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Bjarte Aarland (00:00:01):
Hello, my name is Bjarte Aarland. I live in some someplace called <inaudible>, just outside of Bergen in, in Norway. I'm turning 45 next month. And my Korean birth name was Kim Jong-il spelled in the exact same manner as the now dictators father. So that's quite peculiar.
Adapted Podcast  (00:00:26):
What was it like having a former dictator, you know, having the same name? Did you just think it was a bit odd?
Bjarte Aarland (00:00:35):
Well, to be honest, it's, it's given me so many. Laughs yeah, I, I, I remember reading about him dying. Well, no, not dying that when he was deceased and there was some speculations, at least in the Norwegian newspapers about some, some sort of power struggle in the north Korean society. And then I had to put something out on Facebook about, okay, you should at least consider me <laugh> here. I am special agents of democratic <laugh>. So called north Korean government.
Adapted Podcast  (00:01:15):
Yeah. So funny. So why don't we just get right to it? Beta, how, what do you know about your, your origins?
Bjarte Aarland (00:01:26):
I know quite a deal. I was 16, I think. Yeah, about 16 years old. When I received a letter from from my birth mother. Well that is a letter from, from from the adoption agency, the Norwegian adoption agency saying that they've been contacted by some someone at Hal who had been contacted by my birth mother and they wanted my my approval of telling her that I was in Norway. And they also wrote that if I were to give the approval, she would pretty much probably like to have some photos. So I said, of course, yeah. And I sent some photos and received a letter with photographs back and my birth brother kind of giving me their story.
Adapted Podcast  (00:02:29):
Where were you, what were you doing when you found out that Holt was contacting? I guess they contacted your parents,
Bjarte Aarland (00:02:36):
Right? Yeah. They contacted my parents and <laugh>, I remember, I, I, I had been out playing well we say football, but soccer in with my friends and coming home. And there was this really, really grave mood in, in our house. And I was man, what's wrong now? <Laugh> and my parents said, okay, come here. We, we really gotta talk about something. And then I was, something's really gone wrong now. And they showed me the letter. And my father had actually been given received a phone call earlier that same day by by the Norwegian adoption agency saying that there is a letter in the mail, you'll probably receive it today and, and so on and so forth.
Adapted Podcast  (00:03:29):
Yeah. How did you feel when you, you heard the news and had you thought much about your birth mother up to that point,
Bjarte Aarland (00:03:39):
I've been giving you quite a lot of thought. Yeah. as long as I can remember, I had, I've been aware that I was adopted I mean, when you have the Korean looks and you grow up among Vikings it's pretty obvious, but I, I knew it and I always had this this kind of desire to, to find out but I don't know about 12, 13, 14, I, I kind of reconciled with, nah, what are the odds? I will never find out something. So at the time I received a letter, I, I was pretty much at peace with not finding anything out. So I was really taken by <affirmative>.
Adapted Podcast  (00:04:32):
Yeah. And so you said yes.
Bjarte Aarland (00:04:38):
Yeah, of course. Yeah, yeah, yeah. It was like, this is what I wanted and what I had deemed impossible myself. And then suddenly it, it just arrived in my lap. So it was like this, this huge how to put it, this huge gift certificate or something. And it was really it was an emotional turmoil for sure, but it, I always knew that this would come out positive for me in the end. It was it's, it's not right to say that there was many tough emotions, but big emotions. It was a lot to cope with. It was a lot to process. But I always knew that, okay, this will be very good. This will lead to something very good. And I, I, I, I had that kind of knowledge or, or mentality all the way.
Adapted Podcast  (00:05:39):
Are you comfortable sharing parts of, you know, what she, what she said at that time?
Bjarte Aarland (00:05:44):
Yeah, no problem. My birth mother was I, I came as child number four and she was, or was it 42? I think when she gave birth to me she had, they never they never knew what kind of disease I reckon she got infected with polio. She had some paralysis, so she was almost unable to completely unable to work. So she did some suing and, and some, yeah, some minor stuff. Not very much income. My birth father were was a minister in a Presbyterian church when he was in his late twenties. His eye vision started getting really to deteriorate. And by the age of 40, he was completely blind. So he had to quit quit his kind of ministerial work. And they pretty much lived on charities from his old congregation.
Bjarte Aarland (00:07:02):
So when I came along as child number four yeah, they really didn't have any, any chance of, of racing me. They were contacted by a social worker who, who gave this pretty pretty rational assessment that, that I was, I was a week old and I was already showing signs of, of malnutrition, but they said no to adoption. And then be when I read my file, I, I read that suddenly at age two weeks, I turned <laugh> turned up at, at an orphanage. And what, what had happened was that one of my birth aunts had approached her sister and brother-in-law and saying that what's best for this child to die in your care or to live another life, another place. So she kind of pushed them or, or yeah, pushed them into adoption. So when I, I when I got back to Korea for the first time I met with all of them, including this aunt, and she told me that she had been fighting this question all over life, did she do the right thing?
Bjarte Aarland (00:08:26):
And she really needed me to, to kind of give her the, the correct answer. Did I do the right thing? She, she, she literally asked me and to me, the, the answer was obvious. Yeah, you did the right thing. I've taken the, the information in, in my folder and I've actually, well, it's, it's, it's not really professional or, or serious, or, or a hundred percent sure, but I've given the information to some what do you say, pediatrics child doctors. And they say, yeah they <laugh>, they, they were very uncomfortable giving a hundred percent answer, but they said, yeah, they were for real, a possibility that you would perish and die under the circumstances described. So I said, yeah, you, you gave me the right. You did the right thing. And it just emphasized to me that the sacrifice birth parents do when giving up children for adoption. And it made me thankful, I guess, that they chose my wellbeing over their own. I know not all adoption stories are, are like that. And there are quite a few serious issues to, to deal with, but my stories is is like that. Yeah.
Adapted Podcast  (00:09:53):
So you, you believe that you may not have made it out alive?
