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Introduction

North Korean migrants in South Korea occupy an unusual position in migration research. They enter a
society linked to them by language, history, and legal ideas of national membership, yet everyday
settlement may still involve educational inequality, linguistic stigma, economic adjustment, and
uncertainty about belonging. A 2024 qualitative study of North Korean refugee students, for example,
found a gap between formal legal rights and everyday participation, with some participants
attempting to “blend in” while also developing an identity that incorporated both North and South
Korean experience (H. Kim & K. Kim, 2024). These tensions make religious and political aspirations
particularly useful for studying how migrants interpret belonging rather than simply whether they
have “integrated.”

Aspirations in these areas should not be treated as predetermined consequences of migration.
Religious participation may reflect faith, social support, community access, or a combination of
motives. Political learning may involve exposure to elections, civic organizations, public debate, and
competing ideas of national identity, while responses differ according to personal history and social
reception. The research problem is therefore interpretive: how do migrants themselves describe the
development of religious commitments, democratic participation, national identity, and belonging
after settlement?

Research Problem and Social Context

North Korean migrants encounter an unusual combination of formal inclusion and social
differentiation. They receive South Korean citizenship and enter a state that officially frames Koreans
on both sides of the peninsula as members of a shared national community. At the same time,
differences in accent, vocabulary, education, work experience, technology use, and social norms can
mark newcomers as outsiders. Recent research on North Korean students in South Korea found that
legal membership did not necessarily translate into full everyday participation. Participants described
difficulties linked to educational inequality, institutional barriers, and social reactions to their North
Korean identity, leading some to conceal their background in order to reduce unwanted attention (H.
Kim & K. Kim, 2024). A separate study of linguistic discrimination in higher education similarly reports
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that North Korean accents can be stigmatized even though North and South Koreans share the Korean
language (2024). (Park & May, 2025).

These experiences are relevant to both religious and political aspirations because aspirations develop
within a social environment. A migrant who experiences acceptance through a church, university,
workplace, or civic organization may associate participation with belonging, while repeated
discrimination may encourage withdrawal or concealment. The receiving society therefore influences
integration as much as the migrant’s willingness to adapt. Research on South Korean attitudes toward
North Korean defectors also demonstrates that co-ethnicity does not guarantee uniformly positive
reception. Kim, Lee, and Lee (2023) found that attitudes can be shaped by partisanship and the
political framing of defector inclusion. This finding is important because it shows that North Korean
migrants become part of existing South Korean political disagreements rather than entering a neutral
social space.

Economic adjustment further shapes aspirations. North Korean migrants must learn to navigate a
market economy in which employment, education, financial decision-making, and career
advancement operate very differently from the institutions they previously experienced. A 2024 study
in the Journal of Development Economics found associations between implicit attitudes toward South
Korea, economic expectations, and performance in experimental market settings among North Korean
refugees. Such findings should not be used to stereotype migrants as economically deficient. They
instead illustrate how long-term institutional socialization may continue to influence expectations
after migration and how adaptation can involve both practical learning and changes in self-
perception.

Religious Life as a Site of Belonging

Religion occupies a distinctive place in North Korean migration because many migrants encounter
Christian organizations during transit or settlement. Churches and faith-based organizations have
historically provided material assistance, housing connections, education, emotional support, and
social networks. Jung’s study of North Korean migrants’ evangelical encounters describes churches as
important “contact zones” in which migrants and South Korean Christians negotiate religious identity,
national belonging, and visions of reunification (Jung, 2015). Religious participation can therefore be
simultaneously spiritual and social. A migrant may attend a congregation because of personal faith,
community support, practical assistance, friendship, or some combination of these motives.

Religious aspiration should not, however, be interpreted as a uniform movement toward Christianity.
North Korean migrants vary in prior exposure to religion, personal belief, family experience, and
responses to South Korean religious institutions. Some may experience conversion as a profound
reorganization of personal meaning after authoritarian rule, traumatic migration, or social dislocation.
Others may participate primarily because churches provide supportive networks. Still others may
distance themselves from religion or feel uncomfortable when assistance appears connected to
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expectations of belief or participation. The academic task is therefore to distinguish religious practice,
religious identification, institutional participation, and spiritual belief rather than treating church
attendance as direct evidence of conversion.

Religious institutions can influence political aspirations as well because churches are not purely
private spiritual spaces. Congregations may communicate ideas about human rights, anti-
communism, Korean national identity, reunification, charity, civic obligation, or conservative and
progressive political concerns. Yet the effect is likely to vary substantially across churches and
individuals. Migrants may accept some religious teachings while rejecting political messages, or they
may understand faith through personal transformation rather than national ideology. The relationship
between religion and politics should therefore be investigated empirically rather than assumed.

Religion may also offer migrants a language for interpreting suffering, guilt, survival, family
separation, and hope. Migration from North Korea can involve dangerous transit, uncertainty, and
separation from relatives. Faith communities may provide rituals and relationships through which
migrants interpret these experiences. At the same time, researchers must avoid reducing every
migrant narrative to trauma. North Korean migrants also possess agency, skills, ambitions, humor,
professional identities, and ordinary family concerns. Religious aspirations are best understood as one
dimension of a larger life project rather than as a psychological response that defines the entire
person.

