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Adapted Podcast (00:00:05):
Welcome to the season five finale of adapted podcast. Episode 20 starts now
Jae Jin (00:00:18):
Feel the sun rising from below. I keep running. I keep running to a place where no one knows it's a big
Adapted Podcast (00:00:30):
Sky. Hi, there I'm Kami. You're listening to one of the first Korean adoptee podcasts ever created with nearly 120 adoptee interviews. We talk about all things related to the international Korean adoptee experience. Thanks to Jay Jin for our show opening music to find out more, go to Jin music.com.
Sun Yung Shin (00:00:50):
That's just like the biggest torment is to not have access to the relationships that are so fundamental to our wellbeing, to our, our sense of home, our sense of place, our sense of self
Adapted Podcast (00:01:03):
Up next, we'll hear from American writer, poet and professor Sun Yung Shin. She'll talk about their latest book of poems, "The Wet Hex"; about adoptee ghosts, negotiating literary spaces as an adoptee, racial reckoning within families and more now here's son young.
Sun Yung Shin (00:01:28):
My name is Sun Yung Shin, and I use She/ they pronouns. I live in Minneapolis and I am 48.
Adapted Podcast (00:01:37):
Well, welcome to Adapted podcast. I'm really excited to have you on today and to speak to you.
Sun Yung Shin (00:01:44):
Thank you so much. Kaomi
Adapted Podcast (00:01:46):
<Laugh> why don't we start off with, I know you've got a, a new book out. Do you wanna start there with the book and then we can kind of work our way back?
Sun Yung Shin (00:01:56):
Sure. yeah, my new, my latest poetry collection came out this June 14. It's called "The Wet Hex" and it's my fourth book of poems. And it's from Coffee House Press.
Adapted Podcast (00:02:12):
How long have you been writing?
Sun Yung Shin (00:02:14):
I started writing about 25 years ago.
Adapted Podcast (00:02:21):
And has your work primarily been sort of adoption related or your adoptee identity life experience?
Sun Yung Shin (00:02:30):
Mm, I mean, you, you wouldn't necessarily know it from every book or from every work. Right. But I often say that adoption and my, my life as an adoptee really just affects everything I write about and all of the intersections that are part of, especially the transnational and transracial adoption experience or experiences, they really they really color everything that I, everything that I think about and, and write about and how I approach writing and language and books and literacy. As well as my, you know, teaching practice,
Adapted Podcast (00:03:21):
How did this, the wet hex come about?
Sun Yung Shin (00:03:25):
"The Wet Hex" originally started as a project about an loosely about mass extinction and also thinking about evolution and where we're going as a species and thinking about homo sapiens as a transitional species, as all trans all, all species, you know, always being in transition in terms of evolution. And so that was where I started. I started just thinking about, is there a way that I can think about race nation, climate kind of equality of species and ecosystems also with aspects of Korean culture and my adoptive father died in 2017. And so some of the poems are addressing different aspects of grief or the, the afterlife or the underworld. So that's kind of where it started
Adapted Podcast (00:04:40):
And, you know, for adoptees that we're of the same generation you know, it is, I find myself thinking more about mortality and legacy and who do we leave behind? And, you know, those kinds of in family, actually, I'm thinking more about family, more about origins. And I think that's something that is, is, is pretty common that I hear from other adoptees who are, you know, over forties and over. Do you think that was part of, you know, your own aging process was, is kind of where, why you're focused on these topics?
Sun Yung Shin (00:05:23):
Oh, definitely. I think that, that plus even though the pandemic started really in the United States in 2020, I was still working on the book at that time. And that's the most obvious, but maybe not obvious result of that is my very long acknowledgements section at the end of the book. I have really, yeah. I mean, this whole pandemic have been thinking about our vulnerability, thinking about our interconnectedness, thinking about public health, thinking about I mean, in terms of adoptee, lifespans and adoptees who don't have access to their biological history, genetic history, medical history, we just there's so much that we don't know. We don't, we are very ungrounded often in terms of thinking about longevity. We don't have that, oh, well, my grandmother lived to a hundred and my mother is really healthy into her eighties or this, that, or the other thing.
Sun Yung Shin (00:06:26):
Plus being outside of our original culture and lifestyle things, environmental things. And I think, you know, having been raised Catholic and also coming from a really big extended adopted family and just growing up, going to a lot of funerals and death is just very much a part of Catholic culture. And so it's, it's a part of all of my writing, but for sure aging and like, kind of, I think after, I don't know, maybe around 45 or something, I just started to realize like, oh, I'm moving like culturally or socially in my communities kind of moving into like a, I started calling myself like a baby elder. Because now, yeah, I think it was sort of the, with the, with the rise of gen Z into adulthood, then that was kind of another shift because now we're like a third or fourth generation from, you know, the youngest Americans are gen alpha.
Sun Yung Shin (00:07:26):
Of course all these aren't just arbitrary. Right. But really, it seemed like once the millennials, there was another generation coming up after gen, it was like, oh, well, gen Z there started to be more attention to what actually gen X had to offer or what we were, what our strengths were as a generation and kind of our endurance and also how we were raised with much less supervision and things like that. And now that our generation has, you know, our kids are older and so we are seeing them grow up and become adults. And yeah. So I think that's always part of writing. You're always thinking about what you are gonna leave behind or what you hope to leave behind. I mean, as an English teacher for a long time, always teaching things from across time and space, you know, I often I've taught, you know, for example, Antigone, physophocles for many years and it's over, you know, 2000 years old and yet seems really fresh.
Sun Yung Shin (00:08:27):
I mean, part of that can be translations and things like that, but just these basic stories of war and sacrifice and, and family lies and secrets and power and gender and territory those don't change, you know, we're find we're, we're that play, which features a lot in my third book of poetry is really about civil war as well as about family genealogy and secrets coming to light and those being destructive. And, yeah, so I'm just kind of roaming around answering that question, but definitely feel like leaning into the aging process. My own kids are 25 and 21. So, you know, I was a young mom and so being kind of a young mom of adults is also really interesting and just continues to change. So yeah, I definitely think about, I definitely think about generations a lot these days and especially what our young people are dealing with, cuz I teach college.