Bjarte Aarland (00:10:00):
Yeah, it's, it's very speculative. I, I know, but as, as I said some pediatricians said, well, semi assured me about that. That would be the outcome. Yeah.
Adapted Podcast  (00:10:16):
And what was it like meeting your, your family members? Did you meet your, your Eomma?
Bjarte Aarland (00:10:26):
No. my birth parents were both deceased when I arrived in Korea for the first time. When when I look at the timeline, I reckon that the my birth mother contacting halt and sending the letter must have been about the time my birth father died. And she died two years after. So sadly, I, I never got to meet anyone of them, but I met with my siblings and a nephew and two aunts. That was <laugh> how to describe it. It was spectacular, of course. And still, I, I got the notion that it was, and, and I've been thinking, how can I say this without sounding arrogant? I don't, and I don't think I can, but it, it was Bigger for them than for me, I guess because I've had this kind of to, to use the word intellectual, not emotional approach that I knew about. There were some people having a connection to me, but my eldest brother who he's 10 years older than me, he remembered that baby boy coming to their home. And certainly one day he was gone. And he said that we've asked our parents several times about that growing up. And it was like always, and it wasn't until they were adults, they knew what, what had happened.
Adapted Podcast  (00:12:12):
I, you know, again, speculative, but I have to believe that the loss, having your parents, not being able to keep you traumatized them in some way. And it, it possibly affected the family subconsciously.
Bjarte Aarland (00:12:33):
Yeah. <laugh> again, I, I don't wanna sound arrogant, but losing a child like that, giving up a child like that and, and losing all you, you lose all control, you lose all knowledge, you lose everything. It's yeah. I, I, I can't start to fathom it. And, and of course it must have stirred up that family for yeah. Forever.
Adapted Podcast  (00:13:05):
Tame your siblings. Did you feel like it fit like a glove when you met them, like personality? Were there things that unexplainable coincidences or similarities?
Bjarte Aarland (00:13:22):
In quite a few ways. Yeah. I'm gonna take a little bit of a detour here. When I grew up, my mother told me that I had to eat at least one boiled potato a day, because she was so terrified that I was gonna be tiny and someone, some hack pediatrician had told her, okay, you gotta get him to eat potatoes, which is totally nonsense by the way. But she believed that, and she forced me to eat one potatoe and I hated boiled potatoes as a child. So sometimes I really got into this kind of Mexican standup with her, and she was on one side of the table and a dinner plate with the potato. Everything was, was eaten, of course, was in the middle of us. And, and I was sitting like this and I could sit sometime for over an hour, just <laugh> waiting out until she said, okay, leave <laugh>.
Bjarte Aarland (00:14:29):
But when I yeah, in the late teens stopped growing she said sometimes, okay, you, you should be appreciative of the potato thing because you've been quite tall. Like two sentiment, two sentiment, what what's that like one inch or something taller than, than the Norwegian average for my generation. And she accredited the potatoes for that, but meeting my birth brother, who's probably never seen a potato in his life. We kicked off our shoes and he was exactly the same height as me. And I took one of the photos yeah, because the one of the photos I got from him showing him his face I showed that to my to my sister 10 years later. And she said where are you there? I don't know the surroundings. Where are you? So she thought that was a picture of me. So, so yeah, we looked very much the same. So it was really astounding to, to see I didn't have the, the kind of visible similarity to, to my sisters, but me and my brother. Yeah. It was it was amazing.
Adapted Podcast  (00:16:01):
Yeah. And your, your personality, you seem like you're kind of a humorous, positive thinking person. <Laugh> do you, were, were your birth siblings similar in disposition?
Bjarte Aarland (00:16:15):
Well it was really hard to connect with them. We used interpreters who one, one of the interpreters was actually American and had been taking some Korean courses. So he didn't speak Korean that well. And the other one was Korean who had taken some English courses in Korea and spoke English very bad. So the communication was, was troublesome at least. But I, I kind of the, she was the second oldest sister of mine. We, we kind of connected in, in, in I guess in a, some sort of subconscious manner. And she seemed like this. Yeah. Like this witty person as well.
Adapted Podcast  (00:17:05):
So you have you found one older brother and two sisters.
Bjarte Aarland (00:17:10):
Yeah. And when I got back to Korea the second time and visited them, they had tracked down another sister. She was three years younger than me and she also got adopted, but she got adopted in Korea. So it was quite easy for them to, to reconnect with her.
Adapted Podcast  (00:17:31):
Wow. What was it like meeting this other sibling also adopted? Were you able to communicate with her?
Bjarte Aarland (00:17:41):
No. She didn't speak any, any English as well. But it really made me, made me ponder about the questions. What if I had been domestically adopted and how would my life have been? And, and, and again, it's, it's pretty much speculative, but of course my life would've been totally different. And would it, would it have been better? That was kind of the big question that of course went unanswered because it was really not, <laugh> easy to say.
Adapted Podcast  (00:18:15):
So you are a, a nurse in Norway educated your siblings in Korea. What other professions and what are, what are their lives like?
Bjarte Aarland (00:18:30):
My younger sister, she she was domestically at, after she was a hairdresser. And then the one who was, she was like two years older than me. She, I didn't quite catch what it was. I think it was, she, she had an economic education. She was working in the Samsung conglomerate. And the second oldest, she was yeah, married with children. And my El brother, he, he had the the paralysis as well. So I reckon he, he too had been affected with polio if, if that's the answer and he was working while semi working in an organization for, for people with disabilities.