Democratic Learning and Political Identity

Political adaptation is equally complex. North Korean migrants arrive with experience of an
authoritarian political system but are then expected to navigate competitive elections, political
parties, independent media, public protest, and the language of individual rights. It would be
simplistic to assume that exposure to democracy produces immediate understanding or uniform
support for every institution. Democratic citizenship requires learning both formal procedures and
informal norms. A recent qualitative study of North Korean refugees’ sociocultural learning about
democracy describes political development as an ongoing process through which participants
interpreted concepts such as dignity, equality, freedom, and participation in relation to their own life
experiences (“Breathing Democratic Air,” 2024). (Kim & Park, 2025).

National identity may provide one pathway into democratic participation. Earlier research by Hur
(2018) found that stronger identification with a Korean national community encompassing both North
and South Koreans was associated with a stronger sense of democratic obligation among surveyed
defectors. The significance of this finding lies not in suggesting that nationalism always supports
democracy, but in showing that political learning is connected to identity. Migrants do not enter South
Korea without prior ideas about Korea, national unity, authority, and social obligation. These existing
beliefs may be reinterpreted in a democratic context rather than simply replaced. (Ministry of
Unification, Republic of Korea, 2026).
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Political aspirations can also be influenced by the way South Koreans respond to North Korean
migrants. If migrants are repeatedly treated as symbols of anti-communism, reunification, security
threats, or welfare dependency, their individual political identities may be overshadowed by roles
assigned to them by others. Kim et al. (2023) demonstrate that South Korean public attitudes toward
defectors can shift according to partisan cues, suggesting that migrant inclusion itself may become
politically framed. Such conditions can make political participation more difficult because migrants
must navigate not only unfamiliar democratic institutions but also public expectations about what a
“North Korean defector” is supposed to believe.

Education and language are also relevant. University settings expose migrants to civic debate and
broader social networks, but recent research finds that linguistic discrimination can undermine
confidence and participation. North Korean students may modify speech patterns or conceal their
origins to avoid judgment. These strategies can facilitate short-term social adaptation while producing
tension around authenticity and identity. The 2024 study of refugee students describes an emerging
“inter-Korean identity” among some participants who sought to belong in South Korean society
without entirely rejecting their North Korean heritage. This form of identity is politically significant
because it challenges the assumption that successful integration requires complete assimilation.

Political aspiration therefore should not be measured only by party preference or voting behavior. It
may include willingness to participate in elections, trust in institutions, interest in public issues,
support for rights and equality, expectations about reunification, and a sense of responsibility toward
the political community. Different dimensions may develop at different rates. A migrant may strongly
value freedom of choice while distrusting political parties, or may participate in elections while
remaining skeptical of government institutions. Such combinations are normal in democratic societies
and should not be interpreted as evidence of failed integration.

Proposed Qualitative Research Design

Research on North Korean migrants requires methodological caution because the population is
relatively small, politically visible, and potentially vulnerable to stigma. Studies based only on
churches or resettlement organizations may overrepresent migrants who remain connected to formal
support networks. Snowball sampling can reproduce the social characteristics of initial contacts, while
politically sensitive questions may generate socially desirable answers. Researchers should therefore
use multiple recruitment pathways and clearly describe the limits of generalization.

Participants and evidence

Qualitative methods are especially valuable because aspirations involve meaning, identity, and
change over time. Semi-structured interviews can explore how migrants understand religion, political
participation, national identity, discrimination, employment, and belonging without forcing these
experiences into predetermined categories. Life-history approaches can show how views change
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across North Korea, transit countries, initial resettlement, education, employment, and later
adulthood. Observation in churches, community organizations, educational programs, or civic groups
may also reveal differences between formal institutional messages and everyday participation.

Ethics and interpretation

Ethical protection is essential. Questions about relatives remaining in North Korea, escape routes,
political activity, or personal networks can create perceived or actual security risks. Researchers
should collect only information necessary for the research question, protect identifying details,
separate contact information from research data, and make clear that participation is voluntary.
Migrants should not feel that services, financial assistance, or organizational relationships depend on
participating in research. Trauma-sensitive interviewing is also important, but researchers should not
assume that every participant wishes to discuss escape experiences or define themselves through
trauma.

Research should also distinguish migrant characteristics from structural barriers. If a person struggles
in employment because credentials are not recognized or because employers react negatively to a
North Korean accent, additional individual training alone cannot solve the problem. Similarly, political
participation may be shaped by the receiving society’s stereotypes and partisan debates as much as
by migrants’ prior authoritarian socialization. A rigorous study therefore treats integration as an
interaction between individuals and institutions rather than a test of whether migrants can
successfully imitate South Koreans.

Expected Contribution

North Korean migrants’ religious and political aspirations develop within a complex process of
settlement, identity reconstruction, and institutional learning. Religious communities may provide
faith, social support, material assistance, and new interpretations of national identity, but religious
participation should not be assumed to represent uniform conversion or political alignment. Political
adaptation similarly involves more than learning how to vote. Migrants encounter democratic
concepts such as rights, equality, participation, and civic obligation while also negotiating
discrimination, linguistic difference, economic adjustment, and public expectations about North
Korean identity.

Recent research suggests that belonging is central to these processes. North Korean migrants
possess South Korean citizenship, yet social participation can be constrained by stigma and
institutional barriers. Some develop identities that incorporate both North Korean heritage and South
Korean civic membership, while others may conceal aspects of their background in particular settings.
Religious and political aspirations should therefore be understood as diverse and evolving rather than
predetermined by defection. A responsible research approach recognizes individual agency, avoids
political or religious stereotyping, and examines how South Korean institutions and communities
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shape the opportunities through which migrants construct their lives.
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