions, and many unwritten 

rules are different or even conflict with each other. The profile of the TCK or global nomad 

explores the benefits and challenges of highly mobile children and how it has impacted their 

character development, behavior, personality traits, and ideologies. Pollock and Van Reken 

provide some examples of this dichotomy: 

1. Expanded world view versus confused loyalties means that TCKs are aware that there can be 

more than one way to look at, interpret, or do things, which might cause others to believe that 

they are not loyal or patriotic to their home nation (89). 

2. Three dimensional view of the world versus painful view of reality. TCKs experience the 

world in a tangible way by having lived in so many different places. Hence, their encounter 

in an international setting where they experience different foods, sounds, smells and sights 

cannot be accomplished by just reading a book about it or watching movies. Often, their 

lifestyles differ greatly and add concepts and ideas to their reference points through personal 

experiences throughout their travels. Thus, many people might label TCKs as arrogant and 

privileged or accuse them of making up stories because they cannot remotely relate to the 

experiences. In order to cope with this accusation or disinterest, feeling as their talents, 

knowledge, and skills are not appreciated or valued by peers and teachers, many TCKs 
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decide to employ coping mechanisms such as building walls around their emotions (93). 

3. Cross cultural enrichment versus ignorance of the home culture. “A/TCKs usually have a 

sense of ownership and interest in cultures other than just that of their passport country,” 

state Pollock and Van Reken. Many explore the deeper layers of their host cultures and learn 

the reasons behind some of the differences while others even incorporate some of the 

cultures’ ideas and rituals into their own lives. On the other hand, because many TCKs have 

not spent enough time in their home country, they are often ignorant of the home culture’s 

way of doing things or unaware of the current generation’s interests, behaviors, and trends. 

This can often lead to reverse culture shock and adjustment issues because TCKs often 

assume that they will automatically fit into their home culture. Another factor that plays into 

this assumption is that TCKs hold citizenship of their home culture and think the cultural 

aspects of living abroad is replicated state side. Thus, they do not take into consideration that 

even in their own country demographics differ greatly depending on socio-economic, 

religious, ethnic, and racial backgrounds (89). 

Thus, Pollock’s and Van Reken’s book has been one of the most comprehensive pieces of works 

that has been written for and about ATCKs and  has been cited in many journal articles and 

dissertations.  

 Norma McCaig grew up as a corporate child in India and in the Philippines and, as an 

adult, founded Global Nomads International, a group for A/TCKs, regardless of what their 

parents’ sponsors had been (Van Reken, Paradox). She coined the terms Global Nomad, (which 

was discussed in chapter one) and Hidden Immigrant, and worked extensively with the late 

David Pollock in expanding and promoting these ideas and concepts. The term, Hidden 

Immigrant, is also sometimes used to describe an A/TCK or GN (Pollock & Van Reken 55). This 

term can have two separate meanings, which depend upon the context.  Some TCKs/GN might 

feel as if they are immigrants when they return to their passport countries because they don’t feel 

as if they culturally, ideologically, and nationally belong in their parents’ country of origin.  

Hence, the term passport country is used to denote that the TCK is a citizen of this country, but 

feels out of sync with his parents’ culture. Another example where a TCK can feel as if s/he is a 

hidden immigrant is when his/her physical appearance blends into the mainstream populace of 

the host country, and s/he is mistaken to be a native of this host country. Yet because s/he does 

not actually originate from this country, is unfamiliar with the culture, customs, language and 
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ideology, s/he is called a hidden immigrant (Pollock & Van Reken 55). This can also lead to 

additional frustration for a TCK since people automatically assume that s/he should be familiar 

with the local customs and traditions, and no allowances are made by other people for the TCK’s 

lack of cultural knowledge of miscues as they would to an obvious immigrant or recognized 

foreigner (Pollock &Van Reken 55). 

Norma McCaig’s article, “Growing Up with a World View: Nomad Children Develop 

Multicultural Skills,” identifies six specific elements, which impact the cultural influences on 

children who live abroad: school, the caregiver’s culture, host cultures, parents’ culture of origin, 

the expatriate community culture, and the culture of the sponsoring community, i.e. Foreign 

Service, Military, Missionary, and Business organizations. She also surmised “the degree to 

which a child is affected by the host culture depends on the length of stay, the degree of contact 

with the local culture, and the parents’ attitude toward host nationals.”  There is no evidence that 

previous studies took the above stated variables into account, and Norma McCaig did not 

elaborate on her ideas further. It is this dissertation’s aim is to search for these variables when 

analyzing the memoirs and journals of Van Reken, Mansfield Taber, and Sand-Hart because 

these are important elements that have previously not been discussed in the A/TCK literature. 

Narrative Identity and Life Stories of an International Childhood Experience 

The ultimate goal of this dissertation is to find My Story. In other words, A/TCKs want to 

tell, hear, and read stories that validate their own lives. Sara Mansfield Taber reflects on her own 

family’s traditions after she finished reading Patricia’s Hampl’s, A Romantic Education, and 

writes in her essay, Longing for America: Notes from a Traveling Childhood, “In my family 

there was none of the cleaving tradition that I read of in so many memoirs” (qtd. in McCluskey 

1994). Consequently, A/TCKs are writing, presenting, and publishing stories to be part of a 

community which should now be critiqued and expanded. The work that has inspired this 

dissertation stems from the book entitled Unrooted Childhoods: Memoirs of Growing Up Global, 

which was published in 2004, and edited by two A/TCKs, Faith Eidse and Nina Sichel. This 

book, according to them, was published after they attended a Global Nomads International 

meeting. Eidse and Sichel not only featured their own essays but also identified and introduced a 

body of international writers,  some well-known such as Isabel Allende, Carlos Fuentes, and Pico 

Iyer, who had written about their international upbringings, and others “whose work is published 

for the first time” (Simmons 2009).  Although Eidse and Sichel did not provide a literary 
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analysis of each selected excerpts, they grouped the authors’ work into the four different themes 

of enrichment, estrangement, rootlessness, and identity and provided an introduction of these 

four universal characteristics that encompasses the lives of A/TCKs. In 2008, Nina Sichel and 

Faith Eidse collaborated with Gene H. Bell-Villada, and Elaine Neil Orr and produced Writing 

Out of Limbo: International Childhoods, Global Nomads and Third Culture Kids. According to 

the book’s introduction, Gene H. Bell-Villada organized a special panel with almost the same 

title, to be presented at the annual conference of the Modern Language Association in San 

Francisco in 2008. According to the editors’s knowledge, this was “the first strictly literary 

session to focus on the experience of being raised outside of one’s passport country” (2011). This 

book contains essays of Sichel, Eidse, Bell-Villada, and Neil Orr, and introduces the writings of 

lesser-known authors. The essays are divided in themes that address reflection, exploration, and 

reconfiguration. Part one, entitled Foundation, orients the reader to the theoretical framework of 

Ruth Hill Useem and Richard D. Downie, Ruth Van Reken, Norma McCaig, and Ann Baker 

Cottrell.  

Anthologies that have embraced the essays of writers who grew up as TCKs and NG are 

important as they allow authors to express themselves and form a unified front. Likewise, they 

allow readers to form their own conclusions and interpretations about the stories they have read 

rather than being persuaded to accept stereotypes. In this sense, it is apparent that more A/TCKs 

are determined to find agency within themselves, rather than having an identity imposed upon 

them. The publications of these two anthologies speak testimony to this assertion, because all of 

the four editors are A/TCKs and GNs. Faith Eidse is the daughter of Mennonite missionaries and 

grew up in Congo/Zaire, Canada, and the United States. She is an award-winning author and 

instructor, while she is also employed at the Florida Department of Health (Eidse and Sichel 

2004). Nina Sichel was born in the United States to an American mother and a German-Jewish 

father, and raised in Venezuela. She currently lives in Washington, D.C. and offers memoir-

writing workshops through Northern Virginia Community College in Annandale (Liang 2014). 

Elaine Neil Orr grew up in Nigeria as the daughter of medical missionaries. She has published a 

novel, a memoir, and two scholarly books, and serves on the faculty in English at North Carolina 

State University (McGaha 2013). Gene H. Bell-Villada is a critic, essayist, translator, professor, 

and former Chair in the Department of Romance Languages and Literatures at Williams College, 

Williamstown, Massachusetts (Amador Publisher Homepage).  
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He was born in Haiti to a Hawaiian mother and white father. During his childhood he 

lived in Puerto Rico, Venezuela, and Cuba (overdrive).   

There is no doubt that someone’s childhood helps shape his/her identity, especially one 

that is different from what is considered the mainstream norm. Most TCKs find their upbringing 

normal because they grow up with others who have similar experiences. It is when TCKs enter 

their passport countries that they realize their experiences are different from those peers who 

have never lived abroad. This is in part, of course, because the returning TCK has to adapt to his 

or her country, but then, adapting, learning new customs and cultures, is not foreign to the TCK, 

because s/he has done so many times before. One major difference, this study would argue, is 

that upon re-entering the United States, nobody wants to listen to the experiences that TCKs 

want to share with their peers. Therefore, their stories are silenced by teachers, friends, even 

family members who do not want to relate to anything other than their own interests and 

motivations. This can lead to social marginality if a TCK is not able to manage their social 

identity and learn how to “relate to mono-cultural people” (Fail et al. 2004). 

Writing memoirs or journals, which is what Van Reken, Mansfield Taber, and Sand-Hart 

did, is a tool these women use in an attempt to “make sense of their lives and the lives of others” 

(McAdams 1995). Narrative identity encompasses a framework that allows this study to analyze 

A/TCK’s essays, memoirs and journals through a holistic approach that interweaves the roles of 

author, agent, narrator, protagonist, A/TCK, and woman. McAdams contends that in recent years 

the study of lives emerged as an interdisciplinary effort to “write, interpret, and disseminate 

people’s life stories” especially groups whose “lives and stories have historically been ignored or 

even repressed” (qtd. in McAdams 2001).Mostly, narrative identity theory in the context of the 

A/TCK experience seeks to uncover “how individuals employ narratives to develop and sustain a 

sense of personal unity and purpose from diverse experiences across the lifetime” (Singer 2004). 

With the primary emphasis on Identity and Life Stories, researchers in all disciplines focus on 

“questions of how individuals seek to make meaning of their lives, both how they understand 

themselves as unique individuals and as social beings who are multiply defined by life stage, 

gender, ethnicity, class, and culture” (Singer 2004). 

Dan P. McAdams in his article, “American Identity: The Redemptive Self,”  proposes 

that American identity is not reflected in specific personality traits, behaviors, dispositions, or 
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political and religious views, but “it lies in our stories” (2008). Polkinghorne places narrative at 

the center of understanding human lives and writes: 

Our lives are ceaselessly intertwined with narrative, with stories we tell and hear told, 

with the stories that we dream or imagine or would like to tell. All these stories are 

reworked in the stories of our own lives that we narrate to ourselves in an episodic, 

sometimes semiconscious virtually uninterrupted monologue. We live immersed in 

narrative, recounting and reassessing the meaning of our past actions, anticipating the 

outcomes of our future projects, situating ourselves at the intersection of several stories 

not yet completed. We explain actions in terms of plots, and often no other form of 

explanation can produce sensible statements (1988, p. 160). 

Hence, A/TCKs’ memoirs and journals retell a story of a childhood that does not fall into 

known and understood categories, such as the immigrant, migrant, displaced person, or slave 

narrative that have become part of the literary canon in the United States. Instead, A/TCKs or 

GNs are terms that are is still “unacknowledged by a wider U.S. culture, but accepted as a fact 

among… organizations such as SIETAR (Society for Intercultural Education, Training and 

Research) and NAFSA (Association of International Educators) university branches of Global 

Nomads International, magazines and websites…have done much to disseminate information” 

(Bell-Villada, Sichel Introduction).  

Chapter Outline 

     The introduction in Chapter One defines the terms Third Culture Kid and Global Nomad 

while it locates the terminology in its cultural context of a shared experience. Moreover, it 

introduces the major objectives of this study which analyzes the written works of self-identified 

ATCKs, Ruth Van Reken, Sara Mansfield Taber, and Heidi Sand-Hart. The next section called, 

Definition of Third Culture Kid and Global Nomad points to the subtle differences of the terms 

that are utilized within the expat community and A/TCKs, and explains their origins.  The 

section entitled Adult Third Culture Kids and Global Nomads Become Authors, alludes to the 

lack of literature that is absent from self-identified ATCK women authors, which is followed by 

the section called Historical Context. This section briefly focuses on the history of international 

childhoods, especially how it applies to the United States. Sections two and three discuss the 

methodology used in this study and limitations, while section three highlights sources used to 

investigate the authors’ works.  The Methodology section describes the theoretical framework of 
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using narrative identity theory for this study, and the section entitled Limitation explains the 

American bias that is noticeable in the currently available primary and secondary sources. Then, 

the Literature Review places this study in the context of academic publications and non-scholarly 

books, articles, and essays that have guided, added, and expanded the discourse of A/TCKs and 

GNs over the last forty years, mostly in the United States and some European countries. Finally, 

the Chapter Outline orients the reader through the various chapters of the dissertation. 

Chapter two presents the biography of Ruth E. Van Reken, an overview of Ruth E. Van 

Reken’s career path as a writer and lecturer, and introduces Van Reken’s journal entitled Letters 

Never Sent. This chapter continues with the summary and analysis of Van Reken’s journal, 

which has been divided into five different themes called: “Parents and Sponsoring 

Organizations;” “Educational Settings, Friends, and Teachers;” “Nationality and Language;” 

“Adult TCK Career Choices: Mobility versus Stability;” and the “Chapter Conclusion”. 

Chapter three presents the biography of Sara Mansfield Taber, an overview of Sara 

Mansfield Taber’s thoughts on authorship and intent, and introduces Mansfield Taber’s memoir 

entitled born under an assumed name: The Memoir of a Cold War Spy’s Daughter. The chapter 

continues with the summary and analysis of Mansfield Taber’s memoir, which has been divided 

into five different sections that reflects the chronological order of Mansfield Taber’s childhood 

moves. 

Chapter four presents the biography of Heidi Sand-Hart, an overview of Heidi Sand-Hart 

as a newly published author, and introduces Sand-Hart’s book Home Keeps Moving: A Glimpse 

into the Extraordinary Life of a Third Culture Kid (2010). The chapter continues with the 

summary and analysis of Sand-Hart’s book, which has been divided into five sections called: 

“Where is Home?” “The Meaning of True Friendship;” “Education and Career Path;” “Time to 

Reflect;” and the “Chapter Conclusion“. 

Chapter five provides an overview and conclusion of the literary analysis of Van Reken, 

Taber Mansfield and Sand-Hart, and examines if their works successfully elucidates for readers 

the factors that helped shape these women’s identities as A/TCKs. Moreover, the conclusion will 

discuss whether their authorship provides templates, inspirations, and critiques for others to share 

stories and perspectives that could further illuminate the discourse of A/TCKs and GNs. 

 Finally, the researcher would like to offer suggestions for future research, especially with 

regard to life stories of A/TCK. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

RUTH E. VAN REKEN 

 

Biography 

 Ruth E. Van Reken (nee Frame) was born in Kano, Nigeria, in 1945 and lived there for 

the first thirteen years of her life because of her parents’ work as missionaries. Her father, albeit 

North American, was born and raised in Iran since his parents had been missionaries as well. 

Ruth’s mother was born and raised in Chicago, Illinois, but she followed her husband’s work to 

Nigeria, where she raised a total of six children, including Ruth. Ruth and her sister, Mae Beth, 

started their education in a Nigerian boarding school and graduated from high school in Chicago, 

where they lived with their maternal grandmother and aunt. Ruth entered college and graduated 

from nursing school with the hope that one day she would return to Nigeria and work as a 

missionary like her parents and grandparents had done before her. She married David Van Reken 

in 1967. He was a medical student at the time and later became a missionary doctor. They have 

three daughters together. Their eldest, Sheri Lisa, was born in Liberia in 1970; Rachel in 1973 in 

St. Louis; and their last daughter, Stephanie Lynn, was born in Portsmouth in 1974, shortly after 

David had joined the Navy. In 1976, the Van Rekens were accepted to go to candidate school at 

the mission and, shortly after, became missionaries. They spent nine years in Liberia working 

through SIM) Society for international Ministries (formerly Sudan Interior Mission) before 

returning to the United States of America (Jones 2015). 

 

Published Works 

 Ruth Van Reken is a second generation Third Culture Kid and mother of three A/TCKs. 

She is the co-author of Third Culture Kids: Growing Up Among Worlds with David C. Pollock. 

In addition, she is one of the first few adult TCKs who examined the impact of her cross-cultural 

childhood in her book entitled Letters Never Sent, which was first self- published as Letters I 

Never Wrote in 1986. In 2012, Letters Never Sent: A Global Nomad’s Journey from Hurt to 

Healing was reprinted with an updated epilogue by Ruth Van Reken.  

 Her work has been published in Strangers at Home, edited by Carolyn D. Smith (Aletheia 

Publications), and Unrooted Childhoods, edited by Faith Eidse and Nina Sichel (Nicholas 

Brealey/Intercultural Press). Ruth Van Reken’s article “Cross-Cultural Kids: the New Protoype” 
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was published in the book Writing Out of Limbo, edited by Gene H. Bell-Villade and Nina Sichel 

with Faith Eidse and Elaine Neil Orr (Cambridge Scholars Publication). Other works published 

by Van Reken are When Faith is All You Have and Who Is Jesus? Both books were published by 

Water Brook Press. 

 Since 1987, Ruth Van Reken has traveled to over forty-five countries working with 

fellow A/TCKs, parents of TCKs, human resource professionals, educators, researchers, and 

caregivers about issues related to global family living. Currently, Van Reken is researching how 

lessons learned in the TCK context might also apply to other types of cross-cultural childhoods. 

Van Reken is co-founder and past chairperson of the annual Families in Global Transition 

conference (Van Reken 251). 

 Van Reken did not set out to publish a book or plan to become a writer. Her training and 

career path were in nursing and missionary work. Instead, she was thirty-nine years old and 

wanted to know the origin of her chronic depression (Van Reken “Paradox” ). She started to 

keep a journal and realized how much resentment, anger, grief and frustration she had kept to 

herself over the years, but she did not comprehend why she felt these emotions (Pollock & Van 

Reken 78). According to her own accounts, she had a loving family, received a good education, 

and was actively involved in missionary work, which had been one of her goals in life. One day, 

she received a survey and a brochure for an International Conference on Missionary Kids. She 

filled out the survey and wrote a letter to David Pollock, who was the conference organizer. In 

her letter to him she stated that she never had “…a re-entry seminar… and am only now trying to 

figure out my story… Maybe I’m the only adult missionary kid who has struggled to understand 

her past…” (Van Reken 223). Van Reken sent Pollock a copy of her journal and was encouraged 

by him to publish her story, which was, after many rejections, published by a family friend for 

free. In 1987, David Pollock asked Van Reken to speak at a conference in Quito, Ecuador. There 

she met other A/TCKs and learned that she was not alone in her experience (Van Reken 225). 

During this conference, she also became acquainted with Norma McCaig, founder of Global 

Nomads International. Although McCaig was not of the same faith community as most 

participants, she believed that A/TCK’s of all sectors, corporate, foreign service, missionary,  

military and educational personal “shared more similarities in their experiences than the overt 

differences most would see between the lifestyles of these various communities” (Van Reken 

225-226). It is through these conferences that Van Reken learned how much she had in common 
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with other A/TCKs regardless of their religious affiliations and sponsoring organizations. She 

also realized that there were many people like her who had not yet found a language to reflect 

and understand their own journeys. It occurred to her that the impacts of a global childhood did 

not only relate to her or other missionary kids in particular. Instead, this internationally mobile 

crowd shared the benefits and adventures that this lifestyle had provided, but, like Van Reken, 

they had also admitted to coping with issues such as identity confusion, culture shock, delayed 

adolescence and grief. During the conference, Van Reken sold 160 copies of her book she had 

brought with her, and, six months later, five thousand more copies were sold (Van Reken 224). 

This was a clear indication that adult TCKs wanted and needed to validate the feelings and 

emotions they had encountered while growing up in a highly mobile world. Many people, who 

had initially been afraid to vocalize their sentiments, started to share their challenges with Van 

Reken, who came to the realization that not everything that had troubled her was due to her being 

a MK/TCK (Van Reken 225).  

 The late sociologist David C. Pollock, who was considered an expert on TCK research, 

was in the process of expanding Ruth Useem’s original Third Culture Kid concept. Driven by 

curiosity, Ruth Van Reken joined him in his endeavor, and their collaboration produced the 

international bestseller Third Culture Kids: Growing Up Among Worlds, which was first 

published in 2001 and revised in 2009. Being a co-author allowed Van Reken an opportunity to 

connect with other A/TCKs and collaborate on ideas and concepts with a group of people who 

were investigating how their international, mobile childhoods had affected them. While living in 

her newly adopted hometown of Indianapolis in the 80s and 90s,Van Reken realized that the 

growing number of expatriates returning to the United States remained invisible to the 

mainstream populace and noted that, “few seemed to consider expatriates as a local community 

as they might in Monrovia, Liberia” (Van Reken 228). As a result, she met others who shared a 

vision to address the needs and concerns of expatriates in their local community and offer 

support for this group. Eventually Families in Global Transition (FIGT) was formed, and the 

first conference took place in 1998 in Indianapolis (Van Reken 228). Since then, FIGT has 

grown and expanded its membership, which includes A/TCKs from all sectors, such as military, 

missionary, international corporation, and foreign service/diplomatic corps. 
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Introduction to Ruth Van Reken’s Journal 

Van Reken’s reconstructed journal is a personal story that recalls the author’s feelings and 

sentiments about the many family separations she encountered due to her parents’ work as 

missionaries. The protagonist in the story is a young girl named Ruth, whose anxieties, fears, and 

experiences are chronicled in letters to her parents and to G-d. However, it is Van Reken, the 

author and narrator who allows herself to re-experience specific plots that serve as a critique to 

the missionary system under which she was raised. 

  The letters are examples of how Ruth may have communicated her emotional stages and 

coping mechanisms to her parents and other adults had she been given the opportunity. Instead, 

adults during Van Reken’s childhood in the fifties were not cognizant that constant and 

prolonged family separations could negatively affect their children’s lives. Lack of literature and 

information about international relocations also made it difficult for parents to know whether 

they made the right decisions for their children. Robin Pascoe, author of the book Raising Global 

Nomads writes: 

Only recently have children’s transition challenges and cross-cultural adjustments begun 

to be highlighted by an industry of intercultural trainers, coaches, and researchers; by 

organizations sending families abroad, and by the international schools expat children 

attend. It was tempting in the past for some parents to gloss over their children’s mobility 

challenges (and their own) in an attempt to get everything and everyone moving 

smoothly. Kids were told to just get on with it (9). 

 The journal does not seek to blame anyone involved in Ruth’s upbringing or in her later 

life. Van Reken asserts in the section called “About the Letters I Never Wrote…“that her family, 

including parents, siblings, and husband was loving, caring and provided a positive example. 

Rather, Van Reken has internalized Ruth’s story to explain how a “person has come to be who he 

or she is over time…” (Adler and McAdams 2007). In her epilogue, Van Reken included her 

mother’s letter to her which stated what a great job Ruth did explaining her feelings “without 

blaming us” (Van Reken 204). Thus, time and distance from the actual events allowed Van 

Reken to enter a path of self-awareness where she not only analyzed the feelings and emotions 

from her past but also identified the reasons why they reappeared through various events setting 

off emotional triggers in unrelated circumstances. Thus, her journal entries are not necessarily 

about remembering specific events but reflections on the meaning of a lived experience. In an 
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article entitled “When Remembering Is Not Enough: Reflecting on Self-Defining Memories in 

Late Adolescence (2004)”, Thorne, McLean, and Lawrence suggest that “studies of meaning 

making are relatively new to research on personal memory” and “the turn toward narrative is 

partly a turn toward meaning premised on the assumption that the meanings that people make of 

their past can shape their future” (514).Van Reken acknowledges that the lessons she learned by 

journaling is not to fear the process of exploring the deeper places of her life. Rather, by 

discovering the areas that need healing, she has an opportunity to grow (Van Reken 206).  

David Pollock, who wrote A Special Word About TCKs as the introduction to Van 

Reken’s book, states that the “manuscript is not designed to condemn missions or missionaries, 

or scream at the past.,” but to “raise our awareness and sensitivity so that we may better obey our 

Lord’s admonition to love one another (including TCKs) in the future.” 

The journal entries span from 1951, when Ruth Van Reken is sent off to boarding school 

in Nigeria, until 1984, when her first-born daughter Sheri leaves Liberia to start high school in 

the United States. Each entry starts with “Dear Mom and Dad”, “Dear Mom” or “Dear Dad”, and 

on a few occasions “Dear G-d”. Additional italicized entries reflect Ruth’s own observations and 

recollections about a specific event and aide to clarify a particular plot or idea for the reader. 

After the last chapter, Ruth concludes with a section called “A Few More Words from Ruth” 

before continuing with her epilogue. This section addresses specific issues that are faced by 

many TCKs, especially the repetitive cycle of separations and loss. Ruth specifically dedicates 

this section to the behavior of children who often use detachment as a major defense mechanism 

against emotional pain (Van Reken 196).  

Next, the epilogue, updated in the latest version of the journal (2012), contains valuable 

information about Ruth’s ongoing projects and missions. Of major interest are sections such as: 

“The Inner Journey: Discovering Who I Really Am;” “What it means to be a Person;” “The 

Outer Journey; How this Book Began;” “How the GN/TCK Topic Grew; Beginning Families in 

Global Transition;” “A Slight Detour; An Expanding Topic;” “Coming Full Circle to New 

Beginnings.” The epilogue is of such importance because Ruth expands and explains how she 

has managed to overcome personal challenges through not only her faith but also by the many 

people she has met along her journey. She acknowledges the advantage of aging when she 

writes, “Perhaps one of the best things about growing older is having some perspective on life” 

(Van Reken 221).   
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The summary and analysis section of this dissertation is subdivided into four parts that 

evaluate the following themes: “Parents and Sponsoring Organizations;” “Educational Settings;” 

“Where is Home? Nationality and Language;” “Adult Third Culture Kid: Torn Between Mobility 

and Stability.” 

Parents, Family, and Sponsoring Organization 

Ruth Van Reken writes in the epilogue of the revised edition of Letters Never Sent: A 

Global Nomad’s Journey From Hurt To Healing (2012), “in my life, the greatest pain I 

experienced came in the constant cycles of separation and loss from people and places I loved, 

and these were primarily a result of my parents believing they were following G-d’s call to “Go 

into all the World and preach the gospel to all Creation” (Van Reken, 218).  

Much of the literature and dissertations written about TCKs or global nomads has 

focused on understanding particular TCK stresses, such as “re-entry to one’s passport country” 

(Baker Cottrell 2009), or they discuss the pros and cons of being a TCK or global nomad who 

possesses cross-cultural skills (Carlson 1997). While re-entry culture shock and having cross- 

cultural skills are important elements when discussing TCKs, very little has been written about 

the parent-child relationship under a sponsoring organization and the challenges that were 

experienced from the perspective of the A/TCK. Norma McCaig, one of the early pioneers who 

studied global nomads, thought that family members were much closer to each other because the 

family was the only consistent unit (qtd. in McCluskey 1994). While this may be the case for 

many missionary families, Van Reken’s journal recounts how her inaccessibility to her own 

parents affected her throughout her childhood and adult life. For many non-missionaries, the idea 

to place a six-year-old child into a boarding school so that parents can continue their mission’s 

goals is incomprehensible, and perhaps even constitutes a form of child abuse (Schaverien 2004). 

While many missionaries, such as Ruth parents, probably did not ponder the possible 

repercussions their absence had on their children, Van Reken’s candid portrayal of her childhood 

experiences divulge an aspect of missionary life that many missionary kids may have been too 

afraid to share. She purposefully does not focus on the details of happy events because she wants 

to elucidate the sacrifices children of missionaries have to make, and she uses her story to not 

only heal herself but others as well. Her goal is to explore what her emotional suffering means 

and uses autobiographical reasoning as an “activity of creating relations between different parts 

of one’s past, present, and future life, and one’s personality and development” (Habermas 2010). 
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In Van Reken’s case, she taps into her memory of her first event that traumatizes her and 

identifies the “specific episode from the past as a turning point” (Pals 2006). McAdams and 

others thinks that “in this regard research on narrative identity suggests that people are especially 

eager to derive lessons and insights from negative emotional scenes in life, searching for 

redemptive meanings in suffering and in adversity” (McAdams 2006; McAdams, Reynolds, 

Lewis, Patten & Bowman, 2001qtd. in McAdams, 2013) 

Van Reken’s first journal entry is in 1951, when six-year-old Ruth and Mary Beth, a 

slightly older sister, are sent off to boarding school. This entry signals a major shift, which 

deconstructs a little girl’s vision of family, home, and identity. For most children, parents are 

their first teachers, caregivers, and storytellers who indoctrinate them to their family’s history 

and origins based on their respective cultures. However, Van Reken does not provide a cohesive 

plot that would enlighten readers of her family’s background. Instead, locations, names of 

characters and their relationships to Ruth are casually mentioned and implied throughout the 

journal entries, which assumes that the audience should be familiar with Van Reken’s 

upbringing. The most peculiar omission in Ruth’s entries are the conversations and interactions 

between her and Mae Beth, who is sent off to boarding school with her and later also stays with 

Ruth in the United States after their parents return to Nigeria. Van Reken constructs the letters to 

her parents as if she is the only child in the family and hardly acknowledges that she has siblings. 

In one of Ruth’s letters, the names Chuck and Tom are briefly inserted, but there is no 

explanation offered as to their relationship to Ruth. Chuck and Tom could be pets, uncles, friends 

from home, or even servants. It is not until chapter seven where Tom and Chuck are referred to 

again that the reader is informed that they are Ruth’s brothers, yet even this fact is only indirectly 

stated because Ruth writes, “When Chuck and Tom came during the term…I’m not sure they 

were thrilled to have two older sisters for mothers” (Van Reken 49-50). It is only in this section 

of the book that the reader learns that Ruth also has two younger sisters, but their names and how 

Ruth feels about them are absent. As a matter of fact, if it were not for the enclosed family 

portraits at the end of the book, the reader would probably not realize that Ruth has five siblings. 

The portrait, which was taken in Chicago between 1949 and 1950, shows seated in front of their 

parents Mae Beth, Ruth, and Chuck. Judging from this photo, Mae Beth appears to be the eldest 

of the three, while Ruth seems to be just a little older to Chuck. Within a few years, Ruth’s 

parents have three more children: Tom, a boy, and two more girls. However, by omitting a 
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coherent family narrative, Van Reken attempts to “construct an autobiography in which the self 

is an active agent, the protagonist of a life that centers on individual choices and decisions” 

(Fivush 2003). Her goal is to show through her text the insecurities, fears, anxieties loneliness, 

and disorientation she felt as a child due to her frequent separations from her parents. Hence, 

Van Reken provides almost no personal information about her parents, siblings, and extended 

relatives. Instead, she gives voice to her version of the truth without having to be held 

responsible or accountable of the perceptions other family members might have. Fivush writes 

that “those who are given voice are given authority to tell the story from their perspective; in this 

way, voice is a form of power” (2003). Ruth’s imaginary letters addressed to her parents are 

testimony to the difficulty she has constructing her own identity, past and current family history, 

location, and where she imagines herself in the future. Although she has siblings, an aunt and 

grandmother who live in Chicago, she feels alone, abandoned, and misunderstood in her journey 

to make sense of her feelings and emotions. Van Reken never mentions the exact professions of 

her parents, how they met, or their characteristics and personalities. Although Ruth’s journal 

entries do show a lot of love, admiration, and respect for her parents, she is unsure of how she 

has to behave and conduct herself in their presence. Each encounter with her parents is 

accompanied with excitement and angst. Van Reken successfully elucidates the various 

emotional states of Ruth who looks forward to family vacations and reunions where she must re-

acquaint herself with her parents, and the upcoming separations, which leave her emotionally 

numb. 