Adapted Podcast  (00:19:17):
Wow. That's interesting beta because we often hear, you know, this, you know, being adopted for a better life. And had you stayed in Korea, you, would've not gotten an education and been poor and, and maybe that could be true, but it sounds like one of your siblings, at least now works for Samsung. So she, that, that 
Bjarte Aarland (00:19:41):
No. What had because my main concern with meeting them was how did they do were they living in like a Shanty town and living of charity or what, well, it, they had actually gotten into a I, I, I don't know the, the American term, but in, in Norway we got a concept called a away adoption where a person or a family donate money on a monthly basis to another person of family somewhere else. And they had actually got this kind of kind of donation from an Australian family, which had allowed them to send send the children off to school and getting pretty good educations. So I didn't get the well at least I can't remember the name of my second older sister. She went to university and met this guy who, it was never, he was never a topic, but I understood that. Okay. He's from a wealthy family. So they had done, done well for themselves and managed well. Yeah.
Adapted Podcast  (00:20:58):
Yeah. I'm not quite sure, but maybe they were, they were sponsored
Bjarte Aarland (00:21:01):
Sponsorship. Yeah. That's pre probably the right term. Yeah.
Adapted Podcast  (00:21:05):
Sponsored. And is it, was it through the church? Was it because your, your, your father had been a minister, do you think there was a,
Bjarte Aarland (00:21:16):
I never got to, to ask them who the sponsorship was through, but I I've been thinking as well that perhaps the Presbyterian church, which is international had the sponsorship to, to me, that's the, the most likely explanation.
Adapted Podcast  (00:21:37):
So tell us a little bit about your, your family in, in Norway. Were you the youngest, the oldest?
Bjarte Aarland (00:21:45):
No, I'm, I'm the eldest of two. I have a sister adopted from Korea as well. She's three years younger than me. And we, we grew up with the same parents of course, and in the same neighborhood and same society and, and everything the same, but when it comes to when it comes to coping with being adopted, we went really separate ways. And I think, well, again, adit O one of my earliest memories is my father taking me on his lap and saying to me that you know, and you can know that we love you because we fought along and hard struggle to get you the adoption process in Norway is really tiresome. And for some, some periods of time, it had been almost three years and yeah, lot of bureaucracy red tape so that kind of, well, not kind of, it, it really stuck to my mind.
Bjarte Aarland (00:22:59):
Yeah, that's true. They fought to get me <laugh> I was their gift. So that was kind of my approach in the world. Whereas my sister, I guess she would she would always try to blend in and to, to her, it was like a sore thumb to be different. Whereas to me, it was well being adopted, being born in Korea was my medallion. It was something I was medal. Yeah. I was really bursting with pride of it. So, and our parents we had this Korean we call it the Korean was a drawer and had pictures from when they went to Korea and maps about Korea and information and, and everything. And one of my favorite things to do Saturday evenings was to, to look through the Korean drawer. And this was really this was something my parents they wanted us to do it, and they wanted us to connect with the Korean history and identity and feel proud about our Korean heritage. So for me it worked and a hundred percent and for my sister, not that much, <laugh>
Adapted Podcast  (00:24:15):
She, she rejected it.
Bjarte Aarland (00:24:19):
Yeah, I think, yeah, <laugh> I think rejected is a, is a nice way of summing it up. Yeah. She was really much in, in a position and she could get really emotional and angry. I don't want to listen about all this career talk. She could she could say,
Adapted Podcast  (00:24:47):
What would, what did, what was your parents' reaction when you were contacted when they were contacted by holds? Were they, I mean, I know you were still a kid, so, but did you sense, like maybe they felt a bit threatened by it or were they, you said that they were very supportive of you staying connected to your Korean identity. So were they excited for you? What was their initial reaction?
Bjarte Aarland (00:25:18):
<Laugh> yeah, that's a good question. My, their initial reaction and I didn't have to guess they told me they were threatened by it. They felt that their kind of parenting parenthood were demolished in, in some way. And I was like, that's ridiculous. And when they kind of came around, it was, we're talking about a few days. And then from, from that on their initial response, yeah, they felt threatened and they could verbalize it as well, but after a few days they went on to be really and stayed really supportive. And when I went back to Korea as well, really, really supportive
Adapted Podcast  (00:26:11):
And your parents. So what was their economic background? What kind of life did you grow up in? Was it,
Bjarte Aarland (00:26:19):
Well, I yeah, that that's I, I, I've been listening to some of the other guests you've had on the podcast and I, I listened to the, to the Swedish researcher Tobais Hubinette. Um there have been well research is, is too strong a word, but there has been some, some articles and some, some journalists looking into the differences in, in adoption between Sweden and Norway, both Sweden and Norway were very early adopting children from Korea and has adopted quite a few. And it seems summarized that the Norwegian Korean adoptee managed quite well, whereas the Swedish have a higher rate with both opposition against being adopted and all sorts of negative markers. One of the, the speculations it was talk about going in doing some research.
Bjarte Aarland (00:27:32):
I, I don't think they ever did that. I, I haven't heard about it at least, but one of the speculations was that in Sweden, they emphasized economy and almost only economy meaning that the adoptive parents in, in Sweden were yeah, they had a good economic background, but they were also perhaps at a higher age. And they were they, they were without Chi, they were child without children before the adoption, the Norwegian government and the Norwegian authorities had a different approach. It was like, okay, this is, this should be for everyone. It's quite costly to adopt in nowhere as well. But when you when you look to other costs with everything from diapers to childcare, the difference is not that big. So we see that Korean adoptee or foreign adoptee at all in, in Norway come from all layers of society.
