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Introduction

Rationale

International student mobility (ISM) has grown at a rapid pace and record numbers 

of students are now going abroad to pursue an international education. The last 15 

years have seen a spectacular increase: in 1990, 1.3 million students were studying 

abroad, and by 2015, this figure had increased to 4.6 million (Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development, 2017). International education expert Ulrich Teichler 

(2015) goes so far as to state that studying abroad is now seen as a ‘regular’ rather than 

an exceptional choice, which was the case a few decades ago. While his observation 

might reflect the situation in the global North, ISM in global South contexts is still highly 

selective. Students who are able to move are still mostly privileged and from a higher 

social-class background. 

Figure 1-1 | International student (tertiary level) mobility long-term growth, 1975–2015

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistic (2015), OECD (2017)

Studying abroad is commonly perceived as resulting in various positive outcomes. 

Two common personal goals of ISM are to acquire a number of qualifications that will 

enhance one’s career prospects, and to have international experiences that will broaden 

one’s individual horizons and personality (Kehm, 2005). In ISM studies, Bourdieu’s 

(1986) concept of cultural and social capitals is usually used to examine these possible 

outcomes. Building on Bourdieu’s capital framework, scholars have then conceptualised 

international experiences as mobility capital (Leung, 2013; Murphy-Lejeune, 2002), 

which may be translated into other forms of capital, such as economic or social capital. 

Students with an overseas education are also thought to acquire valuable ‘cultural 

capital’ (Ong, 1999) that they use strategically to become cosmopolitan, ‘internationally 
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orientated and interculturally aware’ (Findlay et al., 2006: 314), and therefore ‘contribute 

to human development and global understanding’ (Kehm, 2005: 24).

Given these positive associations, states are playing more active roles in stimulating 

ISM. Subsequently, as states have increasing stakes and interests in ISM and thus more 

policies and programme to mobilise students, their expectations are also raised and are 

explicitly advocated. In the words of Robertson (2010), ISM is frequently ‘mobilised and 

fetishised by policymakers’ in a state’s development policies and politics. For instance, ISM 

has been part of the United States’ and China’s foreign policy, in which mobile students 

are expected to conduct informal diplomacy – to connect people, knowledge and 

culture from those countries to students’ countries of origin (Bu, 1999; Rui, 2010). ISM is 

mobilised not only by national interests, but also by regional and international bodies.? 

Within the European Union, for example, ISM has been expected to shape European 

Integration through the Erasmus programme under the framework of the Bologna 

Process (Mitchell, 2012; Mol, 2013). ISM is also inseparable from the internationalisation 

and marketisation of higher education (Teichler 2004), which involves an abundance of 

capital flows and multiple institutions, such as education institutions and brokers. 

The high expectations are also held by families, one of the key drivers of ISM. According 

to HSBC’s latest report in the Value of Education series (HSBC, 2017), in 2017 more 

parents (42%) favoured international education for their child compared to 2016 (35%). 

Asian parents are the most likely to consider it, as four of the top five countries where 

parents send their children to study abroad are in Asia, namely India, China, Indonesia 

and Hong Kong. The parents surveyed were motivated mostly by the importance of 

international higher education for gaining international work experience, developing 

foreign language skills, and having new experiences, ideas and encountering new ideas 

and cultures. The global centres of knowledge, for example the USA, Australia, the UK, 

Canada and Germany, are their favourite destinations (HSBC, 2017).

While one should not underestimate the potential of student mobility to contribute 

to individual and collective economic and societal development, one must also 

understand that mobility is a continuous process that may entail challenges, barriers or 

even failure. To be overly focused on the positive expectations of student mobility can 

also simplify the complex mobility decisions, experiences and outcomes in the binary 

of here–there, home–host, move–stay comparisons (Raghuram, 2015; Robertson, 

2010). Subsequently, students are commonly pictured as having two roles, namely as 

international students/knowledge nomads/global talents/unproblematic migrants, 

equipped with privileges and rational decision-making in calculating the costs and 

benefits of staying and moving (Raghuram, 2015), and as the bearers of development 

objectives (Raghuram, 2009; Leung, 2013a), who are obliged to contribute to the state’s 

economic development. While their skills and knowledge are regarded as potential 
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resources, referred to as ‘brains’, their other multiple identities are often overlooked. 

Thus, the multiple identities and agency of mobile students, the linkages of places in 

their global–local–national overlapping contexts, and the dynamics of student mobility 

as a continuous journey are frequently ignored (but see e.g. Carlson, 2011; Jöns et al., 

2014; Leung and Waters, 2013; Raghuram, 2013; Rizvi, 2010;).

Therefore, the significance of ISM needs to be understood beyond the bright side 

of its utility-based perspective. This dissertation is an attempt to make sense of ISM as 

a mundane yet complex process, by examining its three specific dimensions – politics, 

identities and trajectories – which are conceptualised in intersection.

My research substantiates a growing body of ISM research that has problematised 

each of these three dimensions in detail. Taking a political perspective, Robertson 

and Dale (2015) conceptually developed the critical cultural political economy in the 

globalising of education, while Leung (2015) researched the temporal–spatial stretch of 

states in cultivating diaspora. Meanwhile, Carlson (2013) highlighted the trajectories of 

ISM by examining the personal trajectories in defining mobility decision. On identities, 

an emergent body of research has intersected transnationalism and mobile students’ 

negotiated identities (e.g. Kim, 2009; Rizvi, 2005). Yet, the three elements are often 

discussed separately rather than being linked to each other. This research fills that 

gap by interconnecting these separate stands of student mobility research that focus 

merely on the politics , or the identities of the students, or on the trajectories of student 

mobility. This is done by analysing a specific ISM corridor, that is, Indonesian student 

mobility to China. First, though, I present an overview of the international political 

economy context of the changing landscape in international higher education, and 

discuss the emergence of China as prominent actor in this field and the research focus 

of Indonesian student mobility to China.

The changing landscape in international higher education

Despite the recent expansion of international education – the largest in history – the 

biggest and most influential host countries in global knowledge production are still the 

advanced English-speaking economies: the USA (30%  of total international students in 

the OECD area), the UK (14%) and Australia (10%) (OECD, 2016). International higher 

education, which has been largely dominated by these core countries, is centred 

on the neoliberalisation of the higher education system characterised by a greater 

commodification of education, a massification of knowledge and a significant growth 

in the number of fee-paying international students (Altbach and Gophinatan, 2005). 

However, the transformation of international higher education always corresponds 
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to geopolitical changes. As the world has been shifting towards multipolarity with 

the emergence of newer ‘centres’, various new and prominent players have emerged 

in international higher education. Among them are countries that were previously 

positioned as ‘peripheries’. 

OECD (2018) data show that ‘new migration poles’ have emerged in developing 

economies, even though flows to the traditional study abroad destinations have been 

sustained. Poland and the Russian Federation have experienced the largest increase 

in incoming international students, namely of 20–27% between 2013 and 2015. In the 

East Asia region, countries such as Malaysia, Singapore and Hong Kong are competing 

to be a hub of higher education; while Japan, Korea and Taiwan have developed their 

excellence in research and science, and China has been working hard on building its 

international higher education system after undergoing reform and opening up. 

In entering the competitive higher education market, these countries developed 

their higher education market especially for neighbouring countries. Tapping the 

regional education market is not only of economic importance, but also reflects the soft 

power (Nye, 1990) competition among Asian countries through the international higher 

education sector. 

However, in the centre–peripheries inequality debate, these emerging education 

centres remain in the periphery of the established metropolitan centres of North America 

and Europe. In a global knowledge system, the metropolitan centres are the dominant 

market forces, supported by their wealth, long academic traditions, size, language, 

research prowess and reputation for excellence (Altbach, Reisberg and Rumbley, 2009). 

Internationalising and being a world-class university that can compete in the global 

education industry means using the English language and adopting North American or 

European standards, and thus introducing the North American or European academic 

model into the campus.

Nevertheless, before it had to conform to foreign academic patterns in order to 

better integrate into a global knowledge system, the higher education system in Asian 

countries was shaped by its historical legacy. Asian countries either voluntarily adopted 

the Western model or had it forced upon them by the colonialism of the British, American, 

Dutch, Spanish, etc. The colonial dependency continued after the end of the colonial era, 

which Kell and Vogl (2012) state was in the form of foreign aid and overseas programmes 

to alleviate poverty. The major powers acted as donors to fund the movement of 

students from developing countries in Asia and Africa. One of the purposes was to use 

education as a form of soft diplomacy to secure loyalty from their alumni. This aid and 

donor pattern still exists but is no longer dominant in Asia, as it shifts to the latest global 

mobility pattern characterised by the emergence of Asia as an alternative education 

destination and its increasing role in the global knowledge system. 
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The emergence of China: market player vis-à-vis soft power player 

Just a few decades after China’s reform and the introduction of the opening up policy, 

it has become not only the greatest sender of international students globally but also a 

prominent study destination for international students. According to Project Atlas data 

(2017), it is now the world’s number three host destination (based on the numbers of 

international students hosted), after the USA and the UK. Its total international student 

enrolment in 2017 was 442,773, an all-time high up to then. The top ten sending 

countries were South Korea (15.9%), the USA (5.38%), Thailand (5.2%), India (4.22%), 

Pakistan (4.20%), Russia (4.05%), Indonesia (3.33%), Kazakhstan (3.16%), Japan (3.07%) 

and Vietnam (2.42%).

