
 

 

Introduction 

 

 Most of the boys and girls that came to Spain during the so called boom of the international 

adoption that had its highest pick in 2004 are still underage. However, in other countries with more 

tradition in this area, have already a high number of adoptees in other places, some of which have 

been making public their experiences and reflexions -and pressuring us into looking at the 

phenomenon of adoption into different perspectives-, both from the academic area and through 

artistic media.  

 

 This is the case of Tobias Hübinette, who wrote the central text of this Newsletter, in which 

he shares his reflections in relation to his life as an adoptee adopted in Korea by a Swedish family. 

Together with the visual artist Jane Jin Kaisen (born in Korea, raised in Denmark and currently living 

in the United States), he is the author of two films which topics relate to adoption and which we 

recommend in this Newsletter: the shortage Adopting Belinda and the film Tracing Trades. With this 

same title they baptised the multimedia installation in which they are both authors, and that has 

been displayed in the Feroe Islands’ Art Museum and the National Museum of Photography in 

Denmark, within the project Rethinking Nordic Colonialism. 

 

 Tobias Hübinette and Jane Jin Kaisen have authorised us to replay in this Newsletter the 

contents of the Tracing Tours installation, including the audio tour, which you can listen to thought  

the respective links.  
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 Reflections on being and becoming an adult transnational adoptee in Sweden 

 

Presentation at AFIN’s (Adopciones, familias, infancies) conference “The integration of interna-

tional adoption” in Barcelona, Spain, May 7-8, 2010 

Tobias Hübinette, Multicultural Centre, Botkyrka, tobias.hubinette@mkc.botkyrka.se 

 

 Firstly, I would like to thank the organisers of this event and particularly Dr. Diana Marre for 

having invited me to Catalonia, presently probably the world’s leading transnationally adopting re-

gion in relation to its native-born population, and to Spain, a relative newcomer in the field of 

transnational adoption compared to my own home country Sweden which pioneered the practice 

itself as early as in the 1950s.  

 

 Secondly, as I have been asked to offer you a presentation of myself, I would like to state 

that I am here speaking from the combined perspectives and positions of both being an adult trans-

national adoptee myself as well as an adoption studies researcher and an adoptee movement activ-

ist to just mention some of the identifications that I relate to the most. In the following presenta-

tion, I will start by introducing my own adoption history and my own thoughts, feelings and analyses 

of what I here have chosen to call the process of being and becoming an adult transnational 

adoptee in Sweden. 

 

I was born somewhere in the South Western part of the Republic of Korea, commonly known as 

South Korea, sometime during the summer of 1971, and according to the adoption documents I was 

found abandoned on a train in September of that year at the approximate age of one month.  
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 This means that I have no knowledge at all of my exact birth date, nor of my exact birth 

place as the train was moving, and I only know from where it departed and to where it was headed. 

Consequently, even though I have searched several times through the Korean media, I have unsur-

prisingly not been able to track and find my Korean family. After when I was found, I was placed at 

different institutions and in a foster family before I was adopted into Sweden at the age of 7-8 

months in March 1972.  

 

 This was a time when South Korea was a developmental state ruled by an increasingly auto-

cratic military dictator, while Sweden was something of a Social Democratic model state, and trans-

national adoption was rapidly replacing domestic adoption in most Western countries due to the 

revolutionising societal and cultural changes which followed in the wake of the so-called 1968 

movement. 

 

So in other words, I am without doubt both a direct product of a Third World dictatorship of an al-

most Fascist character which was on its way of becoming the country in the world that by far has 

adopted away the most of its own children in modern history given the close to 200,000 adopted 

Koreans spread out in more than 15 different countries, and a result of the radical and progressive 

spirit of the times in 1970s’ Sweden, a country which in its turn proportionally has adopted the 

most foreign-born children of all Western countries with more than 50,000 transnational adoptees 

of whom 10,000 are from South Korea like myself.  

 

 Contrary to the vast majority of transnational adoptees who have ended up in the middle- 

and upper classes of Swedish society, I grew up in a working-class home in a small industrial town 

called Motala in the South Central part of Sweden together with a sister who arrived in Sweden 

three years later.  
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 Interestingly enough, adoption research in Sweden has shown that the small minority of 

adoptees who grew up in working-class environments are strangely enough the ones who statisti-

cally fare the best as adults in terms of both psychic health and social advancement, a finding 

which goes against any other group in Swedish society which in spite of a relatively high degree of 

social equality is characterised by a more or less stable class reproduction from one generation to 

another like most other societies in the world. 