During a family vacation, Ruth tries to protect her emotions by being mad and sulks, 

which is not well received by her parents. Unfortunately, her parents do not realize that Ruth is 

trying to cope with their immanent departure and ask her to behave better next time (Van Reken 

17). Ruth recognizes her error and acts comically during the next vacation, hoping that her 

parents will like her better (Van Reken 17). She reasons that her behavior and conduct determine 

whether she is permitted to spend time with them and becomes vigilant of how her parents 

respond to her emotionally. As such, Ruth, the social actor, not only observes her own 

performance, but also the performance of other actors, her parents, and monitors their feedback 

in order to be liked and accepted by them (McAdams 2013). Eventually, Ruth takes on the 

responsibility not to upset or sadden her parents and tries her best to hide her own feelings of 

discontent. Ruth parents’, however, seem not to notice that they are one of the major causes of 



30 

 

Ruth’s growing sadness. It can only be speculated as to why Ruth’s parents are not paying more 

attention to Ruth, but it must also be pointed out that during the time that Ruth’s parents worked 

as missionaries, information about how frequent relocations affect parents and children was not 

as available as it is today. Regardless of whether Ruth grows up in Nigeria or in Chicago, the fact 

that her parents are too occupied with their missionary work leaves Ruth in a state of disconnect 

from the people she loves the most: her parents and siblings.  

Jean Baker Miller and Irene Stiver, authors of The Healing Connection: How Women Form 

Relationships in Theory and in Life (1997) explain that: 

When parents are too preoccupied, too split off, too much compelled by their own needs, 

or too depleted to be responsive to their children and to their children’s need to know 

their parents, and when they are unable to share their own experiences or family histories, 

the children will feel cut off from both their emotions and other family members (94). 

The disconnection to other family members is also evident when the family returns to the 

United States in 1953 for a one-year furlough. Van Reken does not mention where in the United 

States the family is going or if they visit other family members. Her journals usually reflect her 

emotional state of being excited or sad, followed by apologies for being bad, or they express 

gratitude to her parents for taking her on vacations and sending her letters. Upon leaving the 

United States, Ruth is not sad to leave extended family or friends. The furlough seems as if it 

never occurred, but her uplifting tone reappears in her journal entry dated April 1954. Her 

parents return to Kano and ask her if she would like to stay “home,” an offer she gladly accepts. 

The next four years in Kano are summarized on two pages which are described as “a blur of 

happy memories” (Van Reken 29). Van Reken writes that her parents were not “being defiant or 

trying to prove anything to anyone. They just made the decision that seemed best for our family” 

(Van Reken 29). The statement seems to be a bit unclear of how it relates to the plot, but in 

Ruth’s first letter to her parents dated 1958, she mentions how proud she is that the local 

newspaper wrote about “white kids going to school with black kids,” but she quickly points out 

that “they did not understand that we were all doing our individual lessons in the back of the 

classroom while Mom taught the Nigerian students…” (Van Reken 30). Hence, it can only be 

assumed that Van Reken is pointing out the socio-political climate of her time when interracial 

schooling did not take place. 

While settled in Nigeria, Van Reken’s tone is uplifting, optimistic, and appreciative of 
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her parents’ efforts to keep the family together, and signals a major shift in Ruth’s emotional 

state. For the first time in the journal, Van Reken writes about her family as a unit. She even 

reveals to the reader that her parents teach at a Nigerian school. Ruth and her siblings are 

homeschooled by their parents, and she is free to roam around the area and visits villages where 

she sees small pox patients. It is during this time that she decides to study medicine. This 

particular letter is so important in Ruth’s story because it portrays a short but very happy moment 

in her life. The reader feels for the first time that there is not only Ruth, but there are others, her 

siblings, because she refers to them in her letter when she writes “Thank you, for keeping us all 

together” (Van Reken 31). 

Absent from Van Reken’s journal are encounters of possible Nigerian playmates or 

parent and sibling interactions. Instead, Van Reken gives the reader the impression that these 

four years are without major incidences or problems, and creates idyllic childhood memories that 

she safeguards.  However, it is this selective memory that provides a utopian vision for 13 year- 

old Ruth, who is about to experience culture shock and onset of puberty upon her return to the 

United States. By omitting facts of her life in Nigeria, she also sets a stage where the reader is 

puzzled as to why she has such difficulty re-entering the United States, especially since the 

family is leaving Nigeria together. She is saddened and disturbed by what seems to be a sudden 

departure of the whole family in 1958. According to Bazemore et al., “missionary parents may 

be reassigned quickly without opportunity to gain children’s input into the move, or political 

disaster may necessitate leaving their overseas home with little or no notice” (2010). The 

family’s exact destination in the United States is again not explicitly stated, nor are the reasons 

why Ruth’s parents return to Nigeria in 1960 without Ruth and Mae Beth. There is no evidence 

that a discussion took place as to where and how the sisters would finish their high school 

education. Nevertheless, Ruth’s life is once more chaotic and riddled with uncertainty, and the 

sudden loss of her home in Kano “…led to feelings of vulnerability and loss of control” 

(Bazemore et al. 2010). According to Bazemore, “Kotesky (2008) identified anxiety and 

depression as the most characteristic emotions of individuals who transition from one culture to 

another.” Ruth’s journal entries reflect her concerns of not knowing where or with whom she 

will stay, what school she will attend, and her attempts to fit into a society that is so different to 

what she has been accustomed to in Kano. Not only does she experience the challenges of being 

a teenager, but she has to prepare herself that for the next four years when she will be separated 
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from her parents. She writes, “I’m remembering the pain of first grade all over again. I see the 

same thing coming at me like a steamroller, and I want to jump in front of it and scream, ‘Stop! 

Stop!’ But there is not a thing in the world I can do to make it change its course. Even while I 

stand there screaming, it will surely flatten me” (Van Reken 40). 

Ruth’s journal entry of September, 1959, mentions that she would rather stay with her 

maternal grandmother than in a hostel in Michigan. Her tone is again anxious because she does 

not know how her grandmother feels about this living arrangement. Ruth also thinks that her 

behavior is contingent as to whether she will stay with her grandmother and writes, “I want to 

stay with grandma…but I know what you think – grandma could not handle me because I get too 

sullen” (Van Reken 40). Another entry confirms that Ruth continues to believe that her behavior 

determines whether or not she is allowed to stay with her grandmother. She writes, “Maybe 

Grandma and Aunt Mae will agree to let us stay on if we’re good…” (Van Reken 42). Van 

Reken is silent as to whether her grandmother volunteered to take them in or if the decision was 

made upon much deliberation between Ruth’s parents and the grandmother. If the grandmother 

did not immediately agree to let the girls stay with her, it could have given Ruth the impression 

that she and her sister were not really welcome. It is apparent that Ruth’s anxiety and insecurity 

are fueled of feeling rejected by her parents and relatives. Furthermore, the text is also silent on 

the relationship Ruth had with her grandmother in the past. Since the grandmother is hardly 

mentioned in the journal, it can only be assumed that Ruth is not very close to her, and the 

relationship unfolds only after Ruth has lived with her for some time. Ruth notes a few times 

how much she appreciates that her grandmother and aunt allow her to have friends over and 

provide a home for her. However, the reader has the impression that she is not too emotionally 

attached to her grandmother, and Ruth’s gratitude is a gesture of good manners.   

The imminent departure of her parents worries fifteen year-old Ruth months ahead of 

time, and she tries to cope with the pain and grief that will overcome her. She also attempts to 

protect her emotions and distances herself from her parents, but they do not understand the 

reasons for her odd behavior. Ruth again faults herself for her feelings and records, “I’m sorry 

I’m hurting you. I see the confusion in your eyes…you are about to leave for four years, and I’m 

acting awful. I know you want these last days to be filled with happy memories” (Van Reken 

42). It is not stated what Ruth does that is so awful, and she does not explain how her anger or 

sulkiness is played out in terms of not behaving well towards her parents. Yet, the pressure that 
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Ruth has placed on herself to hide her true feelings and emotions can be connected to the 

overarching expectations that others have probably placed on her as well. She and Mae Beth are 

required to sing a farewell song at the church, which must have felt like a mockery for Ruth.  

Ruth faults G-d for her dilemma but she is also torn because she believes in the teachings 

of Christ, her religion and faith, and seeks comfort in the scriptures to ease her pain. The internal 

conflict Ruth faces are between her emotions and her intellect. Intellectually, she knows that her 

parents have chosen their calling to be missionaries, but she cannot comprehend how a 

profession could demand the sacrifice of a stable family life. Her emotions reflect that she feels 

abandoned and betrayed but also guilty for feelings this way about her parents. She does not 

understand this inner conflict and is probably too ashamed to even want to talk about it with 

another person for fear that she will be judged. Throughout her stay in boarding school, she has 

already experienced that if true emotions are shown, it is interpreted as a sign of weakness, 

which will be exploited and used to torment her further in the form of shaming her. When her 

parents finally leave, Ruth feels bereaved, and writes to G-d, “I feel like I’ve just buried them. I 

can’t believe they’ll all be alive in four years” (Van Reken 44). She realizes that the next time 

her parents return, Mae Beth and she will be in college, and their lives will continue to change as 

the final break-up of their nuclear family is approaching. Finally, after her parents are gone, Ruth 

writes that Grandma and Aunt Mae allow them to live with them in Chicago and finally provides 

the reader with a location. It could be speculated that the reasons why Van Reken did not provide 

the reader with a precise location is because Ruth was not sure herself where she was going to 

stay until much later into the chapters. Omitting the information until the end of the chapter 

could be a tool to keep the reader guessing in the same way Ruth was guessing where she was 

going to stay. Hence, this creates a tension in the plot that mirrors the apprehensions Ruth feels 

as her life again is uprooted and unstable. When it does finally become clear to her that she will 

indeed stay at her grandmother’s, she is relieved not having to stay with total strangers.  

Ruth is worried about her parents’ standing in the community as well. She does not want 

to be the reason why her parents would be prevented from continuing their missionary duties. 

She seems to be aware that other people have in the past quit their assignments in order to take 

care of their family’s needs first. Perhaps those people lost their assignments or were criticized 

from their community, but Ruth’s tone indicates that she does not want to be the cause. Ruth 

notes that, “I’ve always vowed I would not be one of those kids, the kind that other missionaries 



34 

 

whisper with a sad shake of their heads…they must be pretty bad kids” (Van Reken 43). Van 

Reken does not write about specific rules that govern missionaries’ and their children’s conduct 

or guidelines, but she implies that there are certain expectations from her parents’ sponsoring 

organization. Due to her parents’ willingness to embrace and follow these expectations, they are 

absent when she graduates high school and enters college. Her letters insinuate that she 

understands the rationale why her parents return to Nigeria, and because she is indoctrinated with 

this ideology through her church activities, she silences her grief, and lives up to everyone’s 

expectations. Furthermore, her academic success, stable living arrangement with her 

grandmother and sister, and parents who correspond with her give Ruth the impression that she 

has no right to complain and to be upset. Therefore, the internal conflict starts to gnaw on Ruth, 

who feels as if she is losing herself as a person whose identity is still in the making. They 

communicate through regular mail, but this is not sufficient to make memories together as a 

family. It seems as if each word is carefully chosen in letters and probably does not evoke any 

feelings or emotion. Letters probably read more like reports of factual news, school, 

accomplishments, and perhaps stories about friends. Ruth states, “you always tell me what you 

do… but we rarely talk about what we feel” (Van Reken 47). This leaves the reader with the 

impression that the family is quite stoic and tries very hard not to display their emotions.  

The journal offers no explanation as to why Ruth does not confide in her sister, a friend, 

or even her grandmother or aunt. Van Reken in her blog entitled, “Paradox of Pain”, reflects on 

her childhood experience years later after the journal was published, and explains that…”for 

older AMKs (adult missionary kids)…the rules of the missionary subculture of the early days 

was the idea of ‘being a good soldier for Jesus’ (at least I know I certainly did). Acknowledging 

pain (outside of someone dying) was seen as a spiritual weakness”. She confirms that, “families 

who left missions for their kids… were talked about and this was one of the driving forces for me 

to be successful in high school…so that my parents would not have to return from Africa for 

me.” Van Reken writes that she denied herself to miss her parents because she did not want to 

bear the shame if their mission failed, and finding approval in the missionary subculture was 

important to her (Van Reken, “Paradox”). 

Having this information explains the reasons Ruth never confides her feelings to anyone. 

Robin Fivush suggests that “if certain stories or parts of stories are consistently responded to in 

one way or the other, these stories will either be reinforced or drop out of the individuals’ 
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repertoire of personal stories” (2003). Hence, the mission’s ideology silences children’s 

emotional distress, especially if they voice their need to be with their parents. Van Reken’s 

article attests that “AMKs may have learned as children to deny their true feelings, and began to 

voice a message that worked with their missionary subculture, ‘I miss my parents a little when 

we say goodbye, but I don’t really mind because I know they are serving Jesus’ (“Paradox”).  It 

can be surmised that it is the mission’s culture “that prescribes a certain form and content to a 

canonical life story…” (Fivush 2003) that dictates how missionary children should rationalize 

and cope with their parents’ prolonged absences.   

It is not until 1963, now living in the dorm, when Ruth meets her parents again. She 

worries about how they will relate to each other, especially since Ruth has changed her outward 

appearance; will they like her straight teeth and her clothes, and what will their expectations be 

of her? Ruth also questions how she will react towards her parents and asks herself if she will be 

ashamed of them. Surely, she has had enough time to observe that not all Americans work as 

missionaries, live a frugal lifestyle, and sacrifice their family relations for an ideal or cause. 

Perhaps it is this reference point that continues to stir up Ruth’s emotions. There are other 

adjustments a well, such as getting reacquainted with her own siblings, who she has not seen for 

a number of years. Ruth writes in chapter seven “when Chuck and Tom came during the term, it 

took us a while to get re-adjusted to each other” (Van Reken 49).  Ruth also mentions her two 

sisters, now six and seven years-old, for the first time, but her main focus is on her parents’ 

arrival. In November of 1963, Ruth thanks her parents “for including us in your discussion about 

whether to return for another term” (Van Reken 51), but this seems to be more of a symbolic 

gesture on the parents’ behalf. For some unknown reason, the parents, for the first time, solicit 

and perhaps actually consider input from their now almost grown children. Ruth, however, does 

not speak out or ask her parents to stay for fear she might seem selfish and unreasonable. The 

parents have already spent twenty years in Kano and probably have limited options pursuing 

work elsewhere. Van Reken’s hazy description of her parents’ occupation also makes it very 

challenging for the reader to comprehend how the missionary community functions in terms of 

retirement benefits, pensions, or other compensation that could have helped her parents find a 

different occupation or assignment. The reality is that the decision to return to Nigeria was 

already made beforehand by Ruth’s parents. Armed with this knowledge, it is no surprise that 

Ruth has no option but to acknowledge this fact, but she is puzzled and perplexed about her inner 



36 

 

turmoil. She writes in her journal that, “…I couldn’t or wouldn’t tell you what I was feeling so 

deeply. I was afraid if I told you, you’d think I was saying you can’t go back” (Van Reken 51). 

Ruth’s inability to communicate her ideas to her parents leaves her even more confused and 

angry, and she cannot organize the dialectics of her thoughts, emotions, even ideas, and facts. 

Ruth is grateful and appreciative of her parents and a loving family, her friends, and a 

nice home (Van Reken 52), but she cannot understand her feelings of guilt, anger, and 

disappointment that linger within. The text clearly supports Ruth’s feelings of confusion, but 

how much of her emotional rollercoaster is actually related to her being a missionary kid 

growing up in Nigeria? At this point it appears that Van Reken’s issue is with an organization 

that mandates that parents put the mission before their own family needs and togetherness. For 

Ruth, who believes in her faith and religion, her pain is directly related to the fact that she 

sacrifices being together with her parents. Van Reken’s article “Paradox of Pain” explains the 

dialectical internalization of this logic, ”For AMKs (Adult Missionary Kids) the reason for most 

of their losses are directly tied to G-d. Who asked their parents to be missionaries in the first 

place? Pain issues, therefore, are intricately related to faith issues. To question the pain is to 

question G-d.” 

Meanwhile, the family spends a vacation together in July of 1964, and Ruth notes, “…it 

may be the last time we’ll be together, just the eight of us” (Van Reken 54). For the first time, 

Van Reken writes about her family as a unit and establishes that there are a total of six children 

in the family. However, Ruth is cognizant of the fact that the moment is passing and the 

childhood that she wanted for years is not going to come to fruition after all. This moment in 

time represents a deep psychological loss of possibilities that maybe were created in Ruth’s mind 

but have now definitely ended. There are no more chances for the family to live all together in 

one house and create more memories. Her younger sisters are not even mentioned by name, 

indicating that Ruth, already living in Chicago when they were still toddlers, has already 

disconnected herself from them.  

Ruth starts nursing school the same day her parents return to Nigeria. She does not see 

her mother again until 1966, when she comes home for Mae Beth’s wedding, and again in 1967, 

when both of her parents attend Ruth’s wedding. As predicted by Ruth during the last family 

vacation, the two oldest daughters are now married and begin to start a life of their own. Ruth’s 

own wedding signals that her childhood has been forever lost. The opportunity to create family 
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memories are forever lost, and can never be recuperated again. Painfully aware that childhood 

only happens once for a short period of time, the journal entry of July 1967 reflects Ruth 

thoughts as she is about to get married: 

Dear Dad,  

I am so glad you’re finally here. Once more my heart is full of things I long to share with 

you. I wish I could sit on your lap and be your little girl again, and tell you all about my 

fears and dreams for the future. But it’s too late, Dad. The wall is still here. There isn’t 

any time to catch up on everything, and in three more days I’ll belong to somebody else, 

not you (Van Reken 64). 

Educational Setting, Friends and Teachers 

Ruth’s experiences two major dramatic events that involve her schooling. The first plot 

takes place in Nigeria, 1951, where a six year-old Ruth and her sister endure two years of 

boarding schools. The second plot takes place in Chicago where Ruth is the oddball among her 

classmates and struggles to fit into the American education system. There she has two different 

set of experiences within the same school, but within two different time periods. 

The concept of sending children to boarding schools is probably not well understood by 

North American readers. When TCKs mention that they were educated in a boarding school, the 

image of an elite institution for the affluent and wealthy often emerges which depicts the person 

as a spoiled member of society. Often, people do not realize the devastating effects boarding 

schools have on children because the narrative told was and perhaps still is that “sending 

children to boarding school is good for them” (Schaverien 2004). Joy Schaverien, a Jungian 

analyst from the United Kingdom, has coined the term Boarding School Syndrome (BSS). Based 

on her extensive research with ex-boarders, in psychotherapy and in semi-structured interviews, 

her findings depict the enduring psychological effects this trauma has on adults. (Schaverien 

Homepage2015). In her essay “Boarding School: The Trauma of the ‘Priviledged’ Child” (2004), 

Schaverien describes the child’s emotional conflict between a desire for intimacy and anticipated 

exile. She proposes that “the taboo on expressing emotions, which is common in such 

institutions, may lead to an encapsulation of the self. Consequently, the needs of the distressed 

child/self, remain active, but unconscious within the adult. This may be disguised by an armored, 

and very often socially successful persona” (2004).  
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The arrival at the boarding school is a major turning point in Ruth’s life in that she loses 

her familiar and safe environment where her parents had been the center of her emotional, 

spiritual, psychological, and physical wellbeing. No longer is she able to see her parents’ faces or 

hear their voices, or even feel their presence. Even ordinary things such as eating dinner as a 

family or going to the market have been taken from her. The possibilities for Ruth to construct a 

unique life story at this particular moment in time that would allow for her individuality to 

develop within her family’s master story and frame of reference is lost (Thorne 2000). Van 

Reken explains that “boarding school was a rite of passage for missionary kids, a sign that we 

were growing up” (1). Schaverien has called this practice “a British form of child abuse and 

social control” which has been “socially condoned” and “unquestioned” because “boarding 

school is good for them” (2004).  Excited and ready to begin an adventure, Ruth’s attitude and 

tone demonstrate that she is embracing the idea because her parents tell her that “it is fun to get 

on the plane and go to boarding school” (Van Reken 1) This is what Schaverien describes as an 

“inculcation of the child with the parents’ preferred view – that the school is good…” (2004), 

which is a story repeated by the teachers, staff, and eventually Ruth and the other students. 

However, Ruth’s initial transition is harder than anyone anticipates. As she is flown to her new 

destination, she notes that she “can’t stop crying on the airplane” (Van Reken 1). She hides her 

tears from the other kids on the airplane because she does not want them to know how sad she 

feels having to leave her parents. Upon her arrival to school, her tears are noted by the 

missionary aunties who tell her “to be brave”. They immediately attempt to compare her to Mae 

Beth, Ruth’s older sister, who is not crying. Then Ruth remembers that Mae Beth never cries, 

even when the family’s pets died, but the aunties do not know that. Ruth is aware that there is a 

difference in temperament between her and Mae Beth, but she does not mention it to anyone.  

She receives her orientation about the rules from other children, who tell her that if she is 

caught sucking on her fingers, “a teacher will tie a sock on her hand for a week… and everyone 

will laugh…”(Van Reken 2). She is also told not to use the toilet during rest hour, which is right 

after lunch. As much as Ruth wants to comply with the new rules, she realizes that some of them 

are just about impossible to follow. One day, when she thinks that she will wet her bed during 

rest hour, she uses her wastebasket instead and writes, “I hope nobody finds out” (Van Reken 3). 

Apparently, she cannot talk to her parents about this situation because they are too far away, and 

letters home are usually monitored by a teacher, who adds additional notes to the parents. On 
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another day, a teacher catches her whispering during class to Sam, her friend, who does not 

understand an assignment (Van Reken 4). Trying to help a friend who would otherwise miss 

recess, Ruth does not understand that even if the intent is noble, the rules have to be followed. As 

a result, she is punished by having her mouth taped shut. When the tape comes off, the whole 

class laughs at the big white mark that is left on her skin. Even though Sam endures the same 

torture, it seems that Ruth took this incident a lot more personally and for good reasons. One of 

her characteristics as a child was to ask a lot of questions, which earned her the label “Miss 

Questions Box”, which is not mentioned within the journal entries, but in the epilogue (Van 

Reken 217). Apparently, her curious nature by asking inquisitive questions causes certain staff 

members to shame, belittle, and ridicule little Ruth. Physically taping her mouth shut only 

reinforces the power administrators and teachers have over Ruth.  

The next entry recalls the first spanking she receives when she shows her teacher her first 

wiggly tooth.  The whole class, prompted by the teacher, makes fun of her by singing a popular 

song.  Ruth is bewildered, upset, and distraught because she does not understand why the class is 

mocking her when she wants to share a personal event with her friends and teachers, who are 

almost like a family to her. Ruth does not do anything wrong or break any laws. Showing her 

wiggly tooth means that she wants to share something that is important to her with the teacher, 

whom she probably likes and trusts. Instead, the teacher not only betrays Ruth’s trust, but also 

devalues her as a person by turning her classmates against her. Had she been at a regular school 

and able to return home, surely she would have been able to tell her parents about the incident, 

who might have probed deeper into the teacher’s action.   

The boarding school, an extension of missionary ideology, discourages parental 

involvement in the form of unannounced visits. Ruth, in a letter home, wishes her parents could 

visit her more often, but “the teachers say it’s not good for parents to come too much…it just 

gets the kids too upset” (Van Reken 9). While it seems that embarrassing children, poking fun of 

them, and placing unreasonable rules is the standard practice of this particular school carried out 

by its staff, Ruth acknowledges that her classmates, friends, and staff wants her to be happy. She 

starts to compare herself to the other children, who seem to be happy, and concludes that her 

inability to cope must be her problem (Van Reken 5). This seems to be a logic that is all too 

familiar to Schaverien, who writes that “the child has to do violence to his own perception and he 

learns to view the situation, not as he experiences it, but as he is told it is. This leads to unease 
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and a vague sense that something unspecific is wrong, and this may continue into adult life” 

(2004).  

The caregivers of the boarding school praise Ruth for her “bravery and independence” 

and Ruth’ interprets this to mean that, in order to be liked and accepted, she has to conform to 

their set expectations (Van Reken 5). This signals the starting point where Ruth develops a 

variety of coping mechanisms to hide her true feelings mainly because she is “striving for social 

acceptance (to get along) and social statues (to get ahead) (McAdams 2013). Trapped in this 

oppressive institution forces Ruth to take on the role of a social actor who must monitor her new 

audiences’ feedback to her performances, which are based on trial and error (McAdams 2013).  

According to Ruth’s journal, the second year had its own challenges. During the summer, 

her pleas to stay home are not taken seriously. Ruth starts to join other children’s sentiments by 

saying that she too wants to return to boarding school, but she wonders why she repeats 

something that she really does not want. In order to cope with the upcoming separations from her 

parents, she notices how her emotions are guarded so that the pain of leaving them again will not 

affect her as much. She puts on a brave face and cries less so as not show any sign of 

vulnerability; otherwise, she will be ridiculed and embarrassed by others. Adults probably think 

that Ruth has adjusted to the school when, in fact, “it was part of the wall, growing thicker all the 

time…around my feelings” (Van Reken 16).  

Ruth is hospitalized on two separate occasions when she has her tonsils taken out, and 

again when she contracts mumps. Ruth loses Barbie, one of her friends, to this illness, and is 

frightened when she contracts the disease. (Van Reken 16). The staff of the boarding school 

explain Barbie’s death to the children by using one of Jesus’s parables where he brings a girl 

back to life. They ask the children to pray, but Ruth is disappointed that her friend does not 

return from the grave. Hence, she starts to question her own faith and belief in G-d. She wonders 

if G-d would keep his promise, especially, since she really believes in the literal interpretation of 

the Bible stories (Van Reken 17).  While medical trauma and the loss of a friend seem not to be 

discussed with her parents, her behavior displayed during her last vacation with her parents 

speaks volumes. Ruth responds to a letter that was sent to her by her parents. It seems as if her 

parents reprimanded her during the last summer vacation because Ruth writes, “…you hoped I’d 

act better during Christmas vacation than I did last summer. I know I was too grouchy… Each 
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time I come home, it feels harder to let you hug me or hug you back. When I stay mad at 

everyone, it doesn’t hurt so much to think about going back to school” (Van Reken 17).   

Ruth at this point does not know how to verbalize the trauma she is experiencing in 

school, and maybe she has, but she probably is told by adults have not to make an issue because 

the parents are busy with important work. Ruth realizes that she can hide her true emotions by 

focusing on being a good student who wants to be recognized and stand apart from the other 

students. Thus, Ruth, the social actor, learns to control her performance (McAdams 2013). Her 

negative experiences teach her to monitor her own behavior, and she aims “to act in ways that 

meet the approval of the generalized other” (McAdams 2013). Dan P. McAdams states that 

“theorists such as Freud and Mead suggested that self-regulation depends on the observation of 

the self – the eagle-eyed- I watches the Me, like a moralistic hawk. Social performance always 

has an audience – whether it is others or the self itself” (2013). Ruth has no other option but to 

live up to the socially mandated standard set up by the boarding school, and tries her best to fit in 

when another incident exposes Ruth to her own emotional vulnerability. In another plot, Ruth 

admires Miss Crown, one of her teachers, and believes that her feelings are reciprocated. Ruth 

leaves notes in her workbook and hands these in to Miss Crown, only to find out that Miss 

Crown shares Ruth’s notes with another teacher, who starts to tease Ruth about it (Van Reken 

15). Ruth is devastated and feels betrayed, and writes in her journal “Mom, why did Miss Crown 

show my notes to anybody else? I only wrote them to her. She must think they are silly and I am 

too.”  

Van Reken’s account of her boarding school experience must have been painful to share 

with other missionaries because the physical and emotional abuse was committed by some of the 

teachers who had been missionaries as well. Realizing Van Reken’s underlying message of 

institutionalized socialization, which focuses on brainwashing young children with a religious 

ideology that contradicts the actions of some missionary teachers, deconstructs a concept that 

going to boarding school, even if it is in a far-away place such as Nigeria, is exotic, fun, and for 

children of the affluent. What it does highlight is the abuse so many missionary children had to 

endure which has led to formal investigations of mission schools (MK Safety Net 2015). Van 

Reken is one of many who find themselves in a double bind because boarding schools are 

portrayed as elite institutions that demand immense financial sacrifices from parents so that 

children can receive a superior education. This is the reason many adults never complain, 
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especially when “as a result of their education” they achieve a good social position (Schaverien 

2004). 

Reflecting on these experiences years later, Van Reken, agent and author, employs this 

story as a guide to raise her own children, whom she does not send to boarding school, while she 

and her husband are missionaries. Furthermore, she uses her knowledge to influence other 

missionaries’ perceptions about boarding schools, and shares her story for the first time with 

other missionaries in 1976, when she attends candidate school (Van Reken 123, 171). 

 

Schooling in the United States 

The family’s furlough takes Ruth to Chicago for one year where she attends the third 

grade. Her fellow classmates are friendly and impressed that she is from Africa, even though 

they have no idea where Nigeria is located. Ruth’s entries indicate that there are some 

embarrassing moments, mostly due to her odd looking clothes that were given to her by members 

of the church. Aside from that, Ruth seems to make friends and adjusts well, perhaps because she 

knows that she will return to Nigeria soon. 

Van Reken’s major adjustment issues take place in 1958, when the family relocates to 

Chicago for a second time and Ruth starts the eighth grade. Blindsided by her happy memories 

from the third grade, Ruth does not expect that anything has changed, but she finds out that kids 

seem to think it is weird that she is from Africa (Van Reken 33). Ruth does not offer any 

explanation in her journal why her classmates do not accept her answer, but the reasons finally 

surface when Van Reken was interviewed by Li-Jin Chan for The Star Online in 2010. When she 

was asked how she answered the question about where she was from, she affirmed that her skin 

color played a deciding factor in the answer she provided. “Having lived in Africa all my 

childhood, I replied Nigeria” Ruth stated, but when classmates told her that she did not look 

“African,” she realized it was the wrong answer (Chan 2010). It is for this reason that Ruth starts 

to tell her new class that she is from Chicago once she enters high school. 

For most teenagers, regardless of whether or not they are TCKs, attending a new school 

is challenging for several reasons. The onset of puberty accompanied by hormones, physical 

changes, and the ability to reason in an adult manner while also trying to fit into a new 

environment strongly impacts the teenager’s standards for normalcy (Branaman-Eakin 1994). 

Van Reken’s entries reflect the typical worries, especially those common to girls, when she 
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writes about her dissatisfaction with her outward appearances and difficulty talking to her 

parents about things (Van Reken 33). Only on a few occasions does Van Reken provide specific 

scenarios where the reader can understand how she differs from the classmates because of her 

upbringing. In her entry of October, 1958, Ruth writes “the kids here think that I’m incredibly 

dumb. Every day I do something that makes them laugh at me. I make mistakes like saying, 

‘Who’s that?’ when they mention a name, only to learn that he’s the latest rock and roll star” 

(Van Reken 34). Her peers seem to be horrified when she admits that she still watches cartoons. 