Bjarte Aarland (00:28:43):
And my background, well, I grew up in middle class the first until I was nine. We lived in in suburbia kind of a concrete jungle in one of the first areas actually in, in well, at least Bergen, perhaps Norway there was, had a multi ethnicity and the school I went on to had a, a special class, well, not special single class for, for refugees from Vietnam. So getting well, <laugh> looking other, looking at other Asian people was something I was yeah. Quite familiar with. And then we moved a bit longer out of from the city center and moved into kind of like a picket fence area and a much smaller school who I, I guess, had gotten the word that this new boy had was adopted. And they were really, really prepared or, well, that is they had, did they had done some preparations and met me with this overly understanding approach to me that was well, not a bit quite weird. <Laugh>
Bjarte Aarland (00:30:10):
Well the school actually, the, the staff and the teachers and everything, and I think, well, I, I, yeah, I think they actually made changes in the curriculum because I was arriving like, which chapters to read in, in the Norwegian schools. We, we learn English but we also of course learn Norwegian. And I, I remember my, my first year there, there were so many chapter chapters and passages and books about these children, either being, or feeling different from the rest. And I would ask a friend in another class, he'd say, no, we didn't read that book. <Laugh>
Adapted Podcast  (00:31:07):
Oh, I see. So they really, they really seem to have given a lot of thought for having, I guess, a nonwhite or an Asian student join their class and
Bjarte Aarland (00:31:18):
Yeah, but, but doing so, they, they kind of went into another ditch, which is treating me and the surroundings very different. And we, we have this term in, in Norway, we call the bubble wrap children. I don't know if you have a similar in, in English. No, it's children growing up very, in a very protected environment. You wrap them in, in bubble wrap and nothing, no harm will come to them. Kind of like the in the movie finding Nemo the way Nemo is raised from his father, shielding him from, from everything. And I got very much that sense. Okay. They are doing everything to, to make me feel comfortable to make me feel welcome, but in doing so, they were kind of singling me out and saying, okay, you have, well, okay, special needs, but at least you have some needs that are quite special.
Adapted Podcast  (00:32:24):
I do you think it's because we're similar in age beta seventies and eighties, you grew up in, around Bergen or what is that? Western, Western Norway. Western.
Bjarte Aarland (00:32:38):
Yeah.
Adapted Podcast  (00:32:41):
Probably did. Did, did people not, did you not see, you said there were some Vietnamese refugees there, but mostly was it mostly white and did people not see someone looking like you very often?
Bjarte Aarland (00:32:55):
Yeah. In, in the early in the early eighties Noah was still quite homogenous ethnic country with with yeah. With, with all the vis not everyone had had light air, but yeah, almost only Norwegians with a few exceptions, but they were kind of in, in some, some boroughs, some, some areas, some parts of some towns that were a more diverse population, but nowhere as a whole, yeah, pretty much all white.
Adapted Podcast  (00:33:35):
How were you able to you say you grew up with quite a a lot of pride about being Korean. Mm. When you grew up and there weren't many, probably Asian actors on Norwegian TV and movies, and you didn't really see that we, you know, a lot of adoptee talk about the mirrors and that you probably didn't see many mirrors growing up. How were you able to have such a strong pride?
Bjarte Aarland (00:34:06):
Yeah, I I've been pondering that question myself because there were there weren't a few, there were none <laugh> Korean or Asian characters in, in TV or cinema in Norway. And I, I, in some way I envy people today growing up with parasites and squid game and yeah, yeah, yeah. That, I, I really hate Kpop <laugh> I must confess <laugh>, but, but you have all these superstars. And I, I, it, it really came to me. I, I loved the show criminal minds. No, it was it criminal mind? No, it was this show about this special task force in, in the FBI dealing with with serial killers. And they got, what was his name? Daniel Henney. Yeah. At least they, they got this Korean actor and I say, okay, even this show <laugh> has, has now been affiliated with Korean actors.
Bjarte Aarland (00:35:18):
So I, didn't kind of, I didn't lack it because I never, I, I, I never known him about, about it to lack. So I kind of built it built it in my own head, I suppose. What really the, the really kind of turning point point for me were the summer Olympics and soul in 88 Norway when it comes to winter Olympics, we're a, we're a superpower, but Norway in summer Olympics is so, but for some reason, the the coverage of the Olympics were huge in the Norwegian media. And they were showing not only from the stadium, they, they had some documentaries and feature shows about Korea as a nation. And I remember that was, wow, this is really cool. And it kind of emphasized the feeling that I already had, but I hadn't been expressing it in, in some way.
Bjarte Aarland (00:36:29):
Now I certainly had the, the pictures literally and, and the language to, to express that proud and share it with my, with my friends and my surroundings. It also was a, a, a turning point in, in another level. I, I remember there was this news article about a mass arrest of over 4,000 people, students and dissidents and everything prior to the, to the Olympics. And that made me think, okay, this country that I have been idolizing, perhaps it's not just all milk and honey I was too young to have kind of been thinking about and reflecting about the, the social issues and what makes the country adopt foreign foreign. So many people thousands of children in, in Norway where I think we're like 6,500 alone, that's just Norway. So it's pretty much it speaks of something really <laugh> really troublesome in, in a nation doing that. But reflecting about that, I was too young to do that, but seeing that that article about this mass arrest made me think about, okay, perhaps there is more, more to it than just the, the fancy stadiums and the the beautiful scenery.
Adapted Podcast  (00:38:00):
No, you mentioned to be a you had listened to his episode and he's a researcher he's faced a lot of controversy over his, his time because his views are you know, not embraced by, by everyone. But he definitely, in terms of talking about race in wondering about in Norway, do you think that also similarly in Norway that you have, you know, predominantly white parents adopting children from Korea and not really focusing on the fact that the children are a different race, in fact, even maybe even trying to not discuss race in a, in the family, what, what was it like in Norway?
Bjarte Aarland (00:38:57):
It, it was very different from what I guess it is in, in the us. In a few years ago, I think it was 2, 3 years ago. There was this Norwegian and encyclopedia. They gave out an updated version and there were, were this huge outcry from, from media, from politicians, from academics, because one chapter in, in this encyclopedia could be interpreted to said to, to the way that the encyclopedia said that there were different races among humans, and everyone was like, this is so wrong. <Laugh> so, so the Norwegian mentality is that all humankind won race and, and talking about race in, I, I, I think that when Norwegians talk about race, it is different from when, for instance, Americans talk about race, because when Norwegians talk about race, it's, it's like, I think it's got something to do with, with our heritage because when the Nazis rose to power and they were kind of looking to, okay, what's the ideal ethnicity they pointed to Norway <laugh>.