Sun Yung Shin (00:09:35):
And so every year I'm this I'm older, but they're the same age. Right. And so I just see what they are having to confront and their anxieties. And I just really feel for them, I feel for the, the kids in K12, you know, I write children's books too, and we just did a school visit last week or the week before. And they're just so priceless, precious beings, but our country doesn't respect life. It doesn't value children. Doesn't value teachers, doesn't value women, doesn't value queer people, you know, so all of these multiple assaults, I mean I think writers, you know, writers who are trying to write in a way that's really socially connected and metabolizing things from our society. Definitely the poets that I love most are always thinking about all these issues and Korean writers and adoptee writers and Asian American writers. Yeah. We're we are in a lot of collective trauma distress concern as well as there's a lot of amazing things happening that are very hopeful and exciting and providing real alternatives to the dominant systems that we're all kind of struggling under.
Adapted Podcast (00:10:52):
And many adoptee activists don't want us to be sustainable. Don't want international adoption to sustain. Is that also an interesting kind of twist on this as well? That we are a group of people that maybe extinct extinction would be a good thing mm-hmm
Sun Yung Shin (00:11:09):
<Affirmative> yeah. I've been thinking about that for many years. I mean, decades, even about how I was hoping that Korean extinction, you know, Korean adoption, Korean intercountry adoption would become extinct and certainly adoptee activists and birth mother activists and other reproductive rights, family preservation activists have made powerful impacts, but I have a Korean adoptee cousin that I grew up with in the Chicago area and she is, I don't know, maybe five years, five, eight years younger than me. I can't, I'm not exactly sure can't be eight. That would be a lot growing up. But she adopted from South Korea a few years ago. She and her husband adopted like a three year old girl. And so it was really that, that just on a personal level, brought it home. Like it's obviously still ongoing, although the largest wave of Korean adoption, you know, is over and hopefully won't ever return to those levels.
Sun Yung Shin (00:12:12):
But with the way that, you know, climate change migrations, displacement, I mean, whether it's South Korea or Ukraine or the next place that is experiencing civil unrest and persecution of women and, and forced dislocation, you know? Yeah. It's definitely something I think about a lot and in whatever ways that I can as a, like, not as a, as a, not as a lobbying kind of person who's involved in proposing bills or working on in someone who's not a full-time activist, not a full-time community organizer or anything like that. Like if my main practice is like in the classroom and with language, and then speaking with people, I'm always trying to stay informed, share resources and share the work that other people are doing. And yeah, just trying to understand what is happening, why, where we are, where we came from, what's our vision for the future. What do we, as adoptees have to contribute to various conversations, whether around abortion rights or foster care, social welfare issues, citizenship, all of those things. How
Adapted Podcast (00:13:33):
Has your writing changed since when you were younger to know?
Sun Yung Shin (00:13:37):
Yeah, thanks for that question. I actually don't know that it has changed that much. I think that I have the same obsessions that I have kind of from book to book, although I have different I'll have different focus like the last poetry book, I really focused on my sense of the politics of hospitality and guest hood. You know, I was really interested in this word guest and host and guest host relations. And I mean, I do think that I'm trying to write more yeah. Ecologically or thinking more about kind of eco what's called eco poets or thinking more about climate and yeah. Survival of various species. So that's, I'd say that's kind of a focus change, but a lot of the same things that I was doing in my, I mean, in, for as far as poetry, you know, I, I still work with source documents. I still really am interested in, in documents, documentation. I'm still really interested in sort of sampling or collaging and working directly with, you know, whether it's propaganda or other, other writers words kind of up cycling. So that's something that stayed constant in my work so far, still very interested in myth and fairytale
Adapted Podcast (00:15:14):
In your latest book. There's lots of references to Korea, DMZ borders, orphans. Is this a very personal collection for you? Mm,
Sun Yung Shin (00:15:27):
Yeah. I mean, it feels personal. It feels, I don't think it's any more personal necessarily. I've been back to South Korea five times and I've been to the DMZ twice and you know, so all of my books are wrestling with different things that I experienced both there and here as part of the diaspora, worldwide diaspora. And as you know, us Korean relations continue to evolve as Asian regional politics continue to evolve. But yeah, there definitely, definitely feels very personal. It continues to be, you know, I was just listening to a really great podcast interview from books in Boba with the novelist Korean novelist, Joseph hah, talking about his debut novel nuclear family, which looks really amazing. And then I just bought it. And just thinking about the ongoing sorrow and grief of, you know, our people being partitioned and separated and how, you know, 70 years after the active end of the civil war, even though still ongoing, technically that we're still divided, that people are still suffering from those separations and that those people who live through the war dying or have died or are elderly, certainly.
Sun Yung Shin (00:16:49):
Yeah, it's really, it's, there's such a source of sorrow and then being an adoptee and, you know, if you want to reconnect with the Homeland takes a lot of effort there, it's kind of a lot big opportunity. Like the opportunity costs, you know, there's a lot of things that I've spent in terms of trying to get back to Korea and, you know learning about our histories that I could have spent on other things like other kinds of personal growth, like therapy, or, I mean, I have gone to a lot of therapy, but, you know, it's, it's really this lifelong. And then in terms of trying to pass on what I can to my children so that they don't feel totally unmoored, even though they don't have any other Korean relatives from my, my family. Yeah. So, yeah, that's a beautiful question. It does feel really personal, even though there's not a lot of personal details about my, you know, day to day life or my day to day childhood.
Sun Yung Shin (00:17:51):
Cause I, I think mostly those are not that they're not that interesting or important. And, and I try to, my experience of, of being a Korean adoptee is so collective. So we have so many of the same experiences, especially in terms of white supremacy and, you know, the different belief systems around kinship formation and the different kinds of belief systems around adoption and assimilation. And Americanisms so in that way, like the, the specific details of my life for me in, in the poets don't feel that important, although I'm also not like trying to hide any, anything in particular, I feel pretty open bookish.