Finding common ground among her classmates is the most difficult, and Ruth recalls 

that, “If I talk about what I know from Africa or Europe, they think I am showing off. No one is 

interested in my world, and I don’t know anything about theirs. Why can’t I go back to Africa 

where I fit?” (34).This contradictory statement displays the dialectics of Ruth’s perception at that 

moment. In an interview years later with the The Star, an English-language, tabloid-format 

newspaper in Malaysia, Van Reken remembered that “she did not belong among the dark-

skinned children…kids on the street used to call out ‘white girl’, and tug at my clothes on the 

streets” (Chan 2010). This information is not added in Van Reken’s journal because 13 year-old 

Ruth needs to hold on to this perception in order to protect herself from peers who do want to 

listen to her story. Ruth is again in a situation where she is trying to fit in, which is “the most 

important thing for teenagers” (Branaman-Eakin 1994). In order to do so, she has two options: 

she can silence her Nigerian stories, which are her past, and invalidate her emotions and feelings, 

or forfeit a congruent identity and probably become an outsider in her school.  

Ruth’s choice to fit in is probably due to the fact that she notices Roxanne, who has just 

returned from Africa as well. Immediately, Ruth notices Roxanne’s plain clothes that do not 

seem to fit well and describes her as “friendly, but out of it”, and the “kids act like she’s directly 

from outer space” (Van Reken 33). Ruth is sure that she is not as bad as Roxanne. Nevertheless, 

she adapts at least appearance wise and eventually makes friends. The journal does not indicate if 

Ruth befriends Roxanne. If she had, perhaps Ruth’s transition would have gone a little smoother 

since Roxanne and Ruth probably faced some of the same challenges.  However, at this precise 

moment Ruth does not know that her inability to adequately construct a narrative that would 

make sense to her and her classmates is an ongoing struggle that many TCKs experienced upon 

returning from their parents’ assignments. This is most likely due to the fact that adolescents 
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have not lived long enough to be able to “interpret the past in the light of the presence” (Fail et 

al. 2004). 

By the time Ruth starts high school, her story of where she is from differs. She writes 

“When kids ask where I’m from, I say Chicago. If only kids who know me from eighth grade 

won’t spoil it by telling others I’m from Africa, it will be okay” (Van Reken 39).  Hence, Ruth 

experiences an encapsulated marginality and is unsure who she is. Janet Bennett, co-director of 

the Intercultural Communication Institute, describes this person as someone who is “buffeted by 

conflicting cultural loyalties and unable to construct a unified identity (qtd. in Schaetti Phoenix 

2010). Ruth recognizes the conflict “between two cultural voices competing for attention within 

oneself” (Bennett 1993 qtd. in Schaetti Phoenix 2010), but she is not able to understand and 

vocalize her confusion. Instead, she ignores her inner conflict and does not disclose this duality 

to anyone. Van Reken’s reason for nondisclosure is probably due to fear of other’s reactions or 

even her own reaction (Pasupathi et al. 2009). Her previous experience in boarding school 

already taught her that caregivers, teachers, and other adults were an audience who did not want 

to listen to her. Thus, the skill of constructing a narrative identity was not developed in Ruth at 

an age when conversations about her personal past with parents or caregivers would have been a 

major force that could have shaped her ability to develop a narrative identity (Pasupathi & Hoyt 

2009). Ruth states that “I had a very successful high school career” as she makes the National 

Honor society and receives three scholarships for college. According to her recollection, “High 

school was a good, even wonderful time in my life” (Van Reken 46). 

Ruth lives in the dorm during her college years where she becomes increasingly 

frustrated with her inability to adapt to her family’s prolonged separations. Her tone becomes 

critical and she is mad at a friend who wants to quit nursing school and go home (Van Reken 

57). Van Reken’s journal begins to feature a protagonist, who, for the first time, questions her 

motives but also compares and contrasts her upbringing to those of her classmates. She writes “I 

keep driving myself to accomplish more. What am I trying to prove?” Ruth notices that 

regardless of her academic success and improved outward appearance, she does not feel secure. 

While in college, she realizes that her values still clash with those of her friends who 

discuss purchasing china and silver. Ruth thinks that some of these items are too expensive, but 

the group seems shocked to hear her opinion. She then realizes that her perspective is due to her 

upbringing as a child of missionaries in Nigeria. Ruth remembers the time in third grade when 



45 

 

someone gave her second hand clothes that did not fit well and her home in Nigeria with the 

cements floors and non-flush toilet receptacles. In her entry, she writes “I’m still the missionary 

kid with the saddle shoes and the pink underwear…will the feeling that I come from a different 

world ever completely die?” (Van Reken 59). The different world Ruth refers to is the socio-

economic divide between her and her classmates, who seem to come from middle or even upper 

class households. Perhaps in Nigeria, Ruth and her parents were considered to be part of the 

middle or upper class, but now Ruth realizes that, by American standards, her parents are 

considered poor. Regardless of her physical transformation and academic accolades, Ruth does 

not feel accepted by her peers, and is uncomfortable with herself. 

 

Where is Home? 

Van Reken’s text speaks to Ruth’s difficulty in defining where her home is and what her 

home was. There is the home in Kano, Nigeria, where she was born and raised, but there is also a 

home in Chicago where her grandmother and aunt reside. While her passport country, the United 

States, is for administrative purposes only, the place where she feels home the most, Nigeria, 

does not recognize her birth as a reason to grant her citizenship or even a visa. Ultimately, Ruth 

must come to terms of how she views herself in terms of national identity and redefine the 

concept of home, which defies the norms of her fellow classmates and friends in the United 

States. 

For many people, home is a space where families have ties to a community where 

everyone shares a language, culture, and social norms that are congruent. There is a common 

history and memories that are passed down within the community and individuals, but for TCKs 

and global nomads questions such as “where is home? or “where are you from?” are some of the 

most difficult questions to answer (Pollock and Van Reken 2009). The physical rupture of a 

location also marks the beginning where a person must reprocess a mental, cognitive map to help 

him or her find the way through new environments. Furthermore, the mobile individual “must 

reprocess maps that define, orient, and locate the self” (Roberson 1998).  Yet, this ideal notion of 

“home” as a physical location has long been deconstructed by many writers, such as Christian 

Morgenstern, whose famous aphorism, “Home is not where our house is, but wherever we are 

understood” encapsulates Ruth’s longing to feel comfortable and understood by others. 

Van Reken’s journal does not mention how and why Ruth considers Kano her home until 
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page 72 when Ruth, now a married woman, writes a letter to her Mom stating “I know one can 

have a baby quite safely out of the U.S. – you did it six times!” This finally alludes to the fact 

that Nigeria is her country of birth. However, this journal entry is much more than a birthright 

declaration because it projects the aspiration and hopes of Ruth’s future. 

Although Ruth has lived in Chicago since age 13 and has finished her college studies, her 

tone indicates that she does not consider Chicago her home. Did she consider returning to 

Nigeria to work as a nurse? Ruth’s letters do not indicate that she has entertained this possibility. 

Instead, she lives in Chicago and marries David, who studies medicine, with the hopes that both 

can work in Nigeria as missionaries. Meanwhile, Ruth, now an adult, relocates with her husband 

several times within the United States so that their common goal can one day be accomplished.  

In the entry dated January, 1970, Ruth states that her husband receives a Smith-Kline-French 

fellowship award which allows him to spend six months in Jos while he is a senior in medical 

school. Van Reken assumes that the reader knows that Jos is in Nigeria and exclaims that she 

will be able to see her old friends, her old house, and her country and share these experiences 

with David. She also plans to have her first baby in Nigeria.  

Ruth’s tone is overly excited and the reader can almost sense her eagerness to return to 

her birthplace, but her joy is short lived when the Nigerian government does not send her the 

visa. This incident forces Ruth to rethink her own notions of belonging since her Nigerian birth 

does not entitle her to a Nigerian citizenship, or even a visa. The Nigerian government never 

sends a refusal of her visa application and ignores her request for answers. Ruth’s tone for the 

first time in her journal is bitter and furious, and she faults G-d for her dilemma. It is in this 

particular section where Ruth also claims that, “she even speaks the language” (Van Reken 73) 

but does not specify which indigenous language of Nigeria she speaks. Readers, who know that 

the official language of Nigeria is English, might find Van Reken’s exclamation perplexing. 

Perhaps she knows a few indigenous words or phrases, but, according to the post-colonial 

government, it does not entitle her to a passport or even a visa. For Ruth, the government’s 

silence that ignores her request is personal and evokes emotional responses reminding her of how 

little agency she has as a human being. Maybe, she does embellish a bit, but her feeling of being 

rejected and not fully accepted by people and places have become an ongoing theme in Ruth’s 

live where no place, even in adulthood, has been a home. Being denied to visit her birthplace 

forces Ruth to deconstruct her belief that she is a part of Nigeria when in fact, the Nigerian post-
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colonial government might view missionaries as occupiers whose interference is no longer 

tolerated. For the first time, Ruth has to confront the fact that her passport is North American, 

even though she does not feel quite at “home” in the United States. 

 

The Feeling of Home in Africa 

 

Ruth is eventually consoled when she and her husband receive visas to study in Liberia. 

She writes, “As soon as I left the plane to walk down the steps, I knew I was home!” (Van Reken 

75) She tries to convince herself of her ties to Africa by exclaiming that she had to get out of the 

airplane and step on African soil (Van Reken 75). Her statement, “tropical sights and smells, the 

heat at such an early morning hour, people speaking an African dialect” is a superficial 

observation and first impression that any tourist might have. Peculiar also is the fact that Ruth 

has never lived in Liberia but immediately feels though as she knows this country because she 

has spent her first thirteen years of her life in Nigeria. This illogical comparison almost borders 

on an ignorant mindset which indicates that Ruth is not as fully absorbed into the indigenous 

social stratification and culture as she likes to believe. The reality is that she is a white, educated 

North American, and the wife of a medical doctor, and because of this, regardless of where she 

was raised, most African nations will classify her as either a visitor or expat.   

Unlike some A/TCKs, Ruth does have the opportunity to visit her childhood home after 

thirteen years. Finally Ruth and her husband obtain visas and are able to visit Ruth’s parents who 

still work in Kano as missionaries. She is at first excited to see her family but notices 

imperfections in their character, behavior, and personalities that probably always existed but 

were not noted by her before due to their separations. Even the impressions of her childhood 

home differ how from her previous held memories. She writes, “I did not like my memories 

being tampered with, even by progress” (Van Reken 82). She again experiences an emotional 

loss and realizes that her memories are in fact intangible and can be kept alive only by her own 

efforts.  

When it is time to return to the States, Ruth cries openly for the first time in front of her 

parents and her husband. She recalls, “I did what I had expected to do – I cried (Van Reken 83). 

While her husband tries to cheer her up, she allows herself to be human, and she is not ashamed 

to express her emotions. She realizes that she chooses to enjoy the moment instead of putting on 

her protective armor, which is how she used to cope when vacationing with her parents.  
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This incident signals a shift in Ruth’s attitude that she has a right to show her emotions 

and is no longer apologetic for them as she was in previous entries. She asks, “Who said it was a 

sin to cry, anyway?” (Van Reken 83). Kano, a place that was once filled with childhood 

memories, has changed as well. Ruth acknowledges that the house they once lived in and the 

grounds she used to walk around have now taken on a different dimension when she views these 

physical objects from an adult’s view point. Ruth’s visit to Kano allows her to close a chapter in 

her life. She refuses to be silenced and frees herself from the shackles of nostalgia that have kept 

her from living in the present. Ruth’s awareness of how the past has imprinted memories in her 

mind signals a shift in how she chooses to present herself in front of her family. She deliberately 

decides which memories to keep and grieves for the ones that are forever lost to her. 

Van Recken tackles one of the most complex issues almost every A/TCK or global 

nomad encounters and that is the concept of home, belonging, and identity. There is some 

literature that suggests that TCK’s definition of home “is defined by relationships” (Fail 1995; 

Pollock and Van Reken 1999). Gleason noted in his dissertation that one third to one half of 

TCKs felt home in more than just one country (qtd. in Fail et al. 2004). Bikos et al, who studied 

the repatriation experiences of young adult, missionary kids found that “most of the MK’s 

discussed feelings related to having, or not having a sense of home. Many of the participants felt 

more at home in their host country than in their home country” (2009). Yet, the precise reasons 

why many A/TCKs might feel more at home abroad has not been examined in detail by 

researchers. Van Reken’s journal cannot adequately explain why Ruth has this longing to return 

to Africa, because plots, which would have indicated strong relationships to others, are absent 

from her entries.  

Adult TCK Career Choices: Mobility versus Stability 

Part four of Van Reken’s journal leads the reader into the aftermath of Ruth’s upbringing 

and is comprised of chapters nine to eighteen. Now considered an Adult Third Culture Kid, 

Ruth’s adult life is almost a mirror image of her childhood. She is again torn between stability 

and mobility when she becomes married and starts her own family. They will move not only 

within the United States on numerous occasions but also back and forth from the United States to 

Liberia due to her husband’s studies, and, later, the Van Rekens choose to work as missionaries. 

Ruth mentions in her journal that she wants to study medicine and become a missionary with the 

hopes of returning to Nigeria. Ruth has always been an outstanding student and it is easy for the 
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reader to place Ruth as a medical doctor in Nigeria. However, Ruth chooses to study nursing, a 

profession that is easily accessible to women of her generation. She even believes in a higher 

intervention that has destined the right husband for her when she meets David, and writes, “Since 

I was a child, I’ve always felt G-d’s will was for me to go back…I was so sure I should marry 

Dave was that he, too, has planned for years to be a missionary doctor in Nigeria” (Van Reken 

73).  

While this prophecy eventually does come to fruition, there are only moments of sporadic 

feelings of happiness and contentment in Ruth’s life. Instead of choosing her own path back to 

Nigeria as a professional, at least for some time, Ruth’s adult growth and development is greatly 

influenced by her church’s ideologies and in the cultural socio-economic context of the sixties 

and onward. Thus, she allows other people to determine her destiny because she has been 

conditioned to accept decisions that have been set for her since she was a child. Ruth’s ideal is 

again shattered when she finds out that marriage, taking care of children, and the numerous 

moves around the United States are stressful. She cannot imagine how her own parents, 

especially her mother, were able to manage these responsibilities. While her marital conflicts are 

not related to her childhood in Nigeria, somehow the marital stress evokes feelings of 

inadequacies, which she has felt throughout her whole childhood. Ruth’s profound unhappiness, 

which subsequently develops into a series of depression accompanied at times with suicidal 

thoughts, is vividly recalled in her journal. Loneliness and hopelessness force her to wonder, 

“What it would be like to take pills and never wake up” (Van Reken 90).  She notes that, “This is 

the most confusing time of my life so far” (Van Reken 90).  

Her struggle to maintain a balance in her life, but not knowing how and why, clearly 

indicates how uncertain Ruth’s future has become. Superficially, she seems to have everything: 

A husband who is a doctor, three healthy children, family and friends who love her, and at times, 

even a steady income when her husband joins the Navy for two years. However, her tone is 

critical and every emotional outburst displayed in the journal is a testament of how Ruth’s inner 

conflicts starts to wear her down. There are the constant cycles of family visits, which evoke 

excitement and joy, and the tearful good-byes, even though Ruth now has her own family. In the 

past, Ruth was angry because of her parents’ constant absence, but now, it is her husband’s busy 

schedule that troubles her. It is as if she is experiencing flash-backs from her youth, where she 

felt alone and not important.  
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Unfortunately, she cannot analyze these incidences separately and mixes all events into 

one big cluster of emotions. She tries to find meaning and purpose in her life through prayer and 

takes a part time job. Ruth reflects that, “Work was helpful. I liked going out and functioning 

with my own identity again…But it seemed that for every feeling I got out in the open, there 

were three more lurking behind” (Van Reken 96). Her tone in her journal is now indignant and 

bitter, and she notes that, “I am furious about the whole family thing. I have such a big family, 

and yet there is not a single one of you I dare tell how lousy this year is for me” (Van Reken 88). 

She continues to analyze her situation and asks, “So what if we all say we love each other? What 

good is that doing me now? We never seem to be together when we need each other the most” 

(Van Reken 88). Ruth’s anger and grief has been building up for years, but, until now, she was 

always apologetic as if everything had been caused by her inadequate behavior. She starts to 

question why she feels so alone and reasons that siblings, parents, her own nuclear family, and 

the church should be a comfort and support to her. It is evident that it is through her anger that 

she questions the many ideologies that were taught to her as a child while trying to find her 

identity, which is usually the work of adolescence (Erikson 1959).  

Finding one’s identity, especially for ethnic minorities and TCKs can be challenging 

according to Fail et al., who states that Taifel (1981) “differentiates between personal and social 

identity” (2004). He describes social identity as “that part of an individual’s self-concept which 

derives his [or her] knowledge of his [or her] membership of a social group [or groups] together 

with the value and emotional significance attached to that membership” (1981). However, Ruth’s 

social identity has transitioned so many times in her life due to the different environments she 

has been exposed to since she was a child that it is difficult for her to find her personal identity 

(Fail et.al 2004). Furthermore, the development of her personal identity has been stifled in 

boarding school by adults who were not interested in connecting with her as a person. McLean 

(2008) surmises that  “integration across time involves incorporating experiences into one’s 

identity”, but the experiences that shape part of Ruth’s identity entail a childhood which is 

difficult to describe to her American peers, who are also not interested in hearing about her 

childhood. Nevertheless, she follows McLean’s theory and attempts to revise her identity when 

she becomes the doctor’s wife, but even then, a template on how to be the perfect mother and 

wife has already been prescribed by society. Van Reken’s account of her life as a wife and 

mother echoes what Betty Friedan described as the “problem with no name.” Her ideas were 
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published in a book in 1963 entitled The Feminine Mystique. Friedan described the unfulfilled, 

college-educated, suburban housewife, who was told to “seek fulfillment as wives and mothers” 

elucidates Ruth’s profound unhappiness with her life. 

Ruth embarks on a path to understand the presence by linking past experiences to her 

narrative which is clearly visible in her journal entries. She is invited by Linda, a fellow church 

member, who is about to break Ruth’s silence.  Ruth is terrified to share her feelings and states 

“I’m not ready to share. After all, we ‘Frames’ are strong; others come to us for advice” (Van 

Reken 92). This startling announcement is probably one of the reasons Ruth has never spoken to 

anyone about her grief because to her it would be an indication of weakness. What Ruth does not 

understand is that her life is different from her mother’s. In order to work as a missionary, Ruth’s 

mother had to send off her children to boarding school, whereas Ruth is not expected to work at 

all, which makes her feel useless. Linda realizes that Ruth has unrealistic expectations of herself 

and others that are based on Ruth’s own perceptions, and most likely the culture of the 50’s and 

60’s Betty Friedan described in her book. Hence, Linda is one of the first people to challenge 

Ruth’s mindset and shows her a “meaning-making system that makes sense out of the chaotic 

mass of perceptions and experiences of a life (Josselson and Lieblich 1995:32. qtd in Fail et al. 

2004).   

Missionary and an Advocate 

Ruth still struggles with depression, and, in 1976, she concludes that most of her anger is 

due to her prolonged separations from her parents. She summarizes, “I am realizing that my 

unacknowledged anger has been what has bred my spirit of resentment…As I think about where 

all this anger of mine came from, the most obvious source is all our separations – leaving me 

with mixed feelings about your return to the States again next week” (Van Reken 119). She even 

questions if she is emotionally stable enough to become a missionary and worries how potential 

sponsors would react to her opinions. After David is released by the Navy, the Van Rekens are 

accepted into candidate school at the mission, where Ruth is now forced to talk about and 

examine her underlying issues with other church members. For once, she is finally given the 

opportunity to speak up about a topic that has caused her the most severe pain in her life.  

During candidate school, the topic of boarding school presents itself, and several people 

in the group share their positive experiences. It is at this moment that Ruth’s stored up 

resentment finally surfaces with a vengeance. She shares her negative experience with the others 
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who patiently listen to her and ask her questions. Ruth realizes that her parents had done 

everything the other church members suggest that parents should provide for their children. 

Hence by talking about her previous held memories, Ruth’s previous narrative changes and now 

“the information has been edited and events selected to create a story which is compatible with 

the present” (Clausen 1998; Giele and Elder 1998; Josselson and Lieblick 1995 qtd. in Fail et al. 

2004). She remembers the little Cessna airplane that took her to the boarding school and sees her 

parents who are pained by her departure.  Ruth points out that her parents had done everything 

the speaker suggested to ensure that she had a successful transition into boarding schools. For 

example, her parents had spoken positively of the school, packed special things in the suitcase, 

wrote letters consistently, but even with lots of encouragement, Ruth had felt awful about this 

separation and the memories continued to haunt her into her adult married life.  

During this meeting, Ruth critiques the practice of sending young children to boarding 

schools which was a rite of passage that had never been questioned. Ruth points out that many 

children can handle this transition well, but she was not one of them. Ruth embarks on her 

personal canonical narrative that starts to resemble the “redemptive narrative”, which is, 

according to Bazuin-Yoder, a narrative “of individual strength and empowerment found in many 

Euro-western societies…“(2010). In her article “Positive and Negative Childhood and 

Adolescent Identity Memories Stemming from One’s Country and Culture-of-Origin: A 

Comparative Narrative Analysis,” Bazuin-Yoder explains that: 

Through canonical narratives, cultures prescribe certain behaviors, tasks and 

accomplishments by which psycho-social health is assessed. Identity formation in youth 

typically involves voluntarily and willfully engaging in predominant cultural tasks, at 

first with effort and later out of psychological habit. Personal meaning-making and 

anticipated ego integration are hypothetically achieved in adulthood through adaptation to 

and ego incorporation of available cultural options in  a manner that encourages both self 

and cultural continuity through the connection of individual stories to a narrative, global 

whole (2010). 

Ruth realizes that her parents send her away because it was an expected task and a habit 

within the missionary community who believed that boarding school was the best option. 

However, Ruth’s testimony of how guilt ridden she felt as a child not wanting to disappoint her 

parents or Jesus provides a different perspective for this group who had listened to her.  
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Van Reken probably was not cognizant that this day was a prototype of what was yet to 

come in the future. Her path as a reformer, teacher, and lecturer who wanted to improve the 

missionary system and its old ideologies had only begun. Nevertheless, it also seems that other 

missionaries were receptive to hear her story. Fivush, in her article “The silenced self” surmises 

that:  

Listeners can influence speakers’ stories in various ways. In moment-to-moment 

interaction, listeners who are engaged and involved in listening to narratives allow 

speakers to tell longer, more coherent and more detailed stories, while disengaged or 

distracted listeners lead to shorter, more disorganized and more disfluent narratives 

(2003).  

Ruth learns that by sharing her thoughts, ideas, and experiences with others, her childish 

concept of the perfect missionary is deconstructed. Instead, she accepts that missionaries, 

including herself, have shortcomings just like everyone else. Her tone now is less critical and she 

starts to reflect on her new-found wisdom when she writes, “I saw again that my sense of failure 

stems from trying to live up to my own idealized image of what I should be as a missionary. I 

also want to be what I think others think I should be, including you. I’ve been squeezed by a 

whole world of images” (Van Reken 146).  Noticing the pressure she has put on herself finally 

allows Ruth some perspective on how her expectations added pressure to her life and those of 

others. The remaining journal entries are reflections of the spiritual, emotional, and 

psychological growth which continues to takes place within Ruth. Her quest for understanding, 

healing, and a purpose in life motivates her to critically examine her inner core.  

Van Reken becomes a missionary in 1976 and is stationed in Liberia with her husband 

and children, but achieving this lifelong goal does not provide a utopian life. Trials and 

tribulations continue, while her battle with depression resurfaces. Again, she uses a hermeneutic 

approach to understand her life story. The last journal entry is dated August, 1984 when Van 

Reken’s first-born daughter Sheri leaves Nigeria to stay with her paternal grandparents. While 

there is a conversation about Sheri possibly going to a boarding school instead of the high school 

at the American cooperative school in town (Van Reken 185), Ruth leaves this decision to her 

daughter.  She is fearful and reflects on her own boarding school experience, which evokes 

layers of emotions. Ruth again examines why she feels this way about her daughter’s wish to go 

to boarding school and provides a profound insight in her entry of June:  
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As I read these letters now, they almost feel like my friends. I can forgive the little girl I 

was, for not being all she thought she was supposed to be. The greatest joy has been to 

understand that for the first time in my life that G-d is the ‘G-d of all Comfort’. I could 

not understand that until I recognized how much I needed His comfort (Van Reken188). 

Ruth’s humble observation reveals a lot about her as a person. Her tone indicates that she 

has again found strength and courage to continue to face all the challenges that life presents in 

the most inconvenient situations. While she always yearned to be comforted, the definition of 

comfort did not appear to her until July of 1984. Interestingly enough, it came from a friend, who 

also suffered from severe depression, who shared her definition with Ruth. Only a month after 

Ruth learned her friend’s definition of comfort and found out the scripture’s definition, Sheri 

decided not only to live with her grandparent, but also attend school in the States. 

 

Chapter Conclusion 

Van Reken’s journal, Letters Never Sent: A Global Nomad’s Journey From Hurt To 

Healing (2012), written in 1987, was one of the first published works that highlighted the 

turbulent affects and aftermath of missionaries’ repeated family separations from a child’s 

perspective. Yet, the original intent of Van Reken’s journaling was to utilize a hermeneutic 

approach in order to understand the origins of her depression, which led her to conclude that it 

was due to her childhood experiences. Van Reken’s self-exploration of who she was led to an 

autobiographical reasoning (Habermas and Bluck 2000).  She started to reflect on major past 

events that happened to her as a child and, later, as a young woman. This self-analysis allowed 

her “to form links between the past and the self to understand herself and to create a life story” 

(McLean 2008). Van Reken, a trained nurse, started to write this journal when she was 39 years 

old. She was married, had children of her own, who were starting to attend universities, and was 

involved in missionary work in Liberia. Based on her own accounts, her life had been good 

compared to others. Yet, due to a fragmented family history coupled with numerous relocations 

she seemed to lack a sense of personal continuity, which is according to McLean, “…crucial to 

psychological adaptation throughout the life course” (2008).  

Van Reken’s silence and the lack of literature about and from other A/TCKs and MKs 

was one of the major obstacles that had impeded her process of creating a coherent and 

consistent story of herself. However, another reason why she felt as though she did not fit into 
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mainstream American culture was the changing expectations of American women in the 50s and 

60s who, according to Betty Friedan, were trying to live up to the expectations of the “feminine 

mystique” only to find out that there was an emotional “emptiness beneath the American 

housewife’s routine” (295). 

Writing this journal was indeed a difficult task for Ruth given the fact that the term Third 

Culture Kid, originally coined by Ruth Van Useem in 1963, was used in mostly academia along 

with the subsequent research that was initiated in the 1970s and 1980s (Beimler 1972; Chapman 

1975; Delin 1986; Downie 1976; Gleason 1970; Hager 1978; Jordan 1981; Kelly 1975; 

Krajewski, 1969; Mannino 1970; Olson 1986; Rainey 1971; Riley 1977; Shepard 1976; Stoddart 

1980). Self-help books, relocation agencies, cross-cultural trainers, and articles written about 

international moves were completely absent from bookshelves, and the internet simply did not 

exist. Fail et al. states “that Pollock and Van Reken’s (1999) book on the subject has now 

popularized the term and the subject in the international school arena and Pollock’s definition is 

now more widely known and understood” (2004).  Van Reken had no vocabulary, guidance, 

templates, or research to validate her own stories, and relied on her instinct to reluctantly share 

her self-exploration with others. While she was not a professional writer, she had never 

published a book, and her only academic training consisted of Nursing College, Van Reken 

ventured into a fairly new territory in literature. Phyllis Rose, editor of The Norton Book of 

Women’s Lives (1993) writes that:  

…In the late sixties the civil rights movement and the war in Vietnam politicized 

literature…Women’s memoirs took on a new edge as people began to realize that the 

publication of life stories by Americans outside the mainstream constituted political 

statement, even when there was nothing overtly political about the books. Merely to 

publish the life story of someone not famous challenged the accepted order saying, with 

radical democracy, ‘this person counts, too’” (15). 

Van Reken’s challenge was also to reconcile her identity with the rapidly changing social 

norms that many women born into the baby boomer generation had to face. Ruthellen 

Josselson’s book, Finding Herself, published in 1987, the same year Van Reken self-published 

her journal, was the first study to examine the identity development of women. She commented 

that “psychology at present has no theory of normal development in women…Most often, 

psychological writers who wish to consider phenomena among normal women turn to novels for 
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characters to illustrate their points” (xii).Yet, when Van Reken wrote her journal, there were not 

novels or characters that spoke to the difficulties of being the daughter of missionaries whose 

childhood did not prescribe to the norms of her North American peers. As such, it was only after 

she had she published her book when her feelings, emotions, and thoughts were validated by 

others who had shared an uprooted childhood.  

Van Reken managed to recreate an insightful journal, a form, that Moffat and Painter 

have described as an “important outlet for women” that “is an analogue to their lives: emotional, 

fragmentary, interrupted, modest, not to be taken seriously, private, restricted, daily, trivial, 

formless, concerned with self, as endless as their tasks (1974). Indeed, all of these characteristics 

are present in Van Reken’s journal accompanied with omissions and silences that could have 

given the reader a better understanding of the protagonist’s many assertions. Her journal’s 

organization, tone, omission of details, the silences, and noticeable contradictions of facts aid in 

the reconstruction of a life story in the making. The silence is most noticeable when Ruth omits 

background information about her parents, siblings, extended family, friends, and her birthplace. 

While this omission might be odd to many readers, Fivush theorizes “that individual 

autobiographies are, at least partly, socially constructed” (2003). Fivush is cognizant that as 

people reconstruct and redefine their experiences, certain events will not be written down or even 

talked about. She quotes Jean Braham who writes that “we see the past…in something of the 

same way we see a Henry Moore sculpture. The ‘holes’ define the ‘shape.’ What is left 

repressed, or what cannot be uttered, is often as significant to the whole shape of the life as what 

is said” (73).   

The trauma Ruth experienced in boarding school was a direct result of her parents’ 

decision to place her there, which occurred because they were missionaries in Nigeria. Hence, it 

could be argued that Ruth’s identity formation and her described ‘otherness’ is not necessarily 

linked to an American-Nigerian, or African cultural hybridity, but are due to family 

circumstances, and later, her own decision to become a missionary, which is not a profession or 

lifestyle chosen by many people. That is not to say that Ruth did not incorporate or identify with 

non-Western ideologies, mannerism, or customs, but, if she did, they were not mentioned in her 

journal. 

