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Chapter 13
Flexible Citizens or Disconnected
Transmigrants? Chinese Student-Turned-

Migrants in Singapore and Their Discourse

on Mobility, Flexibility, and Identity

- Peidong Yang

- Abstract This chapter offers some considerations of the notion of (dis-)connected-
ess, drawing on a qualitative study of a group of Chinese student-turned-migrants
n their mid- to late-20s in the Southeast Asian city-state Singapore, In contrast to
malytical perspectives rooted in counseling and psychology, this chapter approaches
dis-)connectedness from a sociocultural perspective that is more conversant with
liscussions about migrants in sociology, sociocultural anthropelegy, and cultural
tudies. Specifically, it examines the student-turned-migrants’ discourse about
mobﬂlty, “flexible citizenship,” and identity in relation to “culture,” society, and the
ation-state. Among other things, it is found that young Chinese stodent-turned-
migrants in Singapore working in skilled professional jobs have a positive attitude
oward mobility and flexibility, which implies a readiness todisconnect with places
nd to be on the move. Furthermore, it is argued that information technology such
8 social media enables them to adopt a dialecticism between bemg connected and
ing disconnected, whereby alleged connection might in fact be manifestations of
isconnect. It is cautioned toward the end of the chapter, however, that these find-
ngs about the subjective experiences of (dis-)connectedness must be viewed against
ntextual specificities such as the age group and career stage of the informants.

ywords “Flexible citizenship” ¢ Foreign talent » Student-migrants » Singapore




Introduction

The pasture is always greener on the other side. (English saying)
The moon is brighter back home. [yue shi guxiang ming] (Chinese saying)

Juxtaposing these two sayings above brings out the tension betwéen an arguably
innate human psychological propensity to imagine and desire' a better place
“beyond™ on the ane hand and an equally instinctual craving for connections with
the familiar, with the past, and with one’s “roots,” on the other. As border-crossing
mobility becomes a key feature to the lives of ever greater numbers of people today,
such tension-ridden subjective experiences also become increasingly commonplace
and characteristic, not least for the rapidly rising numbers of international students
worldwide {(OECD 2013). Among the many issues arising from these students’
experiences potentially of social scientific interest, this chapter offers some consid-
erations of the notion of connectedness/disconnectedness, drawing on an ethno-
graphic study of a group of Chinese student-turned-migrants in the Southeast Asian
city-state Singapore (Yang 2014b).

There is by now a substantial body of literature on international students, con-
centrated in fields such as educational studies (both policy and pedagogy focused),
intercultural communication, psychology, and counseling. In the subset of this
extensive literature that specifically deals with the student-sojourners’ sociocultural
experiences of adjustment, connectedness has often been either explicitly {e.g.,
Cheung & Yue 2013; Doku & Meekums, 2014; Hendrickson, Rosen, & Aune, 201 1;
Rosenthal, Russell, & Thomson 2007; Yeh & Inose, 2003) or implicitly recognized
as an important factor contributing to international students’ well-being and suc-
cessful academic and social outcomes. For instance, Brown’s (2009) reseaich shows
the significance of friendship, which is a crucial type of connection for international
students. As Townsénd and MeWhirter (2005) quote in their comprehensive review
article on the concept of connectedness, to be connected is “when a person is
actively involved with another person, cbject, group, or environment, and that
involvement. promotes a sense of comfort, well-being, and anxiety-reduction”
(Hagerty, Lynch-Sauer, Patusky, & Bouwsema, 1993, p. 293).

This particular approach to connectedness, situated in the educationalist and/or
counseling paradigms and underpinned by the disciplinary perspective of inter-/
cross-cultural psychology, has evidently been productive and has indeed informed
some of my own previous writings (Yang, 2014¢, 20144d). However, there are alter-
native approaches that can arguably complement and enrich our existing under-
standings of what it means to be (dis-)connected for international students as
migrant subjects in the making.

Echoing Gomes (2015)in her recent study of international students in Australia,
lhlS chapter moves away from the prevalent paIad]ng toward one mvo]vmg ana

from student-turned-migrants’ discourses revolving around issues such as “culiure,”
sotiety, and the nation-state. In other words, this chapterrepresents an effort to draw
out the contouis of a sociologically and cultural studies-inflected understanding of
{dis-)connectedness through a grounded analysis: (Glaser & Strauss, 1968) of
discourse.