Adapted Podcast (00:18:35):
Do you wanna go ahead and, and, and read an excerpt?
Sun Yung Shin (00:18:40):
Sure. Yeah. Thank you. I'll read just three stanzas from a poem that I wrote kind of for my good friend, Sue Wong, who's a Korean American immigrant non adopted came to the United States when she was eight with her family and her debut book "Bodega" by Milkweed Editions came out a few years ago and she had a bunch of people read with her and ask everyone to write a poem called bodega. So the, I probably the original title is bodega, but I retitled it "Behind This Door is a Siberian Tiger."
New Speaker (00:19:16):
A child born in the year of the tiger is destined to split apples, collect matchbooks, and speak the language of fire in the field. A poet can make the sun jealous. To use magic, to become small. To stow away in hollow logs. To polish her claw so smooth. They reflect last month's moonlight. Let us talk about light. How does your mother pronounce it? How does your father bury it? How does your brother borrow against it? Betting everything God promised.
Adapted Podcast (00:19:51):
What are you talking about there?
Sun Yung Shin (00:19:53):
Yeah, there I'm, I'm talking a little bit about, and it's oblique, but the way that the DMZ has become a, in some ways, a pristine nature preserve and kind of the most untouched strip of land in the last 70 years and how before Japanese occupation and annexation imperialism, that tigers were all over the peninsula, but they're extinct from the peninsula. The, the Siberian tiger, the Umer tiger is no longer to be found in the wild of course. And also then it's the year of the tiger. And I was born in, in 1974 and in, in or around may. And so that was also a year of the tiger the year of the wood tiger. And so that that's, you know, a little bit of a tiger obsession. And so that's partly what that, what that's about. It's also a slight reference to the story the lady or the tiger, which many of us in the United States growing up in the eighties and nineties, you know, read in grade school or middle school or something.
Sun Yung Shin (00:21:08):
So that then that's about choices and not knowing, you know, whether there's going to be danger or, you know, treasure behind a certain door. And that another kind of central motif of this book is the lottery. And, and so that's about orphanhood and adoption and, and being sent to a family of strangers and also about, you know, the, the corruption in Korean adoption and children being replaced by other children, you know, oh, family, you're getting this child, but then that child dies or is taken back by their Korean family. And so another child, you know, In the Matter of Cha Jung Hee by Deann Borshay Liem, where the adoption agency told her, tell them your name is Cha Jung Hee. So that's, you know, <laugh> very elusive that may, may or may not come through to any particular reader, but yeah, it's really also just kind of a love letter to our survival, you know, and what we've done to survive and kind of a sort of equivalence with tigers or any animal that's been whose survival has been endangered by human activity.
Sun Yung Shin (00:22:20):
So I just think about the dangers to adoptees and the violences against us, you know, kind of all adoptees in different ways. Depending, you know, obviously there's a huge variety in experiences, but I think that kind of fundamental, you know, the fundamental aspect of, of abandonment or relinquishment placement, and then being sent to also a, you know, if we're sent to the United States sent to a racist country that doesn't want us here and, you know, is writing this also during the last administration. And always thinking about xenophobia and belonging and, you know, not that I'm like, oh, please accept us. We belong here, blah, blah, blah. Like, it's not our land, we're an occupied land. I'm part of the settler occupier population, even though, you know, we didn't come here by consent. So those are some things that I, I thought about with that poem and, you know, kind of every poem, like what, what are the emotional, yeah, what's the emotional weather of being like a Korean girl?
Adapted Podcast (00:23:42):
Am I like too far off here, but when I read some of the, the poems, you know, there seemed to be a lot of violence they seem kind of, is that, am I, am I somewhere in the right area?
Sun Yung Shin (00:23:57):
No, I would definitely agree with that. And I think, you know, all of my books have a lot of, all of my poetry has a lot of violence and then my anthologies are, and my children's books are kind of also in different responses to violences or encroachments or ways that we are defined against our will or the way that we are used as paws in different kinds of ideological battles. Yeah. And then on a personal level, like my, you know, my adoptive father was just a really angry person. It's probably where partially where I get a, you know, get a lot of my anger too. Although it's like, if you're a woman and you're not angry, I don't, you're probably like, you know I was gonna say like brain dead, or maybe, you know, it's like, if that's kind of redundant to me to say like angry woman or angry Asian woman, or, you know, not an <laugh> like, obviously we're all different people shame.
Sun Yung Shin (00:25:04):
So shame too. Yeah. I there's, there's just so much violence in, in our world. There's so much violence against girls and women. There's so much violence against us everywhere. We' not safe anywhere. And so I'm constantly thinking about that. I'm, I'm always thinking about also like the missing girls who didn't even get to be born because of sex selective abortions, you know, for because of favor because boys being favored. And so thinking about gender imbalances in different places where boys are more valued. So yeah, I'm really angry. I'm really sad. I'm really as loud as I can be about the things that are happening to us or people who look like us or people who don't look like us. I mean, we just, we there's a lot of violence in the world and that's kinda my lens. I mean, even though I feel like, yeah, there's also just so many miracles in the world.
Sun Yung Shin (00:26:06):
There's so many beautiful people. There's, there's so much beauty and love and care. Also. I just kind of, am an idealist and think that well as, as writers or people working in, in the public domain in some way, that's our job to criticize society, to ask us all to be better, to point out violence that, you know, seems like our society takes for granted or has accepted. So yeah, I want, you know, I just feel like that's always the literature I've been drawn to. And that's what naturally I write about when I'm, especially when I'm writing poetry,
Adapted Podcast (00:26:47):
You edited a book. A Good Time...
Sun Yung Shin (00:26:52):
A Good Time For The Truth: Race In Minnesota.