When writing this journal, Van Reken used an “all American format” to retell her story 

that McAdams has coined the “redemptive self” (2008). McAdams, who has developed the life 
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story model of identity (1985,1993,1996), asserts that American identity does not derive from 

personality traits, behavior, disposition, complexes, or political and religious values, but it is 

shaped by our stories (2008). Van Reken’s journal, in the 2012 edition, provides a forty-five 

page epilogue, which details her personal accomplishments, growths, and insights, and matches 

McAdams’ template of a redemptive story published in his article, “American Identity: The 

Redemptive Self”: 

Here is a personal story – a biographical script of sorts – that many very productive and 

caring American adults see as their own: In the beginning, I learn that I am blessed, even 

as others suffer. When I am still very young, I come to believe in a set of simple core 

values to guide me through a dangerous life terrain. As I move forward in life, many bad 

things come my way – sin, sickness, abuse, addiction, injustice, poverty, stagnation. But 

bad things often lead to good outcomes – my suffering is redeemed. Redemption comes 

to me in the form of atonement, recovery, emancipation, enlightenment, upward social 

mobility, and/or the actualization of my good inner self. As the plot unfolds, I continue to 

grow and process. I bear fruit; I give back; I offer a unique contribution. I will make a 

happy ending, even in a threatening world (2008). 

Van Reken states, “that while I have learned countless inner lessons during these last 

twenty-seven years, I will never cease to marvel at what has happened to my outer journey” (Van 

Reken 222). While she is growing older and continues her work, she is able “to have some 

perspective on life” (Van Reken 221). This perspective is important because it is a “cognitive 

task of reflective meaning-making” and is one “of the major mechanisms by which identity 

develops in adolescence and is revised, deepened and sustained throughout the life course 

through processes of social engagement, interpretation, and sometimes identity revision” 

(Bazuin-Yoder 2010). 

Van Reken’s curiosity about global living has been an ongoing project for her that has 

allowed for creative hypothesis and theories, which have led to collaborative projects with a 

variety of people of diverse backgrounds. Their feedback and perspectives have often challenged 

and enriched Van Reken’s intellect, which she freely publishes on her blogs. In an online article 

“Paradox of Pain,” Van Reken states that many people send her surveys to show that the things 

she had struggled with are no longer relevant (Van Reken, homepage, 2013).  
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Van Reken’s analysis of her own life led her to believe that age was a factor that 

impacted how survey questions were answered. She realizes that: 

if I had been answering any of these questions I had seen in the surveys while I was a 

teen or early twenty something, I would have basically answered ‘I’m just fine’, and I 

believe I was…but it was not until I moved on more into life and could not understand 

why with such a wonderful, almost perfect life, I still struggled with patterns of 

depression, anxiety, and anger at various times (2013). 

Van Reken knows that not everybody will have the same challenges she had growing up, 

and she acknowledges that being raised abroad has its benefits. She writes, “I do not quarrel with 

the fact that there are a great number of success stories among TCKs.” Her contention is that 

although the majority of TCKs might not have readjustment problems, her concern are the five 

percent who struggle to adapt and come to terms with the challenges of this lifestyle. Thus, Van 

Reken has been successful in starting a discourse that has led other professionals to investigate 

how children’s lives are impacted by international relocations.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

SARA MANSFIELD TABER 

 

Biography 

Sara Mansfield Taber was born in Chigasaki, Japan, in 1954, because of her father’s 

profession as a covert intelligence officer for the CIA. Her family, including her brother Andy, 

lived in Tapei, Taiwan; Bethesda, Maryland; The Hague, Netherlands; Washington, D.C.; 

Kuching, East Malaysia; Kobe and Tokyo, Japan. Both of her parents had grown up in the 

Midwest during the Depression and had many siblings. During the thirties, her father’s ten-plus 

extended family lived in a boiler room because they had nowhere to sleep. Her mother’s family 

was from Indiana, and, although the family grew their own food, they lived hand-to-mouth 

during that time. The United States had emerged victorious during World War II and working for 

the U.S. government was not only patriotic but also offered security and benefits (Mansfield 

Taber 40). Mansfield Taber’s father was able to use his G.I. bill to go to college, and her mother 

tutored wealthy sorority girls in math and science while she studied to become a physical 

therapist (21). They were newlyweds when her father applied to work for the government and 

was eventually accepted into the newly formed intelligence service and stationed overseas (41). 

This is how Sara and her brother Andy became Third Culture Kids or Global Nomads.  

Mansfield Taber embarked on a rather unusual career path which led her to work in a 

variety of professions that reflect her numerous interests. She has a Doctorate in Human 

Development from Harvard University, a Masters in Social Work from the University of 

Washington, and a B.A. from Carleton College (“Homepage”). In her doctoral work, she 

specialized in cross-cultural development, which is a blend of psychology and anthropology. 

After college, she worked as a field biologist and studied whales in Argentina and in the Artic. 

Later, she worked as a psychiatric social worker with disadvantaged children and families in 

Massachusetts and California. Thereafter, she served on the faculty of the University Of 

Minnesota School Of Social Work, where she conducted ethnographic research in Argentina, 

Spain, and among immigrants to the United States (Mansfield Taber, Born 363). Her scholarly 

articles have been published in social science, historical, and biological journals. Furthermore, 

Mansfield Taber received many scholarly grants and fellowships, which included a Spencer 

Foundation fellowship from the National Academy of Education (“Homepage”). 
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In 1991, she began a new career as a writer of literary nonfiction, editor, and teacher of 

writing. She has taught writing for fifteen years at the Writer’s Center in Bethesda, Maryland; in 

the Masters of Arts in the writing program at John’s Hopkins University; in the M.F.A. program 

at Vermont College of Fine Arts; and in private seminars in the United States and abroad. She is 

married with two children and lives in the Washington D.C. area (“Homepage”). 

 

Published Works 

 Mansfield Taber is considered a writer of literary nonfiction. As such, her works include 

literary journalism, personal essays and memoirs, which have been published in the Southwest 

Review and The Washington Post and produced for National Public Radio (Book cover Born 

under). She is the author of two books of literary journalism. The first is titled Dusk on the 

Campo: A Journey in Patagonia (1992), and the second is called Bread of Three Rivers: The 

Story of a French Loaf (2002) (“Homepage”). Additionally, she has written a workbook for 

internationally global youth entitled Of Many Lands: Journal of a Traveling Childhood (1997), 

which was published by the Foreign Service Youth Foundation. Her aim and hope when she 

created this journal was published in the “Editorial Reviews” section at amazon.com, where she 

stated: 

My aim in creating this journal for mobile young and not-so-young people has been to 

provide people raised as I was in several countries, with an opportunity to gather together 

into one place the many aspects of themselves…At best, my hope is that the journal will 

help a person raised on the wing to put together his or her personal story, to record, in 

written form, perhaps in fragments, who he or she is…It can be difficult, as I know 

firsthand, for the country-hopping child to place or even assemble all the stray elements 

of an exciting but challenging lifestyle (2010). 

Her passion for travel and exploration is reflected in most of the written works she has 

created. Her essay, Rainlight, has been described as “a poignant chronicle of the diaspora 

of the heart and the heart’s quest and longing for that universal place called Home” by 

The Wall Street Journal according to Mansfield Taber’s homepage. 

 Her article, Throwing the Bums Out. Within and Without, published in the The 

Washington Post in 2008, depicts an exploration of Argentina’s past tyrannies and is a 

celebration of Argentina’s beauty, which reveals “an interweaving of Argentina’s history with  
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my own” (“Homepage”). Mansfield Taber’s opinion and cultural article entitled, “In Britain or 

France, My Aging Mother Would Have Gotten Better Healthcare,” published in the The 

Washington Post in 2010, compared how people’s quality of life is shaped by their government’s 

health care policies.  

Introduction to Sara Mansfield Taber’s Memoir 

 The latest work of Sara Mansfield Taber titled Born Under an Assumed Name: The 

Memoir of a Cold War Spy’s Daughter, was published by Potomac Books in 2012. This 363 

page book  retells  Sara Mansfield Taber’s childhood and “want[s] to convey both the up close 

experiences of a young girl growing up as a spy’s daughter in many different countries, and the 

perspective on all of it by the woman that the girl became” (Gendler 2012). In essence, 

Mansfield Taber’s memoir follows the symbolic interactionist tradition where “identity is viewed 

as being socially constructed in response to lived experiences and social interaction with one’s 

fellows” (Sears 2011). 

 Sara Mansfield Taber wrote in her acknowledgement section that she changed the names 

of most people who are written about in this book. She also stressed that the versions and events 

were from her viewpoint and that the story could have been slanted any number of points. 

Additionally, she writes, “I only report on my experience – what I made of what I saw as a child 

and what I have made of since” (xi). Then Mansfield Taber orients the reader to the political 

backdrop in which she was born into and states: 

…It was 1954, and the world was seething. McCarthyism, Soviets, massive retaliation, 

Red China, Mao Tse-tung, Ho Chi Minh: these were the maelstroms of my first 

world…During the first five years of my life, we changed locales five times – from 

Kamakura, Japan, to Okinawa, to the Philippines, Taiwan, Connecticut, and back to 

Taiwan…In order to understand my father, and thus myself, I had to fathom not only the 

kaleidoscope of my own life, but American soldiers, American spies, my country, and its 

role in the world. This was the only way I could sort out what it was to be an American, 

and even more, what it was to be human. (xv). 

 The middle of the book contains black and white photographs, which show Mansfield 

Taber and her parents living in the places she describes in her book. The last two pages of her 

memoir conclude with a poem called Of Truth by Francis Bacon, and a brief summary of Sara 

Mansfield Taber’s accomplishments.  
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 Sara Mansfield Taber, a prolific and experienced writer, already wrote about her global 

childhood in the essay Longing for America: Notes from a Traveling Childhood (1994), which 

was published in 1997 by the Foreign Service Youth Foundation. In this essay, she recalled her 

memories of a family visit to her mother’s sister in Indiana. In essence, why would she write 

another memoir? This question led to the following sections from this essay: 

I have been resting on my futon, eating donuts and reading memories…before picking up 

my daughter at school, since my family and I moved from St. Paul to Washington last 

summer. The memoirs are those of people who grew up in places like the Bronx and St. 

Paul…My childhood of a globe-trotting C.I.A. officer does not fit into the aspic mold of 

the American memoirs I have been gobbling of late… 

As she then recalled the events of this particular summer, she made some startling statements: 

It is the longing for America…that takes up the largest space in the trunk of my traveling 

childhood… Will I ever feel like a legitimate American? I don’t know. I am most 

comfortable and most myself as a foreigner. I might be most at home living part-time in 

the United States and the other part in another country. Or perhaps at a spot mid-way 

across a sea. 

 This was an indication that Mansfield Taber in 1994 still had not come to terms with her 

global upbringing and continued to search how to fit into American society and culture. Her use 

of the present verb tense also suggested that, although she made an attempt to figure out her 

mobile lifestyle, there were so many unexplored areas in her life, which needed to be analyzed 

and addressed. I often visited Mansfield Taber’s website during this study, which began in 2010. 

At that time no blogs were set up, and her website was rather impersonal. However, in 2011, as 

her latest memoir became available for preorders, her website expanded.  A year later, in 2012, 

her homepage included her thoughts on topics such as writing, spies, global nomads, and other 

clandestine musings which provided a very detailed account of the thought processes that 

occurred during the making of this memoir.  

 From this observation, it became apparent that Mansfield Taber often pondered her own 

purpose as a writer trying to make sense of her own upbringing. She also added the term “Global 

Nomads” to her lexicon, which indicated a self-identification with this concept. Perhaps enough 

time passed that allowed her to reflect how her upbringing was shaped not only by the various 

counries she lived in but also by the standards and ideologies of her parents, who followed the 
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expected conduct and behavior of the C.I.A. and served as representatives of the United States of 

America overseas. Therefore, Mansfield Taber’s theories in Why Write a Memoir are explored 

here in detail since it provides information about the author’s intent and the purpose of her 

memoir. On her website, Mansfield Taber listed twelve reasons why she chose to write a memoir 

and mused that, “Upon reflection I have unearthed twelve reasons I, myself engaged in this odd 

activity. My hope is that this list of reasons may help you-if you wish to write a memoir of your 

own- to understand and legitimize your own impulse” The homepage of her website includes this 

list: 

1. To release emotion. She states that this was the “most basic reason” and continues to explain 

that: 

Strong feeling was the fuel that drove the memoir along. I wrote to record past joys, 

pleasures and friendships, but I have to stay, it was often the darker emotion like shame, 

grief and fury that most urged me to write. Sometimes I cried as I wrote. Other times I 

snorted or fumed. And sometimes I wrote out of humiliation. Perhaps the keenest 

emotion that was present while I wrote was yearning…I wrote with all the fullness of my 

covert father’s unspent yearning: his yearning-forced undercover by his job- for genuine 

feeling, for the complete story, for justice, for cleanness, for transparency, for 

truth…Upon my father’s death, up-wellings of love for him, and for my whole past, 

swirled into the surges of grief, forming a roaring tide of need – to write. 

2. Out of loss: Because I grew up mostly overseas, moved from country to country and lost 

worlds, the past is almost too precious to me. So, I wrote in order to grieve…I wrote a memoir in 

order to be real. To exist. When you leave so many places, and selves, across seas, you are not 

sure all that - all that you existed. 

3. As a hymn to the past and in order to go home again: (an aim of course impossible to achieve) 

A memoir…is homesickness flopping on the page…to trap the memories before they slip away. 

In writing the memoir, one seeks to claim those places, and that person, no longer here with 

us…A resurrection of my old places and my child self, my memoir, my recording, was also my 

way of keeping the past pure. Odd to say, perhaps, with all my lost worlds, I have avoided 

reunions, fearful of confrontations with change, of having my memories altered, in the grips of a 

keen, grim sense that you can’t actually go home again…I don’t know if I’ll ever have the nerve 

or wish to surrender my special world, the one Nabokov describes, “seen through the carefully  
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 wiped lenses of time.” 

 4. To make sense of the past in a quest for resolution and to sort things out, in a quest for solace 

and resolution. Because of the orchid-bordered house in Borneo I had to leave behind without a 

good-buy. A sadness, but the bitter fragrance of batik and the sweet temple incense will stay with 

me forever… 

5. Out of longing and love - to say thank you. 

6. To find out who one is – to assemble a self. 

7. To unload – so as to live more fully in the present. 

8. For one’s own pleasure – and in celebration. 

9. To extend a hand – to offer a mirror to oneself and others. 

10. To release secrets. 

11. To record history and one individual’s history 

12. To claim one’s own small portion of the globe 

In addition, Mansfield Taber desired to explore how her father’s career choice led to depression 

after his retirement because he repressed his feelings and emotions. (Rehm 2012). In an 

interview with Deborah Kalb in 2013, she stated, “I was very interested in writing about 

something that had not been explored.” Yet, she did not want to write a biography of a spy which 

she noted, “…has been done many times. Rather I wanted to depict a spy’s life from the 

daughter’s inside-the household point of view” (Gendler 2012). 

She also attempted to deconstruct the commonly held belief that the Foreign Service is a life of 

luxury, adventure, and glamour. While working abroad does have many benefits, she wanted to 

write about, “the harder parts of espionage and the underside” (Kalb 2013). However, Mansfield 

Taber does not deliver spy stories of her father. Instead the “harder parts” and the “underside” 

represent the many secrets and sacrifices children and wives of Foreign Service officers had to 

make in order to support the ideologies of the organization. While her father’s assignments 

dictated the family’s next location, her mother’s role in being a spy’s wife and a hostess was 

stressful as well. Mansfield Taber elaborated on this topic in an interview during the Diane Rehm 

Show: 
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One important thing for you to know is that the women, the wives of the spies, most of 

the spies were men then – were all graded on their husband’s efficiency reports…the 

pressure on you to have the perfect family because your husband’s…job could be at risk 

if you did not have the perfect family and have no emotional problems, which would 

supposedly make him a security risk or vulnerable to the enemy…and my mother 

actually was very worried about my father and the children’s safety a lot. (2012) 

The memoir also shows how Sara’s parents became social actors whose identities were tied to 

the goal of the sponsoring organization, which shaped Sara’s identity formation. Mansfield Taber 

concedes that: 

The book is all about identity and about the different identities I assumed as I sought to 

be the gracious ‘diplomat’s daughter’ and ‘little ambassador for America,’ as I moved to 

and –chameleon like- tried to fit into culture after culture, and as I struggled to figure out 

who I was at the deepest level. (Gendler 2012) 

 In an interview with Annette Gendler for the Washington Independent Review of Books, 

Mansfield Taber clarified and expanded her ideas: 

 … I wished to depict what the writer Sue William Silverman has written about 

memoir as including ‘the voice of innocence and the voice of experience’, by including 

the point of view of a girl, who is naïve and innocent… and the increased knowledge I 

have now, as an adult of what happened…For these reasons, the childhood scenes are 

sometimes followed by jumps-forward or passages of musing. While these elements 

might take the reader out of the unfolding story at times, my hope is that the illumination 

they bring enhances the story. Developing the ‘composite voice’ often essential to 

memoir is always a challenge and entails tough choices. Many readers have written to me 

to say they have appreciated both, the child’s eye point of view and the insights put forth 

in the book. (2012) 

 Yet, the memoir is not only about Sara’s innocence, but also that of her parents, whose 

idealism in the American dream eventually clashes with their personal values and ideas. Their 

home environment is overshadowed by secrets and angst where Sara overhears “these kinds of 

hushed conversations…kind of anguish mixed with worry…” (Rehm 2012). At the same time, 

she notices that her father is conflicted between the official policies of the United States and his 

own personal opinions, values and ideas, which he must monitor and keep secret as well. 
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  The secrecy of her father’s work also has personal implications for Mansfield Taber in 

the sense that she develops “how to pick up subliminal things in her household and learned to be 

hyper vigilant and watchful of people” (Rehm 2012). These skills and being empathetic actually 

helped her once she became a social worker. On the other hand, when she tried to figure out who 

she was as a person and analyzed her nationality, it was her father’s honest and liberal feedback 

which permitted her to converse frankly about the many changes America was facing as a 

country, even if he did not always agree with her viewpoints. Mansfield Taber maintains that 

“not all secrets should be revealed” (Rehm 2012). Her intent was to explore her own repressed 

emotions, especially how she felt about herself, her environment and what she had experienced 

when she was an impressionable child.  Most importantly, she wanted to “write about the 

emotional story, the untold story underneath the beguilement and glamour of Hollywood tales of 

intelligence work” (Gendler 2012).   

 

Summary and Analysis of Sara Mansfield Taber’s Memoir 

 Sara’s memoir centers on identity, more specifically what it means to be an American 

swept up in the midst of changing environments, ideologies, and socio-political changes that take 

place not only outside of the United States but also from within. The summary and analysis 

contains seven sections, which follow the chronological timeline of her father’s assignments: 

Tapei, Taiwan, 1961-1962; Bethesda, Maryland, 1962-1964; The Hague, The Netherlands, 1964-

1968; Washington, D.C. 1968-1970; Kuching, East Malaysia, 1970; Kobe and Tokyo, Japan, 

1970-1972; and a chapter conclusion. Each section analyzes Sara’s family dynamics, the social 

and physical environment she is exposed to, and how these shape her identity formation. 

 As such, it can be surmised that Mansfield Taber follows McAdams life story model of identity, 

where “identity itself takes the form of a story, complete with setting, scenes, character, plot, and 

theme” (McAdams 2001). 

 Chapters one and two of this dissertation divides the summary and analysis sections into 

thematic parts in order to show the reader how each of these specific topics affect children’s 

abilities to cope with frequent international relocations. However, the reality is that children are 

exposed to and adhere to their parents’ expectations, ideologies, culture and traditions while they 

also adapt to those in their school settings where they spend most of their time with classmates 

and teachers. 
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 Hence, all events that occur, whether it is at home or at school, are taken in and experienced by 

the child simultaneously with many other challenges that do not discriminate as to whether the 

child is on her first international relocation or on her tenth.  

 By the time Sara was born in 1954 until 1972 when her memoir ends, Sara moves a total 

of six times during her formative years with her brother and her parents. Only four of her 

eighteen years are spent living in the United States. The sponsoring organization, The Central 

Intelligence Agency, is the family’s lifeline, not only in terms of Sara’s father’s employment and 

career choice, but also because the organization dictates how its members and their dependents 

(wives and children) must conduct themselves, especially during overseas’ assignments. Their 

duty is to be representatives of the United States and portray a positive image to the international 

populace. As such, Sara is under constant pressure and scrutiny by her mother, who takes her 

cues from her husband’s organization, which has constructed an image of its subjects who must 

uphold and enforce strict codes of conduct.  

 

Taipei, Taiwan, 1961-1962 

 Sara’s first memories take place inside a walled world with guards within the island of 

Formosa, today known as Taiwan. Her mother warns her not to go outside of the walls by herself 

while her father retorts, “But don’t worry, snakes are rare. Almost all the time Free China is a 

very safe place” (Mansfield Taber 4). The opposing ideas of her parents and the way they see the 

world around them is an important factor since it provides the basic formation of young Sara’s 

ideologies. It is Sara’s mother, the physical therapist, who is protective and enforces the rules in 

the household and also in Sara’s and Andy’s lives. 

Whereas their father, the CIA officer and undercover spy, who probably is aware of all the 

dangers that lurk inside and outside of the walled compound, tells his children not to worry about 

snakes or other things. 

 Hence, early on, Sara is surrounded by her parents’ opposing viewpoints, which both 

collaborate and conflict with each other at times. Together, as a family unit, the work of her 

father and the organization’s mission dictates how the family members must represent 

themselves to the outside world.  

 While Sara’s home in Taiwan is represented by walls, it also indicates that her innocence 

and awareness of events are carefully guarded by American servicemen. Inside the compound, 
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the feel of America is reproduced by the Commissary, where American goods such as Carnation 

instant milk and Sara Lee cheesecake are available (Mansfield Taber 13). At the PX, the Post 

Exchange, at the Military Aid Mission on Chung Shan Bei Lu, the family purchases clothing and 

personal articles (Mansfield Taber 13). Meanwhile, the NACC club provides American food and 

Sara watches soldiers, marines, and sailors who are there to protect Taiwan from an invasion. It 

is apparent that, through her environment, Sara is quick to come to the conclusion that America, 

her country, is powerful. Her father, a WW II veteran, reinforces her idea when he takes the 

family for an outing and Sara notices all the poor, diseased children who frequently approach 

them as they walk along the street. Raised during the depression, her father is very sympathetic 

and gives Sara coins so that she can give them to an individual needy child and repeatedly says, 

“We are lucky to be Americans. The Chinese are very poor, and so we should help them 

whenever we can” (Mansfield Taber 10). A sensitive man, he believes in his mission, and wants 

to help a country and its people.  

 Sara loves to hear the stories her father tells her and during an outing she asks her father, 

“Tell us again Pop, why America needs to be here to help Taiwan?” Her father, who is educated 

and briefed on the countries’ histories and cultures, becomes Sara’s private and personalized 

tutor who explains the American presence. Sara can only see the story like that in a book, “bad 

guy China and good guy America” (Mansfield Taber 13). For her, America is the better country 

since it provides safety, justice and freedom, and, “because Americans had the obvious 

advantages as I saw it, we were inevitably happier than the Chinese, smarter and more talented” 

(Mansfield Taber 17). Maybe her idea is also reinforced in her school because her three Chinese 

classmates never play with American kids, and Sara never invites them. As she remembers, “I 

did not have the need. I was in the sway of a security that came from being one of the blonde 

children, one of the majority” (Mansfield Taber 19). Seven-year old Sara assumes many things 

based only on her observations. When eating out at the NACC Club, she asks her father in a way 

which is almost a statement: “We’re better that the Chinese, aren’t we, Pop?” (Mansfield Taber 

21).  

 Little does she know that her father does not share her black and white views; she is not 

aware of her parents’ humble upbringing or that they now live “month-to-month on her father’s 

government salary, and that her mother does all her physical therapy work with Chinese orphans 

and polio patients in Taipei for free” (Mansfield Taber 21). The complicated adult world her 
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parents live in is nebulous to her, but Sara is about to receive a lesson from her father whose 

idealism, strong ethics, and morals counterbalance those of misguided and fervent patriotism. He 

does not agree with Sara’s statement but offers an alternative response, “No Sara, we’re not 

better. We and the Chinese are just human beings, and all human beings are the same” 

(Mansfield Taber 22). Her father continues the lesson, “We’re not better than the Chinese…just 

more fortunate…We Americans are very wealthy compared to the Chinese, and as wealthier, 

luckier people, it is our responsibility to give to poorer people, but that does not mean that we are 

better” (Mansfield Taber 22). 

 Throughout the book’s plot, it is Sara’s father who provides history lessons and points 

out the different cultural components of the many societies in which the family resides. He is 

optimistic and always remains positive in any situation. He shares his academic knowledge, 

summarizes current affairs, and imparts his humanistic thoughts freely with his children. This 

theme is visible in the book and gives readers the opportunity to get to know a man, not in the 

capacity as a spy, but as a person and a parent who uses every opportunity he has to teach his 

children about the world. As such, Sara’s father uses his emotions to “provide a sense of 

meaning and personal significance” to his experience, while the “parent-guided reminiscing” 

helps Sara to “organize, interpret, and evaluate these experiences in ways that begin” to shape 

her “developing sense of self” (Fivush et al. 2003). 

 He also finds it important that his family experiences how people live away from the 

American compound and arranges a tour to a small Chinese village. Sara and the family have a 

driver, which makes her feel very important as they turn into the village. The next incident 

signifies how quickly feelings and emotions can change. While the car is stopped, curious 

villagers surround it, and when Sara puts her feet on the ground, the crowd smothers her. Older 

women pinch her skin, pull her hair, and speak to her in Chinese. Frightened by the incident, 

Sara does not feel like “a royal American, but an ugly sparrow, who, when spied, would become 

prey of a swarm of vultures wanting to skewer her with their insatiable eyes and pluck off her 

wings and legs” (Mansfield Taber 25). The figurative language she uses throughout the memoir 

enriches the reader’s understanding of the events in such that s/he can visualize the scene and the 

terror that are felt by a young child. For Sara this incident signals that “to be American was to be 

a unique, strange being – superior but in danger”. In this particular moment Sara wants to 

become “invisible” (Mansfield Taber 26), but she copes with her fear. 



70 

 

 The memoir describes Sara’s father’s love and admiration for Chinese culture, and his 

knowledge of Mandarin is passed to his children. The house in which they live “was filled with 

Chinese Art… and poems …my father loved to translate” (Mansfield Taber 33). In reality, Sara 

experiences fragments of Chinese and American cultures that are represented through the 

military presence in Taiwan, but she does not know this at her age. She does not have any 

Chinese friends and her only other human connection to this place is the Chinese housekeeper 

her family has hired on their special allowance. Everything that she knows about Chinese culture 

and history is through her father’s lectures, opinions, and conversations, and a few of her own 

observations when her parents do take her on outings. Taber Mansfield recalls, “I was a child, 

wide open simply absorbing the most obvious meaning in my father’s worlds: America stands 

for freedom” (Mansfield Taber 33).  

 In hindsight, Taber Mansfield acknowledges that, “In Tapei it was like our whole family 

was on stage in front of the Chinese. My mother’s roles were American embassy hostess, 

gracious server of tea and cookies to Chinese ladies and other embassy wives, and health worker, 

saver of Chinese orphans and polio victims” (41). 

 Meanwhile, Sara never questions her American nationality because life seems to be very 

straightforward and simple since she does not have to defend her identity or any viewpoints that 

would point to her as “the other”. She is too young to analyze any type of topics or events and is 

really only absorbing and observing the small world in which she lives in at this moment. 

Her parents set an example for her of what it means to be an American, but little do they realize 

that their conduct is within a specific context that applies to expatriates and their organizations. 

However, this is about to change when Sara actually leaves Taiwan to return “home” to 

Bethesda, Maryland. 

Bethesda, Maryland, 1962-1964 

 The first thing Sara notices is that everyone around her speaks English. There are no 

walls around the mostly brick houses, and there is an abundance of cars. The smells and sounds 

are different than the ones she is used to in Taiwan. Upon arrival, Sara feels as if Bethesda is 

another foreign country and stays close to her parents when they go out (Mansfield Taber 61). 

This quickly changes when Sara is distracted with trips to Indiana to reunite with her mother’s 

family and enjoys the summer with her cousins. She also gets used to her routine and life itself 

seems to be very predictable. While in Taiwan she physically stood out, “…in America …no one 
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noticed me, and no one wanted to touch me. I adored being invisible” (Mansfield Taber 65).  

 America, the land of candy and choices, makes it difficult for Sara to first notice the 

deeper levels of a society. At first, she in heaven with McDonalds, Twinkies, chewing gum and 

television shows, but soon grief and loss sets in as well. Her parents encourage her to be brave 

and strong and “by the last day of third grade, I had grown to love my school” (Mansfield Taber 

79). Sara’s parents show their children the many museums and monuments in Washington, D.C., 

which are visual representation of the history of the United States. Meanwhile, in school she is 

taught American colonial history and she learns about George Washington, Native Americans, 

Lewis and Clark and the pioneers. The school teaches an ideology that instills pride, patriotism, 

and love for a country, and Sara does not question these ideals until she is older and the socio-

political scene within the United States and around the world starts to change. At this moment, it 

seems that Sara has the ideal life. Her parents are as solid as they have always been, and 

Mansfield Taber writes, “…my father talked to us about the news as we ate my mother’s juicy 

hamburgers, our Kentucky fried chicken, or our Dinty Moore beef stew” (Mansfield Taber 81). 

Additionally, Sara presents her mother as a woman who, “was like a solider with a flagpole. She 

was organized and efficient, always looking after us, always doing her work, always doing her 

duty” (Mansfield Taber 83). 

 Up until now, Sara has never mentioned that she cried, felt lonely, or sad. It seems as if 

she is always ready to embrace new adventures with her family. However, underneath the 

façades kept by Sara and her mother are emotions and feelings that want to surface but are stifled 

for the sake of keeping up appearances within the organization. Her father is assigned to go to 

Mexico for three months and leaves his wife and children in Bethesda. It is during this time that 

Sara reacts and cries because she misses her father. Her mother admits that she misses her 

husband and consoles Sara by giving her hugs, but then she redirects her about showing outward 

grief and weakness with a hardened voice: 

…we must keep our feelings private, Sara. People take advantage of any kind of 

weakness. In the government, if a man’s wife and his children aren’t perfect, the man can 

lose his job…Do you remember Mr. Palmer from Taipei?...His son started acting 

obstreperous at school while he was on TDY, and the office sent him home for 

good…We all have to be brave…we have to just be brave and not show it, and put our 

best foot forward (Mansfield Taber 84). 
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 Thus, Sara and her mother reminisce about a negative experience together, which, 

according to Fivush et al. (2003), “may be a particularly important context for children’s 

developing self-understanding”, while it also plays “an important role in emotion socialization.” 

Thus, Sara learns from an early age how to develop an “emotional self-concept” which is 

comprised of three important functions: “self-defining (this is the kind of emotional person I 

am), self-in relation (this is how I express and share my emotions with others), and coping (this 

is how I cope with and resolve negative emotion)” (Fivush et al. (2003). 

  As Sara is getting older, she also receives a lot more direction by her mother regarding 

how to conduct herself at home and in public. Her mother is consistently careful about how the 

family might be perceived by others because gossip or a bad reputation could possibly tarnish 

her husband’s career. Sara’s mother uses autobiographical reasoning as she analyzes particular 

stories that have negative consequences for service officers, and she confers these lessons and 

insights onto Sara as a warning (McLean & Pratt 2006; qtd. in McAdams 2013). 

  This translates to Sara that as a good American one must be stoic. She takes her cues 

from the guards when she visits the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier in Arlington Cemetery.  

