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Losing Isaiah deals with justice—not criminal justice, but “distributive” justice: What is fair to a little boy when his best interests are considered? But more than that, it is a film about love—the ancient Solomonic question of which of two mothers has the greater love for her child. In the Bible story (1 Kings 3:16–27), two mothers approach King Solomon, asking for his judgment. They each had a son, but now one boy is dead, and both lay claim to the surviving boy. Solomon makes the famous suggestion to cut the boy in half so each mother can have half a child. One mother agrees, but the other mother cries out to give the child to the first woman rather than see him suffer and die. Solomon decides the second woman must be the real mother. What are we willing to give up for love?


Losing Isaiah is about a cross-racial adoption being challenged by the child’s birth mother. Khaila Richards, a homeless African American crack addict, leaves her infant son in a cardboard box by a dumpster while she scurries off to get a fix. By the time she returns, in a panic, the trash collectors have been there and picked up the box with the boy inside. Khaila gives him up for dead, but the boy lives. He is taken to a hospital, where a white social worker, Margaret Lewin, takes an interest in him, and soon she and her husband Charles are filing adoption papers. They want to give the boy, Isaiah, a good, loving home with them and their teenage daughter, Hannah.


Meanwhile, Khaila is arrested for shoplifting and possession of drugs and enters a rehabilitation work program in prison. Within a few years she is clean, is out of prison, and has a place to live and a job. By chance she finds out that her son is alive and well, and with the support of her counselor and a lawyer from the black community she tries to have him returned to her. This is devastating news to the Lewins, who consider themselves Isaiah’s parents. They hire a black female lawyer who promises to do what she can for them but warns them she believes, as a matter of principle, that a child is better off with his or her natural parents and racial group.


In court, Khaila’s lawyer succeeds in showing that the two white middle-class parents may be well meaning but that they have not taken any steps to create any connection to the black community for Isaiah—no books about blacks, no black dolls, no black friends of the family. Margaret argues that it shouldn’t be a matter of political correctness but of love and that they just haven’t gotten around to such things yet—the boy is only two years old. But at home, Margaret looks around at Isaiah’s toys, and we sense that Khaila’s lawyer’s words struck home.


An expert witness, a white psychologist, testifies for Khaila that she believes a child should be raised within his or her own race. The judge rules in Khaila’s favor. At home, Margaret says good-bye to Isaiah and gives him a red barrette of hers as a keepsake. A social worker comes to take him away, and a heartbreaking scene ensues in which the boy is removed by force, screaming and crying for the only parents he has ever known. Charles is ready to fight the ruling, but Margaret acquiesces and sinks into a depression.


Khaila is doing her utmost to make little Isaiah feel safe and loved, but he doesn’t know her and doesn’t want to get to know her. He is lonely and afraid at the day care center where she leaves him to go to work. At home, he retreats into himself and stops talking, until he finally throws a fit, crying for his mommy. Khaila discovers what he clenches in his hand: Margaret’s red barrette. Khaila herself was torn away from one foster home after another as a little girl, and she knows the pain of not having a stable home. She knows what happens psychologically: You just want to disappear into yourself until everything goes away. And this she will not let happen to Isaiah, so she makes a difficult decision—she calls Margaret.


What will she suggest? Will Isaiah stay with Khaila? Will she become a good, loving parent? Will Charles challenge the ruling? Or will Khaila return the boy to Margaret and Charles? The film actually leaves a number of questions open, but it does propose a compromise that goes beyond the old story of King Solomon and the two mothers. These two mothers reach their own cross-racial understanding. Leonard Maltin, the film critic, didn’t like the final scene, but I find it a fine testimony to the philosophy of seeking common ground. See this excellent film and judge for yourself.
Study Questions


1.
Do you agree with the judge, the psychologist, and the lawyers that a child should be raised within his or her own racial group? Explain why or why not.


2.
Who is the more mature parent in your opinion? Khaila or Margaret?


3.
Can you think of a compromise that would have made the judge’s decision easier on all parties involved? Explore the possibilities.


4.
Could John Rawls’s idea of the original position be useful in dealing with this issue? Why or why not? Might Elizabeth Wolgast’s suggestion of communitarianism be useful? Explain why or why not.