Adapted Podcast (00:26:55):
I mean, what, I guess that it's a good segue. What was it like growing up in, you know, one of the, a very white state?
Sun Yung Shin (00:27:03):
Yeah. I actually grew up in Illinois. Okay. so I didn't grow up in Minnesota and I think that fuels a lot of my work in Minnesota because when I got here, I, I went to Boston university for my first year of college and then I transferred to McAllister college in St. Paul. And when I got to St. Paul, I, I just went into immediate culture shock. Like I remember even just driving around the first day that my then boyfriend and boyfriend and I arrived in St. Paul where I'd never been in Minnesota before. And I just remembered thinking, oh, there's a lot of churches and liquor stores here. Like what is interesting, strange place. And then also as soon as I, yeah, as soon as we, we got here, I was just like, oh, there's so many white people, this is such a white place.
Sun Yung Shin (00:27:55):
And then just quickly as, you know, kind of settling in, it's like, oh, well, everyone on the news is white. Everyone on public radio is white. Everyone in the legislature here is white. Everyone of authority, all the presidents of all the schools are white. You know, most of the professors are white on and on. And so, you know, that was 1990, the fall of 1992, when I got here and in the nineties, it was probably about 90% white as a state. And now it's like 84% white as a state, but the twin cities are, you know, significantly browner than they were, or certainly, you know, 50 years ago. But yeah, so that, and the fact, not just the fact that there were so many white people, because I, you know, was raised by a white family and but in a more diverse environment and at a more diverse and yeah, and closer to a more diverse city, but that it was taboo to talk about race period.
Sun Yung Shin (00:29:02):
And so that's, that was my experience from day one. And I, you know, before I came, I'd already been someone who like identified as a person of color was upset about racism was, was thinking through feminism. You know, that started, I mean, in grade school really, I mean, not feminism, but like thinking about race and place and you know, what what it meant to be a Korean adoptee in this country, what it meant to be non-white specifically what it meant to be an immigrant specifically. So those things were even more kind of stark in Minnesota because there were yeah, the overriding, the dominant culture was really like, we don't talk about race. It's not okay. That's, you know, it was also kind of coming outta that multicultural, like, you know, multiculturalism colorblindness, like, everything's great. If we just get along, we can all appreciate our diversity, et cetera, et cetera, which we're still kind of in that moment, you know, in some ways, but
Adapted Podcast (00:30:12):
So, and you've chosen to stay here. Mm-Hmm <affirmative> now you've been here, what, 20 years? 20
Sun Yung Shin (00:30:17):
Years. Almost 30 years. 20, yeah. Almost 30 years. 30 years this fall, I guess. Yeah. And that's a source of some confusion <laugh> cause I'm also not like a super outdoor, it's not like, like, oh, I love cross country skiing. And so it has like, you know, like it's not because of, I hate winter. I still hate winter, but yeah. I mean, I, I love, I love my community that I've been blessed to, you know, be a part of over the years. I've really, I think the writers of color here, there's so many more now than when I started. And I have always felt like, you know, we've been a tight community who supported each other. I've always appreciated pan Asian pan Asian American coalition building because, you know, they're just, weren't like giant blocks of Chinese Americans, giant blocks of Korean Americans.
Sun Yung Shin (00:31:14):
Like of course we still have our certain ethnic ethnicity, specific cultures, neighborhood, you know, things like that. But I always got involved with different kinds of volunteer organizing, or I was on different boards or neighborhood boards. And so I really felt like not to, not to over romanticize it, but like that the cultures of people of color, especially in the arts was, was really supportive of each other. And every, and people I knew anyway were in our trying to kind of lift all boats and build together as opposed to being like competitive or, you know, really ladder climby. And I mean, and with poetry, there's no money in the market itself for the most part. And so people do it because they love it and they can't do anything else or because like they can't not do it. And so it's just, it's just, just poetry specifically as kind of a labor of love and as an oral art that brings people together and that is really accessible.
Sun Yung Shin (00:32:23):
Like, you don't need anything fancy to write poetry. You don't even need a pen, you right. It can be just oral. And so that's one of the things that's kept me here is that the sense of community in the arts? And the sense the creativity. I really think we have kind of some of the best community in the country. I mean, compared to, yeah. What I hear from other people in other bigger cities or on the coasts, like where it's harder to live, cuz it's more expensive and then there's not the same community cuz there's just so many more people. So there there's just more maybe more specialization, you know, in this. So that's just my perspective. Like everyone else would say, you know, something different I'm sure. But,
Adapted Podcast (00:33:10):
And then many of the writers of color you know, a lot of what they're they focus on is the immigrant experience migration stories connecting back trauma through what their families have gone through. Is that something that you find that adoptee writers are able to build solidarity with other immigrant writers? Mm-Hmm
Sun Yung Shin (00:33:38):
<Affirmative> yeah, that's a great question. I feel like, yes. And more now than ever. I feel like adoptee writers have a lot in common with, you know, 1.5 generation kids who you know, are growing up American more or less or BI bicultural, tri cultural, whatever. But I, in my experience like my friends who have grown up with their immigrant parents here, they don't necessarily, you know, they have different cultural experiences just baked into their, you know, lives and things. But they don't necessarily have their parents didn't necessarily tell them a lot about their lives or what they've been through or what their grandparents have been through or like country history. You know, and a lot of 1.5 ers aren't necessarily fluent in their parents' language because their parents, you know, wanted to give them ad the advantages of, you know, being really fluent in English
Adapted Podcast (00:34:42):
And, or sounding like a native speaker.
Sun Yung Shin (00:34:44):
Yeah, exactly. All those things. And so I've felt like there's a lot in the ven diagram of sort of like concerns. I feel like there's a lot of overlap and my experience with the Asian American writing community is that in general, it's been really accepting of adoptee writers and you know, I've definitely felt different in a lot of, especially I think from the fiction world, the poetry world feels a little bit different because there's less narrative usually or can, you know, there's like, I don't really write narrative poetry. And sometimes, I mean, I don't wanna know it was kind of a dumb thing to say, but I, I do feel like a little bit more separation in the fiction and memoir world, but not really. I mean, I feel like so just, and just being a person of color wandering through, you know, day to day who's so much more in common than not.