The guard represents the perfect example of courage and silence that Sara now attempts to 

replicate in her daily life. She notes that, “All I could figure out was that in America, any dark 

rustlings of sadness, chagrin, or anger were a sign of weakness. You were supposed to be brave 

and act happy” (86). Concealing feelings and emotions was also something that was replicated 

by not only her mother but by her classmates as well. Sara remembers that “in school…it was a 

dreadful thing to cry, or to blush, or to be bothered by someone else in public” (Mansfield Taber 

86). Quick to adapt to the American way of hiding true emotions, Sara emulates the guard at the 

Tomb of the Unknown Soldier and, “…kneaded and pressed myself into the mold and achieved 

my goal: I had become ordinary” (Mansfield Taber 89). By her own accounts Sara is now a 

typical all-American girl who seems to have forgotten the images she witnessed in Taipei. She 

lives an ordinary middle-class life and compares it to the television shows of Lassie and Leave it 

to Beaver. Her routine consists of participating in Brownies and Girl Scout activities, taking art 

lessons, and shopping with her mother at Woodward & Lothrop, Best & Company, and 

sometimes Garfinkel (Mansfield Taber 91).  

 Meanwhile, the Civil Rights Movement is in full swing, but Sara admits “I had only a 

dim awareness of the world outside my school” (Mansfield Taber 92). While living in Taipei, her 
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father had shown her the countryside of poor village people, and her mother had assisted Chinese 

orphans. In her own country, Sara does not seem to have any contact with the poor social classes 

or African American communities who struggle to gain equal rights and opportunities. Hence, 

she does not know the secrets of her own country and the mistreatment of minorities that has 

occurred since slavery. While Sara is not faced by ongoing social upheaval, her father 

participates in a civil rights march and is determined to stand up for his own convictions and 

ideals. Sara remembers that, “her father came home with his eyes full of stars. He seemed 

astonished ebullient, and proud. I’d never seen him so lit up (Mansfield Taber 93). Thus, her 

father’s idealism and faith in America’s social progression is evident in the text because he 

believes change is possible by the people. He shares his views with his family and states, “We 

are a strong country…because we can criticize ourselves. We can look at our problems and then 

do something about them. This is what makes America exceptional…and we are such a rich 

country that, if we handle our wealth properly, we can end poverty and illiteracy throughout the 

world” (Mansfield Taber 93). Again, it is her father’s conduct that shows Sara that everyone is 

entitled to his/her opinions and can take actions. 

 Her father’s ideals have a profound impact on her as it raises her awareness that being 

American means that there is a big social responsibility and that change happens when people 

speak out against injustice. Maybe she does not realize the huge impact her father’s action has on 

her at this moment, but his optimism and idealism again prove to her that, in her country, 

anything is possible. For her father though, change was not an abstract concept. He was 

personally responsible for his upward socio-economic mobility and was aware that he made 

choices that took him out of his humble upbringing.His personal story of sacrifice and upward 

mobility echoes that of his generation who experienced similar circumstances. In high school, he 

joined a group of more affluent students who came from liberal families and learned a different 

way of thinking and interpreting the world. Also during college, he had a passion for history and 

for liberal politics. According to Mansfield Taber, “To him a liberal was a person who favored 

continual progress and reform, protection of civil liberties, and who believed government should 

assume primary responsibility for the welfare of its citizenry as a matter of right” (94). Thus, 

Sara’s father is also an author of his life as he “strings together multiple events into causal 

sequences, in order to make a point or draw a conclusion about the self” (Habermas & Bluck 

2000). 
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 Soon after, the whole world is in shock when President Kennedy is assassinated and 

Johnson promises a great society for Americans, but Sara is leaving her society behind as her 

family gets reassigned to The Hague. She remembers that in March 1964, at the age of ten, she 

“left the United States as a simple and ordinary American girl – for the last time…the portal to 

an ordinary American childhood was closed to me now” (Mansfield Taber 99). 

 

The Hague, The Netherlands, 1964-1968 

 “You are going to love Holland!” (Mansfield Taber 101), exclaims Sara’s father upon her 

arrival. His tone is optimistic and excited just as it was when he initially found out about his 

European assignment while still stationed in Maryland. As always, he prepares his children of 

their new adventure and shows them a map of Holland and states, “You are going to love it 

because Europe is a wonderful, wonderful place” (Mansfield Taber 97). His attitude about his 

next assignment indicates that he has found his niche in “the occupational, interpersonal and 

ideological offerings of society” which allows him to experiment with his identity (McAdams 

2001). The excitement of entering a new country is evident in the Taber’s household, and Sara 

quickly forgets the difficulty her own adjustment to Bethesda, a place that she once considered 

foreign soil. Her father’s excitement is so infectious that neither she nor her mother has time to 

reflect or think about possible challenges. 

 Sara’s mother cried when they left, but, after being introduced now in the formal setting 

of other embassy families and Dutch dignitaries, she perfectly plays her role as the diplomat’s 

wife (Mansfield Taber 102). Her demeanor also reminds Sara to take on the role as well. Her 

mother comments about a weepy mother of another family who had just left her pregnant sister 

to come to Holland, and she tells Sara that this mother “… should stop that nonsense. She knew 

what she was signing up for when her husband joined the Foreign Service” (Mansfield Taber 

102). The subtle warning is further reinforced when Sara visits the embassy and is met by the 

Marine guard, who reminds her of the stiff guardians at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. Her 

mother’s comment and the visual representation of the guard signals to Sara that the carefree 

existence she had enjoyed in Bethesda is over. She is now an official representative of the United 

States in a foreign country, which implies that her conduct is a reflection of the imagined 

American character. Upon her arrival, she remembers that, “my father took us down to the 

embassy auditorium where the ambassador was to address all the new embassy dependents” 
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(Mansfield Taber 104). The organization is straightforward as they brief the dependents and say, 

“…the fact that your fathers are diplomats, means you, too, have a job…as a representative of 

the United States is to behave like a little ambassador of your country” (Mansfield Taber 104). 

Her father, who has already studied Dutch at the Foreign Service Institute, also insists that, “our 

duty in Holland is to learn the Dutch ways. As you know whenever you are in another country, it 

is your job to respect the customs of the people there and conform to them as much as you can” 

(Mansfield Taber 105). Sara’s mother reinforces the ideas as she teaches Sara the local etiquette 

by telling her that, “it is important to accept the food or little gifts they offer. It is crucial to 

ignore your own wishes because to say ‘no’ could offend people, and we [are] guests in this 

country” (Mansfield Taber 105). Thus, Sara’s instructions on how to conduct herself are much 

more precise and are enforced not only by the embassy, but also by both of her parents.  In 

Taipei, she had operated as a guest and a foreigner as well, but the rules of conduct were not 

clear then probably due to her age and limited contact with the Chinese populace. Her mother 

continues to provide her with rules and etiquette so that the family will not face embarrassment 

and breach protocol that has been set by the embassy. Mansfield Taber explains that: 

All of these rules were connected to the effort not to be ‘an ugly American’, which my 

parents considered very important. I had seen that book The Ugly American, by William 

Lederer and Eugene Burdick, on my parent’s bedroom bookshelf. An ugly American was 

someone who was loud, pushy and bossy, and wanted his own way all the time, never 

cared how people in other cultures did things, and tromped on other people’s feelings 

(140). 

 Her parents’ conduct remains as it was in Taipei. Her father takes a keen interest in the 

Netherland’s history and culture which he shares with his children. He also takes his family to 

many historical sites and outings. He is always the adventurer who seeks every opportunity to 

show his children the world, while he shares his new found knowledge and ideas with them. 

Sara’s mother, on the other hand, is the door keeper of good manners and conduct, and she 

enforces the rules while being a “warm, bubbly, American-style hostess” (Mansfield Taber 149) 

as she charms and entertains guests. The analogy Mansfield Taber uses to describe her parents is, 

“if my mother was a trumpeter in a marching band, my father played the wooing woodland pipes 

in a forest glen” (Mansfield Taber149).  

 Sara’s parents are eager to provide their children with a life that they never had 
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themselves. Their encouragements and advice is well meant, innocent, and clear. They both are 

people who worked hard and sacrificed much in order to achieve success. It is through these two 

people that Sara’s ideas and character are molded and formed because she does live with them 

when she could have been easily sent off to a boarding school. Hence, the closeness of the family 

is very apparent throughout the memoir and is one of the reasons Mansfield Taber is able to 

recall many events from her childhood.  

 Sara also faces a new challenge as she enters her new school which is made up of a 

diverse population. Nigel Bagnall’s article “National or Global: The Mutable Concepts of 

Identity and Home for International School Students” speaks to the difficulties many mobile 

students face when they transfer to a new curricula and grading system. He states that 

international students must adapt to new teaching methods, reinforcement techniques, and 

“teachers who are not be tolerant of or aware of the difficult and time-consuming process of 

learning and adapting to a new language environment” (2012). Although Sara attends an English 

speaking school, she recalls the British teachers who insist on the British spelling of words; 

classmates who are a mixture from all nations and organizations, including military and embassy 

families; and children who have one European and one American parent. This culturally-diverse 

school becomes a place where Sara’s ideals and strong patriotism will be questioned and 

analyzed, and, soon, she will find out that not everyone shares the same opinions and values. 

 According to Fennes and Hapgood, a person going through the process of acculturation in 

a new environment progresses through seven diverse phases: initial excitement, culture shock, 

superficial accommodation, frustration, genuine adjustment, departure concerns, and reverse 

culture shock (1997). Sara displays all of these phases as she tries to settle into her new school 

only to find out that one of her particular classmate’s conduct clashes with hers. She attempts to 

follow her father’s advice not to offend anyone but is quickly impressed by the quick wit and 

bossy attitude of Candy, who is also one of the popular girls at school. To Sara, Candy is the 

perfect American girl, although her confrontational personality embraces the representation of 

the “Ugly American” Sara’s parents warned Sara about. Candy does not care if she offends other 

classmates by calling them “Dutchie” (Mansfield Taber 111). Candy represents characteristics 

which oppose those of Sara who is shy and polite, and Sara secretly wishes she had some of 

Candy’s traits because they offer lucrative social rewards.  Candy’s authoritative demeanor 

means that she is the first girl chosen at dances, always gets the lead in the play, and even the 
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harsh, British science teacher begins to twinkle in her presence (Mansfield Taber 128). Sara also 

notices that her principal is “hearty and funny”, and “is a master of quick comeback” (Mansfield 

Taber 127). He is also popular among the students. Sara reasons that if someone wants to be a 

successful and popular American, “one had to be lighthearted and josh around…burst with 

confidence. To be a real American you had to be like Candy, you had to have that breezy cowgirl 

air” (Mansfield Taber 127).  Thus Sara is exposed to a variety of social actors and notices the 

“specific manner in which traits are enacted and social roles are performed in social contexts that 

is strongly driven by the exigencies of the social contexts themselves” (McAdams 2013). 

 While this of course is an overgeneralization in a young person’s mind, it seems that the 

American character is represented in these terms not only in Hollywood movies and television, 

but as, Mansfield Taber noted, “an accurate perception of America’s role in the world, and of 

America in the media” (127). Soon, Sara realizes that her classmates also have a different stance 

on politics when one day her American teacher, who is married to a Dutchman, asks the class 

about America’s role in the world (Mansfield Taber 119). The American kids are quick to point 

out great American actresses, engineers, and the size of the United States, but Margrite, who is 

half-Dutch and considered a traitor by her classmates, adds positive facts about The Netherlands 

to the argument. Thus, while Sara is in this school, these conversations, which compare and 

contrast the United States to the Netherlands, are constant topics of debate among the students. 

Students discuss topics from food to political affairs, clothing and even brands of toilet paper. 

The debates continue into the playground, and anyone who does not agree with the dominant 

group’s perception of America’s greatness is verbally challenged and considered a traitor or 

Dutch sympathizer. Sara knows that she is American, but she is not able to figure out how her 

shyness fits in with the American stereotype that her classmates have embraced in her school and 

is promoted and portrayed in Hollywood movies and in the media. 

 One day, Sara returns from the store with some eggs, and a Dutch boy screams, 

“Amerika, Amerika”, while he tosses clumps of soil at her. As a result, her eggs break as she is 

running home. Sara cannot even fight back or say anything because she is heeding her parents’ 

advice. At home she is met by her mother who is empathetic but warns her never to call Dutch 

people “Dutchies” again, which is a term she has learned in school, and out of anger, uses now to 

describe the incident to her mother.  This is also an encounter that makes Sara wonder for the 

first time why the Dutch boy did not like America and why he let his frustration out on her 
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(Mansfield Taber 114). 

  Another incident occurs sometime later, when Sara is out on the skating ring with her 

class. Two Dutch boys tease the group and provoke them verbally. First, the boys of her class 

retaliate and start to yell “Dutchie!” Then, the girls, including Sara, show their solidarity with the 

boys as they chime in. This event empowers Sara, who now feels part of the group. Mansfield 

Taber reflects on the event and writes, “The shy girl in the cage disappeared and a confident, 

outgoing Sara took over my body. As we American kids yelled, all the differences between us as 

individuals melted away as we united against the enemy, we became one pulsating American 

Army” (129).  It is in this particular school setting where Sara must choose to either “see the 

American point of view and love America, or see the world’s point of view and love Holland” 

(Mansfield Taber 129). This is also a challenge because Sara notices that she does love a lot of 

things about Holland. Maybe she has come to her own conclusion based on her own experiences 

and observations but definitely because her parents love Europe and Holland. At home, her 

parents share their thoughts about the good things Holland has to offer such as free medical care, 

a free and advanced education program, and her father thinks that the United States could learn a 

lot form this system (Mansfield Taber 170). Sara, too, notices that many Dutch people tell her 

that she “seems more Dutch than most Americans.” She interprets this to mean that “they 

thought I was quieter, humbler and more polite than some of my countrymen” (Mansfield Taber 

171). Sara enjoys many elements of the Dutch culture, but inside the school campus she does not 

share her opinions with her classmates, mostly because she wants to be part of the dominant 

culture. Candy, who has a very strong personality, seems to be the ringleader who is respected, 

feared, and influences classmates and teachers, alike. Yet, there are a few students who are not 

afraid to back down from their opinions even when the majority does not agree.  

 Protests, rallies and marches against the Vietnam War are being held in Holland, and Sara 

and other Americans hear rants about America. One particular teacher opens up the discussion 

about the war in Vietnam during class, and students voice their opinions about the topic, which 

reflect their parents’ stance on the issue. Margrite, who has a Dutch mother and American father, 

tells students that her mother thinks that America is a big bully in Asia. Her opinion is not well 

received by her classmates, especially by Candy, who tells her to leave the school if she is not on 

America’s side. Margrite, though, is not intimidated by Candy and tells the class that her 

American father agrees with her mother’s opinion. Sara is called out to share her opinion and 
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remembers what her father tells Dutch people when they ask him about the war. However, her 

response, “I think we’re doing the right thing. We’re giving the Vietnamese help little by little 

and seeing if it helps their cause”, is quickly challenged by her teacher who tells her that this is 

her father’s opinion, not hers (Mansfield Taber 164).  

 Sara goes home and talks to her father about the Vietnam War, and she senses that he 

does not fully agree with her. He then explains that he has an official opinion as a representative 

of the embassy, but he also maintains his own views on many issues and encourages Sara to 

come to her own conclusion. Another time the family leaves their friend’s home and walk past a 

demonstration. Sara notices that a lot of the protesters are wearing U.S. Army surplus jackets 

with the American soldiers’ name badges still sewn on their chest. Despite her mother’s protests, 

her father takes her and Andy into the crowd of the protest. One of the protesters fixes his eyes 

on her father and says, “You dirty Americans, get out of Vietnam!” (Mansfield Taber 166). Sara 

expects her father to defend himself but he does not say anything. She is at this point not clear 

exactly what this war was about or why people were so upset with America until she leaves the 

Netherlands and returns to the United States. In hindsight, Mansfield Taber realizes that “…not 

only my father’s actions, but many of his emotions were covert, and that I needed to read his 

feelings in his behavior, his gestures, the angle of his body. My father’s wading into the demo 

was a message he had dead-dropped, waiting for me to find” (166).  

 Sara, though, is an ardent, young patriot who does not know enough about the war to 

fully understand that the demonstrations are not only taking place in Holland but on the home 

front as well. She feels that she has to defend her country on foreign soil, but, at the same time, 

her family enjoys different aspects of the Netherlands. She hears the different opinions of her 

classmates, but she cannot differentiate or reconcile the issues at hand. Taber Mansfield 

describes the dilemma: 

The Dutch, I could tell, felt most themselves in the outdoors the way I did…I went from 

my week-ends of bike rides, feeding horses…and mingling with the Dutch, to my 

American weekdays of trying to be pretty, outgoing, and the same as everyone else. I did 

not know enough about Dutch culture to know its inherent complexities and inner 

conflicts, but to be Dutch, I thought sometimes, tucked secret and safe in my room, 

would be easier (171). 

 Eventually, Sara befriends another girl besides Candy. Gabrielle’s father is American and  
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her mother is Belgian. Gabrielle is as outspoken as Margrite and does not care what other people 

think of her. Gabrielle admits earlier in the narrative that she likes Dutch fishnet stockings much 

to Candy’s dismay during a playground discussion. Although Gabrielle has been in the same 

school with Sara for some time, it is only later that Sara actually visits her home. Mansfield 

Taber recollects that, “Somehow at age thirteen, Gabrielle had accepted her foreignness and her 

odd American-Belgian way…What was new and amazing to me…was the realization that 

Gabrielle…could be different and survive, and be happy” (174). Sara comes to the realization 

that while the majority of her classmates are overly patriotic, a few girls such as Gabrielle and 

Margrite have embraced their bi-cultural heritage and are not afraid to voice their opinions even 

when the majority does not agree with them. 

 The last year Sara lives in Holland she describes herself as an, “insider, popcorn eating, 

all-American girl” (Mansfield Taber 179). Sara has managed to be in the in-crowd but admits, “I 

was also perhaps the least myself that I would ever be, a shallow girl who edged up to the 

popular girls just to steal their glitter” (Mansfield Taber 179). In this particular moment, Sara 

feels that she is part of Candy’s group, who has made up their own group culture. Just as many 

other young people of the time, Sara wears bell-bottoms, has long hair, and is confident about 

herself and her environment. 

  Meanwhile, the United States in 1968 is in turmoil when Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. is 

murdered, riots erupt, and, shortly after, Bobby Kennedy is assassinated. The Vietnam War is 

now in full force but Sara is naïve about the impact these events have on Americans and their 

ideologies. Departure to the United States looms over her head as her father has to leave Holland 

to prevent “the danger of ‘going native’” (Mansfield Taber 157),  a term used when someone 

starts to identify too much with the host country’s culture. Hence, her father is being reassigned 

to the China Desk at Headquarters in Washington, D.C. (Mansfield Taber 157).Sara thinks about 

how this move will affect her, especially now when she has found her niche, but she is confident 

that she will not have any adjustment issues. Instead, she recalls her last move to the United 

States and thinks that, “people would be welcoming and nice, because, in the States, everyone 

was friendly, and of course I would fit in” (Mansfield Taber 185). She assumes this stance 

because she lived in the States almost five years earlier.  

 Since she is an American and among the popular kids at the school, she is convinced that 

her new classmates will also accept her without hesitation. Little does she know that the country 
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she has idolized, protected, and defended from across the ocean is undergoing major social and 

ideological change. Perhaps, she does not realize it at this moment, but she too, has changed. Not 

only is she now a teenager but also foreign Dutch elements have been added to her reference 

points and have honed her cultural awareness. How much her exposure to the different types of 

people and their characters, opinions, ideologies and behavior have affected her own make up is 

difficult to measure, but it does impact Sara’s impressionable mind. Her imprints of historical 

sites, museums, and other outings sponsored through her father’s organizations are unique and 

powerful educational experiences that are not able to be replicated through books or even films. 

While most U.S. students learn about WWII, D-Day and Normandy through history books, 

Sara’s father took the family there to see the beach and the cliffs firsthand. Instead of buying 

American groceries at the PX, Sara’s mother shopped locally, which allowed Sara to taste a 

variety of foods that she would not have been exposed to otherwise. Duty dictates that the family 

must return home, which is not easy for the Taber family. As usual, Sara’s mother says, “You 

can do anything for a year”, while her father retorts, “We are going home. Another great 

adventure.” For Sara however, “Holland was my first broken heart” (186). 

 

Washington, D.C., 1968-1970 

 “These next two years, my fourteenth and fifteenth, spent back in America, made a clean 

sweep of my sense of America and of myself, and took me on a journey into class and war, a 

journey I never expected” (189) recalls Mansfield Taber.  

 As her family waits to settle in their new home, Sara is immediately drawn into the world 

of television, and Mansfield Taber recalls, “I had not watched TV in five years, I had lost a 

whole hunk of American culture” (190). Once she is enrolled at Sidwell Friends, a Quaker 

School, she realizes that she is not used to the new slang and colloquialism her new classmates 

use and remembers that,  “their sentences bumped up against and overlapped each other so fast 

that I could never have gotten a word in even if I had had something to say” (195). Sara also 

realizes that in this new school environment the students “seemed self-contained…removed, and 

most of all confident” (198). She notices their sloppy clothes that hide their wealth, and she 

comments on their demeanor of “an unfamiliar ease, an offhand sophistication, a stance that said 

‘I deserve’” (202). Although Sara has been living abroad for only five years, it seems as if the 

social culture has been quickly transformed which makes Sara feel as if she is a ‘hidden 
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immigrant’. Mansfield Taber attests that, “America was both too familiar and not familiar 

enough…though I looked American, I was not” (202). Again, Sara’s sense of belonging is 

challenged, which is, according to Bagnall, “a recurring theme in the literature on global 

nomads” (2012). Goodenow and Grady (1993) define sense of belonging as “the extent to which 

students feel personally accepted, respected, included and supported in the school social 

environment,” which often is not the case when TCKs or global nomads repatriate to their 

passport culture. 

 Sara is cognizant that her European social mannerisms and conversation style is out of 

place, and she begins to criticize America from the perspective of an outsider. This makes her 

discontent, critical, and angry. She is also at an age where rebellious teenage behavior occurs 

naturally and where every topic is contested and challenged. Like Van Reken, Sara finds coping 

mechanisms for her depression and focuses on her studies in religion, philosophy, pacifism and 

war (Mansfield Taber 211). The texts she reads such as the Siddhartha, and the works of 

Wordsworth, Emerson, Gandhi, among many others, seem to reflect her internal struggles of 

feeling marginalized and the readings relieve some of her psychological suffering. America is 

analyzed by Sara as she has never done before. Suddenly, she finds faults with her country and 

writes that, “so much of America seemed bluster and show” (Mansfield Taber 211). Meanwhile 

she internalizes the Buddhist notion, “that everything on this earth was transitory, in a constant 

state of flux” (Mansfield Taber 211). In order to survive this stressful transition, Sara decides to 

pack up her polite Dutch embassy princess into a trunk (Mansfield Taber 214).  

 It is during this two-year stay that Sara and Andy are told by their parents that their father 

is a covert operations officer. Surprisingly, this news “did not weigh me down, as people might 

have expected” (Mansfield Taber 243). Sara does not hate her father or see him as the enemy; 

rather he is the same father she has always loved. She is intrigued by this news but also senses 

that her father feels trapped. Her tone of tension is noticeable in this chapter because of all the 

stressful events that have occurred in a rather short amount of time. Sara stands up for a cause 

she feels strongly about and is a product of her generation, but, at the same time, she does not 

feel a belonging to a country that she once idolized and loved. Feeling like she does not really 

belong anywhere forces her to reflect upon her past and current environments and emotionally 

detach herself from what she has come to critique and dislike. Sara probably feels very alone, but 

her challenge to fully re-integrate into her national culture is actually well documented in the 
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literature on TCKs (Fail et al. 2004). Bagnall surmises that “despite their ability to cope and 

adapt to new settings…internationally mobile children feel misunderstood by their peers who do 

not have overseas experience, and must stow away that part of who they are so that they can 

make friends and adapt to the new situation” (2012). Before Sara has time to analyze her 

situation, it is also time to move abroad again, which is easier when there is not a lot of 

attachment to a place and people.  

 

Kuching, East Malaysia, 1970 

 Kuching is a relatively short stay for Sara but one that opens her eyes to who she is as a 

human being. Not having to defend her views on America’s political, socio-economic, and global 

issues, she is, for the first time, free to explore her psyche. She is under no pressure to stand in as 

a representative of the United States, and she does not have to prove to anyone how American 

she is. As always, her father informs everyone of Sarawak’s history and organizes outings. Sara 

is immediately transformed and mesmerized by her new surroundings, and America is instantly 

forgotten as she captures the different smells, noises, sceneries, and people. This transitional 

experience continues to mold Sara’s identity and seems to fit Adler’s theory that a multicultural 

person’s identity is temporary, fluid, and ever changing (1975). The environment is so vibrant 

and bustling with excitement that she gets light headed as she walks around the market with her 

mother (Mansfield Taber 255). At the same time, even though she has never been in Borneo, she 

feels like she has returned to a familiar place (Mansfield Taber 256).  

 Her accounts of the experiences on Borneo are so well described, the reader feels 

immediately placed on the island with her. The tone of her narrative though breathes of a relief 

of responsibility and stress that indicates that for once Sara is free of constructed images. Her 

parents also enjoy their new station and Sara notes that “her mother was in her element, back to 

her double life: working at the Cheshire Home and at a leprosarium, and giving teas for 

Malaysian and Chinese ladies, along with hosting dinner parties, as part of her official duties” 

(Mansfield Taber 259). Sara notices that her mother’s volunteer work speaks volumes for the 

idea that no human is better than anyone else. It is because of this attitude that her mother easily 

befriends a multitude of people with various backgrounds: museum director, nurses, 

missionaries, and nuns (Mansfield Taber 260). Sara learns how to drive a car and her mother 

schedules activities for her, which includes making batik.  
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 The mixture of cultures, the luxury of the British colonial way, surrounded by the 

natives’ own customs and traditions, start to conflict with Sara’s consciousness when she 

observes her own parents’ dismissive manners towards the servants. She is conflicted about 

ringing the bell to summon a servant, but her mother explains that even the servants have 

servants. It is this different set of customs and traditions that forces Sara to examine what it 

means to be a diplomat’s daughter with privileges who is exposed to seeing abject poverty, and 

yet, one who is trying to be a good and fair human being, a model that has been provided to her 

by her parents. While other people do not seem to be bothered about having servants, Sara does 

notice that the concern “was more common among Americans” (Mansfield Taber 265). Sara’s 

questioning shows that she is becoming more aware of the social inequality of the human race, 

which she had not noticed or examined before. Her family always had a staff during their 

overseas assignments but, until now, Sara had never questioned it and states that, “maybe it was 

the legacy of Sidwell, of feeling invisible myself but suddenly I felt chaotic and rampant” 

(Mansfield Taber 265).   

 Sara no longer tries fitting in or changing into someone she is not. Rather, she learns that 

people are accepted based on their behavior and conduct instead of being stereotyped based on 

their nationalities. In Kuching she realizes that within the expat community, everyone belongs, 

because no one actually does belong (Mansfield Taber 271). The cultural and national 

boundaries through colonialism are blurred, yet also very straightforward in the sense that the 

colonizer can enter and leave the native culture at a whim, but the colonized is placed into a 

lower socio-economic position unless s/he is part of the elite. Sara, though not familiar with 

colonial politics and coming from a Caucasian background, can easily take part of the expat 

community because her skin color automatically excludes her from possibly being identified as a 

native; whereas in the Netherlands, she could have been mistaken for a Dutch person based on 

her appearance. Mansfield Taber recalls that, “In Kuching, I felt like my most natural self…all 

my longing was transformed into fascination. The urge for security and belonging was replaced 

by the quickening of curiosity (272). 

 Eventually, this stay comes to an end when Sara is ready to go to boarding school in 

Japan. Her tone is excited because she has a romantic notion about this island, which is also her 

birthplace. Her father, as usual, tells her that, “she is going to love Japan,” but not before he 

orients her and Andy about what to do in case someone attempts to kidnap them (273). 



85 

 

Kobe and Tokyo, Japan, 1970-72 

 “Japan was where I found my truth, which was buoying, and where my father found his, 

which was devastating. Neither of us had been looking for the information that came to hand. 

Mine landed out of the blue and his chased him down,” writes Mansfield Taber (276).  

 Andy and Sara are enrolled in the Canadian Academy, the student body of which consists 

of mostly American and Canadian missionary children, and a few whose parents work for the 

Kobe consulate, Vicks, or Kodak. Mansfield Taber recalls, “For the first time in my life, I was in 

a school where the majority of the students were not wealthy” (Mansfield Taber 280). Sara 

notices right away that she enters “a surprisingly welcoming and homey world” (Mansfield 

Taber 279), while the kids “were of an innocent and natural bent” (Mansfield Taber 281). She 

knows that she cannot be one of the missionary children which is freeing, because she does not 

have to try to fit in. She also perceives that there is no monolithic culture that dominates the rest 

of the school. Rather she remembers that, “There were lots of little twosomes and 

threesomes…they seemed rather a hodgepodge of approachable, quirky kids, some boarders, and 

some day students, each of whom seemed to me unique, beautiful, and fascinating…” (Mansfield 

Taber 281). At first glance it seems as if Sara will be an outcast; however, these students, who 

came from all different regions of Japan and beyond, are accepting and open-minded.  

 An incident occurs and police officers question Andy and Sara, who are repeatedly called 

“gaijin” or foreigners, for reasons they do not understand. A representative meets them from the 

school and registers them for an alien registration card. This is usually not required of U.S. 

embassy employees, but since their parents do not live in Japan, Andy and Sara are supposed to 

be registered. The confusion is eventually cleared up between polite bows, head nods and tea, but 

the school’s representative looks annoyed and says, “You know, here in Japan we do not wear 

shoes in the house” (Mansfield Taber 283). Andy and Sara are embarrassed since they have 

always prided themselves of being culturally sensitive. That afternoon, without having her 

parents around, Sara is taught a lesson in humility and decorum. She is also in a position where 

she is vulnerable and does not receive any instructions about the culture. Yet, it is assumed by 

others that she knows the customs and is expected to follow them; this time, not through the 

wishes of the organization or her parents but by the representative of the school who instructs 

them how to behave in his country. 

 Her fellow missionary students teach her another lesson. Sara admits that she “sneered at 
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the Mormons on the Kuching streets…and thought that these kids rigidly disdained all other 

religions” (Mansfield Taber 285). She is surprised when she finds out that they “delighted in 

Shinto and Buddhist ideas” (Mansfield Taber 285). Sara realizes that she too had misjudged 

others just as others had misjudged her. The move to this school is very different from what she 

had experienced back in the States and in the Netherlands. There seems to be a calming 

atmosphere and even when there are “squabbles between the various denominations” (281) in 

comparison to what Sara has experienced in other schools, there is “something refreshingly 

unpretentious about this batch of people” (Mansfield Taber 281).  

 Sara also becomes more mature and takes a lead to discover the culture of Japan. In the 

past, her father would have given her an orientation to the culture and history of a particular 

country, but Sara decides to initiate her own lessons. Rather than becoming marginalized she 

asks peers who have lived in Japan for some time to teach her, and other students “taught me 

about their country, and thereby my sense of the world deepened and complexified” (Mansfield 

Taber 288). Hence, Sara chooses to “develop a sense of self and relate to different people”, a 

state that according to Bagnall (2012) has been called “encapsulated or constructive marginality” 

by Bennett, Schaetti, and Fail et al. On an intellectual level, Sara seems to befriend people who 

enjoy art and literature but who are also quiet and reflective, which is more of her true natural 

state. Here, she does not have to compete for attention or become invisible and change her 

demeanor to fit an expected norm. Mansfield Taber reflects that, “through the poems I gleaned a 

sense of the Japanese preference for the suggestive and the shadowy, for the subtle and the 

hidden” (290).  