Admitledly, such an open and smergent conception of (dis-)connectedness can
© be elusive. Thus, before examining the case of the Chinese student-turned-migrants
in Singapore and parsing their discourse, I first provide some neeessary conceptual
. reference points by briefly reviewing Aihwa Ong’s well-known theorizing of “flex-
ible citizenship™ and Vanessa Fong’s ethnographic reséarch on Chinese interna-
¢ tional students stodying in the developed world, with a view to foregrounding the
- theme of (dis-)connectedness that is implicit in their respective work.

-

(Dis-)Connectedness in “Flexible Citizenship” and Chinese
Student-Migrants’ “Filial Nationalism”: Ways of Being
and Ways of Belonging

Based on her observation of the significant numiber of well-ofl Chinese (ethnically
speaking) migrants from Hong Kong and Southeast Asia who shuttled the Pacific
Ocean between Asia and North America in 1990s, Ailwa Ong (1999) coined the
term “flexible citizenship” to theorize the ways in which thése well-heeled migrant
libjects treated citizenship instrumentally as a strategic asset in their flexible accu-
ulation and conversion of economic, social, and cultura] capitals across national
borders. Such a practice was in part 4 response to the political circumstances at that
me, especially the return of Hong Kong sovereignty to the PRC in 1997, but it also
harbingered a more general pattern of increasingly footloose human and capital
ows that other scholars had also begun to observe (e.g., Mitchell, 1995; Skeldon,
995). Ong’s thesis originally stemmed from a rather select group of socioeconomi-
y privileged people, and it has also been subsequently criticized for overempha-
sizing flight/mobility and. not paying sufficient attention to the processes of
alization and forms of fixity in the transnational projects (e.g., Kalir, 2012;
ters, 2009}, This notwithstanding, “flexible citizenship” has become a landmark
nceptual diom in research on contemporary human experiences of migration.

Although seldom framed as such explicitly, the discussions and debates around
éxible citizership” can in fact be seen as centered on the idea of (dis-Jconnected-
ess: Under the “fexible citizenship” paradigm, there is presumably a disconnect
een the mlgrant’s sociocultural and economic practices on one hand and their
solifical identity-on th ~other whﬂe the ﬁex1ble cmzen acqu1res the passport.




Meanwhile, Vanessa Fong’s (2011) more recent ethnographic work shows that
the logic of “flexible citizenship™ is not necessarily the preserve of elite transmi-
granis but has become a powerful imagindary motivating the practice of ordinary
young Chinese people venturing into the-developed world in pursuit of education,
cosmopalitan experience, and possibly residence/citizénship rights. China is cur-
rently the largest sender of overseas students in-the world; in 2014, some 460,000
Chinese citizens went abroad for study (Caixin News, 2015). Source suggests that,
as of 2006, only about a quarter of all Chinese students overseas had returned to
China on a long-term basis (Welch & Zhen, 2008, p.-520), which gives an indication
as to the size of the Chinese student-turned-migrants remaining abroad,

For these young Chinese subjects, increasingly originating from non-elite back-
grounds, “flexible citizenship” often sets the horizon of their aspiration. Coining the
notion of “filial nationalism” (Fong, 2004), Fong further notes that even as they
desire and pursue citizenship in the developed world, these Chinese student-
migrants nevertheless retain a nationalistic attachment to their home country in a
way akin to filial piety. Thus, physical disconnect from the homeland or even the
renunciation of birth citizenship on one hand and emotional/cultural/ideological
connectedness on the other are found to be juxtaposed but not necessarily contradic-
tory. This shows that the issue of (dis-)connectedness can be nanced, even ambiva-
lent, when considered in relation to sociological themes such as citizenship,
nation-state, and/or cultural belonging.

In their seniinal essay, Levitt and Glick Schiller (2004) argue that for migrant
subjects inhabiting the rransnational social field, defined as “a set of multiple inter-
locking networks of social relationships through which ideas, practices, and
resources are unequally exchanged, organized, and wansformed [across national
borders]” (p. 1009), a distinction must be made between their “ways of being” and
“ways of belonging”” While the ways of being refers to “the actual social relations
and practices that individuals engage in rather than to the identities associated with
theiractions” (p.1010), ways of belonging refers to “practices that signal or enact an
identity which demonstrates a conscious connection to a particular group” (p.1010).
Importantly, these two domains need not overlap, in the sense that transmigrants cén
be immersed in transnational social relations (i.e., “being””) without necessarily hav-
ing the associated sense of cultural jdentifications (i.e., “belonging™). Tn other
words, the two kinds of ways may be disconnected. Ong’s and Fong’s works use-

fully illustrate such disconnectedness in transnational subjecthood, with Ong’s

work focusing on the “ways of being™ and Fong’s study of “filial nanonahsm
emphasizing the “ways of belonging”
Another 1mporta.nt point Fong makes in her book, which is captured in ltS tule