Figure 1-2 | Top 10 countries of origin of international higher education students in China 2017

Source: Project Atlas (2017) 

International higher education and the origin of international students in China are 

related to the continuity of Chinese history, in particular to the country's political, 

economic and social situation over time (Yang, 2010; Jokila, 2014). Nevertheless, it 

officially became the major tool to channel China's soft power after its recent rise. The 

Chinese Ministry of Education (2001) explicitly stated that recruiting and educating 

international students has been an important part of China’s diplomacy for over a half 

century. 

It started in 1950 when China accepted 33 foreign students from East European 

countries that had a political ideology similar to that of China’s Communist Party under 

Mao (Pan, 2013). In 1950–64, socialist countries like Vietnam, the Soviet Union and 
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Eastern Europe dominated the origin of foreign students in China. Between 1973 and 

1978, 66% of foreign students were from developing countries. In 1990s, the presence 

of African students started to increase in China, coinciding with China's economic 

activities in that continent. Since 2000, Asian students have comprised the majority of 

foreign students in China (Jokila, 2014). 

This composition of the foreign student body in China shows that education has 

been strategically and carefully designed as part of the country’s foreign policy. The 

origin of international students in China reflects with which countries China has a 

close collaboration or connection. Prior to 1978 (i.e. before the opening up and the 

reform), international students came from the countries that had a political linkage 

with Communist China. Afterwards, in line with China’s economic rise and opening 

up, students came from the countries that China is in proximity to and has significant 

economic interests in.

To attract more international students, China has made major efforts to 

internationalise its higher education system. After experiencing a shortage of teaching 

staff, resources and facilities in the post Cultural Revolution in the mid-1970s, China 

decided to open up its education system. To do so, it had to integrate into the global 

knowledge production system, which was already dominated by the Anglo-American 

countries. However, this was a state-led integration into the international education 

market, in which the Chinese government had full control over the liberalisation 

process. The capitalist–communism model of China – which post-Mao Chinese leader 

Deng Xiaoping named ‘Socialism with Chinese characteristics’ – was reflected in this 

effort. Therefore, the strategy to open up and enhance international education as a 

soft power tool accords with China´s efforts toparticipate in the globalised neoliberal 

education market.

At first, the strategy involved importing knowledge techniques and technologies, 

and teachers from overseas universities, while also encouraging Chinese teachers, 

school staff and students to study abroad by providing access and government funding. 

The strategy was reversed in 2000, when China began to export Chinese knowledge to 

the world (Mok, 2010; Yang, 2010). China's internationalisation of higher education has 

taken on a new form, characterised by a much improved balance between introducing 

the world into China and bringing China to the world within an altered global landscape 

of higher education.

China’s policies and efforts to open up education to international students have 

proliferated. The commitment to the further opening up of China’s education system 

is confirmed in the Outline of China’s National Plan for Medium and Long-term 

Education Reform and Development (2010–20). It lays down three specific aims, namely 

to promote international exchanges and cooperation, introduce quality education 
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resources abroad, and upgrade exchanges and cooperation. In the implementation plan 

issued by the Chinese Ministry of Education in September 2011, China plans to have 

500,000 international students enrolled in higher education institutions, elementary 

and secondary schools, and 150,000 in degree programmes by the year 2020. The plan 

also states that the number of Chinese government scholarships should be gradually 

increased in accordance with the needs of national strategy and development.

China has initiated the internationalisation of the curriculum with three main 

features: introducing English-language products into Chinese campuses, implementing 

instruction in English or in Chinese and English, and integrating an international 

dimension into university teaching and learning. These features were implemented 

by, for example, translating the original English-language textbooks into Chinese. In 

addition, in 2001 the Chinese Ministry of Education (MOE) declared that by 2004, 5–10% 

of all curricula at the leading universities must be taught in English, especially in such 

areas as biology, information science, material sciences, and international trade and 

law. It also increased the number of programmes for foreign languages/cross-cultural 

studies, mostly taught in English at undergraduate level and leading to international 

professional qualifications at graduate level (Huang, 2008).

The Chinese government has run and funded several projects to develop its top 

universities into prominent global education actors (or ‘world-class universities’). In 

1998, it launched Project 985, which funded 39 of the country’s top universities. These 

Chinese universities were modelled on existing global universities, mainly western 

ones. Foreign programmes were first offered in the mid 1990s, and by 2003 there were 

over 712 approved teaching partnerships between Chinese and foreign institutions, 

according to the Chinese Ministry of Education (Marginson, 2013). Between 2003 and 

2013, China’s share of the world top 500 universities rose from 3% to 6%. In addition, 

China’s total investment in R&D is now the second highest in the world. 

In line with its economic and political influence, Chinese international higher 

education has a share in the global knowledge production system that is highly 

dominated by Anglo-American. China's greater role in the global market economy for 

education was further promoted when it joined the World Trade Organization (WTO) 

in December 2011. China opened up its education sector to commercial activities in 

the five sub-categories of primary, secondary, higher, and adult education, and other 

educational services. It provided a legal framework for foreign partners to have a 

majority share in Chinese-Foreign Cooperation in Running School (CFCRS) institutions. 

However, foreign partners are not allowed to establish, control and run an institution by 

themselves (Pan, 2013).

Yet, while its world-class universities are developed to fit in with the global education 

system, China has also established its own structure that affects the international 
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education market. For instance, the Shanghai Jiaotong ranking system has become 

one of the world’s major university ranking systems. Thus, China's internationalisation 

of education is not only a fruit of its national reform, but also a product of the growing 

intensity of the globalisation of higher education and knowledge. In the globalisation 

era, China has a stake in the regulation and reproduction of this system, of which it is 

now an integral part (Agnew, 2010). 

Another case that illustrates China’s carefully planned activities in the global 

education market is the country’s determined effort to promote the Chinese language 

and Chinese culture worldwide. The China National Office for Teaching Chinese as 

a Foreign Language (now the Office of Chinese Language Council International) had 

a US$ 200 million budget to run a language promotion network. The goal was to 

quadruple the number of foreigners studying Chinese to 100 million by 2010. The most 

coordinated way to promote the language and culture globally is through the Confucius 

Institutes that are set up in universities in host countries. The Confucius Institute (CI) 

aims to promote the Chinese language and Chinese culture, and to become the Chinese 

language and cultural centres abroad. China has built 500 CIs worldwide. In 2013 alone, 

it poured over US$ 278 million into the CI programme, four times more than the fund 

allocated by the Ministry of Finance in 2006. 

Integrating China with the world and promoting the peaceful values of language, 

culture and education are expected to improve China’s image amidst its rising political 

economy influence, a deliberate effort that the Chinese state has been making. However, 

it also promoted by non-state actors, such as education institutions, education brokers 

and students, all of which/whom played a role in enhancing the internationalisation of 

Chinese education either directly or indirectly. In many cases, they were participating in 

acoordinated project or were encouraged by the Chinese government to, for example, 

collaborate with foreign campuses and participate in joint activities such as twinning, or 

the establishment of branch campuses and franchises. 

However, some scholars are in doubt about how much contribution the universities 

could contribute to China’s soft power agenda. The gap between China’s 985 universities 

and the world’s top-class universities remains significant (Wojciuk, Michalek and 

Stormoswska, 2015). Another challenge is the composition of the international student 

body in China, which is dominated by non-degree students, who in 2011 made up as 

much as 60% of the total international student body (Kuroda, 2014). The rest are degree 

programme students, namely undergraduates (30.23%), Master’s students (8.02%) and 

doctoral candidates (2.37%). In addition, only a limited number of students major in 

academic disciplines other than Chinese language. 
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Research focus: the linkages between indonesia and China

This dissertation draws on the case of Indonesian student mobility to China, one of the 

emerging yet still less well examined student mobility corridors in the rising peripheries. 

While the major destinations of Indonesian students used to be countries in the North 

– that is, the USA, Australia and the UK – plus Malaysia as the closest neighbour, the 

number of Indonesians studying in China has increased substantially in the last decade. 

The increase started around the time of a series of political changes in both countries: 

the emergence of China and its opening up and reform policy in the late 1970s and early 

1980s, the post-political reform in Indonesia in 1998, and the restoration of Chinese-

Indonesians’ legal rights and cultural expressions since 1998. These intertwining factors 

crafted a new trajectory of transnational student mobility between China and Indonesia 

that started in the early 2000s. 