 The hidden that Sara had refused to acknowledge finally surfaces suddenly and without 

warning. “One morning I awakened out of fever and was someone else” (299), she writes. After 

much plot development, the mystery is finally solved but not before Sara is taken to the 

Tachikawa Air Force Base outside of Tokyo by her parents (Mansfield Taber 307). Dr. Cohen, a 

child psychiatrist, admits Sara to the hospital while her parents stay at the billet. She began to act 

irrational, angry, and upset at school and admitted to taking drugs, which was not true. Dr. 

Cohen places Sara in group therapy with men who have just been airlifted out of Vietnam. Sara 

witnesses how they suffer from overwhelming grief, suicidal depression, and/or flagrant 

psychoses and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. Dr. Cohen is not sure what is wrong with Sara but 

tells her to start naming her feelings and emotions in individual counseling sessions as well as 
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within the group. During the group counseling sessions Sara listens to the angry soldiers’ horror 

stories of the Vietnam War. She is also given Stelazine and Artane, drugs that were tranquilizers 

used to treat schizophrenia (Mansfield Taber 313).  

 It is in this ward that Sara can be completely honest and tell Dr. Cohen how she feels 

about her parents, the assignments, and the war. All the emotions and feelings that she kept 

hidden for the last few years now surface and explode; Sara looks for answers. What she learns is 

that the soldiers do not want to be in the war either, and she starts to feel empathy for them 

(Mansfield Taber 314). At this moment, another reference point is added to her repertoire when 

she explores the hidden beneath the surface. She concludes that, “the airmen taught me both, not 

to be a soldier and what true bravery was. Bravery was taking in and feeling and acknowledging 

it all, and marching on.” Most of all, Dr. Cohen teaches her healthy coping mechanisms that 

show her how to make sense of her own world. “I learned a new, more honest way to interact 

and I had added a new mode to my repertoire. I could be the chirpy embassy girl, making a brave 

good show of things, and I could also be emotionally honest and open, and either was true-blue 

American,” reflects Taber Mansfield (320). Taber Mansfield thinks that, “before Tachikawa, I 

had had a false identity, an identity too tight to encompass all of me or allow me to thrive. Now I 

had space to breathe and feel and move” (321). She is able to understand why the Dutch were 

angry with the Americans about the Vietnam War; why she had been upset with American 

soldiers, and why American soldiers were angry about the war and the government. She also 

learns that she is not alone in having conflicted feelings about her country. Instead, young 

Americans at home who have never left the United States are demonstrating against the war. 

Even soldiers who have just left the battlefields break their silence and deliver a completely 

different perspective than what has been assumed by the public. In two weeks, Sara, only a 

teenager, gains a decade’s worth of experience (Mansfield Taber 321). “In Japan, I was born in 

one U.S. Air force hospital; in a U.S. Air Force hospital, I had made a second beginning” (322), 

reflects Mansfield Taber. 

 For her senior year, Sara transfers to the American School near Tachikawa, just outside 

of Tokyo, and her father is also stationed there. Sara continues to see Dr. Cohen as an outpatient 

when the mystery of her strange behavior is finally solved; her mental confusion was caused by 

an allergic reaction to Ephedrine (Mansfield Taber 337). Relieved that there is nothing wrong 
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with her otherwise, Sara wonders about, “the American idea, that we should be unaffected by 

circumstances…my whole life I had thought I should be able to be unaffected by things outside 

myself…now I knew that to be affected by circumstances outside my control, whether a 

chemical change, or a change of culture, was unavoidable and human (Mansfield Taber 337). 

This discovery led Mansfield Taber to rethink her previously held notion that identity and 

personality were solid. She realizes that there is a form of self-continuity or narrative continuity, 

which “refers to a constructed sense of the self as a character in the many different scenes that 

comprise a story, extending back to the past and forward to the future” (Addis and Tippet 2008; 

qtd. in McAdams 2013).  “How odd life is. What would I have missed if the lightning bolt had 

not hid and sent me to Dr. Cohen? Who would I have been?” (338) muses Mansfield Taber. 

Chapter Conclusion 

Mansfield Taber writes that, “Looking back, I see these eighteen years, for both my 

father and me, as a long war fought by our true identities for emergence…” (347).  After her 

father put in for retirement from the CIA, Mansfield Taber returned to the states for college and 

continued to travel the world again. Like other A/TCKs, she was torn between stability and 

mobility, constantly comparing and contrasting the many places that called for an adventure. She 

eventually concluded that she did not have to choose but could draw from all of the experiences. 

She states: 

America did not have to be pompous and bellicose. As I learned at Tachi, it takes greater 

courage and strength to be receptive and humble, to admit shortcomings and try 

something new, which is ultimately more successful, than to bluster, act cocky and 

obfuscate. If open and receptive, we could learn from the Japanese’s sense of humility 

and reverence for beauty and craft; the Netherland’s social ethic; the bracing aphorisms 

and radical, if flawed, attempts at equality of the Chinese. We could soak up lessons from 

other cultures, and be stronger for it. It did not have to be either-or: My country right or 

wrong. My country do or die. American or Japanese. American or Dutch. American or 

Chinese. In my vision, America could include (354). 

When analyzing the written works of Sara Taber Mansfield, it becomes apparent that this 

A/TCK has, for many years, attempted to explore how her upbringing in different environments 

have shaped her identity. More importantly, her quest led her to a path of self-awareness that 



89 

 

examined the social norms and values, images, and ideals she was forced and conditioned to 

embrace, adapt, and revise at a moments’ notice by her parents who embraced the cultural values 

of their sponsoring organization. Yet, Taber Mansfield’s memoir could be easily mistaken for a 

novel that is complete with reinvented dialogues if her work were to be analyzed without the 

framework of narrative identity. 

Benjamin L. Landis, a retired U.S. Army colonel and author of Searching for Stability: 

The World in the Twenty-First Century, reviewed Taber Mansfield’s memoir in the American 

Diplomacy in 2012, where he pointed out several idiosyncrasies. He introduced the book by 

stating “if you are interested in girlish pre-pubescent and pubescent angst, this book is for you. 

Although there may be other reasons that may dampen your interest, if you are not interested in 

girlish angst, this book is probably not for you” (Landis 2012). His condescending tone reflects 

the attitude of some people who have argued that global nomads or TCKs have no reason to 

“complain”, meaning expressing their perceived challenges, because they had a luxurious and 

elitist live in comparison to others. He then asked “What was the author’s purpose in writing this 

story?” (Landis 2012) Perhaps other readers might have similar sentiments, especially since 

Landis critique does point out many legitimate flaws and inconsistencies that are apparent in the 

memoir which could potentially discredit the author’s re-collection, and thus the overall integrity 

of the entire book. One of the most notable inconsistencies is Taber Mansfield’s assertions that 

the family used fictitious names during their assignment and her father’s many job descriptions, 

along with her claim that she had to become a naturalized citizen and renounce her Japanese 

citizenship, all which have been critically analyzed in Benjamin Landis’s book review. 

 Perhaps this is one of the reasons many A/TCKs and global nomads have silenced their 

personal stories for fear that their accounts will be scrutinized by others who cannot empathize 

with them. Another explanation why Sara included such inconsistent or strange information 

could be that she was confused and disoriented as to the specific details of her father’s 

assignments and other arrangements. This is also another reason why memoirs of A/TCKs and 

global nomads should be analyzed within a framework that can explain certain flaws and errors 

to readers. However, the reality is that, regardless of whether her father was an ordinary foreign 

service officer, a spy, or a naval officer, the fact that her family frequently moved impacted 

Sara’s identity development during her formative years, and her aim was to coauthor and 

construct the cultural context within which her life was embedded and formed in order to derive 
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meaning from this experience (McAdams 2001). 

Mansfield Taber’s memoir captured the details of the many environments Sara was 

exposed to as the daughter of a C.I.A agent whose sponsoring organization insisted that she was 

a “little ambassador of her country” (104). Her narrative recalled how her parents’ ideologies, 

conduct, and expectations helped shape her personal identity. Thus, she provided anecdotal 

evidence in each sections of her memoir where childhood events were interwoven with dialogues 

that occurred between her and her parents, teachers and other adults, and classmates. The 

environments, whether it was the many school settings or other explorations, consistently 

included the many characters who were pivotal in the plot’s development and hence were often 

the cause for Sara’s bewilderment, enlightenment, joy, and the many other emotions and feelings 

the events evoked. Landis noted that Mansfield Taber must have a photographic memory that 

allowed her to record events and conversations in detail “as though the events occurred just 

yesterday,” although the events occurred more than forty years ago (2012). It is probably correct 

to assume that Sara’s recollections are to some extent flawed, but utilizing McAdams theory of 

life story model of identity, some content reconstruction is needed in order to understand the 

reconstructed past. McAdams explains that:  

Life stories are based on biographical facts but they go considerably beyond the facts as 

people selectively appropriate aspects of their experience and imaginatively construe both 

past and future to construct stories that make sense to them and to their audience, that 

vivify and integrate life and make it more or less meaningful (2001). 

Taber Mansfield explains through her memoir how her thought process and identity 

formation were impacted and formed by the many different cultures, ethnic groups, nationalities, 

and people’s ideologies that she encountered from an early age. Hence, the reader, even if s/he is 

not an A/TCK or expat, can begin to comprehend why Taber Mansfield often felt like an outsider 

upon her return to the United States. Not only was she surrounded by parents who embraced and 

enjoyed living abroad, but also who were patriotic and hardworking.  Her father, highly 

intelligent and a history buff, was a person who respected other people’s cultures and traditions, 

not only in theory but also in practice, and led as an example and role model for his children. 

Although the Central Intelligence Agency’s mission and ideologies overshadowed the Taber’s 

household, Sara’s father’s personal convictions often conflicted and competed with those set by 

the C.I.A. His actions though always spoke louder than words as he carved out the time to 
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converse with Sara and her brother and took his family on outings to provide practical education 

and cultural awareness. Sara’s father was clearly a man who appreciated the opportunities that 

were provided to him by a country where everything was possible. Yet, he was also critical of 

the United States’ questionable conduct and took liberty to discuss events he thought were 

unethical or immoral with his family. It is through her father’s conduct and analytical skills that 

Sara was able to become a person who could eventually view events from a number of different 

perspectives while she also developed a keen sense of how her environments directly impacted 

her.   

Sara’s mother was a complex and extraordinary woman of her time. As an educated 

professional, she adhered to her duties as an ambassador’s wife but also caved out an identity for 

herself by volunteering in the clinics of the various countries her husband in which her husband 

was stationed. Like her husband, she enjoyed each country’s culture and made an attempt to 

incorporate as much as she could into her family’s lives. At the same time, she freely expressed 

different viewpoints and opinions that did not always align with those of her husband’s. She 

seemed to be more cautious, reserved, and stoic in order to protect the family from possible harm 

and danger. By including her parents in the narrative in such detail, Taber Mansfield reaffirms 

the importance of a stable and close-knit family, which is essential for a successful international 

assignment. Even though her parents were always eager to embrace their assignments with much 

optimism, it is clear throughout the text that Sara’s parents did not possess the knowledge or 

insight to address how and why Sara felt like a hidden ‘immigrant’ in the United States for many 

years.  

It is through memoirs like these that readers begin to realize that regardless of parents’ 

education and well- meant intentions, the absence of literature about A/TCKs during Mansfield 

Taber’s childhood probably hindered Sara and many others like her to recognize the legitimate 

reasons why they did not feel as though they belonged anywhere. 

Both of Sara’s parents were mentally, physically and emotionally available to their 

children and talked to them about what was expected of them, but they could not provide advice 

or guidance of a lifestyle they had never experienced themselves. As a matter of fact, what they 

had experienced was the Depression of the 1930s and an opportunity to improve their socio-

economic situation through education and hard work; this brought an ideal and dream that was 

unique to the United States and fused the ideology of Americans as a collective national 
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experience.    

Nevertheless, overseas assignments carried a great burden to children such as Sara, 

because they were visible in the organization that had sponsored their parents and noticeable in 

most local communities who knew that these children were not natives. If Sara had gotten into an 

altercation with one of the local kids, the citizens of this particular passport country would have 

judged other Americans by Sara and her parents’ conduct. Likewise, if Sara had behaved rudely 

or inappropriately to other expatriates, gossip and rumors would soon circulate among this small 

community and could have negative consequences for her father’s career. Hence, being labeled a 

‘representative of the United States,’ who was constantly watched by an international 

community, was not only burdensome and unfair to children, but also inhibited their 

development as individuals who constantly had to conform to a variety of images that were 

created and perpetrated by their different environments, including international schools, peer, 

friends, and teachers.  

Sara found out that each school she attended had its own cultural expectations, cliques 

and standards, depending of the actual demographics of the school and personalities involved. It 

appears though that when Sara lived in Asian countries such as Taiwan, East Malaysia and 

Japan, the discussions between her classmates where less focused on what it meant to act, behave 

and look American. Possible reasons for this could be that Sara’s appearance marked her as a 

Westerner, who culturally and ethnically would never be classified or mistaken as a Japanese or 

Chinese, even if she were to speak the language, follow the traditions and cultures, and like in 

Sara’s case, could claim Japan as her birthplace. Automatically, Westerners and Asians alike 

would categorize her as someone who did not originally belong to any of these places based on 

physical characteristics. At one point in her memoir, Mansfield Taber acknowledged that, “you 

could never not be a gaijin (foreigner) in Japan. Everywhere I went, I heard that word whispered 

as people looked at me” (358). While Sara and her classmates were too young in Taiwan to even 

understand the meaning of nationality, the topic was never discussed probably because everyone 

in her class, with the exception of the three Chinese girls, was American.  

Sara’s short stay in East Malaysia also did not recall any conversations about 

Americanism or even current affairs. Rather, the island, made up of British expats and other 

nationalities maintained their own level of identity, which was marked by colonial rules and 

what remnants remained. During her stay in Japan, Sara was enrolled in a Canadian school 
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which catered mostly to American and Canadian children of missionaries whose ideologies was 

not centered on nationalism and politics, but their relationship with the spiritual world and 

helping the less fortunate people in their host countries. There, Sara noticed that these students 

did not come from financially wealthy backgrounds but had a demeanor about them that allowed 

for acceptance and individuality rather than conformity to a specific group’s ideology.  

While her classmates and teachers at the school in the Netherlands were a mixture of 

nationalities as well, the narrative provided evidence that children were constantly testing each 

other’s patriotism to the United States. The motto was to agree and belong to the clique or not to 

agree and be labeled as an unpatriotic outsider. Based on physical appearances, many children 

could pass as Dutch children and vice versa, and perhaps this is why the focus was more so on 

how to be an American in order to avoid being mistaken for a different nationality. However, 

there was also a class issue that divided Sara’s classmates’ mindset. Some children knew, 

probably based on their parents’ conversations, that their socio-economic ranking within the 

organization was higher or lower, which determined their behavior and conduct, even to the 

point where students argued as to who had more Post Exchange privilege. 

Being invisible back in the United States did have its advantages for Sara. On her first 

return Sara had a good chance of becoming a regular American girl after the initial adjustment 

period probably due to her age when she could more easily adapt herself to the American school 

system and environment. However, this window of opportunity faded when Sara resettled state 

side the second time. In the Quaker school, she noticed that a whole generation had changed in 

the way they spoke and dressed. She also discovered a hidden class division since these children 

came from influential, wealthy, and politically active parents. Compared to their socio-economic 

background Sara felt inadequate, lost, and withdrew into her studies as a coping mechanism.  

The question of identity, national identity and personal identity has had so many avenues 

which molded and shaped Sara. In each station, her environment, the people she met, the 

experiences, and the outings that she encountered added other reference points with which she 

analyzed the world she lived in. Each fragment of her experiences allowed her to face her 

prejudged stereotypes and allowed her to re-examine former beliefs and ideas.  

For Mansfield Taber, the process of digesting experiences is an ongoing theme that has 

continued into her adult life as she has worked in different careers that provided for opportunities 

to live abroad. Perhaps it is this diverse background coupled with her talent as a professional 
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writer that has enabled her to vividly describe her upbringing. She writes that, “I would never 

stay anywhere long enough for things to evolve…I would glorify travel and, at the same time, I 

would be on an eternal search for home…I would spend years missing the diplomatic corps, the 

formal rhythms and rigid civility unique to that culture, my culture…(358). Hence, Mansfield 

Taber’s own life stories, aside from her international childhood, “develop and change across the 

life course, reflecting various on-time and off-time happenings and transitions” (Cohler 1982; 

qtd. in McAdams 2001). 

To this day Mansfield Taber is conflicted about home and identity. In an interview with 

Annette Gendler she confided that, “I think I am still, really on a search for America, for home. I 

admire America and feel American, but the truth is, I think I will never feel quite fully easy in 

America, or calling myself American, because I will always miss the other cultures in which I 

lived, and part of me will always be Dutch, Japanese, etc.”  

Mansfield Taber’s sentiments about her upbringing has resonated with so many other 

Americans, and she stated that, “…the response I have received to this memoir has made me feel 

more at home in America than I ever have…and has made me feel less weird… (Gendler 2012).  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

HEIDI SAND-HART 

 
Biography 

 Heidi Sand-Hart was born in England in 1981 to a Norwegian father and a Finnish 

mother, who met while working in London. Due to her parents work as missionaries (Youth 

With a Mission/YWAM), Sand-Hart grew up in various parts of India, England, Finland and 

Norway. In addition, she has two older brothers, Ben, who was her steady companion while 

growing up, and Samuel, who was born with a mental disability. Since becoming an A/TCK, she 

has been involved with Youth with a Mission (YWAM) and has volunteered at orphanages in 

India, Morocco, Thailand and China. In an online article for The Telegraph, she affirms that she 

constantly seeks out new excuses and opportunities to live overseas. When asked her thoughts 

about settling down and getting a “real” job, she responded, “The road is my home. London is 

currently where I reside…I have grown accustomed to the adrenalin that flows with packing up 

one country in exchange for another, traversing from East to West and leaving for the excitement 

of the unknown” (Sand-Hart, Telegraph 2010). Sand- Hart has lived as an expat in America, 

Canada, Thailand, India and New Zealand and insists that, “Travel opens, challenges, and 

broadens mindsets…there is so much to see and be learned from other cultures, and for me, 

experience is the best form of education” (Sand-Hart, Telegraph 2010). 

 During her free time, she enjoys travel, photography and Arsenal football club. Heidi 

Sand-Hart became engaged to Paul Matthew Hart in 2007 in Finland, and they married a year 

later in India. Sand-Hart currently lives in London, England with her husband, who is from New 

Zealand, and she views herself as a citizen of the world (Sand-Hart Home Keeps Moving). 

A Newly published Author and MK-ATCK 

 When Heidi Sand-Hart was twenty-one years old, she read the international bestseller 

Third Culture Kids: The Experience of Growing Up Among Worlds, written by David Pollock 

and Ruth E. Van Reken. Inspired by their findings, Sand-Hart searched for additional personal 

literature, but discovered the challenge to find written works.  Not realizing the enormous task at 

hand, Sand-Hart started to write in 2001 in order to process her own TCK journey but was not 

able to finish her project until 2009 (Adkins;Sand-Hart 18). After much editing and receiving 

lots of rejection letters, her book Home Keeps Moving, with the help of Sarah Lanier, was finally 
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published by Mc Dougal Publishing in 2010 (Parfitt 2010). 

 Jo Parfitt, who interviewed Sand-Hart about her book, stated that, “not many people in 

their twenties write books about their lives. Many wait until their forties or beyond, before they 

feel they have enough to say, but Heidi has plenty to say. This book is theory in action” (2010).  

Sand-Hart recalls in her book the first time she heard the phrase TCK and writes, “I was 

seventeen years old, living in India with my parents, and saw an article lying on the coffee 

table…I think that was the first time I realized just how different I was, as a result of my unique 

upbringing” (Sand-Hart 21). After reading more articles about TCKs, Sand-Hart was surprised 

about the fact that as a child she found her “extreme” upbringing normal, but at the same time, 

she was too young to process the enormity of her whirlwind life (Sand-Hart 23).  

 As such, her wish and hope is that her book will bring deeper insights into other TCKs’ 

life stories and/or others who know them. Furthermore, her goal is “to bring validation to fellow 

TCKs…and insight to help others understand us” (Sand-Hart 17). In an interview with the 

Examiner, Sand-Hart stressed the importance of sharing her own experiences with others, 

especially because she struggles to find a place in this world. She is aware that she is torn 

between stability and mobility and states, “…I feel like I am always passing through, and do not 

perhaps commit as much as I could at times, to my current surroundings…” (Sand-Hart 

Examiner 2010). Her ideologies and how she currently feels about her life are illuminated further 

in the interview with the Examiner when she describes her current thoughts: 

…Yet I love the knowledge gained and the ability to feel ‘home’ in the most bizarre 

corners of the globe… I have strong desire to see more of this beautiful world and help as 

much as I can. There are so many positives to take from a TCK upbringing, and given the 

chance, I would not change it for anything (2010). 

 While it is evident from the tone of the books that Sand-Hart has enthusiastically 

embraced her lifestyle and has a mission in life, she admits that one of the hardest parts of 

writing this book was to avoid the potential of people misunderstanding her ideas or motives. 

During an interview with Susan Adkins, who freelances for the online publication Parenting 

While Abroad, Sand-Hart explains that “a lot of thought went into how my opinions come across 

to the reader, and I suppose that was predominantly because I did not want to offend people.  

I made a great effort to take ownership for my views…” In addition, she emphasizes repeatedly 

that she did not want to come across as “preachy”, but wanted to present “how life has been from 
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my perspective” (Adkins). As with any author who shares extremely personal details, events, and 

conversation in a book that includes other family members, Susan Adkins asks her how other 

family members reacted to the publication. Sand-Hart responds, “…they encouraged me while I 

was writing it and have been fantastically supportive. My brother Ben provided me with a 

brilliant contribution for the book and is a very proud older brother.” Besides receiving family 

approval, Sand-Hart contends that she also sought feedback of friends, especially those who had 

never left their own continent. Although their feedback was at first slightly discouraging at the 

time, especially since Sand-Hart wanted to finish her book, she states that, “incorporating some 

of their suggestions has definitely made the book better” (Parfitt 2010). 

 

Introduction to Heidi Sand-Hart’s Memoir  

 Home Keeps Moving was published in 2010 by McDougal Publishing and consists of a 

page of acknowledgements, a foreword by Lorena Smith, followed by Ruth Van Reken, an 

introduction and ten chapters, an epilogue, and references. Sand-Hart’s book begins with two 

pages, which are titled You might be a Third Culture Kid if… 

- You can’t answer the question “Where are you from?” 

- You speak two languages but cannot spell either. 

- You have a passport, but no driver’s license. 

 These witty, original, and light-hearted statements are just a few of the twenty-four 

statements that set the tone for this most delightful book, which is packed with unique insights 

and reflections by Heidi Sand-Hart. She carefully chose sections of the TCK profile and 

incorporated the theoretical discourse of Pollock’s and Van Reken’s work into her own analysis, 

while expanding their theories with her own experiences and observations. Besides her own 

story, Sand-Hart incorporated personal anecdotes of seven other TCKs, including her brother 

Ben Sand, who shared their ideas and impressions on global living. Halfway through the book, 

the reader can peruse the black and white photos of her family and friends for a visual 

representation of Sand-Hart’s life. 

 Throughout this memoir, Sand-Hart presents her ideas and impressions based on many 

personal experiences as they directly relate to global living. Instead of writing about all of the 

obstacles she has faced in life so far, she identifies the ones that directly relate to her constant 

mobility. This method of discrimination allows Heidi to recognize that some challenges are faced 

universally by most humans and are not related to a global upbringing.  It is very noticeable by 
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the content that the author is familiar with literature that encompasses issues of global living and 

TCKs, which she previously discussed with family and friends. It is also evident in the text that 

throughout the years, Sand-Hart has reflected on issues and topics that previous literature has 

addressed and is familiar with other people’s perspectives and opinions. Thus Sand-Hart is very 

analytical and forthright regarding how this mobile lifestyle impacts her thought process and 

voices her perceptions and ideas. Thus, her book offers a critique to the current A/TCKs 

discourse based on her experiences and perceptions and is used to elucidate themes that were not 

taken into consideration by previous A/TCK literature.  

 The summary and analysis section is subdivided into five themes: “Parents, Family, and 

Sponsoring Organizations;” “Where is Home? The Meaning of True Friendship;” “Education 

and Career Path;” “Time to Reflect, Recuperate, and Heal;” and ends with a Chapter Conclusion. 

 

Parents, Family, and Sponsoring Organization 

 Even before moving to India at the tender age of five, Heidi is immersed in a multi-

cultural world. Born in Derby, England and thus considered a British citizen, Heidi eventually 

realizes that her upbringing is not that of a typical British girl. Her parents, who are from Finland 

and Norway respectively, do not try to assimilate into the English culture but are missionaries 

who work with the Indian community while trying to hold on to their Scandinavian roots. By 

definition, the TCK label can be applied to Heidi because she is not living in either of her 

parents’ place of birth and is born outside of her parents’ country. While she grows up on curry 

and chapattis, she celebrates Christmas the Scandinavian way by opening presents on Christmas 

Eve instead of Christmas Day and attends multiple English schools, which she describes as “the 

only real English experience” (20). Although Heidi Sand-Hart’s memoir reflects her viewpoints 

and perceptions, it is noticeable in her chapters that the themes she writes about are deeply 

interwoven with the travels and events that affected not only her but also her parents and brother. 

Another factor that provides a solid foundation in Sand-Hart’s early development is that, by 

living and travelling with her parents, she is able to observe how her parents and siblings react to 

challenges and resolve issues. This family support system has an enormous impact on Heidi and 

is noticeable in many accounts in her memoir. 

 Sand-Hart discusses culture shock each time her family returns to England from India. 

Instead of writing that “I experienced reverse culture shock every time I returned to England” 
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(49), she uses the first person plural of “we”. The language she uses quite frequently when 

recalling events is “we” instead of “I”, even though the book is written through her point of 

view. Again, this is an indicator that the nuclear family is very close, not only because they live 

together throughout the various locations, but also because communication seems to take place 

as they converse and share their observations and perceptions with each other.  This reverse 

culture shock ultimately is a shared experience, which allows for an easier transition, since each 

family member is able to share his/her perception within the group. Hence, culture shock is not 

viewed as a personal challenge that could potentially isolate the individual but is a challenge that 

is conquered together as a family.   

 On the contrary, Sand-Hart makes it clear to the reader that in many instances her 

feelings and opinions differ from those of her accompanying family members. She writes about 

the family’s return to England and she states that, “During our years in England, I also felt very 

much at home, despite moving from home to home church to church, and school to school” (49). 

Feeling at home in India at first, and then again in the many locations throughout England, is 

also a good indication that, for Sand-Hart, the concept of home is not necessarily a physical 

location, such as a specific house, city or town. Rather, home for her is a marked space where her 

parents are together with her and Ben whilst having access to Samuel as well. Careful not to 

speak for all family members who might have a different definition for their concept of home, 

Sand-Hart uses “I” singular to attest to her feelings, and uses the “our” to indicate that the plot 

and event takes place when the family is together as a unit. This technique of referring to 

experiences as a family unit by using “we”, but the perception and analysis of the experience as 

an individual matter using “I” demonstrates how Sand-Hart views herself. Foremost, she is a part 

of a family, who, as a team, is moving, readjusting, and facing challenges together. At the same 

time, she is an individual whose perception will differ from those of her immediate family, but 

who is allowed to voice her opinions without fear of sounding ungrateful. 

  Norma McCaig, an A/TCK, has asserted that “a unique characteristic of the 

global-nomad family is the high degree of interdependence of family members, because the 

nuclear family is the only consistent social unit through all moves. Family members are 

psychologically thrown back on one another in a way that is not typical in geographically stable 

families” (1994). While a close-knit family narrative is evident in Sand-Hart’s memoir, it can be 

argued that Van Reken’s memoir was void of a family narrative altogether. Hence, it should not 
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be assumed that A/TCKs automatically enjoy strong family bonds as McCaig has suggested, but 

that parents and children bond only in conditions where parents make an effort and a sacrifice 

that reflects that they place the well-being of their children above the expectations and needs of 

the sponsoring organizations  Heidi’s recollections demonstrate that her parents listened to their 

children’s emotional experiences and tried not to shelter their children from negative events or 

hide their own emotional experiences from them. Rather, Heidi’s parents seem to “discuss 

different kinds of emotional negative experiences in different ways” as they attempt to model 

coping strategies for their children (Fivush et al. 2003).  

 The selfless attitude of Heidi’s parents is reflected in the next two plots when the family 

returns to India in 1986 for the second time. First, the parents are faced with the difficult decision 

to place Samuel, Heidi’s oldest brother who was born with a mental disability, into a government 

facility in England (Sand-Hart 37). Although the family loves Samuel, Heidi’s parents know that 

their next station in India cannot accommodate the special needs of their son. The parents also 

realize their own emotional, physical, and psychological limitation and prioritize the welfare of 

their remaining two children and missionary duties by choosing to leave Samuel behind. Heidi is 

only five years old at that time but witnesses how decisions are formulated in order to benefit all 

family members, even if these decisions are painful at the moment. The second plot takes place 

at the former British hill-station called Udagamandalam, (Ooty), which is the Sands’ next home. 

The location is strategically chosen by her parents so that, “we did not have to board at school 

where children as young as five years old lived in separate boys and girls dormitories and only 

saw their parents on holidays” (Sand-Hart 44). The Hebron boarding school consists of “students 

and teachers from all over India and the world.” It evokes pleasant memories in the author’s 

mind but again requires a sacrifice. 

 This time, Heidi’s mother decides to stay home and take care of Ben and Heidi. This 

prevents her from accompanying her husband on his various missionary trips around India, but it 

is a decision that Sand-Hart is “most grateful for” (Sand-Hart 44). 

 Even though Heidi is now a seven year old girl, she seems to understand that she is not 

the only member in her family who must come to terms with unpleasant emotions.  

Heidi observes that her parents also make sacrifices, and it is through their actions and coping 

skills that she learns how to understand herself in relations to others. Ultimately, Sand-Hart is  
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cognizant of “how past relationships help define current self-concept” because of her parents’ 

mannerism towards their children which validates their experiences. (Fivush et al. 2003). 

 During the family’s London years, Heidi reaffirms her parent’s multicultural mindset 

even though they attempt to preserve their Scandinavian roots. Sand-Hart remembers Finnish 

Christmas parties and regular Finnish saunas, Scandinavian friends, and Donald Duck comic 

books written in Norwegian sent to her by her relatives all whilst her mother cooks Norwegian, 

Finnish, Indian, and English food (Sand-Hart 51). Although Sand-Hart surmises that her parents 

hold on to their traditions, it appears that it is not to the exclusion of other cultures. Thus, the plot 

portrays her parents as open-minded people who like the familiarity of their nations but who can 

also appreciate and embrace ideas and concepts that are outside of their comfort zones; this 

theme is repeated throughout the chapters.  