 

 As a teenager and as a young adult, I had no particular interest in my country of origin, and I 

did not pay much attention to the fact that I looked different from the white majority population of 

Sweden although I of course had my share of racial teasing and racial harassment like any other 

adoptee. This attitude is arguably more or less the norm for most transnational adoptees of Swe-

den, and not just as young adults but also as adults in general, reflecting a society which tradition-

ally valorises a strong social cohesion and cultural homogeneity.  

 

 In my own research based on textual readings of adoptees’s autobiographies and interviews 

with adult adoptees, I have analysed this attitude not just as an expression of the high demand for 

ethnic and national sameness and colour-blindness coming from Swedish society, but also as an 

identification with Whiteness and even with white bodies which is a result of the fact that most 

adoptees grow up and live in heavily segregated white middle- and upper-class areas and contexts 

and thus normally only have the white majority population surrounding them to mirror themselves 

against, whether in the form of adoptive parents and family members, partners and friends, or 

neighbours and colleagues.  

 

 Being an adult transnational adoptee, to refer to the title of this presentation, therefore 

means to be not just a Swede but also knowing as less as any other Swede about the birth country 

and about migrants coming from the same country or region living in Sweden. This is because usu-

ally in most cases there are few if any contact zones between adoptees and migrants in contempo-

rary Sweden due to a sharply segregated society, and most adoptees therefore identify strongly 

with being white Swedes from the middle- and upper-classes in spite of inhabiting a non-white 

body. 
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 In my case, it was when I was around 25 that I joined the association for adult adopted Kore-

ans in Sweden and started to socialize with other adoptees from both Korea and other countries of 

origin, and it was also from then on that I started to travel to Korea regularly and to study Korean 

language, history and culture, first on a private level but soon at Stockholm University where I fi-

nally took my Ph.D. in Korean studies in 2005. Since then, I have been known in Sweden as a re-

searcher within adoption and Asian studies and within ethnic and migration studies, as well as a 

public person raising and discussing issues relating to adoption and adoptees in the mass media and 

in the political discussion, and as an activist working for the worldwide adopted Korean movement 

which spans all the 15 countries that harbour adopted Koreans as well as Korea itself where a com-

munity of adopted Korean returnees is nowadays existing.  

 

 However, this process has its price as the surrounding Swedish environment in most cases 

does not expect a transnational adoptee to become as engaged with one’s origin, and there is a 

strong risk to get further marginalized due to this “betrayal” towards something which can be lik-

ened to a contract that the adoptee has signed when arriving in Sweden; be like the Swedes, and do 

not be like those who live in your birth country or like the migrants, and as adoptees are the most 

privileged migrants there is a strong element of having to feel grateful and stay loyal. With Sweden 

being something of the paradise in the world, the fact that one may not feel satisfied with every-

thing as an adoptee makes this feeling of having broken this “adoption contract” even stronger. 

 

 It is these years which I would like to call becoming an adult transnational adoptee in the 

sense that I have during the course of this process reconceptualised and reformulated my own posi-

tion and categorisation within Swedish and also Western society and discovered new ways of relat-

ing myself to both local and global histories and contexts. As part of this process of not just being 

but becoming an adult transnational adoptee, I have been able to understand myself as being part 

of a larger movement of non-white people from the global South to the global North which has been 

going on for more than half a century by now, and which has its predecessors in colonial history in 

the form of for example the slave and “coolie” trades.  
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 Furthermore, I have also been able to reinscribe myself within contemporary Korean history 

and society and as being a part of the worldwide Korean diaspora as well as an equally worldwide 

Asian community. 

 

 Deriving from my own personal memories of growing up and living in Sweden as a foreign-

born person of colour from a so-called Third World country, I have also been able to understand the 

numerous experiences that I have encountered when my origin and my appearance have been high-

lighted and made significant, whether in a “positive” or in a negative manner, as a result of a com-

bined ethnification and racialisation process that is going on in everyday life of Sweden reflecting 

the increasingly dichotomous division between Swedes and non-Swedes, Christians and non-

Christians and whites and non-whites. It is precisely this everyday racism which adult transnational 

adoptees have to deal with caused by their foreign origin and different appearance, and which con-

stantly and paradoxically clashes with their own identifications with their adoptive family, home 

country, Christianity, Whiteness, and the West, which I believe lies behind the worrying indications 

coming from Swedish quantitative adoption research and showing that all too many adult transna-

tional adoptees have problems to reproduce their adoptive parents’ high social status in the mean-

ing that they are performing poorly in the educational and labour market fields as well as when it 

comes to family formation and reproduction, and that many are suffering from psychosocial prob-

lems in the forms of loneliness and isolation, aggressive and self-destructive behaviour, alcohol and 

drug abuse, and suicide attempts. 