Figure 1-3 | Top four destination countries of Indonesian higher education students in 2017 

(Open Doors® Report on International Educational Exchange, 2017)

However, Indonesian student mobility to China is not only under-researched but also 

still overlooked in Indonesia’s public discourse on ISM. In contrast to the increasing 

numbers of Indonesian students in China (especially Chinese-Indonesian students), and 

a bilateral commitment to encourage people-to-people exchanges through education, 

the growing importance of Indonesian student mobility to China and its possible 

outcomes are still absent from the public discourse. Interestingly, the discussion about 

‘brain mobility’ – namely the classic brain drain and brain gain concepts that used to 

prevail in public and policy narratives – has not featured in the discourse on Indonesian 

student mobility to China. 
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The discussion on the flow Indonesian students’ to China is greatly overshadowed by 

the controversial debates about the flow of Chinese capital and people into Indonesia. 

This reminds us that the trajectories of Indonesia-China relations have been turbulent, 

in particular regarding the issue of the Chinese-Indonesian diaspora in Indonesia, and 

the spat relating to Communism during the Cold War.

Indonesia was among the first countries to establish diplomatic ties with the People’s 

Republic of China after its foundation in 1949. Yet, their relation already existed, long 

before the two built their concept of nation state. The migration of Chinese people to 

Indonesia started as early as the 7th century via cooperation between several kingdoms 

in Indonesia and dynasties in China. For centuries, the mobility among both peoples 

continued for various purposes. The first of several waves of migration from China to the 

Dutch East Indies (Indonesia’s name when it was a Dutch colony) was in the 16th century, 

when many Chinese labourers, mostly from southern China, moved to Southeast Asia. 

Indonesia is home to the largest Chinese ‘diaspora’ in Southeast Asia. In my research, I 

refer to these people as ‘Chinese-Indonesian’.

However, Indonesian domestic politics has long constructed the Chinese-Indonesians 

as ‘permanent outsiders’ and non-indigenous people who are socially exclusive, 

economically dominant and politically ignorant (Ang, 2005; Dieleman, Koning and Post, 

2011; Heryanto, 2004; Suryadinata, 2008). The stereotypical labelling that simplifies 

the Chinese-Indonesian communities in Indonesia, which are diverse in geographical 

origins, cultures, class, interaction with locals, political and social contribution, etc., is 

partly a result of Suharto’s identity politics in the strict assimilation policy implemented 

in the country. But when considered as a part of a longer political trajectory, it is related 

to the legacy of social class stratification by the Dutch colonial regime in Indonesia in 

the 17th century, when Chinese-Indonesians were positioned as colonial intermediaries, 

second-class people above the Indonesian natives.

During the 32 years of Suharto’s authoritarian regime, the Chinese-Indonesians 

participated in the state’s assimilation project to eradicate their Chinese cultural traits 

and replace them with Indonesian nationalism. Their cultural expressions and political 

rights were suppressed, but then restored in the post-1998 crisis, even though the 

racial prejudices and anti-Chinese sentiment remains evident (Sukma, 2009). However, 

various positive changes have also occurred in sociocultural interaction in Indonesia 

since the Chinese-Indonesians were allowed to enter certain spaces that had previously 

been off limits to them (e.g. politics, military, public universities and the civil service). 

Since then, the number of Indonesian students in China has been growing rapidly, 

reflecting the development of other links between the two countries. In 2016, when 

Chinese foreign direct investment in Indonesia reached a record high of US$ 2.67 

million, around 14,000 Indonesians were studying in China – in contrast with only 600s 
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Chinese students studying in Indonesia (Indonesia Ministry of Research, Technology 

and Higher Education, 2017). 

The student flow is dominated by self-funded Chinese-Indonesian students come 

from the urban middle-income class. In the early years of mobility (i.e. the early 2000s), 

most of them took short (3- to 12-month) courses in the Chinese language. However, 

the ethnic and class backgrounds of students and the levels and fields of study have 

since become more diverse. The increasing number of scholarships from the Chinese 

government and Indonesian (including Chinese-Indonesian) social institutions, and 

growing cooperation and collaboration between universities in both countries, make 

a large contribution to this development. In particular, the scholarship and education 

cooperation have also attracted Indonesian students from various classes, ethnicities 

and religious backgrounds to follow degree programmes in China. The numbers, 

however, are still far smaller compared to the Chinese-Indonesians. However, apart 

from the large number of Chinese-Indonesian students enrolled in short language 

programmes, more and more Chinese-Indonesians are also doing Bachelor’s, Master’s 

and doctoral studies under diverse motivations and expectations. 

Yet, Indonesian student mobility to China is nothing new. The present student 

mobility is a continuation of the old trajectory that was interrupted and almost forgotten 

because of political turbulence. The last major episode of student mobility to China from 

Indonesia was in 1965, when Indonesia and China were enjoying a warm relationship 

because their respective Communist parties were cooperating closely. A failed political 

coup in Indonesia in September 1965, which was blamed on the Indonesian Communist 

Party, dramatically changed many things in Indonesia. It also disrupted Indonesian 

student mobility to China, leading to many Indonesian students being stranded there 

and becoming political exiles. This episode has disappeared from public and political 

discourses along with the Communism taboo and the government’s ban on Marxism-

Leninism ideas in Indonesia.

Hence, analysing Indonesian student mobility to China is like dissecting the 

complexity of interactions between Indonesia and China. Indeed, this research shows 

that student mobility constitutes various forms of spatial and temporal encounters. In 

doing so, it is the first to investigate the historical  cultural political economy dynamics 

of this mobility corridor. By investigating this mobility of the rising peripheries, it also 

contributes to the theorisation of student mobility that has been dominated by the 

discussion of the core–periphery divide. Meanwhile, by linking ISM and the identity of 

Chinese-Indonesians, it contributes to the Chinese overseas/diaspora studies.
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Politics, identities and trajectories in ISM

This research focuses on the encountered spaces of politics, identities and trajectories 

that interweave throughout Indonesian student mobility to China. The three key 

interlinking concepts are explored as follows. 

Politics

In the academic and policy discourse on ISM, politics is generally discussed as particular 

authorities of the states in regulating the borders or orchestrating the politics of 

education. However, this dissertation considers politics to be broader than states or 

regulations. Foucault (1991) widens state politics into an ensemble formed by the 

institutions, procedures, analyses and strategies in exercising complex forms of power 

relations over the population. Politics in education, for instance, operates in multiple 

ways, ranging from whose knowledge counts to how the sector is governed (Robertson 

& Dale, 2015). In a similar vein, Cresswell (2010) explains that politics in mobility refers 

to how mobility is produced by and is productive of social relations that involve the 

production and distribution of power. It is behind why we move, how fast or slow we 

move, in what rhythm, through which route, how it feels, and when and how it stops. 

Building on the various stretches of politics above, this dissertation explores the 

role of politics as power regimes, composed of broader historical and political forces 

(Kim, 2009a), in ISM at a specific time and geography. These power regimes influence 

mobile students not only at the structural level, but also at meso and personal levels. 

The inclusion and exclusion as a result of identity politics, for instance, is the concrete 

impact of politics on our everyday lives. 

This dissertation also stresses the need to contextualise the politics of mobility ‘in 

places’. Rather than considering places in binary terms of home and host, bounded by 

nation states’ territory that is fixed, distinct and unrelated, the politics of places puts 

forward a perspective in seeing the changes, trajectories and the linkages of places that 

are imbued with power relations. Our different definitions of places and spatial relations 

not only determine the theorisation of student migration, but also affect policymaking 

in practice (Raghuram, 2015). For instance, when we see places as pre-existent bounded 

by immutable and sacrosanct boundaries, migration will accordingly be conceived as 

an intrusion of borders and migrants as potentially invading outsiders (Raghuram, 

2015:142). 

Identities

There is a tendency in academic and policy discourses to consider students as only 

students. Their other roles (as family members, workers, migrants, etc.) and their various 
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skills, beliefs, educational experiences and worldviews are, however, also present 

throughout their mobility experiences. This point challenges the tendency to portray 

students as a homogenous group with similar border crossing experiences and sense 

making (Gargano, 2009; Waters & Brooks, 2012). In fact, students are transnational 

subjects, embodied beings, and bearers of gender, ethnicity, class, etc. (Waters & 

Brooks, 2012). These multiple identities are always in the making and negotiated in an 

intersectional manner.

Students’ multiple roles and identities prior to mobility are therefore constitutive 

in their mobility decision, as well as in making sense of places and translating their 

mobility experience. Studying abroad is never just a personal decision or motivation. It 

is also about how students define themselves in relation to others – and how students’ 

reactions to these ties impact their mobility trajectories. (Carlson, 2013). Identities are 

also an important category in ISM because they become the basis of social inclusion 

and exclusion that also occurs in ISM. Who can and cannot be mobile is strongly related 

to identities, and identities are inseparable from the power relations that construct 

and shape them. The state plays a dominant role in the social construction of identities 

and has significant power to shape identity politics for certain interests. It can claim 

specific identities for their national subjects (such as in state-created diaspora network), 

in othering minorities by making them adopt a single national identity through an 

assimilation programme (as experienced by the Chinese-Indonesians), and in rejecting 

and excluding those who are considered unfit and dangerous (such as the exiles and 

others in Indonesia who were labelled as ‘the left’).