Pamdzse Redeﬁned is that zmagmarzon plays a key_mte in shaping the- contours of .

more parts of the world consider a wider set of possible lives than they ever did
before,” is today even more true as information and communication technologies
(ICT) rapidly develop and widely spread. In this chapter, 1 also highlight the consti-
tutive role of the imagination in shaping the “flexible citizenship™ discourses of the
Chinese student-turned-migrants in Singapore. Indeed, I shall suggest that my
search participants’ “flexible citizenship” discourse sometimes rings hollow, for
rhuch ol it seems to hinge-oi (ICT-)mediated imagining.

TFurthermore, I shall argue that imagination mediates a dialectical relationship
between connectedness and. disconnectedness for the Chinese student-turned-
migrants I'studied. This is so in the sense that when they claim to be connected to a
¢ertain place, notably the homeland (i.e., China) they left behind, they do so often
primarily through ICT-facilitated imagination. Not osily might this kind of qualified
onnectedness be itself understood as a form of disconnectedness, it arguably also
has the effect of reducing the need or incentive for these migrant subjects to-desire
more than the minimal level of connection with their immediate host context, i.e.,
ingapore—resulting in another kind of disconnect, namely, local disconnect. They
ecome disconnected on both ends, in short.

It is such. nuanced and sometimes contradictory dimensions to the notion of
dis-)connectedness that this chapter aims to explore. Before advancing these argu-
ents with empirical data, some basic information about the research and its con-
Xt'is in order,

he Case and the Research: Singapore’s PRC “Foreign
lent” Students

ing declining population fertility and pressures to upgrade the skill levels of the
kforce in order to remain competitive in a globalizing knowledge economy, the
government of the Southeast Asian city-state Singapore has since the 1990s proac-
iely sought to attract “foreign talent” to ifs shores. Whille broadly speaking “for-
gn talent” refers to a wide range of highly “value-adding” personnel such as
fessionals, businesspeople, scientists, artists, and so o, a major ¢hannel (hrough
hich “foreign talent” is recruited and nurtured is education, especially tértiary

f-early 2000s, the government of Singapore launched a “Global Schoolhouse”
ject, wnh the ambitzous target of i mcreasmg the total number ot fo1e1gn students




students who enroll in Singaporean primary and secondary schools typically receive
invitation from the government of Singapore to become permanent residents (PR).

Various kinds of government-sponsored scholarship schemes were also put in
place since the 1990s to secure high-caliber students from the Asian region, particu-
larty the People’s Republic of China {Yang, 2016). In 2012, the Singaporean
Ministry of Education (MOR) admitted that annually some 2000 full scholarships
were awarded to foreign students at tertiary and pre-tertiary levels (Seah, 2012).
Most of the tertiary scholarships carry legal “bonds” requiring the recipients to
work in Singapore for a number of. years as a confribution back to the benefactor
‘city-state, thas officially sanctioning the student-turned-migrant roate. Until the end
of the first decade of the twenty-first century, it was also a common practice for
scholars to réceive PR invitations tipon compléting their undergraduate studies.

Although due to the sensitiveness of the “foreign talent” issue (Yang, 2014a) it is
not apenly known exactly what percentages-of student-turned-migrants in Singapore
are of PRC background, it can be surmised with confidence that PRCChinese make
up a substantial group, if not the largest. This is because, on. the one hand, the
Singapore state seeks to replenish the Chinese population—being persistently the
local ethnic group with the lowest fertility—in order to maintain the percentage of
cthnic Chinese (historically about 75 %) in the national population composition
(Yeoh & Lin, 20113, p. 35; Yim, 2011, p. 65); o the other hand, being a country
where Mandarin is widely spoken, Singapore is not an unattractive destination for
many Chinese students and migrants.