 

 So trying to conclude what I want to say with this introduction, as adults transnational 

adoptees of Sweden can be said to fall somewhere in-between native Swedes and foreign migrants 

although they themselves identify with the former group, and consequently usually only a minority 

search for and discover their roots as the societal pressure is strong to be like any other native 

Swede, while they at the same time are intermittently reminded of their foreign origin and racial 

Otherness by the outside world, and which goes against their identification with the majority popu-

lation thereby causing strong confusion and tensions which can result in substantial psychosocial 

problems. 
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        REFLECTIONS 

Jane Jin Kaisen & Tobias Hübinette collaborated on a new multimedia installation titled Tracing 

Trades: International Adoption and Nordic Colonialism and a new multimedia performance in two 

parts titled Transmitting: (Dis)ComfortAN(d)AlieNation and (Dis)ComfortAN(d)AlieNation: The X-

Raced Mut(at)ed Speak. Both the installation and the performance were produced specifically for 

Rethinking Nordic Colonialism and examined the phenomenon of intercountry adoption as a legacy 

of colonialism. 

 

Tracing Trades: International Adoption and Nordic Colonialism consisted of an audio tour, two 

videos, text boards, artifacts, clippings, photographs, journals, books, and personal objects from 

private collections arranged in an installation that mimicked conventional ethnographic museum 

display. Kaisen & Hübinette describe the passage through the installation as follows: “Chasing and 

tracing the history of human trade and trafficking between the Korean Peninsula and Europe, the 

journey starts with the investigation of the history behind the mysterious Korean Man portrayed in 

a Rubens drawing. Francesco Carletti, a Florentine merchant in the 17th century, imported Antonio 

Corea, (whom the man in East Asian attire is assumed to portray) to Italy. Hence, he could well 

both be the first Korean (slave), and arguably, adoptee, touching European ground from the Korean 

Peninsula. Shedding light upon Korean-European relations, and particularly international adoption 

from South Korea (by number of deportations and industrial efficiency yet unprecedented in World 

History), the quest also leads to traces of the 19th century emigration of Scandinavians to North 

America, and especially to the state of Minnesota, largely inhabited by Scandinavian descendants 

and having the largest per capita population of Korean adoptees in the 

United States. Finally on a global scale, the Scandinavian countries      

Denmark, Sweden, and Norway, together with Iceland, Finland, Greenland, 

and the Faroe Islands, have proportionally to the countries’ population 

sizes, by far adopted the most children in the world. The relationship    

between Lutheran Christian missionary sentiments and the Scandinavian 

welfare society models paved the way to legally and morally legitimizing 

mass scale 20th century international adoption.” Here we present the text 

boards and the links to the audio tour and videos. 
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           ...FURTHER VIEWING  

 Audio Tour. Here is the link to the audio tours that relate to the pannels shown previously.  

        http://www.rethinking-nordic-colonialism.org/files/grid/a3.htm#tracing  

 

 Adopting Belinda. Jane Jin Kaisen and Tobias Hü-

binette. 2006. 8.35 mins. Adopting Belinda is a 

mock-documentary in which a supposedly Asian-

American couple in Minnesota are being intervie-

wed by a Danish TV host for a series on Danish he-

ritage. They talk about their experience, having 

just adopted a child from another country. The 

only unsual factor is that the adoptive parents are 

of Korean decent and the child is a Caucasian girl 

from Denmark.   