Bjarte Aarland (00:40:19):
So that was kind of like, I, I guess, in, in the thirties, people in Norway, like, oh, this is cool, but now it's embarrassing for Norwegians and make no way, well, the Norwegian culture shun, the, the thoughts about race even more. I, I guess, so talking about race in Norway is really yeah. Taboo that's taboo, taboo. Thanks. That's what's the word I was looking for. Yeah. and most Norwegians will, they won't acknowledge that there are several races and okay. We have different color. We have different creed and beliefs, but we are all one race. And perhaps it's just a more simpler and naive approach compared to the us because being multiethnic is quite new to Norwegians. So who knows in 50 years, it's, it's like the us, but yeah, to today it's very, very different.
Adapted Podcast  (00:41:31):
Yeah. I mean, it sounds similar to what Tobias was talking about in Sweden. Yeah. And in the Scandinavian countries where talking about race is actually and pointing out difference was actually thought to be racist.
Bjarte Aarland (00:41:48):
Yeah.
Adapted Podcast  (00:41:51):
Because, and it, it's a much more sort of seems like a much more nationalistic thing, you know? So I find it quite quite interesting because, and, and, and again, you're right. America's history and Norwegian history. You know, we have the, our SL you know, slavery history, native Americans you know, the way our country was founded on you know, many people think it's, it was theft, you know, that native Americans was theft. So, I mean, it's, it's, it's, we have a, a very complicated history and relationship with race today. And so I, I do understand that comparing America to, Norway's not apples to apples. So, but I do find it quite interesting that it, that, that speaking about race you know, in America is I think has been politicized to the fact that even adoptees, you know, it's politicized in, within their families and a lot of activists and, and adoptees adult adoptee, you know talking about race as, as kind of a liberation, you know, as kind of a, a kind of a empowerment, whereas it must seem very strange coming from your perspective where the way your country has the culture there, it, it, like you said, it's taboo, it makes people feel uncomfortable.
Adapted Podcast  (00:43:28):
Perhaps people think it's racist, you know?
Bjarte Aarland (00:43:31):
Mm. Yeah. and in, in the Norwegian culture and the Norwegian opinion and, and media, and, and literature and academics speaking about race, you don't have to fear that it will be thought of as racist. It will definitely be thought of as racist and well, I, this morning, I, I, when, when I was kind of preparing this, this talk <laugh> in my head, I, I was thinking, perhaps we're not talking about the same thing when Norwegians talk about race. We, we think like race and, and back to, to Nazi and, and IBA man. And, and that, but I think when we talk about culture, it's pretty much the same as when Americans talk about race, because we can talk about culture very much. We can talk about the, the Norwegian culture, the Scandinavian culture, the European culture opposed to the Southern European culture, opposed to the middle Eastern culture, opposed to the Asian culture and so on. So Perhaps we're just using different terms for, for the same thing, but yeah. Race in Norwegian is quite something else than it is in, in American.
Adapted Podcast  (00:44:57):
So, so I have a question about that. So let's say you are you know, a Korean adoptee you're Korean, ethnic, Korean grew up in Norway or Vietnamese refugee grew up in Norway. What would be your culture?
Bjarte Aarland (00:45:17):
If you ask me I'm, I'm Norwegian 100% and I know I've been talking to other Korean EE who feel quite different about it, but I'm Norwegian. I I've always compared myself with second, third, fourth, Norwegian Americans having a knowledge about, okay, I I've got this ethnicity ethnicity, I've got my genes from another country, and I can be very much or very little fascinated about that country, but I, I have a knowledge about that's where I come from. That's kind of been my approach about it. But I don't know what's the, what's the mainstream, I don't know what's most common, but I don't think my approach is the most common, at least in the Norwegian Korean adoptee society many feel are much, much stronger connection to Korea. And as I said, I, I don't listen much to Kpop because I don't like my style of music. The rubble in me has led me to just watch one episode of squid game, because everyone's been expecting me to have binged with game from a to C. But yeah, I feel Norwegian. We I, and, and some, some others used to term that we are we're Norwegian in mind, Korean in skin.
Adapted Podcast  (00:46:59):
Yeah. Sometimes people talk about being a twinky or banana
Speaker 3 (00:47:03):
Banana. Yeah,
Bjarte Aarland (00:47:04):
Yeah. Twin twinky. Yeah, yeah, yeah. Light and, and <laugh> and the chocolate. Yeah, yeah,
Adapted Podcast  (00:47:12):
Yeah. Hoho or, yeah. Twinky where it's like white in the middle. Mm. Oh, well, so let me ask, let me ask you, bro. So when you think of your ancestors do you think of the, the Vikings?
Bjarte Aarland (00:47:30):
Yeah. I do. And <laugh> well, for, for, for quite a few decades as, as I mentioned since, since the Nazis pointed to, to the Norwegians and the old north, it it's been a bit troublesome to, to look at. And as we read more about history we read that the Vikings, they were kind of, they weren't very good people <laugh> they were Maor us. And the story of Norway is that we've been occupied by first Denmark and then Sweden for six centuries. So we had this really need for, for, okay. What's the, what's the Norwegian identity, what's the Norwegian pride, and then was very easy to look at the Vikings when okay. Everyone feared us at that time, but yeah, they feared us because we were very unsympathetic <laugh>. So the Norwegian identity yeah, you, you can look at the Vikings and <affirmative>, and yeah, I guess if, if I were to close my eyes and, and kind of visualize my ancestors, they, they would've been vis yeah.
Adapted Podcast  (00:49:00):
Patrick, do you know what the American football team in Minnesota, do you know what they're called
Bjarte Aarland (00:49:05):
Minnesota Vikings? Yeah, I do. <Laugh> and 500 years prior to Columbus, there was this guy called life Erickson who came to Newfoundland in, in nowadays Canada.
Adapted Podcast  (00:49:25):
Oh, yes. Right. And, and, and there's also Vikings, London and I, what is, you know, considered Ireland today. And so there's quite a few people with Norwegian ancestry.
