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Abstract
Passports are of central importance to migration and mobility. They play a key role in defining state
borders and identities, and they determine the passport holder’s right of entry. Passports are the
main topic of this talk, which focuses on my book manuscript in progress entitled, Entanglements:
Passports, Identity Documents, and Migrant Workers. This research project originated in 2015 when
the Indonesian consulate in Hong Kong introduced a new biometric passport system. It is based on
eleven months of ethnographic research, conducted in Hong Kong between 2015 and 2018, on the
consequences of the passport policy. The central question of my research is why did the mandatory
passport renewal system create anxiety and problems – ranging from inconvenience, to lost wages
and lost jobs, to charges of immigration fraud and prison sentences – for many of the 150,000
Indonesian temporary migrant workers in Hong Kong?
I use “entanglements” as a concept to analyze the different dimensions of this problem. Specifically,
I examine four pairs of seeming oppositions that are related to passports and migration: care and
control, real and fake, temporalities and scales, state and society. These four parings are often
conceived of as dichotomous or as binary oppositions. However, as I argue, each pair reflects
complex and subtle entanglements that reveal important insights about how care can involve
surveillance and control; how identities can be real and fake; how past and present and global and
local are entangled; and how, even when migrant workers protest outside the consulate, the dynamic
cannot be reduced to “us and them.” Finally, this talk reexamines these four paired entanglements
and asked how gender is interwoven with them. Positionality, as feminist scholars have long argued,
is of central importance.
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