Sun Yung Shin (00:35:50):
And I feel like, you know, we're up against the same, so many of the same gate keeping issues. It doesn't make sense to me to, to kind of build a lot of divisions, but also it, it, I really respect the differences. I would never say like, oh, we have the same experience. I think it can be lonely. You know, I've definitely heard from other adoptees who feel like maybe they grew up in it. Maybe they grew up near a bunch of Asians, but weren't, didn't feel accepted by them or felt kind of on the outside. So I think it really also depends on where you grow up and stuff like that and where you land as an adult. So that's what I would say about it. I think. Yeah. Those differences are for sure. Real,
Adapted Podcast (00:36:41):
What about other Korean American writers? Mm-Hmm <affirmative> do you feel you're seen?
Sun Yung Shin (00:36:49):
I do. I don't know. Yeah, I think so. I mean, again, I think with fiction and memoir, there's just these broader palettes to explore story and setting in, you know, a much more fully fleshed out way. So I feel like it's maybe more genre.
Adapted Podcast (00:37:12):
Can you explain that to people who may not have, you know, that kind of expertise in literary worlds? Like why would narrative be, be more of a challenge? Is it because our experiences that we draw from are from white spaces? Mm.
Sun Yung Shin (00:37:30):
I think that even from what I've heard from other, you know, like Korean American writers or writers of color, especially like my age and older you know, was very hard to find like a, a mentor with your cultural background. It was very hard to find peers or mentors. Not only not from your background, but who wouldn't kind of Gaslight everything that you're doing. And that still happens today, obviously. I ha I hear from a lot of younger writers in my classes or in whatever that they're having the same experiences that older writers have had. So back to the genre question, I mean, I think because in say a novel, you, you can have like an adoptee character interact with a, an non adoptee Korean American character, or you could have several adoptee characters, several different types of Asian American characters, or just characters from, with different identities and different backgrounds.
Sun Yung Shin (00:38:38):
And then you can have that, you know, kind of like it's a pool table of interactions. And then you can, you can show what you wanna show in terms of emotional impact and yeah, a, a story's arc, a character's arc in their over a certain amount of time. And because the kind of poetry that I write, maybe, you know, maybe has characters, maybe doesn't have characters is not trying to build a world like a coherent world that actors are moving through over time. It's more about just different kind of existential situations. It's more about emotional experiences. It's more about images and textures and things that are kind of yeah. Might seem more transient or it's more about the language itself, you know, maybe it's more it's yeah. That it's, it's less you have to make a little bit more effort with poetry depending on the poetry.
Sun Yung Shin (00:39:38):
Just like you might have to make a little bit more effort to it's it can be more expressionistic or impressionistic. It can be more fractured or yeah. Maybe deliberately like disorienting, which fiction can too, like, I don't even believe that there's that many differences between the genres, but in terms of the professionalization, there are, yeah, the professional spheres are, you know, there's quite a few differences, but yeah, if, if many of the, I'll just say if many of the Asian American novels of the past hundred years or whatever, have dealt with immigrant issues and like generational different differences between parents and children, especially with coming of age stories, like, yeah, I'm locked, you know, we're locked out of that experience because many of us, most of us don't have access to our Korean families. And regardless we didn't come over with them, we didn't, we weren't kept by them or we were taken away whatever.
Sun Yung Shin (00:40:41):
And yeah, I definitely did feel left out cuz I still haven't really seen a novel that shows my experience by an adoptee, you know? And so I am trying to write a novel I'm working on a young adult novel that I'm trying to, but it's speculative. So it's, it's actually about cloning, but there's also adoption in it, but it's not like a, it doesn't follow kind of like my life as an adoptee. But I think adoption memoirs have been really, yeah, real, those have been really amazing. And we've had a lot of, we, you know, we've had several, several good ones
Adapted Podcast (00:41:28):
And our, you know, the adoptee experience I feel like is just really primed for, you know, all this creativity and imagination that, you know, we live with ghosts, there's ghosts cosing through us. Do you find that that is something that you also are just aware of? Just the, that just the ghosts in, in our existence.
Sun Yung Shin (00:41:54):
Yeah. That's, I'm so glad you brought that up and that's exactly right. You know, we're really I mean, Koreans are haunted to begin with by all the trauma of the 20th century and ongoing militarization. And then adoptees, I definitely would say, yeah, it's a really haunted experience. It's an experience of, you know, ambiguous loss as coined by Dr. Pauline Boss from the University of Minnesota. And so I think, you know, ambiguous loss is a type of haunting where there's not no closure, there's no body, right. Specifically whether dead or alive, there's no body and there's no sometimes access to story or narrative. Like if you have a missing in action relative, or, you know, a relative who's been kidnapped and there's been no body, there's no story. You don't know what happened to them, whether they're alive or not, you know, where they are, what happened to them.
Sun Yung Shin (00:42:57):
Yeah. And because our relationships are like everything in our, you know, species, that's just like the biggest torment is to not have not have access to the relationships that are so fundamental to our wellbeing, to our, our sense of home, our sense of place, our sense of self. Yeah. And I think it kind of goes both ways from what I can tell from like birth mothers and birth families, you know, we're often secrets adoptees are, and that, that affects, you know our birth parents for the rest of their lives. It affects our birth siblings, whether they know about us or not, you know, it's just like secrets just affect everything around the person who's holding the secret, even if no one knows about the secret. Right. so there's something about that. It's like a dual ghost situation. Like we are haunted by ghosts, but we are, we're like a living ghost that our families or our, you know, maybe one or two parents or grandparents or whomever was around, you know, we're haunting their lives too in different ways, you know, and, and we're kind of a, yeah, we're sort of like haunting the body politic of, of South Korea as well as like exiled surplus children as expelled citizens, as people who've been stripped of their political belonging, civic, belonging.