My broader research project was an ethnographic study of the Chinese “foreign
talent” scholarship recipients in Singapore (see Yang, 2014d, for an overview),
involving a 16-month doublé-sited fieldwork comprising discourse analysis, partici-
pant observation, $enii-structured, as well as informal ethnographic interviews: My
research participants included both “PRC scholars™ who were still undergraduate
students and those who had already turned into migrant working professionals. For
this chapter, I focus only on the latter category, under which I carried out in-depth
interviews in Mandarin with twenty informants. Being former scholarship recipi-
ents, almost all these interviewees studied engineering or séience disciplines at uni-
versity and had ©-year bonds with Singapore. At the time of my fieldwork
(2011-2012), they were aged in their mid- to late 20s and had been 2 or 3 years info
professional life (15/20) ¢r postgraduate research training (5/20).

Imagination and “Flexible Citizenship” Discourse; Readmess
to Disconnect

- Fong studied, the us-them dichotomy is one between a wanting China and an ideal-

ized developed world:

Backwardness, poverty, corruption, jealousy, and dependence on instrumental social net-
works (guanxi) topped the list of “Chinese characteristics™ these teenagers found most
deplorabie in compatison with what they perceived as the wealthier, more meritocratic,
more modern, less treacherous, more indeépendent, and less socially exhausting life avail-
able in wealthier societies. (Fong, 2004, p. 638)

Tn this section, T look at the discourses of imagination and comparison voiced by
the PRC “foreign talent” student-turned-migrants in Singapore. As it turns out, in
contrast to the China-West dichotomy Fong articulated, for my research partici-
pants, narratives of imagination and comparison involved not two but ffiree places,
or imaginary constructs. As these “foreign talent” subjects have already lived in
Singapore for a number of years, this developed city-state has become for them less
d site of imagination but more a place of concrete experience. In contrast, their
homeland China, now seen and experienced only from some distance, increasingly
takes the place of a site of fascination and imagination. On top of these two places
that are alternately them/us and home/abroad, then there remains a third place: the

real” (read white) developed West that constitutes the boundary marking, ultimate
other” in their imaginations.

In their imaginary “shopping” between these three imaginary spaces, various
arameters or criteria are applied. Prominent among these are social welfare provi-
ons such as éducation, healthcare, and retirement sysiems, life-work balances, and
& presence of sociocolturat discrimination and exclusion. For instance, edircation
-China is believed to be strong and rigorous at the foundational level but inferior

higher levels to the Westernized Singaporean system and ultimately to the world-

leading educational systems of North America. My interlocutors not only compara-

ively spoke about these different educational systems from their own expetiences
nd perspectives but also thought about their future children’s education.
~With regard to healthcare, the gerieral perception is that the Enropean welfare
tates operate “cradle-to-grave®” care systems and are therefore the most desirable.
He UUSA is much less desirable, because it does not provide universal healthcare
itt-relies heavily on private insurance. (Interestingly, many informants cited what
they hiad been reading on the Internet about President Obama’s efforts at reforming
e: American healthcare system, which happened to be going on during the time of
-fieldwork.) Singapore, for many informants, was not very degirable when it
omies 1o social welfare either, as provisions are considered not extensive, although
atiy -acknowledged that the quality of medicsl care is high, and the system is
aﬁ_sp_alt'e_rlt andreliable. China’s healthcare system, in-contrast, is regarded as extor-
onately-expensive and often corrupt, though not necessarily inferior in technical




career stéadily but not the kind of seemingly endless exciting opportunities that
China as a fast-developing dynamic economy offers. Most informants also men-
tioned explicit or implicit racial discrimination as a factor that undermines the desir-
ability of the West—a problem much less relevant in the Singapore context.

The list of comparative criteria goes on, but the above should be illustrative. As
different national-culural “systems” can be more or less desirable depending on
which criterion is applied, choosing among these systems involves maximizing the
advantages through practicing mobility and flexibility in citizenship and bemcy
ready to disconnect with places without so much as the baggage of attachment,
During the interviews, I was often struck by the remarkable tone of confidence and
optimism in which this “flexible citizenship” discourse was voiced. Having by now
accumulated a fair amount of useful capitals (a widely recognized education; bilin-
gualism in arguably the two most important languages in today’s world, i.e. , English
and Chinese; cross-cultural experiences, and working expetiences in Singapore-
bagsed international corporations, among others), these Chinese student-turned-
migrants spoke of transnational mobility in what seemed to be a taken-for- -granted
manner. They were born and raised in China, received a Singaporean higher educa-
tion, and have seen the developed West through exchange programs or overseas
internships, and thus the world is not such a strange place for them anymoie. Even
if not immediately in a position to move frictionlessly and choose a most desirable
country to live and work in, it is not beyond imagination for certain opportunities in
the fiear future to allow them to do so.