This dissertation elaborates the identities issue in ISM, focusing on how identities 

play a role in defining student mobility trajectories. It starts from the decision to study 

abroad, the identity negotiating process during mobility, and the potential transnational 

identity capital acquired and practised, to the precarity of the students whose identity 

changed into that of exile (discussed in Chapter 3 on transnational identity of the 

Chinese Indonesia, Chapter 4 on students’ social bridging, Chapter 6 on the role of the 

elective diaspora in managing friction and Chapter 5 on the student exiles). 

Trajectories

Other than the historical political trajectories that shaped and defined student mobility 

(see Chapter 1), this dissertation also points out that the student mobility trajectory is a 

journey that starts prior to departure and is perhaps still unfinished after the particular 

mobility ends (see Chapters 4 and 5). Approaching student mobility as a journey 

problematises the static viewpoints that explain human movement from fixed points, 

namely the A to the B, the push and the pull, the sender and the host, the origin and the 

destination (Schapendonk, 2011). 



32

Chapter 1

As a journey, mobility is not always smooth, but encounters challenges and frictions. 

At the personal level, student mobility is not only defined by personal calculating logics: 

it is also fogged by the uncertainty and vulnerability resulting from structural changes 

such as political shifts. The precarity of student mobility is evident, but it has been 

overshadowed by the lists of positive student mobility outcomes. 

By examining student mobility trajectories as journeys, my approach goes beyond an 

analysis of the mobility experience of a particular student. It also looks beyond a specific 

period of time and space that is directly related to a student’s mobility experience (i.e. 

during his/her study period, and between the country of origin and that of destination). 

Rather, trajectories in ISM are also about the continuation and overlapping of different 

trajectories across space, and of the interaction between past and present. This is 

examined in detail in Chapter 5. This spatial and temporal stretch expands the common 

analytical scope commonly used in ISM research. 

Research aim and questions

The aim of this study was to unsettle the economistic and utility-oriented perspectives 

of ISM by seeing it as the manifestation of the interplay of three specific dimensions, 

namely politics, identities and trajectories. The present research addressed the following 

five questions: 

1. How are the characteristics and patterns of Indonesian student mobility to China 

formed and affected by the trajectories of the Indonesia–China cultural political 

economy relation (1900–present)? 

2. How do Chinese-Indonesian students, who ‘belong’ to both the Chinese and 

the Indonesian diaspora, negotiate, contest and transform their identities while 

studying in China?

3. Amidst the state’s and the family’s expectations as regards building new 

connections in China, to what extent can the mobile students fulfil them and 

with what impacts on the societies?

4. Student mobility trajectories can be unpredictable and highly dependent on 

external factors. How did the Indonesians who studied in China circa 1960–65 

experience turbulent mobility trajectories and navigate through them? 

5. Student mobility is not only about the students who move, but also about 

institutions. In this case, how does China’s cross-border education institutions – 

the Confucius Institutes – move into Indonesia and encounter frictions and local 

surprises in several places? 
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Methodology

Methods

This study employed qualitative research methods that were either inductive or 

developed based on the findings, yet guided by the research questions to limit the scope. 

Approached through the lens of human geography and cultural political economy, 

Indonesian student mobility to China was recognised and treated as a multifaceted 

topic. The direct implication of this is that the methods used in the research reported in 

each chapter of this dissertation vary. Genealogy was used for Chapter 2, ethnographic 

research for Chapters 3 and 4, oral history for Chapter 5 and a case study for Chapter 6. 

The field research was carried out between 2015 and 2017 in Indonesia, China, 

the Netherlands and Sweden. In total, the main research subjects interviewed for this 

dissertation were 50 Indonesian students who were studying or had studied in China (33 

male, 17 female; age range: 20–87; see the appendix for the details of respondents). The 

other 29 interviewees were relevant informants as regards student mobility, including 

government officials, directors/staff of language institutions, Indonesian students in 

other places, teachers of Mandarin, etc. The research participants were selected by 

means of purposive sampling that represented the variety of countries of origin in 

Indonesia, places to study in China, age, gender, fields and levels of study. Initially, key 

informants were approached and interviewed. Subsequently, the key informants were 

asked to identify other potential research participants (snowballing technique). The 

interviews were conducted in-depth in Indonesian and generally lasted 1–2 hours. The 

semi-structured questions were prepared, but they were kept open for the interviewees 

to share their stories. Efforts were made to steer the interviews to the prepared questions. 

All the interviews were transcribed and then translated into English. The interview data 

were then coded and categorised based on the themes related to the research question.

Secondary data were collected by means of interviews and from published 

documents, such as government statistics, policy documents, and literature and media 

reports on Indonesian student mobility to China and on Indonesia–China relations.

Furthermore, a participant observation was made to closely understand the mobility 

experiences of the students and their complexities. For instance, I spent three months as 

a language programme student at a university in Beijing. I followed the path to mobility 

that begins with finding a university (by, for example, attending a Chinese education 

exhibition), experiencing language and administrative challenges in registering and 

in choosing a dormitory to live in, and realising the important role of the education 

broker in helping students and simplifying their lives. During the mobility in China, I 

actively engaged with the Indonesian short-term language students, the broader 

student organisation, the Indonesian people who live there, the Indonesian embassy in 
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Beijing and the Indonesian student magazine group in China, and also interacted with 

the other international students, Chinese students and Chinese friends. In doing so, I 

directly experienced a transnational life in China as an international, Indonesian and 

Chinese-Indonesian student that usefully contributed to my observations, interviews 

and data analyses.

Juggling curiosity, reflexivity, utility and personal bias

My interest in this research was generated not merely by enthusiasm about student 

mobility, but by the curiosity driven by my multiple identities, my educational and 

professional background, and my cultural and personal values. Being a Chinese-

Indonesian woman, journalist, mobile student, wannabe human geographer, and global 

citizen, I was close to the topic. Admittedly, this was, of course, reflected not only in the 

choice of the research topic, but also in how I conducted the research, the methodology, 

the approach to the research subjects and, most importantly, how I interpret the data.

This brought benefits as well as challenges. It was obviously easier for me, as a 

Chinese-Indonesian, to approach Chinese-Indonesian students. The explanation of my 

previous and current mobility as an international student in the Netherlands was also 

an added value, signifying my credibility and my similarity to them, thus increasing 

their trust and their willingness to give their consent as research participants. It was 

initially useful to build trust and acceptance, as they felt connected to my identities. 

Furthermore, the more connectedness and trust we built, the more open and 

comfortable they were in answering my questions and sharing their thoughts. In some 

cases, it happened after several meetings/ interactions. This was mostly important for 

the questions about mobility and identity negotiation. The identity issues, the nexus of 

Indonesianess and Chineseness, were quite sensitive due to the strong legacy of identity 

politics in Indonesia. Gaining their trust was thus crucial to make them feel comfortable 

enough to tell me their version of the story. The similarity of our identities often melted 

the formal boundary between researcher and researched. In doing so, I practised what 

Fabian (1983) explained as shared spatial-temporalities between researcher and the 

researched, which confirms the co-production of knowledge. 

In addition, my journalistic background helped me to access bureaucracy, for 

example to make contact with government officials. While I was in Beijing, the Indonesian 

Embassy's Education Attaché and the editors of the abovementioned student magazine 

were planning to organise citizen journalism training for Indonesian students in Beijing 

as one of their student capacity-building programmes. I was asked to be the mentor, a 

task that I accepted. This, in turn, benefited my research, as it gave me the opportunity 

to observe the students and collect more information about the contexts of being 

Indonesian students in China. I also took this opportunity to encourage the students 
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in the workshop to write down their personal thoughts about studying in China. Their 

thoughts were compiled and printed in a book that I edited and a Chinese university 

published. The collection of personal stories also provided important information for 

my research.

Other than the utility benefit, my subjectivity and proximity to the research topic 

and the research subjects also engendered reflexivity. It featured in every article 

resulting from this research. The article on the precarity of mobile students, for instance, 

was written with considerable reflexivity. It was reflective of my own precarity as both 

mobile student and migrant in the Netherlands, of the political silencing effect that 

Indonesian politics has had on the exiles and other victims of human rights violation 

in the country, and of the Indonesian youths’ right to access the alternative version of 

Indonesian history that unsettles the unquestioned official narrative. The reflexivity 

energised me to conduct the research, whether it was during the design, the conceptual 

making, the interviews or the analysis. 

The most challenging of all challenges in a qualitative research project like this is to 

manage the personal bias. Even though interaction between researcher and research 

subjects is necessary in qualitative research, personal bias can affect the clarity of 

seeing the problems and interpreting the data. We may try to shun our personal biases, 

but they are always present in the text in the way the text is organised, the data are 

presented, certain quotes are used and some data are ignored (Mehra, 2002). To this 

end, the crucial thing to do is admit the bias and find ways to not become too carried 

away by personal judgment. The logic and critical thinking should help to balance the 

personal bias. My bias in the research was down to the close relations with the research 

participants, the research topic, and my beliefs and thoughts resulting from my multiple 

identities. 