Bjarte Aarland (00:49:39):
Yeah. History. Yeah. So several of the, of the cities in the British ISS were actually founded by, by Vikings, both Dublin and York and London as well. And nowadays Kiev were also had also a, a huge contribution in, in establishing due to the Vikings.
Adapted Podcast  (00:50:03):
So you said that you know, Norway and I know a little bit about society but it's a very egalitarian society, right. In a very you know, were they considered that adoption should be available for, for all, and not just the people who are affluent and who can afford it. So does that mean that the Norwegian government subsidized adoptions, it helped families to afford the cost?
Bjarte Aarland (00:50:30):
They didn't subsidize to my knowledge, but all the, all the kind of Norwegian bureaucracy were without any fees, which is pretty, that's rare in no way that you don't pay anything. There is a lot of bureaucracy in no way. And it is that there is a term called cost pay, which means that you have to pay what it actually costs for the, for the government, but when it comes to adoption, it is you don't pay anything. So you can see, yeah, it is subsidized in a, in a, in indirect term. And well, Norway, politically is so extremely different from, from America. And I think if the Norwegian kind of government and society would, would be described to an American 99% would think communism and even even the,
Adapted Podcast  (00:51:34):
Or socialism
Bjarte Aarland (00:51:35):
Oh, socialism. Yeah. we, we have something we call the welfare state and we, we even, even far right Politics in, in norway will want the state to be, to be big, to be massive, to have a huge impact in, in people's lives, because that's kind of a, a support system. And that's been been the, the mentality in, in many ways, including including the egalitarian approach to, to adoption. Yeah.
Adapted Podcast  (00:52:09):
Oh, that's interesting. So, you know, if you think about it, Korean adoptees and their families have been treated differently than this, everyone's the same kind of approach.
Bjarte Aarland (00:52:19):
Yeah. And, and I mean, thinking a lot about it, it's, it's just like when I went, went to the new school being so extremely conscious not to treat anyone different may lead to that, you actually treat them different. <Laugh>
Adapted Podcast  (00:52:49):
I wanted to talk, you had mentioned earlier when we had exchanged emails you, you had an interest in how adoptees cope with their adoptions or their identities as they develop and, and grow in into adulthood, and even as adults, what do you mean by that? And, and sort of, You know, why has it been something that's interested you so much?
Bjarte Aarland (00:53:15):
Well I think I have a fundamentally interest in, in kind of like, yeah, popular psychology to, to use that term and growing up and as a young and over the years not so young adult <laugh>, I've been approached by numerous adoptive parents wanting to kind of hear my side of the story. And they, some of them described the pure sunshine stories and other one others were having really, really difficult and heavy stories to tell. And then I, I, as, as the, in internet came, it was much easier to form, to form groups and, and to share, share information with each other. And then the kind of what my my knowledge base base, which was three or four or five persons I I've coincidentally ran into came became much bigger. And we formed this well, that is, I, I semi helped form this kind of well interest group is yeah.
Bjarte Aarland (00:54:39):
Some sort of interest group for, for Korean. And then it became pretty clear to me that quite a few of them were struggling with their well with, with their lives and with being adopted. And I was thinking, okay, on one level, if, if I can model that it is very much possible to be Korean adopted in Norway and, and cope with it. And on the other hand, okay, what, what's the problem? Can I, or someone external or some professional help you in some way? And yeah, that's well, I, I can brag about the egalitarian <laugh> side of me, but truth be told it, the, the psychology of it really have been really interesting to me,
Adapted Podcast  (00:55:36):
You know, a lot of studies. And there's a lot of, I mean, research now about trauma that adoptee face, even pre-verbal before, you know, the separation mm-hmm, <affirmative> from our mothers and the wounds that are, you know, invisible. Have you, have you seen that in maybe not yourself, but in others?
Bjarte Aarland (00:56:03):
Yeah. And I, I, I can speak honest about sides of that affecting my life as well. Again as more detour last year we, our family, we bought a dog and we were so conscious not to leave him alone the first time, because it would be so damaging to him to be alone, to, to be separated from us. And that's a dog <laugh> and it's, well, well, the idea that you can take a newborn and separate that baby from, from his or her parents and take them to an orphanage and then perhaps take them to a foster home and then to a new family, and that it will not leave any emotional marks or psychological marks. I, I mean, that's just being stupid. Of course it will. And, and I think we should as I mentioned before, the, the at least the Norwegian government and the Norwegian approach to, to several things ha have been very naive.
Bjarte Aarland (00:57:14):
And we saw there were a search in the, what was it in the late nineties with children coming from from Liberia and from, from the civil war there. And they had been living through hell on earth and they were kind of sent into the Norwegian system and we thought, okay, they're just regular children. Of course not. Some of them had been soldiers. Some of them had been forced to execute their parents. Of course there has been some scarring. And, and I mean, you have to take the, whether you come from Liberia or you come from Korea, you have to take the, the full background take it seriously, and you have to cope with, or deal with, or fix and heal if you can. Some of the scars and impacts that are pretty much guaranteed to be there. So I think the, that, again, the, the, everything is normal or everyone, our normal approach that the Norwegian government has had has done men quite a few adoptees wrong I guess, yeah.
Adapted Podcast  (00:58:36):
Has there been are you, are you still active within the adopted community in your area?
Bjarte Aarland (00:58:42):
Well, semi active, I think would be the right description. I'm, I'm a member of the of the Facebook groups and well I, I often attend when there's something yeah. Prior to COVID.
Adapted Podcast  (00:58:58):
And so is your sense that there's among, among Korean adoptees, there's more discussion now about trauma and about how healing and therapies and how to cope?
Bjarte Aarland (00:59:14):
Well, no, actually in my opinion, they're kind of, yeah, the, the Facebook discussions and the, the academic discussions that, that are starting to come now have a different focus. And to me, it looks like they're emphasizing that the kind of structural issues and sites and effects of adoption that is overseas adoption. It is okay as a concept or not. And in interracial to use the American <laugh> use of the word adoption, is that okay? And that discussion has transracial. Yeah. Sorry, transracial. Yeah. Yeah. So to me, that's kind of the, the, the main issues in, in the discussions right now.