Kexin' (26, F, shipping executive) had at the time of interview never traveled to
any”Western country yet, but she nonetheless spoke as follows in response to my
question probing where she’d like to live in the future:

Well, | don’t know yet, Let’s see. Now ! am already a Singaporean citizen, so it’s relatively
easy for me to travel. Hopetully in the coming year I will have an opportunity to travel on
business to-Australia. If not I will just go there for holiday. And I can take a'look (kar yi
kar). Maybe fucther down the road I will also get to travel to Burope and the US, and then
with sorne firsi-hand experiences, | can compare for myself, 1o see which is the most suit-
able environment for development (fazhian) and living (shenghuo).

Or take the example of Aijia (26, F) who was at the time of the interview about
to complete her PhD in Civil Engineering from a Singaporean university. Aijia had
been in a relationship with her Chinese banker boyfriend for over 2 years. Her boy-
friend was then based jn Shanghai, and the two of them had met when he was. previ-
ously posted to Singapore for a haif-a-year period. Now maintaining a relationship.
straddling Singapore and Shanghai, the two of thern traveled back and forth to visit
each other several times a year. When I asked Aijia what their plans were regarding
the future, her reply was illustrative of the “fiexible citizenship” strategy. that many
others of my research subjects also adopted of did not mind adopting. Aijia:sug-
gested that as lon B as: lhe arrangement is pursuant to the 1nterest of thelr cargergand

- choice. Her future husband, on the other hand, would probably retain his Chinese
citizenship so she could easily go back to Chinafor visits; and vice versa. With each
of them holding a different passport, they will'be:able to flexibly and simultaneously
enjay the best of the two countries.
In such manners, personal career development: (sluye/geren fazhan) and quality
of living (shenghuo zhiliang) feature as two key pursuits toward which the flexible
“shopping of countries™ is geared. It is typical to hear my interviewees say some-
thing along the line of “As long as it’s goodfor. career development and family life,
anywhere in the world is okay.” In other words, in their imagination and discourse,
these Chinese student-turned-migrants displayed a positive and easy attitude toward
flexibility and mobility. Importantly, this also means that connectedness to a certain
. place or environment, be if physical or social, in the sense of long-term stable resi-
dence or immersion, matters relatively little to them. Instead, for what they truly
desire, they seem more than ready fo be on the move, to disconnect from the old and

to connect with the new.

Disconnected or Connected...through “Culture”

Alongside this imagination-driven “flexible citizenship” discourse which betrays.
the-Chinese student-turned-migrants’ fairly easy attitude toward disconnection or a
teadiness to disconnect, they sometimes also talk about (dis-)connectedness in a
more grounded and experiential way. When they did so, the notion of “culture” was:
often brought up, thus illuminating another important way, i.e., the “cultural,” in
which they understood the meaning of (dis-)connectedness.

During interviews, several of my informants mentioned that in Singapote, human
connections were “thin” (renging danbe) compared with that in China, and they saw
this as an unsatisfying aspect of the Singaporean “culture.” Some say that the human
onnections in Singapore are mainly business and transactional relations, invested
with too much interest and utilitarianism, but not enough genuine emotion and
olicitude. Zi Guang (26, M), who worked in a local Singaporean civil engineering
tiipany, observed as follows:

In Singapore I think the human connections are thin (renging danbo). Everybody dabao

[takeaway] food?, even the core family dabao food and eat an their own. There is not
nough connection. [...] Everybody is like an isolated entity standing alone {(meigeren
ang dartdii de yigen-ei),

1mp11cat10n of what my informarits considergd to be “thin” human connec-
ns in Smoa oreis lhat there _1acks “warmth” in daﬂy hfe, resultmg n SDClal and




whether their perception of “thin™ human connections in Singapore might not have
been due to the fact that they were not yet an integral pari of the local people’s soctal
life, some readily conceded so. The majority of informants agreed that whereas they
had many local colleagues and friends, their best friends often remained other
Maintand Chinese in Singapore. In other words, not being connected with the
Singapore sociely and culture makes some Chinese student-migrants perceive that
society and ¢ulture in Singapore are characterized by thin human eonnectedness.
If Zi Guang’s above comment represented an affective and nonutilitarian under-
standing of connectedness, then the following anecdote told by Peng (27, M), an
entrepreneurially spirited self-employed informant, hinted at a more instrumental or
utilitarian concepiion of connectedness, which he found also lacking in Singapore:

I know one of the secretaries working in the Chinese Embassy here. The other day, a friend
of mine was in urgency to go.abroad on a Sunday; however, her passport was being renewed
at the Embassy, and the Embassy is closed on Sunday, So she phoned me up to see if I'could
help. I phoned.up the secretary friend in the Embassy, explained the matter to him, and he
helped to retrieve the new passport immediately, and asked my friend to go-and collect it.
You see, this 1s the flexibility you have with Chinese people. In a Singaporean context, this
would never have happened.

It seems that what Peng was putting his finger on here i§ another type of “flexibil-
ity,” one afforded by the type of connection/connectedness that has been commonly
referred to in Chinese as guanxi, Literally meaning “relationships,” cultural anthro-
pologist Andrew Kipnis (1997) explains that guanxi unifies material exchanges and
obligations. with ganging—the Chinese term for-emotion or affection. Through
examining the ways in which the affective and the instrumental cannot be clearly
compartmentalized in Chinese sociality, Kipnis highlights the specificity of the ten-
dency in Western modernity to separate the instrumental/transactional relations
from the affective/emotional domain. _

Peng’s anecdote was rather unique, but the gist of his commeni, namely, that in
Singapore the kind of flexibility stemming from personal connection/connectedness
is lacking when compared with the case of China, was echoed by some of my other
informants. Some used the Chinese terms ziru du or shufit du, roughly translated as
the “level of agility” or “cultural comfort.”” Reflecting on their experiences of work-
ing in Singapore, several informarnits pointed out that here, rules were a bit “rigid”
(sibany, without room for maneuver (huixuarn de yudi).

Tt mast be siressed that the Chinese guanxi social philosophy is emphatically not

one about merely instrumental and utilitarian exchange and transactions. As both

Kipnis (1997) and Osburg {2013} show, for the Chinese, guanxi is about affective
and emoticnal connectedness, and the material and transactional aspect is just a

manifestation of this nonimaterial connectedness. What appears to be instrumental.

materiality in fact serves to cement or matenahze the nonmaterial connection.
Becausefor some oftheChmes fude mlcrants Imterwewed in Smoap 'e_,
the “rigid” local rifles. obstruicle : ]
was interpreted asa’ sign that'n

_ and perception of connectedness in Singapore, which is more likely a function of
their own degree of {dis-)connectedness to the local society, people, and workplace
and not necessirily an acgurate or objective characterization'of the latter.

Patriotic yet Disconnected: Discourse on Citizenship
.and National Identity

Although virtually all of my informants have taken up the permanent residence (PR)
status offered by the government of Singapore upon their -university graduation?,
few had made the move yet to acquire full citizenship at the time of my research
fieldwork. Partly this was because many informants still considered it early times to
inake such a decision and would rather “take one step at a ime” or “keep watching”
(guanwang). For thase who clearly saw themselves settling down in Singapore in
the future, the application is made seoner rather than later. For example, Kexin, who
works in the shipping industry, believed that because of her professional field, it was
efinitely more advantageous for her to be based in Singapore. Thus, she.applied for
and was granted citizenship just over 3 years after university graduation. Although
_'Zh,l Cong, a 26-year-old male informant who originally came from rural Hubei in
‘China, hadn’t made the application yet, he hinted that he would probably do so soon
‘as well—“It would only be good for me, you see, in China, I have a rural hukou
household registration)*; by becoming a Singaporean, next time I'd be an “overseas
-Chinese” (huagiae) when I visit China. I don’t have much to lose by taking up the
ingapore citizenship.™

* The instrumental and caleulative way in which my informants look at citizenship
statos is clearly demonstrated in their often-made comment or, complaint rather,
bout China’s nonacceptance of dual citizenship. In fact, were China (and Singapore
00, of course, which does not accept dual citizenship) to accept dual citizenship,
y informants, as well as most other Chinese migrants would not think another
econd about acqulrmg an additional passport. In other words, a great many Chinese
foreign talents™ and Chinese transmigrants in general currently hesitate to take up
gign citizenships primarily due to the exclusive citizenship regime of China, the
esirability of which is arguably on the rise. Were there to be no such exclusivity,
itizenship would indeed be an asset to be “accumulated” by these flexible subjects
‘maximize their advantage. Thus, when it comes to the formal/legal membership
n’a specific regime, cool-headed calculation is the deminant logic. '