To balance my personal bias, I had to keep the conversation open and see the whole 

context of this study. It helped to read all kinds of material, not only material that was in 

line with my opinion but also opposing material. Asking other researchers' opinions also 

helped me to see what might be buried by my personal judgment. Formal and informal 

discussions were actively held with my research supervisors, colleagues, other mobile 

students and my inner circle, who knew and were interested in my research.

Lastly, I was continuously reflecting on my relationalities with my research 

participants with sensitivity to space and time (Leung, 2015). While I presented and 

analysed my co-ethnic research participants in this research, I was aware that other 

identities also influenced my insiderness. Despite that, sharing cultural background 

and belonging should not be assumed to directly create a strong bias, as this groupism 

has problems viewing an ethnic group as a homogenous entity (Brubaker, 2004). 

Although my research participants and I may be Chinese-Indonesians, the question is 
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which Chinese-Indonesians are we, from which class, gender and other socioeconomic 

position? Our personal views on identity are likely to differ. I might think that being 

Chinese-Indonesian is nothing special, nor is being Indonesian, but my research 

participants may have different opinions. Most importantly, I fully realised that a 

particular encounter between me and the research participants happened in a certain 

time and context, which also made me recognise the situatedness of my findings. 

Research outline

This dissertation is structured as follows.

Chapter 1: Introduction. 

The chapter gives reasons for this study and provides the background of Chinese/

Indonesian student mobility. The three dimensions (politics, identities, and trajectories) 

are juxtaposed to be the focal lens in the analyses of the succeeding chapters. Research 

aims and questions are then formulated. Finally, research methods, activities, and 

researcher’s reflection on her positionality and reflexivity are explained.

Chapter 2: Of States and Identity Politics: A Cultural Political Economy Trajectory 

of Indonesian Student Mobility to China

The chapter examines the genealogy of Indonesian student mobility to China in 

order to intervene in the dominant narratives that present that mobility as a recent 

phenomenon. Juxtaposing the various waves of student mobility to China, starting from 

the colonial era in the 20th century to the present, the chapter illustrates the changing 

and intersecting factors that pull and push Chinese-Indonesian students into and out 

of Indonesia and China. In particular, using the cultural political economy approach, 

these student mobility trajectories and experiences are contextualised, taking into 

consideration the dynamic subnational, binational and global cultural political economy 

on the one hand, and the long-term diaspora/cultural politics on the other.

Chapter 3: What China? Which Chinese? Who are Indonesians? Chinese-Indonesian 

Students in China and the Reshaping of Transnational Identity

This chapter discusses international students’ ‘definitive path’ as transnational subjects. It 

contributes to the literature by linking the concept of students as transnational subjects 

and the transnational identity capital. First, the chapter investigates the Indonesian 

students’ context of origin, which influences their mobility and the formation of 

transnational identity. How the identity of the Chinese-Indonesian students who have 
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already been transnational subjects as Chinese diaspora in Indonesia complicates the 

identity negotiation during their study in China. It then looks at the process of acquiring 

the transnational identity capital as international students and its strategic translation 

into the other capitals after the study. This chapter gives voice to the Chinese-Indonesian 

students who, by telling their stories, consciously rethink and define their transnational 

identity making and the nature of their multiple identities. 

Chapter 4: Bridging the Socio-political Divide: Making Sense of People-to-People 

Exchanges in Indonesian Student Mobility to China

Chapter 3 highlights the mobility outcomes from the perspective of students as 

subjective individuals, and this chapter continues the discussion by problematising the 

expectations of student mobility in development. Specifically, it investigates the states’ 

narratives and policies of people-to-people exchanges that expect mobile students 

to be a socio-political bridge. This research raises the brain drain debate, a classic and 

often dominant public discourse on this topic (especially in the discourse on South–

North mobility), which surprisingly hardly features in the discussion on Indonesian 

student mobility to China. It is instead the people-to-people exchanges, connections 

and contacts that are ubiquitous in policymakers’ statements, diplomatic papers and 

media. The Indonesian mobile students are inherently expected to connect societies, 

knowledge and places in order to achieve China–Indonesia’s ‘sustainable’ partnership. 

However, how do the mobile students actually respond to this expectation? The chapter 

identifies the existing social bridging role of Indonesian students who are studying or 

have studied in China.

Chapter 5: From Privilege to Precarity: Indonesian Student Exiles and Their Legacy

In this chapter, I return to challenge the general assumption in both policy and academic 

discourses that international students are an unproblematic migrant category. In most 

cases, these individuals are constructed as privileged and free-moving economic 

subjects. This chapter underlines the linkage between academic mobility and precarity, 

by drawing on Indonesian intellectual exiles who studied in China circa 1960–65. The 

chapter reminds readers that mobility as a process can fail and break and that these 

mobile students slipped off their aspired path. With this in mind, I present an oral history 

of students who were trapped in China when Suharto’s New Order came to power in 

Indonesia. The geopolitical turn that dramatically changed Indonesia’s domestic politics 

redefined the students’ life trajectories. Scattered across states in Asia and Europe in 

their search for political refuge, they managed to navigate their precarity. For decades 

these exiles lobbied, wrote widely about and shared in different ways their experiences 

in exile and their analyses of Indonesian homeland politics. Their sharing also reached 
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generations of Indonesia students who had the chance to learn about a particular/

alternative part of Indonesian politics, history and society during their time away from 

home. This chapter thus provides a reflection on the overlapping student mobility 

trajectories that stretch across time and space.

Chapter 6: China’s Confucius Institute in Indonesia: Mobility, Frictions and Local 

Surprises 

This chapter is rather different from the others. In addition to switching the direction 

of mobility, it examines the institution mobility of China’s Confucius Institute (CI) in 

Indonesia. Until now, people mobility has been the core focus of ISM research, while ISM 

also includes non-human mobility (teaching materials, capital, institutions, etc.). The CI 

is also an integral part of China’s internationalisation of higher education. Other than 

its function as a soft power instrument, the CI plays an important role in channelling 

international students from the host country to China. This chapter highlights 

the institutional mobility of the CI in Indonesia, which is mostly analysed from an 

international relations perspective. A general view explains that, in parallel with China’s 

growing economic and political power globally, there have been concerns about the 

increasing people, capital and mobility from China, including the CI as its cross-border 

education institution. Unlike the other state cross-border cultural institutions, the CI has 

drawn many criticisms, much suspicion and even rejection of its role as China’s soft power 

instrument. This chapter analyses the frictions of CI establishment in Indonesia, where 

racial and political narratives on China and Chinese-Indonesians have long prevailed. 

Three cases are investigated, one at the national level in Jakarta and two at the local 

level in the cities of Bandung and Makassar. Elaborating how frictions were created, 

resisted and managed differently in each case, this chapter highlights the interplay of 

particular local surprises, multiple actors and power relations in the mobility of the CI.

Chapter 7: Conclusion

Chapter 7 provides the answer to the central questions by reflecting on all the research 

findings presented in the previous chapters. Politics, identities and trajectories are 

revisited to unravel the Indonesian student mobility to China. This is followed by some 

reflections, first on imagining the future of ISM amidst the changing relations between 

Indonesia and China, and then on the lessons learnt from this study to understand the 

broader goal of ISM for development and the mobility of other flows.



39

Chapter 1

01

Introduction

References

Agnew, J. (2010). Emerging China and critical geopolitics: Between world politics and Chinese particularity. 
Eurasian Geography and Economics, 51(5), 569-582.

Altbach, P. G., & Balán, J. (Eds.). (2007). World class worldwide: Transforming research universities in Asia and Latin 
America. JHU Press.

Altbach, P.G., Gopinathan, S. (2005). Rethinking Centre–Periphery. Asia Pacific Journal of Education 25(2), 117-
123.

Altbach, P. G., Reisberg, L., & Rumbley, L. E. (2009). Trends in Global Higher Education. Rotterdam: UNESCO 
Publishing and Sense Publisher.

Ang, I. (2005). On not speaking Chinese: Living between Asia and the West. Routledge. 

Brubaker, Rogers (2004). Ethnicity without groups. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Bu, L. (1999). Educational exchange and cultural diplomacy in the Cold War. Journal of American Studies, 33(3), 
393-415. 

Chen, Q., & Koyama, J. P. (2013). Reconceptualising diasporic intellectual networks: Mobile scholars in 
transnational space. Globalisation, Societies and Education, 11(1), 23-38. 

Cresswell, T. (2010). Towards a politics of mobility. Environment and Planning: Society and Space, 28(1), 17-31. 
10.1068/d11407

Creswell, J. W. (2007). Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing among Five Approaches. California: 
Sage Publications, Inc.

Dieleman, M., Koning, J., & Post, P. (2010). Chinese Indonesians And Regime Change: Alternative Perspectives. 
In Chinese Indonesians and Regime Change (pp. 1-20). Brill.

Fabian, Johannes (1983). Time and the other: How anthropology makes its object. New York:

Columbia University Press.

Fahey, J., & Kenway, J. (2010). International academic mobility: Problematic and possible paradigms. Discourse: 
Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 31(5), 563-575. 

Findlay, A., King, R., Stam, A. and Ruiz-Gelices, E. (2006). Ever reluctant Europeans: the

changing geographies of UK students studying and working abroad. European Urban and Regional Studies 13, 
4, 291 – 318.