 One theme that is absent in the text is the impact the sponsoring organization’s ideologies 

had on Heidi’s mindset or that of her parents. Given the fact that her parents are missionaries and 

Sand-Hart continues to work in her parents chosen occupation, it appears that the missionary 

organization her parents chose did not interfere with the family’s private and personal lives. 

Perhaps Heidi Sand-Hart left out her personal beliefs and interpretations about her religion and 

faith in order to demonstrate that missionaries are humans like everyone else, who have agency 

over their lives and the decisions they make. 

 

Where is Home? 

 Heidi does not pay a lot of attention to her unique upbringing as a young child, and 

writes, “The question of where I belonged did not emerge until I was much older, since as a 

child, you learn to adapt to whatever is thrown at you. It becomes your concept of normal” 

(Sand-Hart Telegraph 2010). 

Yet, even among A/TCKs the definition of home is blurry, while language, identity, and culture 

are rarely synonymous with a person’s assigned nationality or their sense of belonging. A simple 

question such as “where are you from?”, or “where is home to you?” is dreadful to many TCKs 

because it is so difficult to answer at times. 

For many TCKs, the answer is complicated and “often fraught with social and emotional 

challenges” which was noticed during Clark’s University’s interactive discussion on the pros and 

cons being a Third Culture Kid in 2013. Most often, people do expect a one-word answer, which 



102 

 

denotes a specific city, town, state, or country, but if there is a slight difference noted in 

appearance, behavior, or accent, strangers will continue to probe if they think that someone’s 

accent does not match that of a particular country or region.  Perhaps even more maddening is 

when physical appearances, such as skin tone or facial features negate a prevailing and accepted 

stereotype of a specific place. Thus, TCKs interpretation of home, belonging, identity, culture 

and nationality is very different from the pre-existing roles that provide a framework of 

meanings and definitions for populations that are geographically stable. Clark University senior 

Maisha McCormick, who led the discussion, talked with other TCKs about the inner monologue 

that precedes their answers when asked this most common, seemingly benign question that still 

“frazzles” McCormick every time someone asks her (“Where Are You From?” 2013). 

 Grimshaw and Sears point out that social actors, mobile and non-mobile alike, draw upon 

their cultural knowledge “in order to make sense of the world” (2008). It is perhaps no surprise 

that a person who was born and raised in one place for most of his/her life has difficulty 

understanding how someone like Heidi can claim four geographically different places. On the 

other hand, A/TCKs who are bi-cultural, such as Clark’s first-year student Farah Weannara, and 

Williams College Professor Gene Bell-Villada, who presented at this event, might grow weary of 

constantly having to explain their cultural and ethnic backgrounds coupled with their many 

travels to people who might describe them as being pretentious (“Where Are You From?” 2013).  

For many A/TCKs like Heidi Hart-Sand, the meaning of home is a concept that is constantly re-

examined and revised depending on the situation and the listener.  

 Literature about A/TCKs and Global Nomads often characterizes A/TCKs as being able 

to adapt and blend into their cultural environments in a chameleon-like way that could hinder 

them from finding and developing a true cultural balance (Pollock and Van Reken, 2009). 

Even superficial phrases such as “TCKs are home everywhere and nowhere” have been seen in 

print but do little to enlighten others on how A/TCKs view themselves in terms of identity, 

culture, belonging, and home.  

As Pollock and Van Reken have pointed out, questions such as “Where is Home” and “Where 

are you from” are not synonymous, and some TCKs feel at home in their host cultures even 

though they are technically not from there (2009, 125). To make matters more interesting, some 

TCKs blend into their host culture/country so well appearance wise, culturally, linguistically, and 

socially that others often assume that the TCK is a native.While cultural adaptability has 
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practical benefits, some people might mistake this skillset as part of the person’s identity, 

belonging, and roots, which may not always be the case. Instead, it could be argued that social 

actors use these skills as communicative techniques in order to build a rapport with their 

audience, which Goffman describes as a “kind of information game”. In this information game, a 

“potential infinite cycle of concealment, discovery, false revelation, and rediscovery within 

which the performer’s self-concept is either reinforced or modified, depending on the reaction of 

the audience” (Goffman 1990, qtd. in Grimshaw and Sears, 2008).  In contrast, the literature, 

often written by A/TCKs about this international upbringing has made conjectures, suggestions, 

and claims as if one hypothesis is applicable to every single A/TCK. For example Debra Carlson, 

who describes herself as a Global Nomad, explains the positive and negative effects international 

moves have on children in her article “Being a Global Nomad: The Pros and Cons.” She suggests 

that “one of the drawbacks” to being a TCK is “a sense of rootlessness” and “the belief that you 

belong simultaneously everywhere and nowhere” (1997). Certainly, Debra Carlson reflects on 

her own upbringing, but not every A/TCK will agree with her position. This dissertation argues 

that A/TCKs do belong to specific places that they call home but these are not based on the 

“traditional perspective that suggests that the individual’s place in the world is relatively settled” 

(Grimshaw and Sears 2008). Heidi Sand-Hart, born in 1981, belongs to a new generation that 

lives in an age where issues of “race, gender class, sexuality, ethnicity and nationality, and 

discussions about the self challenge the grand narratives of the stable, bounded, contained 

Cartesian self (Bhatia and Ram 2002; qtd. in Grimshaw and Sears 2008). Thus, her book displays 

a narrative of home, belonging, identity, and culture where family and friends are placed in a 

post-traditional context, which allows them a “complex plurality of choices” and in theory are 

free from conventional prescription (Grimshaw and Sears 2008).  

  Heidi’s account of how she perceives herself in terms of a national, cultural, and social 

identity suggests that her family provided a model for incorporating, rejecting, revising, and 

modifying each piece into her own personality and character. 

Heidi recounts her family’s complex relationships to their various countries and writes, “There is 

not just one country that we all feel completely a part of and that unites us…it has been hard for 

each of us, at different times, when other family members don’t respond kindly to our nation of 

choice” (Sand-Hart 28). She describes her father as “one of the most open minded people” she 

knows, although he “supports Norway in all kinds of sports and has more of a clear-cut national 
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pride than the rest of us can muster” (Sand-Hart 28).                                                                                                                 

Sand-Hart recognizes that her family’s national convictions differ quite a bit from each other, but 

not to the level where it could potentially diminish their relationship. Rather, Sand-Hart’s matter-

of-fact tone indicates that there is a mutual agreement to respect each family member’s opinion 

and beliefs. Since Heidi lives with her parents and travels to her parents’ respective countries to 

visit relatives quite often, she also notices that even though her father grew up in Norway, “he 

does not feel entirely at home there either” (29). Thus, from an early age, she is able to observe 

and empathize with her parents’ difficulty to re-adjust to their nations’ cultures and traditions. 

Being close to her parents, physically and emotionally, allows Heidi to learn about her parents’ 

relatives, traditions, cultures, and habits through them as they share stories with her.  

 There is also evidence that her parents make every effort to keep in touch with relatives 

through mail and regular visits. Summers, according to Sand-Hart, are spent in Norway, while 

other family gatherings take place in Sweden or Finland, where her mother’s family gather from 

various parts of the globe. Other times, relatives send Heidi sweets or comic books from their 

respective countries, which represents a token of friendship and a gesture that although she lives 

in a different country, her relatives are thinking of her and make every effort to communicate 

with her. It is this level of thoughtfulness and care of her relatives which represents a home for 

Heidi, even if she does not speak the language fluently and does not internalize the nationalistic 

ideals of these countries. For some people, it might seem odd or confusing when the author lists 

four different countries as a home base, and a few pages later seems to contradict herself by 

writing, “…I myself am unsure which nation feels most like home” (31). Yet, upon looking upon 

Sand-Hart’s elaborated analysis, it makes perfect sense why she considers herself to be a part of 

all these countries.  

 Nigel Bagnall’s study grouped international students’ national identity into three distinct 

groups: those who strongly associated with their given national identity, those who were unsure, 

and the third group who viewed themselves as having a global identity (Bagnall 2012). 

 Bagnall surmises that “a combination of factors determined a student’s sense of identity, 

such as birth country, length of time in birth country before moving, number of schools attended, 

language, parents’ nationalities, composition of family, friendship patterns, and length of time 

living in a particular country” (2012). Bagnall’s findings correspond with Heidi’s narrative that 

demonstrates the strong bond she shares with her extended family because of the quality time 
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they have spent together during their vacations. In addition, it seems that there is also a genuine 

friendship among family members who stay connected through letters and gifts. For Sand-Hart, 

belonging to a specific place is not based on excluding another. Instead, each place has a special 

meaning for Sand-Hart because it encompasses shared history, pleasant memories, and the 

mutual bond of love and affection between her and her parents’ extended families.  

 Sand-Hart acknowledges that each of the places she has lived in has contributed to her 

personal development which gave her more choices to develop her own life-trajectory. 

England is the place of Heidi’s birth, providing the language for instruction, schooling and 

citizenship. According to her, this is also the country where she has spent the most time. She 

declares, “I understand the people, the humor better than anywhere else, and the way things 

work, which brings me comfort in life. Whenever I arrive in London, the familiarity makes me 

feel at home…like I almost belong there” (Sand-Hart 26).  

 Norway is where most of her father’s relatives live, and Sand-Hart has many “fond 

memories of spending time with them” (Sand-Hart 26). At one point, Norway is nothing more 

than a summer holiday destination to her, but this perspective changes after she moves there in 

1996. It seems that, during her two year stay, Heidi realizes just how different her upbringing has 

made her. She explains, “In England, multicultural people had always surrounded us” (Sand-Hart 

110), whereas in Norway she has very little in common with the Norwegian youth, “who seemed 

to be into Satanism, smoking and getting drunk beyond recognition every week-end” (Sand-Hart 

109). Even when she is introduced to other Norwegian girls who attend church, she finds that 

their upbringing “had been safe and limited” (Sand-Hart 110) which makes it difficult for her to 

establish a relationship with them because they share very little in common. Again, Sand-Hart 

negates some researcher’s claim that “TCKs can comfortably engage with those who think and 

act differently” (Bazemore et al. 2010). Instead, Heidi is constructive in her marginality, and as 

Bennet notes “the constructive marginal feels authentic and recognizes that one is never not at 

home in the world,” which is certainly the case in this particular plot (Bennet 1993; qtd. in 

Schaetti Phoenix 2010). Instead, Heidi accepts the difficulty with making friends in this close-

knit community and realizes that it is not due to anything she has done wrong. She discovers that 

there are people who have multicultural backgrounds and speak English, and she eventually 

befriends them. The experience probably shows her that being of the same religion does not 

guaranty a common denominator. Furthermore, Sand-Hart’s experience demonstrates the 
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difficulty many TCKs face when they attempt to enter a close-knit community who are set in 

their ways and are unwilling or unable to embrace outsiders.  In retrospect, she is grateful for the 

experience today, and she considers Norway “one of the most beautiful countries in the world” 

(Sand-Hart 26).  

 Finland is Sand-Hart’s mother’s nation, and according to her admittance, “a country that I 

am still getting acquainted with” (Sand-Hart 26). Whereas, “India”, according to Sand-Hart, 

“brings a smile to my face and warmth to my soul” (27). Since she was a young girl living in 

England, Heidi has been immersed in Indian culture and comes to know India first as a very 

young child and again as teenager. Sand-Hart describes poverty, corruption, and greed in her 

memoir as she learns some of the more unpleasant and disturbing facts of India’s society 

throughout the years; she also makes a point to portray the riches of Indian culture and society. 

She concludes that, “…you love it one minute and hate it the next… “(26). She observes that, “it 

is strange to feel so much part of a culture and yet, by the color of your skin, be viewed as a 

feranghi (foreigner), an outsider” (Sand-Hart 26). 

 The definition and meaning of home is a concept, then, that can shift at any given 

moment, and even take on different forms. Home does not have to be a physical dwelling but is 

one where family, friends, and community members make a person feel as though s/he belongs 

there whilst providing a safe, nurturing, and comforting environment. Sand-Hart notes, “The 

experiences, knowledge, memories, friends, and places become my roots, my sense of belonging, 

and my version of home…home is found in a variety of places and people…the instrumental 

people in my life throughout the formative years create a home feeling when I am with 

them…(65). Hence, Sand-Hart challenges the common belief that has spread throughout the 

literature of A/TCKs that a TCK has no roots, no home, and does not know where she/he 

belongs. Certainly, the traditional concept of home that once indicated that a person was born in 

one particular place and lived there his/her entire live, surrounded by family and lifelong friends, 

is, for a TCK, not even an option to consider. Instead, TCKs’ lives consist of moving in and out 

of different locations, cultures, ideologies, customs, languages and the people who represent 

these concepts. Each relocation opens up young TCKs mindsets for new interpretations of life 

that otherwise would have never occurred to them had they stayed in one particular place. This 

enables many TCKs to embrace and internalize many components of different cultures that 

might seem odd, peculiar, and strange to people who have only one way of looking at their lives. 
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To those people, it may seem that the TCK is rootless, confused or has divided loyalties, when in 

fact the TCK often has made a decision of what s/he deems important based on the many 

variants that have presented themselves to him/her throughout a multitude of global encounters 

and experiences.  

 Based on Sand-Hart’s memoir, it may be argued that many global nomads have chosen a 

home or a national identity even though they have an alternative definition and concept of those. 

The real issue, perhaps, is the task to present and explain this alternate concept of home to a 

populace who does not understand that the idea of home can have different meanings and 

importance to those who have grown up within a variety of cultural settings. As such, the issue 

of home only becomes an area of contention when Sand-Hart settles in a non-mobile community.  

 Sand-Hart first grows up in India where she shares a similar lifestyle with other children 

who attend boarding school. Even when she returns to England and lives among the Indian 

community, she notices that she has similar challenges as her English born Indian friends, who 

struggle “…to relate to the very different cultures they found themselves tied to” (Sand-Hart 50). 

Sand-Hart elaborates that her friends, “felt, acted, and sounded British in many respects, but 

were also expected to fall into line with their family’s culture, language, and traditions” (50). 

This observation allows Sand-Hart to acknowledge that this is not a personal struggle directed 

towards her but rather one that is shared by many others who are in similar situations. Thus, 

Heidi is another member of a group of social actors who seek to develop strategies in order to 

make sense of their lives. Grimshaw and Sears suggest that one “common strategy is to 

conceptualize identity as ‘the story of the self”” (2008).  Perhaps because Sand-Hart’s ‘story of 

the self’ is a grand narrative in this particular environment, she is able to share her sentiments 

and talk about her feelings and emotions with others like her. Had she been in an environment 

where she was the only member with this particular challenge, she probably would eventually 

come to the conclusion that something is wrong with her, since she is not able to relate to peers 

who could potentially identify her as an outsider.  

 She became cognizant of this fact when she lived in Norway, which was one place that 

potentially could have put her in this situation. Luckily, Heidi was able to find friends who were 

also from multicultural backgrounds and spoke English. This setting probably taught her to be 

mindful of how to choose her environments, which could determine her social activities and her 

sense of belonging. 
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The Meaning of True Friendship 

 Heidi ascertains that, “there have been (and continue to be) many times when I have 

longed to have a true, close friend in the same room as me, someone who understands me for 

what I am” (Sand-Hart 137). This may come to a surprise to the reader who might assume that 

A/TCKs can easily form and maintain friendships when in fact, many relationships are 

superficial and last for only the duration of the assignment. According Heidi, she has been to 

more than forty-two countries (and counting) and never stays for more than four years (Sand-

Hart Telegraph 2010).  Even when she lives in North America for three years, and works for 

YWAM (a missionary organization) she is involved in mission trips to Mexico, Thailand, Jordan, 

Egypt, Israel, Morocco, Spain, UK, and India (Sand-Hart 125). While it is definitely a choice to 

continue to live a global lifestyle instead of living and working in one place, Heidi feels that this 

is the only way she knows how to live her life. It becomes clear that, in following her parents’ 

footsteps, the familiarity with the organization provides a sense of security that is absent if she 

were to embrace what is considered a traditional life.   

 Choosing a traditional life would also mean that the whole idea of friendship would have 

to be re-examined, because friendship has to be analyzed in its cultural setting. Each culture has 

its own expectations and norms of what is expected of friends, and how friendship is defined. 

Growing up globally and within different cultural contexts, TCKs learn that friendships can be 

very beneficial, but at the same time problematic for various reasons. Due to the lack of time and 

effort involved to make and maintain friendships, TCKs again have to negotiate friendship in 

terms of mobility and stability. In other words, who is it worth keeping in touch with through 

letters, internet and social media and who is considered an acquaintance?  

 Sand-Hart’s memoir addresses the balance TCKs have to find by “not pushing people 

away, yet also not letting them get too close” (Sand-Hart 138). International moves and travels 

are perfect examples where people do connect quickly because most often they are in unfamiliar 

territory and only too happy to meet others who might speak the same language, regardless if 

they are fundamentally different. These friendships are sometimes forged to obtain any type of 

companionship which might otherwise not exist due to language barriers or severe cultural 

differences. TCKs are probably attuned to these superficial friendships, which only last for the 

duration of the actual overseas assignment and cease to be continued once the person moves to 

his/her next assignment. Sand-Hart admits that, “Sometimes I do not see the potential of making 
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a new friend; I see the work involved in getting to know them and quickly analyze whether it is 

worth it or not” (Sand-Hart 136). Rather than having a lot of friends, Sand-Hart focuses on the 

quality of friendship and states: 

…we can feel a sense of belonging with other TCK’s, despite only just meeting them… It 

is enough to have someone else to feel out of place with: the company so comfortable, 

the connection so natural, the conversation so deep, common understanding so true, past 

experiences so similar, the communication so rich. That is the best therapy known to 

TCKs (140). 

 Even so, this does not always indicate that TCK’s automatically form a lasting friendship 

with each other based on the above commonalities, only that they can relate with each other in a 

matter of minutes because they do not have to explain why they feel different or why they move 

around so much, as often happens when they meet curious strangers. It is apparent that friendship 

is a very important component in Heidi’s life, yet true friends are hard to find. Sand-Hart writes, 

“…the few that I’ve been able to cultivate and keep, (despite the distance) are worth gold. They 

are worth fighting for” (Sand-Hart 140). 

 Many TCKs, when returning to their passport countries, find that they cannot relate to the 

hobbies and interest of their non-mobile peers. This can lead to a major divide since non-mobile 

peers are seldom interested in listening to TCKs different upbringing and experiences. On the 

other hand, TCKs are not inclined to waste their time on what they would consider superficial 

topics, such as celebrity gossip and reality shows, especially when they had limited access to 

television programs or if their interests are in other areas. Downie’s research surmises that TCKs 

set aside aspects of their overseas experience if they want to integrate and make friends with 

their non-overseas experienced peers (qtd. in Fail et al. 2004). Although Downie’s assessment 

dates back to 1976, apparently this challenge is still faced by TCKs because Sand-Hart writes 

and elaborates on this idea of possible marginalization: 

…the positives can allow you to develop a world view and appreciate material 

possessions more, yet hold on to them less. But it often creates a gap when returning to 

our friends at home; relating becomes harder and isolation can set in. Without the luxury  

of growing up with the same people our whole lives…we miss chunks of contemporary 

culture…there are time lines and pieces of knowledge missing from our social catalogue, 

which can single out and humiliate us at time…(58). 
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 Making and forming lasting friendships, and differentiating between who is an 

acquaintance and who is a friend is a challenge that many people encounter throughout their 

adult lives. Too many times, adults who expose their children to this mobile lifestyle tend to 

forget how important friendship and peer approval is for children and adolescents. Thus, from 

the perspective of an adult, forming and losing friends during childhood might not be considered 

critical, especially when socio-economic upward mobility awards adults with a lifestyle that they 

value and enjoy. Karen McCluskey admits that a mobile lifestyle has distinct disadvantages for 

teens (1994). Even if parents do not move abroad and re-locate within their own national 

boarders, most children worry about leaving their previous classmates, friends, and teachers, and 

wonder how they can fit into their new environment and make new friends. Hence, specific 

challenges that entail international re-locations must be identified in order to understand 

additional obstacles TCKs face when re-locating to new countries where they attempt to 

establish new friendships. Not having enough time is perhaps one of the most critical factors that 

works against TCKs. Even if the international assignment lasts for a few years, fellow students, 

teachers, and friends are constantly leaving, and new faces are added. The influx of new 

personalities with their own challenges forces TCKs to quickly assess their environment but also 

reflects challenges and prejudice they might have towards newcomers, or if they are the 

newcomer, towards the established group. Thus, making and maintaining friends takes a lot of 

work, patience, commitment, and effort that is emotionally exhausting considering all the other 

factors that are involved in settling into a vastly different environment. Sand-Hart admits that she 

does not want to make new friends, especially when a departure date is unavoidable, in order to 

protect her emotions. (Sand-Hart 136). 

 On the other hand, Sand-Hart points out that friendships dissipate over time when people 

take different paths. This insight is probably true for many people regardless of whether they live 

in a stable environment or move every few years. 

 It could be surmised that with the advent of the internet, keeping in touch with friends has 

become easier than it was during Van Reken and Taber-Mansfield childhoods. Even utilizing 

technology, such as e-mail, Facebook, and Skype takes time and effort and has its own   

drawbacks. The truth is that, based on personality and character, “some global nomads work at 

relationship despite time and distance, and some do not” (Carlson 1997).  
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 The sacrifices TCKs are making and have made for their parents’ careers abroad in terms 

of relinquishing lasting childhood friends is a theme that is often addressed in TCK literature but 

on a superficial level. Very few people will admit how vulnerable and mistrustful they are of 

friendships because it might sound as if it is a personal issue. However, Sand-Hart’s perception 

of friendship is also shared by fellow A/TCK Debra Carlson, who says she has “kept a margin of 

emotional detachment” in all of her relationships in order to protect her emotions (1997). 

Unfortunately, many A/TCKs transfer coping skills they utilized during their transition period 

into their adult lives, even after they have found a permanent place to settle down, which might 

sabotage their efforts to make and maintain permanent friends. Thus, they need to acquire new 

skills in order to function in a stable community, which, according to Debra Carlson, is a new 

concept that takes time to understand and trust (1997). 

 

Education and Career Path 

 Not having a linear history of relationships to account for can be at times devastating, 

especially when employers today are looking for personal references. It is perhaps during those 

times when TCKs feel that their upbringing is patchy, unstable, or even suspicious because of 

their high mobility. Not being able to list a continuous work history for more than one or two 

years can be difficult to explain if a TCK wants to enter the traditional workforce, especially in 

the Western world. This is one of the reasons that Sand-Hart has taken on the initiative to 

enlighten others of this particular lifestyle. Sand-Hart has a very unique view on education, 

schooling, and career path that might be very controversial or “patchy”, a word used by Jo Parfitt 

during her interview with Sand-Hart. 

 The general consensus among researchers has shown that TCKs are usually academically 

successful. In 1993, a study of 680 A/TCKs conducted by John and Ruth Hill Useem showed 

that only 21 percent of the U.S. population as a whole has graduated from a four-year-college or 

university. In comparison, 81 percent of the A/TCKs they surveyed had earned at least a 

bachelor’s degree, and half of them went on to earn masters or doctorate degrees (Useem ISS 

1993). While these statistics are remarkable, some TCKs, like Sand-Hart, have opted not to 

attend higher education for good reasons. 

Frequent relocations may or may not always be the reason why children have a difficult time 

adjusting to new schools. Instead, other factors can also contribute to why traditional schooling, 
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especially higher education, is not an option. Furthermore, proponents for a mobile lifestyle 

might come to the realization that college attendance is not an outcome due to an international 

upbringing. Rather, an international upbringing might make a person cognizant of the different 

educational styles and levels which might then impact the person’s decision to attend a university 

or not. 

 Sand-Hart’s schooling starts in Ooty at a boarding school called Hebron, which is 

primarily geared towards children whose parents are missionaries and business professionals. 

Heidi’s encounter is full of happy memories as she recalls the outdoor facilities of the school, 

international students and teachers, and the beautiful surroundings (Sand-Hart 43). The only 

difference is that, according to Sand-Hart, “the education level was far higher than England, so 

we had to work really hard in the beginning to catch up” (43). Her description of the school is 

portrayed as one that places a lot of value on expeditions and outdoor adventures so that practical 

learning can take place. 

 Her family leaves India and returns to England just as she is about to enter the final two 

years of British schooling (GCSEs) and Heidi notices that, “the curriculum was so different to 

what I had studied in India that I was at a complete loss” (Sand-Hart 94). Within a span of ten 

days, Sand-Hart attempts to fit into three different schools and is puzzled that she cannot fit into 

any of those (105). Her parents finally agree that homeschooling, although it is an American 

system, is the best option for Heidi. Perhaps this decision is made because her parents realize that 

their next move to Norway is imminent, and they realize that Heidi’s Norwegian is too basic to 

join a local school there. Another explanation as to why her parents agreed to homeschool Heidi 

is perhaps due to her mother’s inability, due to exhaustion, to take care of the family for a few 

months (Sand-Hart 103). Based on Sand-Hart’s plot, it seems as if the whole family was 

undergoing personal challenges, and the most important objective was to find an education 

system that would create the least amount of  additional trauma and disruption.  

 Knowledge of language with its proficiency is another factor that is often misunderstood 

by many people who assume that TCKs are fluent in at least more than one language and, 

therefore, can easily transfer to local schools. Sand-Hart points out that, although she does speak 

Norwegian and learned how to read it when her Norwegian relatives sent Donald Duck comic 

books to England, it was not sufficient to attend a Norwegian school and adjust to a different 

curriculum (Sand-Hart 51). Sand-Hart manages to graduate but does not pursue a college 
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education since her idea of education includes “hand-on learning” and cultural enrichment that 

can only be experienced by travel. She adds that the “schooling association loses her final results 

and, “issued a certificate that makes no sense to the average Brit” (Sand-Hart 94). Her education 

so far has been through her philanthropic studies through a mission organization called Youth 

with a Mission that has taken her many places abroad. While she is not apologetic or even 

saddened by the fact that she has no ambitions to attend a traditional education at this time, she 

does admit that, “in a society consumed with education and diplomas I do feel inferior at times” 

(Sand-Hart 94). Especially since she struggles to buy into the ideology that the way success is 

measured is to emphasize degrees and the drive to material possessions (95). She is cognizant 

that gaps in her education exists and writes: 

My world geography is pretty good, but when it comes to regional British, Finnish or 

Norwegian, it’s pretty abysmal. My knowledge of world history is fragmented as my 

education. It began with basic British/European history, then had parts of advanced 

Indian and American. Therefore I know a little about a lot of countries, a bit like foreign 

languages, but big gaps remain (95). 

 There is no denying that formal education has its valid place in society, and many 

professions do require formal education degrees and licensures. Sand-Hart, though, has long 

witnessed that every school she attended provided a different curriculum, standards, and teaching 

methods, which made continuing her education a challenge as she was frequently uprooted.  This 

then really leads to a very legitimate question: By whose and which standards, definitions, and 

criteria is a person considered educated when so many varieties of educational models exists? It 

also leads one to ponder if college degrees are necessary, especially in occupations and careers 

where most skills and content are taught and learned through the actual work experience? Sand- 

Hart confides that she has never written a CV or resume (Sand-Hart 96), yet she has held a vast 

array of jobs; in some of those she was quickly elevated into leadership roles and took teams to 

different countries for two months periods (Sand-Hart 124). She admits that, “in the mission’s 

bubble I have found recognition for my qualities, an appraisal for my life experiences, a 

validation of my upbringing that I would struggle to find in the traditional workplace…because it 

is what I know the best; it is what my parents did for professions and where I fit” (Sand-Hart 97). 

The other explanation as to the reasons Sand-Hart continues to follow her parents’ work is 

because she is personally convinced that this is the correct path for her. After Sand-Hart 
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graduates from school, she works in the missionary field for three years before she decides to 

take some time off due to being exhausted from the massive work responsibilities. 

 

Time to Reflect, Recuperate and Heal 

 It is apparent that Heidi faces some challenges and experiences; these are the downsides 

to her international upbringing. However, she seems to work through these challenges mostly 

because of her positive attitude and outlook on life coupled with the ongoing support she 

receives from family and friends. Even when she describes difficult periods and events, her tone 

indicates that although she is encountering a problem, there are people present with whom she 

can discuss these situations. The ability to communicate about these topics is a skill learned from 

her parents and makes a noticeable difference in how she perceives and overcomes challenges. 

She does not linger on past events or harp on them. Rather, her tone is full of excitement, 

strength, and sensitivity and indicates that Heidi is still ready to embark on new adventures with 

her husband, friend, and partner. Most teenagers experience stages of rebellion, anger, and 

frustration regardless of where they grow up. Connect the emotional rollercoaster of teenage 

development to high mobility which is extremely stressful, and couple these with the 

expectations of the missionary organizations; TCKs often carry a heavy burden. Grief and anger 

often surfaces much later in life as seen in Van Reken’s journal.  

 While in Van Reken’s journal, bouts of depression, anger and grief linger under the 

surface for many years, Sand-Hart demonstrates that, although she too experienced these 

emotions, she was able to address them in a much shorter time than Van Reken for several 

reasons. One of the major differences was that Sand-Hart’s family seemed to have open and 

honest communications with each other, which allowed them as a group to analyze what was 

happening to them at the time. Furthermore, there are specific events where Sand-Hart’s parents 

are listening to their children’s ideas and perspectives. One of such examples is when Heidi 

cannot readjust to the English schools and asks to be homeschooled instead. Many parents would 

insist that their children continue to attend a traditional school, regardless of what their children 

were feeling emotionally, but the Sand’s had enough trust and confidence in their daughter to 

make this decision. 

 On a different occasion, Sand-Hart freely discusses the book titled Third Culture Kids: 

Growing Up Among Worlds written by Pollock and Van Reken with her father and brother (77). 
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As a result, her parents agree to pay for Heidi and her brother to go to a counseling place in 

Switzerland for a week, “since we were both at a stage where we had far too many questions, and 

not enough answers (77). Sand-Hart shares her experience: 

…it was liberating to just talk about my upbringing…blurt everything out: the good, the 

bad, and the difficult. No one really gives you that opportunity in life…to discuss you 

parents in whichever light you chose. Not that I had bad parents, but I had always been 

very conscious of protecting their reputations through my actions. Ironically enough, the 

greatest and most beneficial aspect of that week was reuniting with a childhood TCK… 

We gained far more help from talking to him…That, I have come to realize, is the 

greatest therapy of all (78). 

Thus, Sand-Hart was able to voice her feelings and receives counseling that was beneficial for 

her and her brother. Furthermore, Sand-Hart also had the opportunity to ask peers and some of 

her family members, who are also TCKs, for their feedback, which aided Sand-Hart in 

processing the challenges she faced. 

 Travelling by herself and being away from her nuclear family allows Sand-Hart to 

develop a bit of a rebellious spirit and experience freedom. During the three years she lives in 

North America, some of the North-American mentality and ideology of individuality, taking 

control of one’s own life, and having choices, makes an impression on her.  It is also there that 

Sand Hart continues to reflect on her international upbringing and, “start[s] to question, ponder, 

and write about it” (125). The Third Culture Book had already made its way into her hands, but 

now the ideas and concepts are also analyzed by Sand-Hart and she believes: 

It was this time that I discovered my needs to face not only my unresolved grief, but also 

the issue of delayed adolescent rebellion. It was revolutionary to know that it was okay to 

be feeling the things I was feeling and understand it was the natural consequence of my 

highly pressured upbringing (125).  