Neither the student-turned-migrants that T interviewed nor the general Chinese
mm ants’ m Smcapore that I knew of made the hnk between cmzensh]p status fo




little for my informants, Only after being pressed would they try to offer some
thoughts on this issue, usually to the effect of saying that their emotional attachment
and connection remain stronger with China rathér than their adoptive home
Singapore. For example, one informant Min Jian (M, 25, PhD student) put it, *my
heart will always be inclined towards the side of China (wede xin yongyuan hui
xiangzhe zhongguo). '

That these student-turned-migrants claim they retain an emotional connection to
their homeland China is, in itself, not a refreshing finding. However, if oné were to
subject the concrete expressions of their “patriotic” sentimentality to ethnographic
examination, it seems.a pinch of salt is in order, for much of the connections that
supposedly sustain such attachment seém to be again highly mediated, driven by
imagination. For the most part, connections with China consisted of the daily brows-

ing of China-related news and China-based “infotainment” on the. Internet or TV. -

“How do you mean when you say you are more emotionally eonnected to China?’—I
would probe my informants along such a line, and their replies would typically run
something like “Well, you just care about it; reading the news about China; brows-
ing some blogs to see the big social ¢vents and scandals...” Tn other words, for
transimigrants such as these student-turned-migrants living outside China, China is
largely experienced as an abstraction, comprising mostly information and signs.
Their patriotic attachment to or connectedness with China tends also to be expressed
through symbolic acts such as leaving a comment on a Chiga-related news article or
“liking” a post on Facebook that says China will soon take over the USA in GDP.

One of my informants, Ouyang (27, M, civil engineering consultant), remarked
revealingly in an interview, “Close your door, and turn on the computer, you feel
just as if in China™ Among all my interlocutors, Quyang was among those who
stayed most closely connected with China, in the sense that he kept highly up-to-
date about China-related current affairs and demonstrated notable pride and defen-
siveness when our topics turned to Chinese politics, culture, and society. Compared
with others, Ouyang also stood out in how much he remairied loyal to Mainland
China-based media and the infotainment it offers. He would be close to the type of
person one has in mind when words such as “nationalism” and “patriotism™ are
invoked. But even for him, China is in most part.an abstract domain of symbels and
imagination that one switches on-when one switches on the laptop or social media.
One’s emotional attachment and patriotic sentiments can be kindled and rehicarsed
in this domain, but as we can imagine for Ouyang, when he switches. off his com-
puter and opens his.door to go to his Singapore-based workplace, he is immediately
presented with the mundanity of white-collar professional life in a highly cosmo-
politan global city which has little use for his emotive attachment to China.

In the mundane spheres of daily work and living, pragmatism and. ﬂex1b111ty are
still the prmcnples that govern my mformants thmkmo and bcha\nor whﬂe hzgh

participate in symbolic self-expressions. of identity and belonging independent of
their physical locations, pragmatism ant flexibility can be adopted even more fully
in their mundane and extra-symbolic life domaifs. Here we glimpse the dialectical
relationship between connectedness and discohnéctedness, mediated by ICT-
enabled imagination.

Here lics my trouble with Fong's “filial nationalism” thesis as well as Hail's
(2015) more recent argument about-Chinese:students being “patriotic abroad”—not
that their observations of Chinese students’ nationalistic or patriotic sentiments and
discoursés are not valid, but, instead, ultimately how much such sentiments and
discourses really amount to? Many sojouining Chinese claim to be strongly attached
to China and to be “patriotic,” even as they prefer not to physically live there, Having
a secure “base” abroad (in the form of permanent residency or citizenship) means
they can “dip in and out” 6f China at ease. This flexibility allows the sojourners the
privilege to criticize and bemoan what is amiss with China while singing the senti-
mental songs of p?at:rim‘ism. The limitation of such kind of connectedness should be
clearly recognized.