Foucault, M. (1977). Genealogy, history in language, counter-memory, practice: Selected essays and interviews 
edited by DF Bouchard.

Foucault, M. (1991). The Foucault effect: Studies in governmentality. University of Chicago Press.

Gargano, T. (2009). (Re) conceptualizing international student mobility: The potential of transnational social 
fields. Journal of Studies in International Education, 13(3), 331-346. 

Heryanto, A. (2004). Ethnic diasporas as cosmopolitans? Indonesian Chineseness, citizenship, and pop 
cultures. Ethnicities, Diasporas and ‘Grounded’ Cosmopolitanisms in Asia, 26-42.

HSBC. (2017). The value of education higher and higher (4), HSBC.

Huang, F. (2007). Internationalization of Higher Education in the Developing and Emerging Countries: A Focus 
on Transnational Higher Education in Asia. Journal of Studies in International Education 11(3-4), 421–32. 

Jöns, H., Mavroudi, E., & Heffernan, M. (2015). Mobilising the elective diaspora: US–German academic 
exchanges since 1945. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 40(1), 113-127.

Kehm, B. M. (2005). The Contribution of International Student Mobility to Human Development and Global 
Understanding. Online Submission, 2(1), 18-24.

Kim, T. (2009a). Shifting patterns of transnational academic mobility: A comparative and historical approach. 
Comparative Education, 45(3), 387-403. 

Kim, T. (2009b). Transnational academic mobility, internationalization and interculturality in higher education. 
Intercultural Education, 20(5), 395-405. 

Leung, M. W. (2013a). ‘Read ten thousand books, walk ten thousand miles’: Geographical mobility and capital 
accumulation among Chinese scholars. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 38(2), 311-324. 



40

Chapter 1

Leung, M. W. (2013b). Unraveling the skilled mobility for sustainable development mantra: An analysis of 
China-EU academic mobility. Sustainability, 5(6), 2644-2663. 

Leung, M. (2015, May). ‘ Talk to Her, She is also Chinese’: A Reflection on the Spatial-Temporal Reach of Co-
Ethnicity in Migration Research. In Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung/Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 
16(2).

Marginson, S. (2013). Emerging higher education in the post-Confucian heritage zone. In D. Araya & P. Mamber 
(eds), Higher education in the global age: Education policy, practice and promise in emerging societies (89-
112).

Meadmore, D., Hatcher, C., & McWilliam, E. (2000). Getting tense about genealogy. International Journal of 
Qualitative Studies in Education, 13(5), 463-476. 

Mehra, B. (2002). Bias in qualitative research: Voices from an online classroom. The Qualitative Report, 7(1), 
1-19. 

Ministry of Education of People Republic of China. (2010). Outline of China’s National Plan for Medium and 
Long-term Education Reform and Development (2010-2020). Retrieved from http://www.moe.edu.cn/
moe_2792/moe_2808/moe_2862/201010/t20101012_109030.html.

Mok, K. H. (2010). The search for new governance of higher education in Asia. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Murphy-Lejeune, E. (2002). Student Mobility and Narrative in Europe. The new strangers.

 London: Routledge. 

Nye, J. S. (1990). Soft power. Foreign policy (80), 153-171.

Ong, A. (1999). Flexible Citizenship: the cultural logics of transnationality. Durham: Duke

 University Press.

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development. (2017). Education at a glance 2017: OECD indicators. 
Paris: OECD Publishing. . http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/eag-2017-26-en

Pan, S. Y. (2013). Confucius Institute project: China’s cultural diplomacy and soft power projection. Asian 
Education and Development Studies, 2(1), 22-33.

Postiglione, G. A., & Chapman, D. W. (2010). East Asia’s experience of border crossing: Assessing future 
prospects. In David W. Chapman, W.K Cummings & Gerard A. Postiglione (Eds.). Dordrecht: Springer, pp. 
377-382.

Raghuram, P. (2009). Which migration, what development? Unsettling the edifice of migration and 
development. Population, Space and Place, 15(2), 103-117. 

Raghuram, P. (2013). Theorising the spaces of student migration. Population, Space and Place, 19(2), 138-154. 

Rizvi, F. (2005). International education and the production of cosmopolitan identities. Paper presented at the 
Transnational Seminar Series.

Rizvi, F. (2010). International students and doctoral studies in transnational spaces. The Routledge Doctoral 
Supervisor’s Companion: Supporting Effective Research in Education and the Social Sciences, 158-170. 

Robertson, S. L. (2010). Critical response to special section: International academic mobility. Discourse: Studies 
in the Cultural Politics of Education, 31(5), 641-647. 

Robertson, S. L., & Dale, R. (2015). Towards a ‘critical cultural political economy’ account of the globalising of 
education. Globalisation, Societies and Education, 13(1), 149-170. 

Suryadinata, L (2008). Ethnic Chinese in Contemporary Indonesia. Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian 
Studies.

Yang, R. (2010). Soft power and higher education: An examination of China’s Confucius Institutes. Globalisation, 
Societies and Education, 8(2), 235-245.

Schapendonk, J. (2011). Turbulent trajectories: Sub-Saharan African migrants heading north (Doctoral 
dissertation).

Schiller, N. G. (1997). The situation of transnational studies. Identities, 4(2), 155-166.

Teichler, U. (2004) The changing debate on internationalisation of higher education. Higher Education, 48(1): 
5-26.

Teichler, U. (2015). Academic mobility and migration: What we know and what we do not know. European 
Review, 23(S1), S6-S37. 

Vertovec, S. (2009). Transnationalism. Routledge.



41

Chapter 1

01

Introduction

Wang, S. (2016). China’s people-to-people diplomacy and its importance to China-EU relations: A historical 
institutionalism perspective. Journal of China and International Relations, 4(1)

Waters, J., & Brooks, R. (2012). Transnational spaces, international students. Emergent Perspectives on 
Educational Mobilities in Brooks, R., Fuller, A., and Waters, J.(Eds.) (2012) Changing Spaces of Education 
New Perspectives on the Nature of Learning. London and New York: Routledge, 21-38. 

Waters, J., & Leung, M. (2013). Immobile transnationalisms? Young people and their in situ experiences of 
‘international’ education in Hong Kong. Urban Studies, 50(3), 606-620.

Wojciuk, A., Michałek, M., & Stormowska, M. (2015). Education as a source and tool of soft power in international 
relations. European Political Science 14, 298-317.

Ziguras, C., & McBurnie, G. (2011). International student mobility in the Asia-Pacific: From globalization to regional 
integration? Higher education in the Asia-Pacific. Springer, pp. 123-140.





CHAPTER

OF STATES AND 

IDENTITY POLITICS: 

A CULTURAL POLITICAL 

ECONOMY TRAJECTORY 

OF INDONESIAN STUDENT 

MOBILITY TO CHINA

2

Submitted to Asian Studies Review as R.Theo and M.W.H. Leung, Of 

States and Identity Politics: a cultural political economy trajectory of 

Indonesian student mobility to China.



44

Chapter 2



45

Chapter 2

02

 Of States and Identity Politics

Introduction 

The field of international higher education and student mobility has expanded 

tremendously during the past few decades, in line with the changes of the general 

landscape and the position of key actors. China, equipped with its rising economic and 

political power, has re-emerged as a major driver of international higher education and 

student mobility.  Apart from being the source of the largest number of international 

students, China has made an enormous effort to become a global education provider. 

In recent decades, it has opened and capitalised on its higher education market and 

eventually evolved into an important competitor of the traditional destinations in the 

Anglo-American sphere.

In 2017, China hosted 442,773 students, representing nearly 10% of the total number 

of international students worldwide (Project Atlas, 2017). The numbers not only broke 

China’s record as an increasingly popular host but also made China the third largest 

higher education destination worldwide, behind the USA and the UK. Most of the 

students came from Asian countries, in particular, those that share geographic proximity, 

economic cooperation and cultural connections with China. The rise of China in the 

education mobility field seems to defy the hegemony of South to North (or periphery 

to core) flows into the Anglo-American countries. Together with the emergence of 

other popular non-Northern destinations, such as Singapore, Hong Kong, Malaysia and 

Dubai, one can observe the proliferation of alternative patterns of international student 

mobility that complicate the binary division of core–periphery positioning and relation.

The Chinese state, like many other states, has played a deliberate role in 

internationalising and commercialising higher education. Such state involvements 

challenge the common assumption of the waning of state power under market forces 

in the age of globalisation. The role of the Chinese state has been largely investigated in 

previous research. This body of work focuses on the actors and institutions, policies and 

strategies adopted in China in order to catch up and compete in the highly competitive 

and unequal globalised higher education industry (Huang, 2007; Kim, 2009; Li and 

Zhang, 2011; Marginson, 2011; Mok and Yu, 2011). Parallel to the more technical 

discussion about China’s engagement in international higher education, a number of 

scholars (e.g. Gill and Huang, 2006; Lo, 2011; Yang, 2015) have analysed China’s strategy 

in using education as a soft power instrument that helps disseminate Chinese language, 

culture and other forms of socio-political influence. These studies are mostly China-

centred, however, and we know relatively little about these emerging highly dynamic 

student mobility trajectories from the perspectives of the partner states, namely the 

places of origin of the students. 

