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REDEFINING CHINESE EDUCATIONAL MIGRATION 
An increasing number of international students worldwide—including at 
Leiden—comes from China. Against the backdrop of China’s overall rapid 
economic development and social change, the speed and scale of this increase 
in educational migration from China make it an interesting topic of study. 
Who are these students and why do they want to go abroad? What are their 
experiences like, and how do they decide whether or not to return to China 
after their studies? In her book Paradise Rede!ned, Vanessa Fong provides an 
in-depth study of a particular group of Chinese students abroad, re4ecting 
her experiences traveling around the world to research these students’ daily 
lives.
 In the last decades, the “relatively ordered pattern of Chinese 
migration” has seen great growth, universalisation, and diversi5cation (Pieke 
2007: 84). In the case of educational migration, this has resulted in increasingly 
wide ranges of student backgrounds and destinations, abroad experiences, 
and long-term migration trajectories. While other works examine these 
trends from the perspective of both “home” and “away” states in their quest 
for (retrieving) talent (see for example Zweig 2006, Yang and Welch 2012), 
Vanessa Fong’s Paradise Rede!ned looks into the motivations and experiences 
of a new category of transnational students to emerge in this process from 
the perspective of the students themselves: a group of transnational Chinese 
students, who are “academically and socioeconomically average by urban 
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Dalian standards” (Fong 2011: 3) and study in a variety of “developed world” 
destinations. 
 Fong argues these students want to study abroad based on a desire for 
membership of the developed world. Building on the theoretical framework 
on 4exible citizenship by Aihwa Ong, she claims such a transformation of 
alliances is possible in today’s world in which membership of developed and 
developing world are no longer restricted to national citizenship fault lines, 
instead o6ering the alternative of also belonging to a “global neoliberal system” 
(Fong 2011: 10), based on social status and cultural integration. At the same 
time, her ethnography demonstrates how individual conceptual frameworks 
hardly ever escape this developed-developing dichotomy. For these students, 
the so-desired social, cultural, and legal aspects of such boundary-crossing 
citizenship often prove elusive, compelling the students to rede5ne their 
often overly positive original perception of life in the developed world.
 Fong o6ers a self-contained clear argument, but fails to fully 
connect the ‘case study’ this book provides with the wider picture of China’s 
educational migration. Displaying an anthropological approach of portraying 
the viewpoint of the subjects concerned, Fong sticks to the students’ own 
framework of an “imagined global community of a7uent, powerful, and 
prestigious people” (2011: 16) and only minimally di6erentiates between 
student destinations, a choice that sometimes results in lumping the students 
into an amorphous, delocalised, and disillusioned entity. 8is is unfortunate 
for at least two reasons: the reader thus misses out on the complicating 
insights such connections could have provided and runs the risk of confusing 
Fong’s interviewees for representatives of “the transnational Chinese student 
experience.” While successful in weaving together a diversity of student 
voices in a coherent narrative on their evolving personhood, these gaps in its 
embedding raise questions.
  For example, this book contributes to the “normalisation” of Chinese 
migration, and exempli5es Chinese educational migration’s diversi5cation, 
but it challenges recent Chinese migration trends of globalisation, as Fong’s 
interviewees only wish to live in a narrow range of “developed world” 
destinations, often ending up in Japan and Ireland, rather than in their top 
choices of the US and England. What does this preference mean for the 
relationship between this migrant entity, constructed through the lens of 
Fong’s earlier research, and other parts of China’s transnational population? 
Could the di9culties these students encounter abroad and back home be 
explained by the social and 5nancial disadvantages they faced from the start? 
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Or, considering their often self-declared missions as globalisation agents of 
the Chinese nation, how might studying abroad be unique for citizens from 
a “state-civilisation” (Tu 1994)?
 Considering the wealth of her material, Fong might have started 
answering these questions as well. Providing details on the breakdown of her 
interviews and the longitudinal development of her students’ study-abroad 
trajectories, as well as statistical information on how this group might relate 
to earlier or more conventional groups of Chinese transnational students—
which might well have served as a concrete embodiment of much of the 
4exible citizenship ideals she ascribes to her interviewees—would have 
grounded and contextualised her own research.
 As for the context of the study itself, many of the students express 
surprise at having been able to study abroad—likewise, the motivation behind 
this work is one of surprising dedication. For this book, Fong surveyed a 
group of 2,273 students who were part of her earlier research on single 
children in the late 90s. Determined to track them for the rest of their lives, 
she kept in touch with many, but found this increasingly di9cult because 
of their migration. When a follow-up survey (2008-2010) to her surprise 
revealed no less than 17% of the 1,273 respondents was studying or had 
studied abroad, she decided to visit their host countries to study how these 
unlikely study abroad candidates were faring (Fong 2011: 4, 28-33). Both the 
time span (1997-2010) on which her observations are based, as well as Fong’s 
determination, make this an impressive case of global ethnography.
 8e experiences of the students she portrays o6er an alternative view 
of Chinese educational migration, in stark contrast to the upbeat stories of 
the overall successful and desirable “sea turtles” (haigui 海龟, puns with the 
word for  “returnee from overseas” haigui 海归), who obtained prestigious 
degrees abroad and are o6ered incentives to return (Zweig et.al 2004, Biao 
2011). Instead, these students’ abroad experience is characterised by 5nancial, 
academic, and social struggles, often aggravated by doubts about whether 
their sacri5ces will render them precious “sea turtles” or replaceable “sea weed” 
(haidai 海带 puns with “returnee from overseas waiting to be employed” 
haidai 海待), and about whether they should continue their quest for paradise 
within or outside Chinese national borders (Zweig and Han 2008, Zhang 
2010).   
 Although Fong does not always make these implications explicit, this 
book suggests new scales and complexities of China’s educational migration, 
waiting to be explored. Whether or not China has, as Fong claims, “stopped 
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resisting the global neoliberal system” (Fong 2011: 18) in order to become as 
similar as possible to developed countries (see for example Callahan 2012), 
the sliver of negotiated “freedoms, rights, and capabilities” (Fong 2011: 216)  
narrated in this volume suggest that any such process will not be one of 
straightforward assimilation. 
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