Sun Yung Shin (00:44:34):
So I think that's a really, it's a very apt way of thinking about it. And I wanna recommend this book called this book by Avery Gordon. Who's a white American scholar anthropologist, and I can't remember the title of something with haunting or, and then also like grace chose first book haunting the diaspora and then her newest book tastes like war as two books. As three texts that I always return to in terms of thinking about haunting and she's also an anthropologist grace Cho. So I think that's not a coincidence the way she thinks so rigorously through, she's not an adoptee, but her mother is Korean and her father is a white American.
Adapted Podcast (00:45:24):
Yeah. I was just thinking like, when you've been away from like, let's say away from the states and you come back, someone told me they were recently told they're a credit ghost cuz they don't have a lot of credit history. Mm-Hmm <affirmative> and it's almost like we show up to the doctor's office. We're like a health ghost. Right. We don't have a bank of knowledge of, you know, our ancestors, our ancestry
Sun Yung Shin (00:45:51):
Kim Park Nelson, Dr. Kim Park Nelson. She, she, I remember sh her book, which is called "Invisible Asians," but she was thinking about or she has co like coined the term Colony of One. I think she either coined that or was gonna use it by another scholar. And so that has always stuck with me. That's been years since her book came out. And so that idea of the colony of one, because we were so isolated, most of us were so isolated growing up from other, either from other adoptees or from Korean community Korean story. And so that's like, oh, wow. Yeah. That just really hits like how lonely, what a lonely existential experience it is. And so I'm often if like I'm giving a talk or something, I often try to talk about how adoption is an existential condition and it's not just about, oh, right. Like now you have a family, a home clothes, food everything's I mean, and sometimes you don't have a family home food clothes, like people get re-homed, people are abused, people are abandoned again, you know, adoptions are disrupted. So yes. Anyway, the medical ghosting, absolutely. I've been really interested in like medical humanities and doing what I can to be part I've been part of some like health professional discussions.
Adapted Podcast (00:47:22):
Do you wanna read just one more passage. Sure.
Sun Yung Shin (00:47:27):
Maybe this one's really an adoptee ish poem and it's short. So it's called our country laundered us. And this is kind of riffing off the idea of, you know, child laundering, who, and that was coined by a white adoptive fathers scholarship work. Of course his name's excuse me, David Smolan. Oh, wow. The middle-aged brain really comes through once in a while. Dr. David Smolan he's an adoptive father. Okay. So I think he's a law law professor. Our country laundered us right into the paper, the forest, the bread crumbs, the pebbles, the stepmother, the father, the dead mother, the broom, the cage, the sugar, the flies, the tongue, the branch woman, the lingering laundering, the bars and the branch, the zebra, the camel, the sheep, and the manger, the God and his angel, the devil, the birth, the accident, the white light, the heat curse, the burning, the midnight sacrifice flight. Finally clean.
Adapted Podcast (00:48:40):
I, your writing is so lyrical and colorful just the imagery.
Sun Yung Shin (00:48:46):
Oh, thank you. I mean, a lot of that, like that poem is really a Hansel & Gretel poem. Right. It's really like a Jesus Mary and Joseph poem. Like a lot of those images are, are just images from my childhood that, you know, keep coming to the surface because they're like archetypal. Right. And of this, I keep like this archetypal family keeps coming up in my work. Because it's really, I mean, it's like kind of all about like abandoned children at, at its heart in some ways of this, you know? Yeah.
Adapted Podcast (00:49:21):
Does your adoptive family come out in the work too?
Sun Yung Shin (00:49:25):
I mean, I feel like they do. I never name them, but they're really present they, yeah. I think that they do, you know, I have an older brother who's also adopted, but he's a domestic white adoptee from a couple like the town next to where we grew up kind of thing. And he was adopted, I think while he was still just dating, which you know, is I think an unethical practice, but that is a side conversation maybe, or maybe not. But yeah, so growing up with another adoptee but who was having a different experience, a different racialized experience really brought out a lot of different things about kinship, I think. And so I'm always kind of thinking through those things and he has kids now. And so that's like the sec next thinking about their experience as white children of an adoptee.
Sun Yung Shin (00:50:27):
And my experience has mixed race kids of actually two adoptees. Their dad is also was an in family adoption. He just recently found his birth father and grandmother in Mexico, their Mexican through Ancestry.com. And so, yeah, I think I'm always thinking kind of about through that nuclear family. And I have kind of like a dollhouse in my mind sort of like a theater. And so my it's really my fam it's like over my family's, like my real family that I grew up with is definitely part of that construction, as well as just the construction of the nuclear family kind of in America.
Sun Yung Shin (00:51:26):
My dad, we kind of re we, I would say we reconciled as he got older and ended up being closer to his death, but I didn't talk to him for 10 years. We were estranged after I graduated from college because he became very invested in like anti-immigrant rhetoric and emails and racist, just crap. And we just couldn't get through it. I could, we couldn't come. I, you know, I wasn't gonna let it go and we couldn't get on the same page around it. But he kind of mellowed out later. And also as he got sicker and sicker, and also, I just had a forgiveness burst at some point that just kind of came out of nowhere. And, and he and my parents divorced when, when I went to college and so they were separated. And yeah, my mom is, is still doing well.
Sun Yung Shin (00:52:21):
She's 78. She lives in rural Illinois. And we're, I, I would say, I mean, I wouldn't, I wouldn't say from my side, it's, it's close, but I think that we have a good relationship and I think it's, close-ish, you know, but she's not like my confidant that I like, she doesn't read my books cuz she's not a reader. She, you know, but I share things about my life with her and she, you know, knows my kids and all of that stuff. So I would say we have a good relationship, but you know, as an adoptee I've always felt pretty detached from them. I also have good relationship with my brother. Actually our dad's death, I think brought us closer together. And he's really a great guy and yeah, I, I mean, I'm glad I grew up with a brother and I'm glad that I have a sibling it's even though we remember things super differently about our childhoods and fought a lot. I think that it's helped me build, I don't know. I think it was a resilience building <laugh> endurance event. Yeah.