 

 Tracing Trades. Jane Jin Kaisen and Tobias Hübinette. 2006. 38 mins. The film takes shape as 

an investigation of a trace: A Peter Paul Rubens drawing of a Korean man, who may have been 

the first Korean slave and adoptee to set foot on European ground. This leads to a critical re-

vision of the history of international adoption as a postcolonial and humanistic welfare pheno-

mena. The adoption traffic is put in relation to a larger narrative of migration, culture im-

port, and human trafficking. These traces lead to a recount of Nordic colonialism, Orienta-

lism, and the cultivation of exotic, foreign people exhibited in Tivoli and in Zoos. The revision 

of these photographic evidences of Danish nation building leads to a struggle about history 

and the right to reinterpret parts of the National history.  
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http://www.rethinking-nordic-colonialism.org/files/grid/a3.htm#tracing
http://www.rethinking-nordic-colonialism.org/files/grid/a3.htm#tracing
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=drinbslZuiA
http://www.rethinking-nordic-colonialism.org/files/grid/a3.htm#tracing
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           ...FURTHER READING 

 Hübinette, T. 2004. To be a white Swede, an Oriental stereotype, a non-Western immigrant, an 

Asian tourist and an ethnic Korean. Some notes on the infelicitous performative of adopted Kore-

ans. Uri Shinmun no. 4 (vol. 14), pp. 45-49.  

 Hübinette, T. 2006. From orphan trains to babylifts: Colonial trafficking, empire building and so-

cial engineering in Jane Jeong Trenka, Chinyere Oparah & Sun Yung Shin (ed.), Outsiders Within: 

Writing on transracial adoption. Boston: South End Press, pp. 139-149.  

 Hübinette, T. 2006. Comforting an orphaned nation. Representations of international adoption 

and adopted Koreans in Korean popular culture, Korean Studies Series No. 32, pp. 263. 
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ford: Stanford University Press, pp. 177-200.  
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pp. 104-116. 
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ilsangjôk injongch’abyôlê taehan ibyangin, ibyang pumowoaûi taehwa, Journal of Korean Adop-
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adoption and overseas adoptees in Korean popular culture. Köln: Lambert Academic Publishing, 

pp. 230. 

 Hübinette, T and Tigervall, C. 2009. When racism becomes individualised: Experiences of raciali-
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Irni & Diana Mulinari (ed.), Complying with colonialism: Gender, race and ethnicity in the Nordic 

region. Farnham: Ashgate, pp. 119-135. 
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        LINKS  

Web pages from: 

Tobias Hübinette 

Jane Jin Kaisen 

        RECENT EVENTS 

FROM DE EVIDENCE TO THE NARRATIVE IN THE SANITARY CARE: Bipower and narratives of affliction   

X REDAM Conference (RED Medical Anthropology)                            Tarragona, 7-8 June, 2010 

  

 The annual conference of the University Rovira i Virgili with the purpose to bring up alternatives 

from the anthropology of health to the hegemonic biomedical speak, discusses the paradigm of the 

medicine based in the evidence (MBE) with an emergent medicine based in the narrative, alternative 

and complementary. Composed by two conferences, 8 tables of 4-6 papers about:   

 Discussing evidences: suffering and bipower, professional narratives and management of the suf-

fering, time and narrative in the experience of the illness, narrated body and bipower, figuring the suf-

fering.  

 And the ending in charge of Radio Nikosia, alternative argument to the power.   

  

 The rationalization of the MBE allows to unify criteria based on the disappearing of the individ-

ual. A more humanised rationality is necessary, that includes the patient’s discussion. The hearing is 

built from the knowledge. The cultural constructions of masculinity/feminity appear, the predomi-

nance of the masculine speak, in the subjective living of the body, that makes itself visible in non-

legitimated illnesses for being ’in feminine’ (fibromalgie) . Other models are also needed in the man-

agement of the suffering in fertility, in front of the breakage of corporal spiritual continuity that bio-

logical paternity/maternity represent, that allow its symbolic remake and its remeaning to the social 

kinship, alternative to the legitimated way for the medical knowledge, being the assisted reproduction. 

 It is highlighted the importance to add to the medical knowledge the knowledge received by the 

patient’s narrative, its subjectivity, heterogeneity, the social dimension, and the knowledge that 

comes from the alternative medicines, that allows them to participate in an active way, keeping the 

connexion with themselves and their own body.  
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           FUTURE EVENTS 

 

 The IV World Congress on Child and Adolescent Rights Puerto Rico,November 15 -18, 2010   

 Futures in the making - youth, conflict and potentiality Copenhagen, January 20-21, 2011 

 2011Meeting of the Society for Cross Cultural Research. Done by both the Society for Anthro-

pological Sciences and the American Anthropological Association'sAnthropology of Children 

and Childhood Interest Group Charleston, South Carolina. February 16-19, 2011.  