 Tired of feeling misunderstood and serving as a role model for the missionary 

community, where people challenge her with tasks and responsibilities while giving her 

unsolicited advice and directions, she “wanted out” (Sand-Hart 125). She and her brother are 

able to go backpacking in India and South East Asia for five months. Sand-Hart describes it, “As 

the exact tonic I needed. No responsibility, no plan, no acquaintances of my parents, no 

pressure…” (125).  
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 The previously mentioned mindset and modus operandi will probably have some readers 

in awe or disbelief that Heidi and her brother can just leave their troubles and jobs behind to find 

out who they are. Many people would probably consider Heidi’s actions selfish and irresponsible 

or even call her a spoiled girl in an attempt to dismiss the fact that she is psychologically, 

emotionally, and physically burnt out. Someone who is unfamiliar with this particular lifestyle 

may indeed be curious as to why Heidi, who has a wonderful family and the privilege of travel, 

should find herself tired and worn out. Yet, the constant readjustments that have to be negotiated 

between cultures, socio-economics, politics, religion and the emotions that go along with them 

can be very taxing and exhausting. Bikos et al. point out that missionary kids are often held to a 

“higher standard of behavior” by non-missionaries because of their religious identity and 

affiliation (2009). Hence, Heidi is constantly judged by others who have their own preconceived 

ideas and high expectations of her, and these are burdensome. 

  One must also consider that TCKs often see disturbing events so early in their lives, 

which enters into their psychological wellbeing and affects them. Heidi not only had to adjust to 

her own family issues, such as being separated from Sam, who was placed in a home, but often 

witnessed the extreme poverty of India and its effects it had on this society. Sand-Hart manages 

to provide a good balance between the chaotic, poverty stricken India that is crowded with 

beggars, but she also marvels at the cultural richness, breathtaking fauna, and warm waters of 

India, which are extremes opposites of a country that are hardly ever mentioned in literature. In 

another plot, Heidi speaks of the double standards that are still in place where males are deemed 

superior to females. Heidi observes that in many parts of India, “girls are often unwanted and 

overlooked” (Sand-Hart 48).  She mentions in her book that her mother was able to start two 

orphanages for girls, an altruistic cause Sand-Hart has continued to promote. She remembers 

that, “one of our rescued babies had been left in the jungle for the tigers; another was bought to 

save her from a life of prostitution. I loved having little sisters, and spent as much time as I could 

playing with them…” (48). Sand-Hart’s account is the first to speak to the issue of gender 

inequality that many A/TCKs are exposed to, especially in countries where women’s status is 

less progressive than in some Western countries. However, A/TCK literature in general has not 

addressed how girls react, identify, conceptualize, and process unequal treatment of girls and 

women whether it be in their passport countries or their host countries. Sand-Hart provided a 

tangible example on how she was treated differently from her brother Ben:  
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…it did not take long to notice that I was a second-class citizen in India compared to Ben, 

‘Master Ben’, Ben the BOY. Most people would seek only Ben’s opinion, which left me 

feeling slightly insignificant. I had been hurled into a man’s world with no other option, 

but to accept it (47). 

    It is apparent from the text that Heidi is offended and dehumanized by this sort of double 

standard, especially because she lived in countries such as England, Scandinavia, and Norway 

where women have made great strides in the political, social, economic and religious sector. 

Heidi points out another example that illustrates that one does not even have to live in India in 

order to be inundated with double-standards when she describes how her Indian girlfriends in 

England would change their behavior and mannerism and “became submissive Indian daughters 

at home, quiet and subservient, yet outside they were like any other East Londoner on the street” 

(50). Sand-Hart does not mention if she adapted this contradictory way of behavior herself when 

she was at her friends’ parent’s house. Additionally, Heidi discovers that many more aspects of 

these double-standards have been imprinted on her body image. She ascertains that many foreign 

girls, regardless of how they are dressed, are harassed by local men (127). Sand-Hart elaborates 

on a specific scenario when she went to Kovalam Beach during her teenage years: 

I felt so uncomfortable wearing only a swimming suit…that I would often wear a T-shirt 

on top of it. Hoards of Indian men gather at the shoreline to watch foreign ‘half-naked’ 

women emerge from the ocean…it does not matter your shape, size, or age…but the 

perversity in those men’s eyes makes me uncomfortable, even to this day (128). 

 Sand-Hart has added body politics to the TCK discourse and has pointed out a subject 

that has not yet received much attention in this context. How do women TCKs come to terms or 

internalize the different gender roles and cultural, social, economic and religious restrictions that 

occur in their host or passport culture? This is definitely an added layer that women have to 

address and analyze throughout their many multi-cultural encounters. Sand-Hart notes upon her 

return to England, “I just don’t know where I fit in. In London, girls during the summer wear as 

little as possible and thrive on the whistles they receive from the passing men” (128). Sand-Hart 

though followed suit in India and dressed very modestly and conservatively, contending that the 

prescribed dress code “did not really bother me” (120). However, because fashion, trends and 

body images are still primarily issues that focus more so on women than men, people like Sand- 

Hart are dealt an additional cultural demarcation when it concerns outward appearances.  



118 

 

 Many people might argue that these concerns are mostly found in Asian or Middle-

Eastern countries. The fact is that many of these communities exist in Western countries where 

members are obliged or have chosen to follow the traditions and customs. For example, the next 

plot occurs in Britain, her native country, where Sand-Hart causes an altercation with an Indian 

Christian pastor who is “fresh off the boat” and “made horrendous generalizations about 

Muslims” (129). Sand-Hart, twenty-two, has just returned from a trip to the Middle East, and 

decides to share her positive experiences with him. She is aware that, “a young woman such as 

myself has no place to speak within Indian culture (particularly to a respected elder), but 

disregards this custom and decides to teach him about the Crusades” (129). Upset and offended, 

he denies that it ever happened, and word of the incident soon reaches her parents. This incident 

demonstrates that girls and women have an additional burden when interacting in a global, multi-

cultural environment where different concepts on women’s roles, conduct, and behavior are 

conceptualized. Fortunately, Heidi’s parents did not think that she committed a serious crime that 

deserved punishment. However, had they shared the pastor’s mindset, Heidi might have found 

herself in a position that would have required her to submit to the pastor’s egocentric personality. 

Most A/TCK literature has written about the value-laden perceptions and cultural comparisons 

between home and host country but have not discussed the added challenges girls and women 

encounter when they are exposed to different cultures and customs where stereotypical gender 

roles are still enforced within the family setting and endorsed by culture and religion. 

   

Chapter Conclusion 

 Guided and inspired by Pollock and Van Reken’s extended TCK’s profile, Sand-Hart has 

provided her insights, perspectives, ideas, encounters, and experiences of someone who lived 

through the TCK experience. First, as a child of missionaries, and, now as a missionary herself 

Sand-Hart accomplished several objectives when she wrote her book. She utilized a reader-based 

prose and reviewed previous framework that constructs a very general profile of A/TCKs. Sand-

Hart’s analysis allowed her to respond to a growing body of literature that stereotyped and put 

labels on A/TCKs as if this population were a marketing tool and innately destined to promote 

intercultural and global affairs. Second, she adapted her writing style to appeal to a non-mobile 

audience who would otherwise not be cognizant of how and why A/TCKs mobile childhoods set 

them apart from their mobile peers. Lastly, Sand-Hart’s work demonstrated the viewpoints and 
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perspectives of a new generation of A/TCKs who are born into a multi-national family, which 

are often comprised of different ethnic groups. 

 Sand-Hart’s self-evaluation started when she was first exposed to the existing literature 

that discussed A/TCKs and Global Nomads, especially Pollock and Van Reken’s bestseller 

called Third Culture Kids: Growing up Among Worlds. As a result, Sand-Hart investigated how 

these concepts, ideas, and norms not only applied to her life, but to those around her who were 

thrusted into a mobile community that was comprised of multi-global components. This 

community defied traditional understandings of identity, nationality, home, language, and 

belonging. One major factor that has aided Sand-Hart’s hermeneutics was that Heidi was 

permitted to tell and talk about her positive and negative experiences with her parents, friends, 

and other family members without having to worry about socio-emotional consequences. As a 

matter of fact, Heidi’s parents showed a lot of empathy towards their children, because they, too, 

had to adapt to their different environments and cultures. Thus, open and effective 

communication with them allowed Sand-Hart to think about how she interpreted her experiences, 

and how she could describe them to others who had been brought up in a more traditional setting. 

The current A/TCK framework also permitted Sand-Hart to ponder about how she interpreted 

her upbringing, and identify specific topics that could benefit from additional discussion. 

 The argument can be made that Sand-Hart’s narrative identity starts from an early age 

where she is shown by her parents how to construct her identity through story telling. Basically, 

Heidi’s childhood stories are intertwined with those of her parents’ stories, whose frequent 

travels become the master narrative that connects each family member. Since Heidi’s parents are 

from Finland and Norway, there has to be an explanation of how and where the parents met, 

which is probably one of the first questions children will ask their parents, who differ from 

British mainstream culture and are also visible in the Indian community in Britain. Sand-Hart’s 

plot developments and detailed description of places, people, ideas, concepts, and specific events 

is evidence of her parents’ high involvement in creating memories with their children. 

Otherwise, Sand-Hart would not have been able to reconstruct plots that took place when she 

was younger, or analyze her upbringing in such detail. Pasupathi’s and Hoyt’s (2009) findings 

support how important it is for listeners to be receptive to the information the storyteller is 

sharing, and they state that “conversation about the personal past with caregivers are the major 
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force in shaping young children’s ways of constructing narratives and developing narrative 

identity.”  

They also suggest that there is evidence that open conversation with parents can lead to 

“greater autonomy and identity development in adolescents” (Pasupathi and Hoyt 2009). Sand-

Hart faced challenges due to her international childhood, but, unlike Van Reken, she was able to 

produce plots that illuminated a direct connection between the challenge and the cause. This 

method allowed readers to easily comprehend the reason for the challenge. Furthermore, Sand-

Hart did not seem to dwell or linger on the negative experiences for too long. Instead, she shared 

how she was able to overcome the pressing issues in a relatively short amount of time in her life. 

She acknowledged the emotional and psychological support she received from her parents and 

extended family members, and she stressed the importance of communication in her household 

and with other TCKs, who provided much needed feedback. Essentially, this constructive 

feedback helped Sand-Hart to evaluate, analyze, and come to terms with issues that bothered her. 

 Sand-Hart’s book is mostly silent regarding the mission’s expectations of missionaries 

and does not provide much detail of the organizations’ infrastructure or ideology. Based on a few 

plots, it can be safely assumed that missionaries do suffer from stress and burnout, but Sand-

Hart’s objective was not to write about this topic or blame her family’s challenges on her 

parents’ work. Rather, she has become a missionary herself and is focused on how this lifestyle 

can be enjoyed to its fullest potential. Hence, she is well aware that certain stressors or 

challenges cannot be changed, rather the person can modify their reactions and take a pro-active 

stance by voicing their ideas, perceptions, and concerns. By telling her story, Sand-Hart 

contributed to the TCK discourse by enlightening readers of the double standards by which girls 

are imposed additional variables that challenge their individual development in this multi-

cultural setting. Sand-Hart’s reactions to these experiences is valuable and hopefully invites 

more authorship on this topic.   

 Furthermore, Sand-Hart addressed the definition of home in terms of how she has defined 

it. For her, home is no longer defined as a national or cultural fixed identity but one that is fluid 

and consists of spaces occupied by her friends and families regardless of international borders. 

Home is also a mental image that can shift, is mobile, and an abstract concept as time goes by. 

By acknowledging the many nationalities that are present her family, she viewed herself as an 

extension of them in terms of relationships that have been formed and maintained since she was 
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a young child. Hence, she did not necessarily consider herself ‘rootless’ or ‘homeless,’ but she 

maintained that her home and roots are “planted in people, family and those who have been 

involved in my life (Sand-Hart 31). 

 Sand-Hart also delivered a unique perspective and ideology on education and the West’s 

preoccupation about diplomas, careers, and material goods. Sand-Hart’s story is a good example 

that illustrates alternative paths to a college or university education. She mentioned her own gaps 

in education and acknowledged that some of the material was not absorbed, “maybe because it 

was not all that important in my global world” (Sand-Hart 58). Yet, teachers of all grades who 

teach at traditional schools encounter gaps in students’ education on a daily basis. Many 

students, even after they graduate from a four year college, might notice that they are not as 

prepared as they would have hoped for, especially when they enter the workforce for the first 

time.  

 Sand-Hart’s book discussed comments that have been made by non-mobile people to 

TCKs, such as calling TCKs snobbish or arrogant. Sand-Hart admitted that these labels are 

sometimes justified, but probed further as to the reasons TCKs might deserve these labels. She 

concluded that these are coping mechanisms many TCKs use to cover up insecurities that stem 

from the constant change in their environment. 

 Sand-Hart’s story is perhaps one of the first narratives which has analyzed the American 

biased A/TCK discourse without discounting the validity of other A/TCKs experiences. Her 

contributions to the current framework identified the need for authorship that would continue the 

conversation in regards to women’s perspectives on global living, and the impact existing 

A/TCK literature has on A/TCKs. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION 

Dan McAdams suggested that “autobiographical recollections, life stories, and narrative 

approaches” help theorists and researchers understand human behavior and experience (2001). 

This dissertation surmises that one of the major differences that have set A/TCKs apart from 

their mobile peers is their stories. Sears concluded that: 

…members of a globally mobile community sustain their view of themselves by means 

of the history of their moves. Their experiences of multiple relocations are fundamental 

components in describing who they feel themselves to be. Viewing themselves as people 

who move appears to offer a means of making sense of their multiple attachments and 

experiences and allows them, within a community that shares this life-style to sustain an 

integrated identity (2011). 

A/TCKs, an umbrella term that encompasses children who grew up in missionary, 

military and foreign service families, have long attempted to understand how their international, 

highly-mobile childhood has affected their behavior, and consequently their conceptualization of 

themselves, while comparing their stories to the pre-existing, “socially circulating formula 

stories” that are deemed appropriate by the mainstream culture (Loseke 2007). 

This dissertation set out to compare, contrast, and analyze the literary works of three self-

identified Adult Third Culture Kids (ATCKs), also termed Global Nomads. The purpose of the 

study was to investigate how and why Ruth Van Reken, Sara Mansfield Taber, and Heidi Sand-

Hart came to conceptualize, understand, decode, and finally write about their international 

childhood experiences. In addition, the dissertation focused on the authors’ motives, reasons, and 

hopes of writing and publishing their memoirs. The dissertation used qualitative research 

methods and utilized a combination of literary analysis, established framework of A/TCK 

literature, and narrative identity theory. Combining narrative identity theory with existing 

literature about A/TCKs allowed for a holistic approach, which connected the authors’ lived 

experiences to their reconstructed childhood memoirs, and thus encompassed their perceptions, 

ideas, reflections, and interpretations of their upbringing years later.  

One of the reasons for choosing to write about women A/TCKs lies in the absence of a 

well-established genre in mainstream literature. Stories have been used to create a sense of 

common identity and used to legitimize not only political acts, but also customs and cultural 
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practices (Harnett and Bathmaker 2010). Literature that has inclusively focused on American 

women, or women of other nationalities who grew up abroad, is not in existence as of this 

moment according to the researcher’s knowledge. As a result, there is very little information 

available that recounts the effects an international childhood with high mobility had on women. 

Hence, there is a huge gap in transferable knowledge that would provide current female TCKs 

assistance in coming to terms with the challenges this particular lifestyle can create using 

literature that specifically highlights gender-specific topics. Bazuin-Yoder points out Tomkins’ 

script theory “suggests that individuals have a general guiding narratives founded in childhood 

which: (a) organize our many experiences; (b) provide a framework for interpreting new and/or 

dissonant experiences; and (c) impact how and which stories we (repeatedly) tell” (2010). 

Studies have focused on re-entry issues, culture shock, and rootlessness that are often 

experienced by TCKs, but they have not focused on gender specific issues that women and girls 

might face when living abroad or re-entering their passport country. Researchers, such as Bhatia, 

suggest that “one of the most important defining features of the twenty-first century is the 

complex interconnectedness between global practices and the creation of new forms of identity” 

(2011). In addition, Somers wonders “whether the new theories of identity-politics are not 

creating their own new ‘totalizing fictions’ in which a single category”, in this case A/TCKs 

mobile childhoods, “will determine any number of cross-cutting simultaneous differences” such 

as specific time periods that influenced parenting styles, ideologies of sponsoring organizations, 

and finally, personality of the person in question (1994). 

Another reason for selecting to write about this topic is that between 1945 and 1960, an 

unprecedented number of American children were brought up outside of the United States. Yet, 

their childhood experiences, which potentially marginalized them and set them apart from their 

mono-cultural, non-mobile American peers, were often discounted, invalidated, and eventually 

silenced. Bazuin-Yoder proposed that the “experience of one’s country and culture of origin has 

been shown to affect the kinds of memories one both consciously and unconsciously 

constructs…” (2010). This concept is perhaps one of many reasons why there is a limited 

number of journals and memoirs available. Journals or memoirs that are finally published 

recounting memoirs of this generation are sometimes discounted by comments such as “well, this 

is not true today anymore,” meaning, it is not worth addressing and discussing the authors’ 

experiences. 
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The importance of this study lies in the fact that scholarship is lacking literary analysis of 

A/TCK literature, thus making current claims and conjectures about A/TCKs susceptible to 

stereotypes and preconceived notions. Although blogs and websites have allowed A/TCKs, such 

as Ceci Haynes, a voice to share their experiences with others, the truth is that A/TCKs are so 

diverse that one story or opinion cannot be applied to all A/TCKs. Grimshaw and Sears noticed a 

“growing awareness of complexity of culture” where “people’s behavior is no longer seen as 

being defined or constrained by their membership of a specific group” (2008). Hence, narrative 

identity theory allows A/TCKs to construct “the story of the self” without having to represent an 

entire group. In addition, the lessons and insights that many A/TCK authors have learned and 

provided through their memoirs and journals can be transferred to a society that is moving away 

from traditionalism to postmodern life and family structure. Rapid social and cultural changes do 

not only affect those who had an international childhood but also affect those who are inclined to 

move due to changing socio-economic opportunities in their own countries where they encounter 

shifting cultural and ethnic demographics. Grimshaw and Sears suggest that a linear personal 

narrative offers social actors with a consistent thread which “allows them to make sense of what 

they have experienced; what they are experiencing in the present; and what they may experience 

tomorrow” (2008). A/TCKs and Global nomads may have insights on how to strategically 

conceptually identify since they have had to incorporate changes of subject positions from an 

earlier age than their non-mobile peers, but more critical analysis is needed in order to pinpoint 

specific factors that contribute to their development and identity formation. 

The reason for choosing these particular authors were that that these women grew up in 

missionary and foreign service families, self-identified as A/TCKs or global nomads, and they 

were not well-known authors, but their work has greatly impacted and contributed to the current 

literature and framework that discusses A/TCKs and GN’s. Although the dissertation is written 

from the perspective of an American Global Nomad who is aware of the US-biased A/TCK 

literature, Sand-Hart, a British based A/TCK’s book was added in order to compare and contrast 

her perception to those of Van Reken and Mansfield Taber, who are Americans. 

Many people assume that children who grew up outside of the United States and moved 

frequently with their parents are military brats. While military families are mobile, Baker 

Cottrell’s study showed that Foreign Service dependents moved abroad more frequently and for 

longer duration, while missionary families were often assigned to one specific country (1998). 
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Thus, the sacrifices these children have made for a greater good, be it being a good soldier for 

Jesus, or as representatives of the United States is hardly mentioned or written about in current 

literature. As a result, most people do not know or understand anything about these professions, 

the lifestyle, and the affects it has on children whose families uprooted them in order to serve an 

ideology.  

Findings and Discussion 

This dissertation found that adult authors, in an attempt to understand their uprooted 

childhoods, have utilized a hermeneutic approach that led them to the construction of 

internalized and evolving narratives of the self (McAdams 2001). This dissertation concludes 

that one of the major obstacles A/TCKs encounter lies in their stories they are allowed to tell or 

not. Loseke’s article “The Study of Identity as Cultural, Institutional, Organizational, and 

Personal Narratives” summarizes how socially circulating formula stories such as the ‘Standard 

North American Family’, one among many others, are “continually created, modified, 

challenged, and discarded”(2007). Thus, Pasupathi, McLean & Weeks emphasize that once the 

processes of narrative identity development is understood then “our sense of self is both reflected 

in and constructed by the kinds of stories we tell about our experiences, and it is in the process of 

creating stories that we create a sense of self” (2009). 

Van Reken and Mansfield Taber used writing as a path of self-discovery because they 

viewed themselves as the “other” in their own passport countries, a term once applied based on 

people’s physical and outward appearances who were marginalized by the mainstream. Other 

authors, often A/TCKs, have attempted to “other” the A/TCK experience by applying 

characteristics to this population as if everyone’s international childhood consists of the same 

variables. Loseke acknowledges the difficulty when social activists attempt to create new 

narratives of cultural identities, and writes “stories authored by social activists often are changed 

when they are transmitted through the media” (2007).  

Van Reken was one of the first authors to write about her childhood growing up in 

Nigeria and published her journal due to David Pollock’s encouragement. Her difficulty in 

articulating the complexities of her upbringing to her readers was evident because she chose, 

perhaps deliberately, a Writer-Based prose. Utilizing the Writer-Based prose, according to 

Flower, “is natural and adequate for a writer writing to himself or herself” and is “the source of 

some of the most common and pervasive problems in academic and professional writing” (1979). 
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Van Reken’s journal featured the “modes of inner and egocentric speech described by Vygotsky 

and Piaget…which seemed to have little social or communicative function” (Flower 1979). 

Indeed, Flower compares egocentric speech to child’s play, “where children would carry on 

spirited elliptical monologues which they seemed to assume others understood, but which in fact 

made no concessions to the needs of the listener” (1979). Perhaps, Van Reken intentionally used 

this prose in order to demonstrate the challenge to write about her complex childhood and early 

adult years in order to pinpoint specific themes such as absentee parents, boarding schools, and 

the ideology of the missionary organization that had caused her resentment and emotional 

anguish.  

Van Reken, born in 1945, and Mansfield Taber, born in 1954, just nine years apart, were 

born into the Baby Boomer generation and witnessed major socio-political and cultural changes 

not only abroad, but also in the United States. Raised by the previous generation, American 

TCK’s of Van Reken and Taber Mansfield generations’ stories of their overseas experience were 

silenced. The norm was the stable, mono-cultural family with fixed identities and ideals (middle 

class white Anglo/Saxon). Different childrearing practices encouraged Van Reken and Taber 

Mansfield’s protagonists to be brave and suppress grief, fear and anger. Meanwhile, America’s 

mainstream culture, once highly patriotic during and after WWII, became fearful and suspicious 

of anyone and anything foreign during the Cold War era. Most ironic is the fact that a nation 

made up of immigrants was, and still is, also a nation that silenced diversity in its historical story 

telling.   

Mansfield Taber’s memoir illuminated the circumstances by which her protagonist found 

herself immersed and simultaneously excluded by the many countries and cultures that shaped 

her. Taber Mansfield not only expressed her viewpoints but also used a ReaderProse that 

reflected “the purpose of the writer’s thought” (Flower 1979). It could be speculated that 

Mansfield Taber’s academic training in cross-cultural development was to her advantage which 

allowed her investigate her childhood using narrative identity theory, in order to explore why she 

did not feel “American”. Surprisingly, it is after she published her journal when she realized that 

so many other Americans had felt like her. Dan McAdams states, “With respect to identity 

among modern adults, therefore, what Cohler and Cole termed the implicit intent is to convince 

the self and others that one’s life can be told through a more or less coherent narrative that makes 

sense both to the self and within the context of one’s own society” (1996).  
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Mansfield Taber’s contributed valuable insights that deconstruct the stereotype of the 

‘spoiled embassy kids’ and elitism that is often attributed to diplomatic families. Her narrative 

specifically focused on the sacrifices not only her mother had to make but also those she and her 

brother were making so that her father’s work would not be affected. Furthermore, Mansfield 

Taber spoke of her own prejudices and preconceived notions she had as a child which contrasts 

the stereotype that TCKs and GNs are “probably better equipped than others” in intercultural 

communication, linguistic ability, mediation, diplomacy, and the ability to manage diversity 

(McCaig 1994). Mansfield Taber recounts the experiences she had that eventually changed some 

of her preconceived notions, but this is not necessarily due to her international upbringing. 

Instead, exposure and experience are some of the key factors that change a person’s outlook. 

Therefore, it could be argued that some TCKs might have more opportunities than their mobile 

peers to encounter situations that would force them to overcome their own perceptions. 

Finally, Sand-Hart continued with the use of Reader Prose by investigating how non-

mobile peers decoded her experiences and added their perspectives to her critique. Heidi Sand-

Hart’s contribution is valuable because she belongs to a generation where many others like her 

were born into multi-ethnic and multi- national families. This reference point has allowed her to 

add a different perspective to the TCK framework, which has made assumptions and conjectures 

about A/TCK that were not applicable to Sand-Hart’s experiences. The critical elements that set 

Sand-Hart’s journal apart from the previous mentioned authors is that time, place, and 

circumstances have allowed her to communicate about her global experiences with family and 

friends that validated and empowered her viewpoints. Fivush article “Voice and Silence: A 

feminist model of autobiographical memory” attests that “the ways in which individuals develop 

their voice or silence will have important implications for the development of an 

autobiographical life story” (2002). It could be speculated that, due to Sand-Hart’s parents and 

her own continued work in girls’ orphanages, she has also raised awareness to social injustices 

and double-standards that girls and women are still facing. 

The findings from the literary analysis of the authors’ journals and memoirs shed doubt 

on the current A/TCK literature that seeks to portray this populace as the ‘other’ and attributes 

collective characteristics to their personalities. On the other hand, providing this population with 

an umbrella term such as Adult Third Culture Kids, Third Culture Kids, Global Nomads, or 

international school students allows them to validate their mobile childhoods and leads to a 
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narrative that raises “crucial questions about belongingness, identity, and citizenship” in the 21st 

century (Bhatia 2011). Furthermore, this term “…in association with an imagined 

community…offers a sense of belonging to individuals who share the experience of a globally 

mobile childhood” (Sears 2011).  

This is not to imply that non-A/TCKs such as minorities and other frequent movers do 

not face similar challenges. However, children of missionary, diplomatic, and military families 

are abroad in representational roles and are held accountable for their conduct by their 

sponsoring organizations, which is an added layer of acculturation and identity formation by 

these communities. Somers believes that “studies of identity formation have made major 

contributions to our understanding of social agency” but there could be a tendency “to conflate 

identities with what can often slide into fixed ‘essentialist’ (pre-political) singular categories, 

such as those of race, sex, or gender (1994).  

During this research, a plethora of literature was noted that repeatedly categorized 

A/TCKs as high achievers with college degrees who were members of elite communities (Baker 

Cottrell 2007). The problem with subjective generalizations such as these is that many A/TCKs 

do not necessarily identify or agree with such statements, but, because it is repeated throughout 

literature, it has the potential to become a fixed category that is not any more applicable to 

A/TCKs then it is to the rest of a population. In addition, there is the potential for A/TCKs to 

believe that commons attributes with other A/TCKs, whether real or imagined by a collective 

narrative, has shaped their identity-politics, when as Somers points out, there are personal 

interests and learned values that shape a person (1994). 

For the selected authors of this dissertation breaking the silence through research and 

authorship was the path that has validated the challenges and richness of their international, 

mobile childhood. Their stories, although still absent from mainstream literature, convey a reality 

that is shared by many whose life has become more mobile and cultural complex, and are 

“critical in shaping institutional and cultural narratives (Loseke 2007). In 2015, Nina Sichel and 

Faith Eidse had initiated a discussion about TCKs during TCC Global Awareness Week. While 

most students had never heard of the terminology, during a classroom session, the researcher 

who accompanied Nina Sichel, asked how many students had moved to Tallahassee.  

Almost everyone raised their hands. Upon asking how many found themselves in a 

different cultural environment, everyone, including those who came from Florida, had raised 
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their hands. “Imagine if you had moved to another state or even country, not just once, but many 

times, how would this experience affect your way of thinking?” I asked. It was apparent that 

these students had the background knowledge and the reference point to conceptualize the 

challenges TCKs could face. Perhaps they would find a well-written story such as Sara 

Mansfield Taber’s and Heidi Sand-Hart’s interesting if they had the opportunity to read it.  

 

Recommendations for Further Studies 

 This dissertation, which connected the author’s work to narrative identity theory, laid the 

groundwork for further studies. For one, there is a need for more authorship by self-identified 

A/TCKs or Global Nomads of diverse backgrounds that includes but is not limited to nationality, 

race, ethnicity, culture, religion, socio-economic statues, and sexual orientation. Author self-

identification with the terminology and suggested framework would permit authors a self-

reflective process of their experiences, with the goal that specific traits could replace generalities 

that are currently in place. Questions such as how have A/TCKs reacted and responded to 

A/TCK framework and literature would generate more insight, while a critical response is 

needed. Consequently, these texts allow researchers and theorists of all subject areas an 

opportunity to identify and analyze themes that could be helpful in understanding identity 

development of A/TCKs in general, and women in particular. Walters and Auton-Cuff have 

pointed out that “current research on the womanist identity development model has not 

addressed whether the definition of womanhood is in fact consistent across women of various 

ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic statuses” (2009). Therefore, an anthology consisting of stories 

written by women of various ethnic and racial backgrounds could record their perspectives of 

conflicting cultural codes experienced in passport and host countries. 

Second, authorship should include themes such as ideologies of sponsoring organizations 

and the impact created not only on TCKs but their parents as well. The ideologies of sponsoring 

organizations was presented in the stories of the dissertation’s authors, most notably in Van 

Reken’s journal and Mansfield Taber’s memoir. However, more explicit stories about the 

sponsoring organization could shed light on whether they have become more supportive of 

accompanying family members or if TCKs are still expected to be representatives. 

Third, educational institutions, through their textbook selections, have made great efforts 

to teach about multiculturalism, global issues, and a vast array of other topics that were once 
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marginalized and ignored. The question is how is multiculturalism conceptualized and taught? 

For example, a colleague, whose children are multi-national, recently shared her daughter’s 

dilemma with me. Her daughter, who is Tanzanian and African American, was asked by her 2nd 

grade teacher to construct a Heritage Doll, also known as the Scholastic Heritage Project. The 

dilemma was that the child was allowed to choose only one nationality instead of the two that 

represent her family as a whole. The mother’s reply to my inquiry as to why she did not talk to 

the teacher was “I don’t want to cause problems for my daughter.” The reason why she shared 

the story with me is because she knew I was writing on a topic that is, for some people, difficult 

to conceptualize. 

It is ironic that the pervasiveness of “different” is what also causes the silence, especially 

when the “other” is perceived, or perceives herself as a minority due to her experiences. The 

colleague in question, an A/TCK, falls in line with so many other women, like myself, who, for 

years, was searching for words that encapsulated this upbringing. Meanwhile, I started to 

discount myself and my experiences, until one day when the book Unrooted Childhoods 

Memoirs of Growing Up Global, written by Nina Sichel and Faith Eidse, fell into my hands 

which inspired this dissertation. Walters and Auton-Cuff found in their study that once women 

A/TCKs were given the support and voice to tell their stories, a “sense of belonging came not 

only through peers, but through literature and research as well, and was significant in the 

formation of identity” (2009). 
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