Adapted Podcast (00:53:28):
I mean, do I mean, do you, do you think it's any coincidence that your life criscross adoption so much?
Sun Yung Shin (00:53:34):
Yeah, no, I'm, it's definitely like very locked in. Because I keep like all of my partners since that marriage, I mean, we're we're we got divorced all my life partners as an adult have all been like either foster P care people, people fosters former fosters, former like adoption candidates or adopted or children of adoptees. And these aren't things that I go looking for. But it's also like if I, I mean, I can't really be close to anyone who doesn't understand my experience as an adoptee. They don't have to be a Korean adoptee. They don't have to, you know but they have to under certainly accept. And it's just the, that, that's just the way it's happened. And so it's like, even though that wasn't part of my plan or something that I was even thinking about, and even with my kid's dad you know, it's like,
Adapted Podcast (00:54:35):
You were drawn to people.
Sun Yung Shin (00:54:37):
Yeah. Like wounds <laugh>, you know, like I'm not saying it's the super healthiest thing. But I'm definitely drawn to people who have yeah. Experienced some kind of loss in that way.
Adapted Podcast (00:55:00):
Young, this is my last question. Unless you had anything more you wanted to talk about, but you know, you touched on the point that a lot of us may have been raised by racist in racist families or you know, parents that maybe didn't even realize they were racist. Do you think that that's really had an impact on the way you parented your own children? I mean, they're adults now, but did you sort of made it more cognizant to be anti-racist in your parenting?
Sun Yung Shin (00:55:31):
Yeah, definitely. And I mean, I should say actually they're just like big kids. Like they are like, my daughter's in college and my son lives on his own and works, you know, but like, they're still, like,
Adapted Podcast (00:55:41):
They're
Sun Yung Shin (00:55:41):
Still here, kids. They're still kind, they're still pretty kid ish. And also as like older gen Zers, like their childhood lasts longer. Like it just does, it's just, we're a different society, but yeah, that's a definitely I mean, I think my parents were really good about RA like much better than in my, from my Minnesota friends, because like I said, like in, in my experience, growing up in Illinois, near Chicago, like it was not taboo to talk about race. People were like openly racist and, or people had friend, you know, people had relationships with across race because even though Chicago itself is a very segregated city, there's just way more people of color. There's way more opportunity to either work with or be living near or eating the food of, or whatever other people. And so my parents never tried to, to like tell me that I was white.
Sun Yung Shin (00:56:42):
Like some of my Minnesota friends, especially like around my age. They always were very clear, like you're Korean, but you have us citizenship, you know, the term people of color wasn't part of their consciousness, you know, it was like, but there, wasn't an attempt to try to force me into a certain type of whiteness. And they weren't ideological about it and they're not, they're not evangelical Christians there wasn't like a saviorism aspect in the same way as I see with some other families or some other people have been through. And so I was really race conscious because like I had a black principal growing up in my grade school. I was also really aware that, you know, things that my mom would say like that were racist, but not like aggress <affirmative>, but not like aggressive or like yeah. Like things like, so, you know, in our town, our, our suburb Brookfield, Illinois is kind of close to it's like 20 minutes from downtown.
Sun Yung Shin (00:57:48):
And it's a lot of like Polish, Irish some Latinx families kind of working class, like yeah, a lot of Italian and Polish kind of families from back in the day. And anyway, there was also a train tracks, like freight train tracks near our house. And on either side was like where black people were allowed to live by our, you know, racist society. And so things like language, you know, my mom would say, be careful when you walk through the colored part of town, you know, and that was her way of trying to protect me, even though, as far as I know, she'd never, you know, it was like media indoctrination. She did not have like personal experiences of, you know, being the victim of violence by the black people in our community or anything like that. Like it was racist for sure.
Sun Yung Shin (00:58:41):
And then had on my dad's side of the family, like who all are from south side of Chicago and still live in, most of them still live in Chicago, you know, N word would come up in just like regular conversation. And so I was always really hyper aware, right. Like we grow up and we're like, sometimes we can kind of just forget and we're just a kid and whatever. And then there's other times when we realize, oh, we're hyper visible. Like when we go out with our family and people are looking at us or whatever, whatever. So yeah, I've always been really aware of racial difference and I've always thought it that the, the ways that we were separated didn't make any sense to me. And so I knew that when I became a parent, I wanted that to be a big part. Like I wanted my kids to go to, to a diverse school. I wanted them to live in a diverse neighborhood. I wanted the people around them, their adults, around them to be, you know a lot of people of color, a lot of Asian Americans. So they'd have role models and it wouldn't be weird and they wouldn't be isolated.
Adapted Podcast (00:59:53):
Sure. Was it hard to pass on this? A Korean identity?
Sun Yung Shin (00:59:59):
I, you know, I got to ask my kids how they feel about that. Like I took them to Korea in 2018 and it took me a long time to get a around to it. But I was still, you know, it's like, every time you go, I mean, it's still, it's this intense for an adopt.
Adapted Podcast (01:00:15):
It's not an easy trip. Yeah.
Sun Yung Shin (01:00:17):
It's an easy trip, you know, there's a lot to negotiate and it's just like different every time. And even though I got to the point where it was like, it didn't feel traumatic to go there. It's still just, there's just a lot to deal with. So I did what I, I feel, I always feel like, oh, I should have done more. Like I should have sent them to Korean language class or something. But I also think they would, you know, I probably brought that up and they were not into it. So I do feel like, oh, I could have done more. I wish I'd done more. But I also realistically felt like when I think of it, it's like, you know, we kind of did our best. Our kids are really aware of, of adoption issues. They're aware as I could have done about, you know, we, we did have Korean food and Korean stuff around and it's like now, but we didn't have like streaming.