 Workshop. The Costs of Children Oslo, Norway, 24-25 February 2011 

 2011 ACP - The Asian Conference on Psychology and the Behavioral Sciences 2011. Topic of 

the Conference: "Brave New World: CaringSharing and Understanding".Osaka, Japan.March 20-22, 

2011. 

 Qualityin Alternative Care, International Conference Prague, 4-6 April, 2011. 

 Early Childhood in Developing World ContextsInternational Conference University College 

Cork, Ireland. April 7th – 8th 2011. 

 New Worlds of Adoption: Research-Based Interventions Promoting Attachment.Campus Center 

Hotel, University of MassachusettsAmherst. April 8, 2011.  

 Association of American Geographers, Annual Meeting 2011.Topic of the Meeting “Geographies 

of Youth, Gender and Ethnicity”Seattle,April 12th-16th, 2011.  

 The second international conference for Psychosocial Perspectives onQuasi-coercive Treat-

ment of Offenders Timisoara,Romania, May 5-7, 2011. 

 1st Global Conference.Queer Sexualities. Warsaw, Poland, May 13th to 15th, 2011.  

 MultipleChildhoods/Multidisciplinary Perspectives Rutgers University, Camden, NJ, USA, May 20

-21, 2011. 

 Social Protection in Southern Africa: NewOpportunities for Social Development. University of 

Johannesburg, 25 - 26 May, 2011.  
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http://www.childrightscongress.org/
http://www.uk.rct.dk/Link_menu/Activities/Futures_in_the_making_conf11.aspx
http://psych.wfu.edu/admin/sccr/index.html
http://anthrosciences.org/
http://anthrosciences.org/
http://www.aaacig.org/
http://www.aaacig.org/
http://www.reconproject.eu/projectweb/portalproject/OsloFeb11_CallPapers.html
http://acp.iafor.org/index.html
http://www.quality-care-conference.org/Pages/default.aspx
http://crytc.uwinnipeg.ca/portal/node/586
http://psych.umass.edu/ruddchair/conferences/
http://www.aag.org/cs/annualmeeting
http://www.socio.uvt.ro/specto2011/index_12.htm
http://www.socio.uvt.ro/specto2011/index_12.htm
http://www.inter-disciplinary.net/at-the-interface/gender-and-sexuality/queer-sexualities/call-for-papers/
http://www.camden.rutgers.edu/multiple-childhoods/
http://www.childwatch.uio.no/news/2010/sa-2011
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Jane Jin Kaisen 

 

  is a visual artist and activist working in an interdisciplinary manner with video, perfor-

mance, text, and photography. In an attempt to deconstruct narration, reading, and representation, 

she uses reversed strategies and multilayered approaches in her use of language and medium. She is 

part of Chamber of Public Secrets, a mobile art apparatus, which produces video documentaries/

broadcasting for the Copenhagen-based tv-tv and has recently organized Made In Video: International 

Video Art Festival on Public Secrets and Visual Representation in Copenhagen, 2006. She was co-

curator of International Adoptee Gathering Exhibition (Seoul, South Korea, 2004), co-founder of UFO-

lab (Unidentified Foreign Object Laboratory), a Scandinavian-based artist/activist group working with 

postcolonial and feminist theory for international adoptees’ rights through seminars, exhibitions, city 

interventions, and writing. Kaisen is also part of the exhibition collective Orientity of Diaspora Korean 

Artists, which exhibits and lectures on trans-experience.  

 

 

Tobias Hübinette (Korean name Lee Sam-dol)  

 

  is a Lecturer and Researcher in contemporary Korean culture and society. His Ph.D. dis-

sertation in Korean Studies, Comforting an Orphaned Nation, examines international adoption from 

Korea, the Korean adoption issue, and representations of adopted Koreans in Korean media and popu-

lar culture. He has lectured, published books and articles, and made research on Nazism and racism 

in the Scandinavian countries. In addition, he writes in Swedish, Korean, and international newspa-

pers and journals on issues concerning (post)colonialism in a Nordic context and setting, and on inter-

national adoption and international adoptees in general. Other interests are Swedish and Western 

images and representations of Korea and East Asians, problems regarding Orientalism and Asianists, 

and marginalized postcolonial Diasporas and ethnic minorities.  
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