Few recent scholarships have contextualised international student mobility to China 
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and add more dimensions into the discussion of ISM to China, apart from the soft power 

narrative. Among the emerging research on African student mobility to China, Haugen 

(2011) argues that the increasing numbers of African students in China’s university 

is not a straight evident of China’s growing soft power as the social and educational 

environment in Chinese universities often failed to impress the students. However, 

many of the students gain other opportunities such as engage in trade, which reinforce 

the Sino-African ties in an unpredented way. In a further detailed elaboration, Ho (2013) 

conseptualises the relation of geopolitical and the geosocial aspect of transnational 

African student mobility in China. She concludes that students’ family and individual 

goal in accumulating human and cultural capital through studying in China is framed 

by and reflect perceptions of China-Africa relation, but their everyday experience in 

Chinese cities in fact reinforces racist geographies and development asymmetries.  

Other than Africa, the studies of Korean student mobility to China that characterised 

by the historical cultural proximity and contemporary increasing commerce between 

Korea and China have been emerging as well.  

This chapter makes empirical contribution to the increasing contextualised studies 

on student mobility to China  by providing a relational account of the Indonesia–China 

student mobility corridor that has never been studied in details. It also adds historical 

depth to the extant literature on international student mobility, which has represented 

the process as predominately current and new. In the Indonesia–China case, the academic 

discourse on student mobility has also mainly been on recent developments, namely 

changes since the post-Suharto era, which coincides with the China rising episode. We 

trace the genealogy of this historical-cultural-political-economy trajectory, bringing 

forth the interplay of complex dynamics spanning Indonesia and China (and beyond) 

that produced and shaped the mobility corridor across time. In particular, we call for a 

spatial-temporal stretch in conceptualising the state (Leung, 2015) in influencing this 

student mobility corridor. Extending beyond conventional nation-bound notions of the 

state, we highlight the fact that the state exists in multiple forms and operates across 

various geographical scales. These multiple forms of the state engage with one another 

and in interactions with states of other countries in shaping diverse transnational fields, 

such as that of student mobility.

Paying closer attention to the role of the state adds to the hitherto rather limited 

focus on the economic and cultural aspects of the recent student mobility connections 

between Indonesia and China. The emphasis on these two aspects is understandable. 

First, the closer economic ties between the two countries as two of the main emerging 

economies in Asia have stimulated trade and investment flows from China to Indonesia. 

These linkages, in turn, have created an increasing demand for skilled workers who 

master the Chinese language (Mandarin) that has stimulated Indonesian student 
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mobility to China. Second, Chinese-Indonesians, whose Chinese ethnic identity 

had been repressed under the discriminatory assimilation policy of the Suharto 

government, finally gained their cultural freedom when the regime fell in 1998.  Many 

Chinese-Indonesian parents have since sent their children to China to reconnect them 

to Chinese cultural values (Hoon, 2011). Indeed, hitherto Chinese-Indonesians comprise 

the majority of Indonesian students who have studied in China. 

Nevertheless, limiting our analysis to economic and cultural reasons, however 

important they are, poses a risk of triggering a generalisation and/or simplification 

that is based on the current state of the mobility field. These generalised and simplistic 

views may evoke the impression that Indonesian student mobility to China 1) is always 

on a voluntary basis driven by personal rational motives; 2) is always elitist, dominated 

by middle-class Chinese-Indonesians; 3) is potentially a re-sinification project or at 

least enhances the sense of belonging among Chinese-Indonesians to their ancestor's 

homeland, which in turn would disturb their Indonesian nationalistic sentiment; and 

4) possibly creates economic elites/professionals who could benefit from the business 

networks and their unique knowledge acquired in China, but could also be suspected 

of being agents of the Chinese state.

This chapter refutes these over-simplistic and partial narrations. Instead, it explores 

the complexity of the changing and intersecting factors that pull and push Indonesian/

Chinese-Indonesian students into and out of Indonesia and China. It dissects the various 

epochs in the historical development of student mobility with an emphasis on the roles 

of the two states in shaping the trajectories – hence, affecting who moved and who 

could not, how they moved, for what purposes, how political forces were involved and 

what the consequences were. By doing so, our analysis connects and goes beyond the 

economic and diaspora/cultural aspects to produce a more comprehensive account of 

this long-standing and dynamic mobility field. This chapter thus answers the call for 

cultural political economy accounts (cf. Jessop and Oosterlynck, 2008; Robertson and 

Dale, 2015) in understanding international education and student mobility.

Bringing the states back to the analysis of international student 
mobility

Our globalised and mobile world is not borderless. Among different forces, states play a 

central role in regulating people’s movement across national borders. In the education 

field, states perform as space regulators (Cox, 2002) to control aspirant students’ mobility 

in and out of their respective territories. Even though the education sector has become 

increasingly commodified, states still define policies in the internationalisation of higher 
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education. In most cases, states have become either market partners or market monitors 

(Postiglione, 2005). Yet, the state is not only one of the central players in border control 

and the implementation of education-related policies in a technical sense: it is also the 

organ that conceives and orchestrates the politics of education. Politics are broader 

than regulations; they operate in multiple ways, ranging from whose knowledge counts 

to how the sector is governed (Robertson and Dale, 2015).

Social theorists have conceptualised the state as a social relation or process (e.g. 

Polantzas, 1978; Harvey, 1976). Furthermore, in the concept of governmentality, 

Foucault (1979) widens state politics into an ensemble formed by the institutions, 

procedures, analyses and strategies in exercising complex forms of power relations 

over the population. This ensemble works at the structural level and at the banality of 

everyday life. Conjoining this is a historical-cultural-political-economic approach that 

views the state as a social relation and state power as a changing balance of forces 

(Jessop and Oosterlynck, 2008). 

Relating this to mobility discourse, we draw on Cresswell’s (2010) concept of 

“constellations of mobility”, which stretches the state into the power constellation 

behind the interrelated formations of movement, narratives about mobility, and mobile 

practices at specific times and geographies. Each present constellation of mobility has 

both historical traces and represents outcomes of changes. Production and distribution 

of power are involved in why people or things move, how fast they move, in what 

rhythm, via what route, how they experience mobility, and when and how they stop 

(Cresswell, 2010). Although the state is not the sole institution in defining constellations 

of mobility, we consider it a powerful actor in opening and closing doors for students 

who are inspired or forced to move. 

Building upon this body of work, we conceptualise the state as a power regime 

composed of broader historical and political forces (Kim, 2009) at a specific time and 

geography, rather than a singular, homogenous formal institution or a sum of institutions. 

In particular, we employ a relational approach to analyse the role of multiple and related 

states in shaping the student mobility field. It builds on Leung (2015) work on Chinese 

academics in Germany, in which she analysed the role of the Chinese and the German 

state, as spatially and temporally stretched and linked entities, in producing, circulating 

and tapping the Chinese knowledge diaspora. 

In the following, we pay keen attention to the changeful power regimes in Indonesia 

and China, which influence their domestic cultural political economy circumstances. 

The national power regimes interrelate with the geopolitics and changes in the political, 

social and economic relations between the two states. In turn, these together shape the 

student mobility flows between the two states and beyond.
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Research setting and methodology

The study was implemented with qualitative methodologies, in particular using a 

genealogy-based historical method. Genealogy search for clues rather than a general 

causality and analyses the unusual movements between now and then, in order to re-

approach and examine current problems in a different ways (Meadmore, Hatcher, & 

McWilliam, 2000). It was employed to trace the patterns, trajectories, and socio-political 

structures of the Indonesia–China student mobility corridor. In doing so, primary and 

secondary data were collected from interviews and published documents. Relevant 

government documents obtained from the Indonesian Ministry of Education and the 

Indonesian Embassy in Beijing were reviewed, as were the websites of these two bodies. 

Interviews with Indonesian government officials, students and other relevant sources 

were then conducted to explore and examine the data. This was followed by a thorough 

analysis of secondary data, such as a range of research on China's internationalisation 

of higher education, the literature on Indonesian student mobility to China from the 

colonial to the Communist era, and various news reports on contemporary Indonesian 

student mobility to China.

The data were then organised according to historical periods. The patterns and 

socio-political and demographic structures of the Indonesia–China student mobility 

corridor were investigated. Characteristics of the various epochs regarding the ruling 

power regimes in Indonesia and China in the regional (and wider) geopolitical context 

were identified and linked to their roles in driving mobility, shaping dominant mobility 

narratives, and affecting the demographic traits of the students and the nature of 

the mobility. When tracing the genealogy of the mobility corridor, the interrelations 

between the dynamics across the various epochs were noted and analysed

Historicising and unravelling Indonesian student mobility to China

Although this chapter focuses on the Indonesia–China student mobility corridor, it is 

important to provide broader contextual information on Indonesian student outward 

flows in general. Australia, the USA, Singapore and the Netherlands (because of its former 

colonial relations with Indonesia) have been the major overseas study destinations 

for Indonesian students since the early 20th century. Whereas there is an increasing 

number of self-funded students, Indonesia’s outward student mobility (and inward 

mobility of foreign lecturers) has largely been financed as an element of development 

aid. In addition to bilateral aid flows, international and regional organisations such as 

UNESCO, ADB, ASEAN and WHO have also provided financial support to Indonesian 
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student mobility.