Furthermore, the by-and-large middle-class background of my “foreign talent”
research participants means that their families and friends in China are usually not
the immediate victims of China’s myriad social problems. This tinges their selici-
tous attachment to China with a certain character of “watching the fire from. the
opposite side of the river” as the Chinese idiom goes (ge’an guanhuo)-—what 1

-venlure to call a “patriotism at a safe distance.” This somewhat hollowed-out con-

nectedness, sustained through, yét suspended in, ICT-enabled imaginations/imagi-

-haries; seems to be one important feature to note when the question of connection

nd disconnection is considered with regard to migrant subjects such as interna-

‘tional students.

onclusion

In this chapter, through examining the discourse of a group of Chinese “foreign tal-
nt” scholars in Singapore, I have tried {o offer a grounded understanding of what it
1eans to be connected or disconnected for international student-turned-migrants.
\s opposed to the dominant approach of studying (dis-)connectedness which is

nderpinned by a psychologist paradigm, this chapter has employed an approach

hat emphasizes sociocultural themes, with an ethnographic sensibility. The out-

omels an explorative account that unpacks the notion of (dis-)connectedness, fore-
unding the social actors’ own terms—an emic view.

0.5ome-extent; resonating with. previous research such as Aihwa Ong’s work on

il 'ble c;t'zen hl' and Vanessa Fong s observation of “filial natxonahsm L among




studeni-migrants claimed certain affective or emotional connectedness to their
homeland. However, I argue rather than “flexible citizens,” perhaps the term discon-

#ected trans-/migrants might be more appropriate for these subjects becanse, given:

that their discourse of flexibility is mostly sustained by the practice of imagination,
such a discourse reflects more accurately their disconnectedness and readiness to
disconmect and not so much their objective capacity for mobility and flexibility.

Furthermore, through highlighting the role of the ICT in enabling imaginations
and discourses, I caitjon against idealizing or essentializing the political subjectivi-
ties of Chinese student-migrant subjects abroad. Their purported connectedness
with the homeland (or even nationalistic or patriotic sentimerits) should be taken
with a pinch of salt, or even dialectically regarded as precisely a form of discon-
nectedness, for sometimes there is little more that sustains such connection than the
Wi-Fi connection.

Before ending, however, one qualification to the research findings must be regis-
tered. As noted earlier, in this research, my interviewees aged mostly in their mid-
or late 20s. It is possible, indeed likely, that their discourse about flexibility and
mobility and their disconnectedness or even readiness to disconnect reflected their
relafively young age and their early career stage. Thus, the findings reported here
should be read strictly against the age range of my informants and may not be
assumed to be applicable to different age groups, or migrant subjects of other derno-
graphic characteristics.

To end. I argue in agreement with Gomes (2015) that the default binary catego-
rization “home-host™ used in studying international student-migrants is increasingly
simplistic and obsolete, Like my research participants who were recruited and nur-
tured by Singapore as “foreign talent,” increasingly student-migrants are in various
ways “in betweeners;” for whom what truly constituted the “home” or the “host”
becomes ambiguous, unstable, and problematic. In this context, investigating con-
nectedness and disconnectedness represents an exciting and challenging endeavor,
toward which this chapter is a small effort.

Notes

f—

. -All names are pseudonyms.

2. Singapore specialist Lai Ah-Eng (1995, p, 49) indeed noted that in Smgapore
there was a “high frequency of eating out.”

3. The practice of offering PR invitations to “foreign talent” scholars stoppcd after
2008 when popular discontent rose. :

4. The household registration system in-China categouzes the-_-populanon broadly

under mral and urban and allocates resources and-w
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Chapter 14

Transnational Student-Migrants

and the Negotiation of Connectedness
and Self-Identity in Australia: The Pains
and Gains |

Hannah Seong

Absfract As globalisation deepens, student mobility through international
education-migration nexus is becoming a prominent feature of today’s global edu-
cation landscape. Over the last decades, international students have become more
visible in most universities, especially in developed countries such as Australia,
New Zealand, Burope, North America and even some parts of the Asia-Pacific
region. Yer, beneath these visibilities of international stidents, very few scholarly
‘projects have looked into the desire for overseas education as part of an imagined
thobility for transnational flows to adequately deal with the heterogeneity and com-
plexities of education-migration interactions, Drawing on an ethnographic study of
geven international student-migrants undertaking Australian Teacher Education, I
.nvestigate how students’ imagination for mobility can be a more useful way of
:understanding the reality of their sense of connectedness and self-identity. By using
e work of imagined mobility as a lens for analysis (Soong, 2016), the chapter
lustrates how the forms and workings of transnational connectedness are being
shaped, rendering the transnational stadent-miigeant a subject of ‘being in flux’
:between the pains and gains.

Keywords Transnational connectedness » Being in flux « Imagination * Education-
migration interactions

in.iny recent book publication by Routledge (2016).




