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Repertoires of Redemption: Migration, Asylum, and Religion in the
Era of Involuntary Immobility

When the Trump administration made Christian refugees an exception to its so-called “Muslim Ban,” pundits
wondered if this policy would require the government to assess who are real Christians. This kind of quandary is not
new. The controversies over the Christian conversion of Muslim migrants from Iran, Afghanistan, or Syria have
generated a similar debate in Europe. These controversies pose a set of intriguing questions. Does the state have
the right or capacity to establish an individual's religious identity? What types of actors are involved in refugee-
making and with what motives? What kinds of practical challenges, legal intricacies, and moral dilemmas do they
face, and how do they make sense of and respond to these? My book project explores these questions by drawing
on long-term, transnational, multi-sited ethnographic research on the migration trajectories, legalization strategies,
and religious conversion careers of ethnic Korean migrants from China to the United States, focusing especially on
those who apply for refugee status as Christians.

My project moves beyond “seeing like a state,” to borrow James Scott’'s much-celebrated term. It instead turns
attention to how migrants see the state, or more specifically, how migrants experience the everyday working of
immigration law and actively partake in the dialogical production of “refugees” from above and below. The project’s
bottom-up view reveals how the migration-control regimes of affluent liberal democracies are centrally involved in
the unequal distribution of life chances, honor, credit, and moral worth across the globe. It also shows how
(aspiring) migrants’ extensive engagement with these regulatory apparatuses, long before their arrivals on the
shores of affluent immigration states, informs their entrepreneurial approach to the asylum institution. Migrants’
encounter with immigration law is rarely unmediated, though. My project sheds light on the dense, transnational
networks of for-profit and non-profit intermediaries that buttress, appropriate, modify, or contest the story that
law tells about itself. By bringing together macro- and micro-level analyses, the project investigates how migration
governance, transnational religion, and the politics of humanitarianism are navigated and negotiated on the ground
with their full complexity and contradictions.
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