Adapted Podcast  (01:00:16):
Okay. So do you think that it's, it's still, it's taboo to talk about as an adoptee, that you have trauma or to acknowledge that there was something that about these wounds or that
Bjarte Aarland (01:00:36):
They no, that's a good question
Adapted Podcast  (01:00:38):
Or that they still, I think can affect you as an adult?
Bjarte Aarland (01:00:42):
I think the the answer would be yes. Yeah. I think there's some, Yeah, I, I think there's some taboo again the the Norwegian mentality and, and the Norwegian self-awareness is, is of a this two meters tall Viking climbing mountains and lifting yeah. Throwing stones and, and chopping wood with the bare hands and
Adapted Podcast  (01:01:12):
Kind of like, you're here now. It's, it's what you do with it kind of thing.
Bjarte Aarland (01:01:17):
Yeah. Yeah. And, and yeah, so, so you, you, you are supposed to, to cope with everything and saying, well, I struggled with life itself. Well, it doesn't fit the system and that's not, I don't think that's that's limited to, to adoptee only that's all of Norwegians. And I think for adopters, yeah. Focusing on, on healing healing, these emotional and psychological wounds is, is yeah. Of limit. Well, the topic is, is of limits. And that's, to me, that's that's a real shame because many people are, are living their lives with lots of troubles. They could have been spared of perhaps.
Adapted Podcast  (01:02:04):
Yeah. I wonder if these, like, international gatherings, have you ever gone to an IAH gathering?
Bjarte Aarland (01:02:09):
No, I haven't. I haven't. So next year. Yeah. <Laugh>
Adapted Podcast  (01:02:16):
But you know, when you've got these kind, these, these adoptees from all over the world from different from Scandinavia, the us Australia and other countries, Canada converging and is sharing their experiences and life struggles and, you know, in adulthood, a lot of it centers around personal relationships, I think. Hmm. And looking back to, how is adoption connected to this when you describe sort of the Norwegian mentality for adoptees, I, I wonder if it has some impact and I, I guess you, can't not having gone to one of these international gatherings, you probably really can't speak to it, but I don't know if you have any sense of, if there's been, you know, if adoptees from Norway are sort of like starting to think or get some new ideas, some of these new ideas from other adoptees, from like, let's say America, for example.
Bjarte Aarland (01:03:17):
Well if, if I were to look on the Facebook posts from the people I know who has been at those gatherings, I would say, no they are the kind of postcard images and attending courses in using chopsticks and making kimchi and wearing TaeKwonDo dresses. But when, when we see, see at the, the actual discussions going on in, in the adoptees communities, I say, yes there has been some, some changes and perhaps it's due to the, the globalization of the, of the adoption community. And there has, as I, as I was, I think I mentioned this earlier, that there has been some, some real differences between the Swedish and the Norwegian approach, both, both from, from the structure, the government, but also from, from the adoptee themselves as a group. I think it's growing more, more like, and accommodate now. And it looks like the Swedish approach is kind of coloring off on the Norwegian.
Adapted Podcast  (01:04:39):
What are some of those differences?
Bjarte Aarland (01:04:42):
Well 
Adapted Podcast  (01:04:43):
Yeah, cause, you know, as Americans, we kind of, we kind of think of this Scandinavian cultures and adoptees are all kind of the same, but you know, of course that's
Bjarte Aarland (01:04:54):
<Laugh> yeah, well many, yeah, many people compare Norway and Sweden to, to us and Canada. I say it's actually more us and Mexico because from 1814 to 1905, Norway were occupied by Sweden. And we've always been the little brother. We are half the size in, in country and half the size in population and Sweden historically have been military and economic superpower in, in Europe and no way while for 500. Yes, we were counting Denmark. So we've always got this little brother this stepchild feeling comparing to SWS. So some, some parts of the Norwegian society, we will look to Sweden and try to model and imitate the Swedish approach in adoption. It's been the opposite. We thought, okay, they've done some errors that we gotta be sure we don't make. And there were this, it was a summary in, oh, when was it?
Bjarte Aarland (01:06:09):
It's quite a few years ago. I think it was in the late nineties from foreign in Norway showing that they had fewer symptoms of psychiatric diseases. They had a lower rate of drug addiction and they had better grades in school compared to, to the general population. And that's, that was the, to, in, in my knowledge, that's the only research that has been done. And it, it wasn't a proper research either. But that's the only one that has been done in, in Norway, in Sweden. They have looked more thorough into it. I, I think, and I fear that the Norwegian approach and the Norwegian adoptee and the Norwegian academics and society will forget that there are some structural differences in adoption between Sweden and Norway and that they will just copy paste the Swedish findings.
Adapted Podcast  (01:07:11):
Yeah. Because I think studies like that, that that you, that you mentioned, you know, they, people just kind of are galvanized by that to, to, to support a political position, you know, to say that well, you know, compared to the overall population, international adoptees tend to be, you know, better you know, more successful more psychologically stable, however you call it. But I think that studies like that don't take into account this performative aspect that adoptees often, you know, now, you know, it's sort of come out where, you know, there's this perfectionism and performative quality that many adoptees feel they, they have to achieve to, to please their parents or to be grateful.
Bjarte Aarland (01:08:10):
Hmm. Yeah.