Sun Yung Shin (01:01:14):
There was, there was no, you know, like there was not Korean TV on Netflix and all of this other stuff, so that this flourishing of right. How you and Korean culture. So it's much easier now in some ways we can watch parasite together at home, you know, or whatever. So yeah, I feel like it was challenging also not being with a Korean American partner, although it like so many, it's just really can be really individual. I do feel, you know, I do mourn in the loss of like, oh, I don't have Korean grandparents for them. I don't have Korean cousins for them. I don't, you know, so, and I do feel like that's affected their sense of, you know, they do feel a little bit more unmoored than people who have like a big extended, you know, family, whether it's like, oh, they have a Somali family or they have a, you know and so it does feel like, oh, I have to, I try to give them as much grounding as possible. And also let them know that like, if they feel a little unmoored, like I get that. And I'm sorry about that. And I wish it wasn't that way. And it's okay. You know, it's okay to feel that, or it's okay to be mad at me for that, or it's whatever they feel about it is. Okay. And it's gonna keep changing through life, you know,
Speaker 4 (01:02:48):
Can I ask what your doc, what you know about your origin
Sun Yung Shin (01:02:51):
Story? Yeah. Yeah. So my paperwork says that I was found at I've got two there's, two different documents. One says I was found at halt in Seoul. And one that says, I was found at a particular police station in Seoul and then processed and probably stayed at like a, you know, Holtz baby center, whatever for a few days. And then I went, according to my paperwork, went to a foster family for another half a year or like that I was about nine months. I seemed to be about nine months when I was found. And then I went to foster into foster care and then was adopted, I came over at the age of about 13 months, but there was a delay, like several months delay because of having a cold or something. So there's like a gap- there's something that's a little fishy.
Sun Yung Shin (01:04:00):
Like, I don't know. I mean the whole thing is fishy. Right. But yeah. And my foster family was like four adults and a dog. And I, I did a search like through halt. I got a few more documents. I also went to the halt agency with a translator and asked to see the rest of my file. And they were like, well, okay, here's what we can give you. So there's more that I can't, I don't have access to, I don't think it's necessarily parental information. It might be like my foster family's information. Cuz that's, I'm not allowed to know that either. And then I was brought over by a Christian missionary escort from Texas. And I actually found her through Facebook, but she's like quite elderly. And so I was just kind chatting with her children. And didn't, I don't think I ever got to talk to her, but I didn't really need to, but yeah, so that's pretty much what I know. Like, do you feel like your search has
Adapted Podcast (01:05:17):
Concluded?
Sun Yung Shin (01:05:18):
Like it has, I mean, I've taken the two DNA tests. I haven't found any close relatives, you know, like third to fifth cousin, there's all these people like right in like California, Korea, Vietnam, China. So unless there's some kind of DNA that pops up or like if someone in my family is searching for me and they go to halt, like I did put a thing in my file that says like, here's my legal name now? Yeah. I, I don't know that there's more that I didn't do a TV show and I didn't do any ads, but like there was just so little, I don't have a, you know, birth date or I do have a found date. So that could be a thing. Like if there was someone looking for me and they remember where they left me in approximately the day, you know, it was like January 1975 at like 9:00 PM. That would be a way, but yeah, I don't think there's that much more that I could do, which is, you know, I think about a lot for sure.
Adapted Podcast (01:06:25):
So, well, Sun Yung thank you so much. If people want to, well, first of all, how can they buy your book.
Sun Yung Shin (01:06:32):
Yeah, they can. I mean, I, if, if they're ordering online, I really recommend Bookshop.org
Adapted Podcast (01:06:41):
Bookshop.Org
Sun Yung Shin (01:06:41):
Bookshop.org? Anyway, they, they support independent bookstores, but also if they're in the, in Minnesota, they can, it's being carried at Moon Palace books in Minneapolis, Next Chapter Books Birch in St. Paul, Birch Bark books in Minneapolis. And you know, I would Subtext books in St. Paul's been great about carrying my work and majors in Quinn. So really anywhere books are sold, you can also get it directly from Coffee house, but you know, the local bookstores are really wonderful. Yeah.
Adapted Podcast (01:07:17):
Yeah. And what are the other, what are your, what are your other imprints? Oh
Sun Yung Shin (01:07:20):
Yeah. So Outsiders Within: Writing on Transracial Adoption, our second edition came out last year from University of Minnesota press. And that's the book that I co-edited with Jane Jeong Trenka and Julia Chinyere Oparah. And that has 50 some contributors, mostly adoptees of color. And some scholars who are also adoptees and some scholars who aren't adoptees, but are real, you know, allies of adoption centered research. And then the food book that came out last year, also what we hunger for refugee and immigrant stories about food and family. That's a Minnesota historical society press book, and you can get that anywhere as well as a good time for the truth race in Minnesota, which came out in 16, still widely available, and sadly still, you know, necessary as violence against people of color continues. And then two children's books, Cooper's lesson, which is bilingual, Korean and English.
Sun Yung Shin (01:08:29):
It's from Lee and Low books in Chicago, and then have a new co-written children's picture book coming out in October. Co-Written with Diane Wilson. Who's a Dakota author who lives in Minnesota, John Coy. Who's a children's book author who lives in Minnesota and Shannon Gibney, who is a mixed, biracial Black adoptee novelist, and anthology editor. And, you know, very good friend. We have a book that's coming out in October. It's called where we come from. And it's kind of a weaving of all of our ancestry stories as well as kind of a big picture like human evolution book.
Adapted Podcast (01:09:11):
Well, thank you so much. More to come.
Sun Yung Shin (01:09:14):
Thank you so much, Kaomi. I really, really appreciate your time.
Adapted Podcast (01:09:26):
Thank you, Sun Yung. I also wanna thank our new and sustaining patron supporters and all the listeners who keep coming back for more each season, this podcast will be on summer break, but feel free to comb through the more than a hundred episodes in the archives. It's also a good time to explore other adopt podcasts or even unplug and take a break yourselves until next time.
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