Bjarte Aarland (01:08:13):
Yeah. It, I, I gotta say it really shocked me listening to, to, to bias about the, the, the, the Swedish conditions, because that is, I, I would most Norwegians will, and, and I, I guess most Norwegian will, will not say that's an, an accurate description for my life. And it's very interesting then to find out why as, as you said, Sweden and Norway are, are very much alike, cultural wise. We, we, we don't share a language, but the language Swedish and, and Norwegian are very, they're very much alike and everything's so much the same. So why should it be different in, in this aspect? And it's interesting question. Yeah. There have been some voices, but they have been very petite about doing more research in general about adoption in, in Norway, but so far, almost none, I think when you look at the, well, not academic, but, but political and media wise focus on adoption in no way the, the critical focus, it has been on adoption from other, other countries than, than Korea. And yeah. Why 
Adapted Podcast  (01:09:50):
What would you say Korean adoptees have been in Norway sort of looked as a model?
Bjarte Aarland (01:09:55):
Yeah, yeah, that, that was, thanks. That that was the term I was looking for. And, and just, and the model and, and the success story compared to adoptions from, well, the, after the fall communism and, and the kind of implosion of, of the Romanian government there were several Norwegian Norwegians traveling to Romania and picking up children without, without any process. And of everyone, of course <laugh> said that's not good <laugh> but there has been some research in, in Romanian children and also in adoptee from Columbia, but to my knowledge, none from Korean.
Adapted Podcast  (01:10:53):
Okay. Thank you. Bjarte, I wanted to, before we sort of end here, I did wanna touch back back with your, your chosen professionalism, a nurse you're in the medical field. Do you think there was some connection with knowing that your biological parents had become so sick and that perhaps even yourself might have some genetic dispositions for illness, do you think there was any connection there even subconsciously?
Bjarte Aarland (01:11:28):
I'm pretty sure there were that is, I, I, prior to the age of 16, I had decided on, on, on healthcare as, as a profession, but hearing their stories just, and, and I remember thinking clearly about that, it really emphasized that, that focus for me. Yeah. So yeah it really did. It did,
Adapted Podcast  (01:11:58):
What, what do you like best about what you do?
Bjarte Aarland (01:12:02):
Oh, that's a good question. I I, well, it's so basic for me that I like the, the both notion and the feeling for me, giving people a better day knowing that the way I solve knowing the way I solve problems and, and issues can make people have a better day. That's a real ego boost for me. <Laugh>
Adapted Podcast  (01:12:35):
What is, is the pandemic over in Norway
Bjarte Aarland (01:12:39):
Pandemic? Well, no <laugh> all the, all the actions taken are over all the kind of closing of society is over, but the pandemic is not over, but what we see now is that 90 something percent of on Norwegian has have taken the, the vaccine and taken it twice. And then when you get infected with a, with a new strain that came from, from, was it South Africa, I think you don't get really sick. So it's, it's now it's like a flu in no way.
Adapted Podcast  (01:13:18):
And masking was masking where people very vigilant about masking for a while.
Bjarte Aarland (01:13:24):
Yeah. And the Norwegian government were actually quite quite conservative about masking because well, there has been some research that masking does not do any, it, it's not very helpful. It does not
Adapted Podcast  (01:13:41):
Sweden, Sweden didn't mask. Right?
Bjarte Aarland (01:13:44):
No, and, and that's very interesting because when it come to coping with COVID Sweden and Norway went really different ways. So I, I reckon there would be massive comparative research between noway and Sweden. What we saw that in, in, in total, in no way we we're like 5.3 million. And in total we have like 1300 deaths in total in Sweden. It's been like, yeah, I, I think 20 times that much. And they are, they are double our population. So, so the death rate has been extremely high, much higher in, in Sweden.
Adapted Podcast  (01:14:26):
Okay. So, I mean, it does seem that that mass do have a, that do help in, in protection. Yeah.
Bjarte Aarland (01:14:34):
Yeah. if everyone's wearing a mask the, the ones who are infected, they will, the mask will shield in, in some way they are surroundings, but it won't help you from not getting infected. If, if a, if an infected person does not wear a mask.
Adapted Podcast  (01:14:56):
I see. Okay. did you make it COVID free
Bjarte Aarland (01:15:02):
<Laugh> for some reason. Yeah, I did. And my family, we've taken several tests because latest a few weeks
Adapted Podcast  (01:15:11):
You work at a hospital, right? So it must have been
Bjarte Aarland (01:15:14):
No right, right now, I, I work in an in an organization and I don't work as a nurse right now, but coming into the coming into the epidemic I worked at at a municipality yeah, the the Norwegian healthcare system is divided between hospitals that are state run and the municipalities doing everything else, healthcare that is not associated with
Adapted Podcast  (01:15:44):
Us. Okay. So like, like public health?
Bjarte Aarland (01:15:47):
Yeah.
Adapted Podcast  (01:15:49):
Okay. Okay. <Inaudible> I see a wedding ring. You're married. Do you
Bjarte Aarland (01:15:55):
Have kids? I'm married? Yeah. So we've been married. Oh gosh. <Laugh> 11 years in May 22nd. My wife's she's Norwegian. She actually got, gets not as often as me, but almost as often as me questions where she comes from, because she's well, she she's got very light skin, but she's got really dark hair and brown eyes. So people as assuming she come from, I don't know, Italy or Romania or Southern Europe.
Adapted Podcast  (01:16:34):
I see. Okay. But she's not adopted or she knows.
Bjarte Aarland (01:16:38):
No, she's, she's not
Adapted Podcast  (01:16:39):
<Laugh> okay. So beta, if people want to get ahold of you, how, how can they do it?
Bjarte Aarland (01:16:51):
Yeah they can is mostly easily approach me through Facebook and messenger. My name spells out B J a R T E. And my last name is a, a R L a N D crazy Norwegian first and last names. Both of them. I have Instagram and Twitter accounts, but they are semi dad. I don't use them. So Facebook's the, the, the platform to reach me otherwise they can email me at BJ, a RT, E dot a a R L a N D. <Laugh> gmail.com.
Adapted Podcast  (01:17:32):
I like your, your phrasing. Semi-Dead so I think <laugh>, I think some would say Facebook is semi dead, but <laugh>
Bjarte Aarland (01:17:39):
Yeah, yeah, yeah. Facebook's for our generation, we are the only ones using it. So.
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