It is, however, important to note a short-lived but significant shift in the 1950s, when 

many Indonesian students with scholarships went to socialist and Communist countries 

such as China, the Soviet Union and various East European countries. The scholarships 

came in the form of development aid based on political cooperation. However, after 

Indonesia’s New Order regime seized power in 1965, it banned Communism and 

abandoned thousands of Indonesian students in those socialist countries. 

Our case of analysis, namely Indonesia–China student mobility flows, exhibits a 

much more complex genealogy. This largely has to do with the historical sociocultural 

ties spanning the two countries (and the region in general). Chinese people from 

southern China have migrated to Indonesia in several waves since the early 15th 

century, triggered by the rise and fall of successive dynasties in China. Indonesian 

student mobility to China, although it started only in the early 20th century, should 

hence be considered part of the broader historical migration system linking the two 

countries. This system has evolved over regimes. In the 20th century, Indonesia–China 

student mobility went through several waves embedded in a series of political historical 

epochs, which in turn were related to the shifts in power regimes, the interconnection 

between Indonesia and China, changing geopolitical order and their impacts on the 

politics of identity among Chinese-Indonesians. In the following, we turn to each of the 

epochs in Indonesian political history chronologically.

1. Colonial epoch (1900-1949)

During the Dutch colonial period in Indonesia (1596–1942), the Dutch East Indies 

administration implemented the “divide et impera” (divide and rule) policy. It segregated 

colonial subjects into “social classes”, with the Europeans being the top class, the “foreign 

Orientals” (including the Chinese-Indonesians) the middle class and the “indigenous 

Indonesians” the third class (Suryadinata, 1998). As part of the “ethical policy1” 

implemented in 1901 that delineated the “moral and religious duties” of the Dutch 

colonial government, education was provided for the indigenous Indonesians, but 

not the Chinese (Altbach and Umakoshi, 2004; Govaars, 2005). The lack of educational 

opportunity triggered the Chinese-Peranakan2 community (Indonesian-born Chinese, 

including the descendants of mixed marriages between Chinese and Indonesian 

people) to establish the first Chinese school, Tiong Hoa Hwee Koan (THHK), in 1901. 

1  It started in 1901 in the name of moral and religious duty of the Dutch colonialist to the Indonesian 

Archipelago that comprised of irrigation, transmigration, and education policies.

2  Chinese from Southern China has been migrated to Indonesia in several waves since as early as 7th century. 

They were categorized into Totok and Peranakan based on the phase of migration and their connection to the 

locals
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Its initiation was part of the early development of modern Chinese education in South 

East Asia during 1900-1910, on the brink of the changing imperial China to modern 

revolution (Murray, 1964).  

The establishment of THHK symbolised and also tightened the connection with 

Imperial China among Chinese-Indonesians. Chinese-medium schools became a 

powerful tool of re-Sinification among young Chinese-Peranakans, who generally did 

not speak Mandarin Chinese and were unfamiliar with Chinese culture. The school, 

therefore, helped to create a strong Chinese identity, as well as nationalist and patriotic 

sentiments towards Imperial China among the students (Govaars, 2005). The THHK 

Chinese schools expanded quickly in number and established a connection with the 

Chinese Imperial government that was seeking support among overseas Chinese  in 

Southeast Asia to secure their political and financial interests. Chinese officials and 

teachers from China were sent to supervise the THHK schools. Scholarships were 

provided for the students, marking the beginning of Chinese-Indonesian student 

mobility to China (Suryadinata, 1972). The number of students supported was modest: 

in 1907, only 21 THHK graduates were sent to China at the expense of the Chinese 

government. By the time the Republic of China was proclaimed in 1911, THHK had sent 

200 students from many parts of the Dutch Indies to Kai Lam Hak Tong school in Nanjing 

(Govaars, 2005:175). The students pursued secondary and tertiary education in China, 

as THHK schools only provided primary education.

Being aware of the risk of THHK’s rapid expansion and its affinity to China, the Dutch 

colonial government established Dutch-Chinese schools with Dutch as the medium 

language. Chinese language and history were not taught there. Instead, these schools 

assured the students of a good job and continued education in the Dutch Indies, whereas 

the Chinese-medium school system was put under strict supervision and regulation by 

the colonial government. Many pragmatic Chinese-Peranakans enrolled in the Dutch-

Chinese schools and went on to the Netherlands to pursue their advanced study. This 

colonial education policy divided Chinese-Peranakans into a Chinese-oriented and a 

Dutch-oriented group. Another group within the Chinese community in Indonesia, the 

Totok (Chinese-born who started to migrate to the Dutch Indies in the 19th century, 

and their descendants, who are China-oriented and closely affiliated to Chinese culture) 

established their own schools. These schools were further subdivided based on the 

Totoks’ geo-ethnic origins such as Hakka, Hokkien and Cantonese schools (Suryadinata, 

1972). 

In the 1920s, the Totok Chinese-medium schools grew rapidly due to the increasing 

Totok population and the influence of the Kuomintang (Nationalist Party) in China. The 

Kuomintang set the education policy for the overseas Chinese, such as obliging the 

financial support only from the Totok community and banning any grants from the local 
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government. The Chinese consul supervised the schools to ensure they were in line with 

the Chinese interest (Suryadinata, 1972). 

Preserving the Chinese education for overseas Chinese was the central task of 

the Kuomintang’s Overseas Affairs policy, as reflected in the saying, “Without Chinese 

education, there is no Overseas Chinese” (Fitzgerald, 1969:110). The Kuomintang 

considered the Chinese abroad as nationals of the Republic of China who should be 

loyal to China. It considered the Chinese-Indonesian students in China the living 

bridges between China and the Chinese abroad who preserved Chinese nationalism 

through education. Another measurement of loyalty was in the form of remittance. It 

was Kuomintang’s source of foreign exchange in the first years of its rules; making it the 

possible interest to maintain the Overseas Chinese link (Fitzgerald, 1970; Cheung, 2005).

Indonesian student mobility to China continued. Reliable data, however, are not 

available. The newspaper Sin Po reported that in the 1930s about 800 students from the 

Dutch Indies went to China every year. Many of them returned to become teachers in 

Java and often promoted Chinese nationalism (Suryadinata, 1972).

2. Post-colonial epoch (1950-1956)

Indonesian student mobility to China continued after Indonesia’s independence in 1945 

and the establishment of the People’s Republic of China by the Chinese Communist 

Party (CCP) in 1949. Many Chinese-Indonesians “returned” to their ancestral homeland, 

like other overseas Chinese from Southeast Asia. However, the Chinese nationalism 

discourse was accompanied by political shifts in Indonesia and China, triggering a wave 

of mobility to China in the early 1950s. 

Following the political division in China between the Chinese Communist Party in 

Beijing and the Nationalist Party in Taipei in 1949, Chinese-medium schools in Indonesia 

were also divided into pro-Beijing and pro-Taipei schools (Suryadinata, 1972). Some 

of the graduates of pro-Beijing Chinese-medium secondary schools went to China to 

pursue tertiary education, often with financial and logistic support from the schools, 

teachers or alumni. For these students, the Communist government in China established 

preparatory schools in Beijing, Guangzhou, Shantou and Xiamen. These students were 

given more privileges, such as extra rations of basic commodities (Fitzgerald, 1970). 

The CCP's policy on Overseas Chinese during the first 5 years of its rules was still 

mainly similar to the policies of Kuomintang. Yet CCP had a principle that the Overseas 

Chinese policy should serve its foreign policy in Southeast Asia, even though it did deploy 

a uniform Overseas Chinese policy for all the countries in Southeast Asia. Overseas 

Chinese in China, including the students, were considered as a means of communicating 

and influencing the Overseas Chinese abroad (Fitzgerald, 1970).  Only in 1954, CPC for 

the first time admitted and discussed Overseas Chinese problem, such as the ending of 
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Chinese dual nationality. According to Liu (2011), at this time the CCP’s leaders started 

to consider the Chinese overseas as a liability in the diplomatic relationship between 

China and Indonesia. To them, the Chinese-Indonesians represented divergent political 

and cultural identity from that of mainland Chinese. 

The attempt to remove the Chinese diaspora problem from China’s effort in 

promoting relation with Southeast Asia was made on the sidelines of the 1955 Non-

Alignment Movement meeting in Indonesia.  Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai finally signed a 

treaty with Indonesia to allow Chinese-Indonesians choosing between two nationalities 

and strongly advised that they should choose local nationality (Liu, 2011). The end of 

dual nationality for the Chinese-Indonesians, however, did not eliminate the suspicion 

on the allegiance of the Chinese-Indonesians.

Indonesia's ties with China (PRC) improved when both countries became involved in 

the Non-Aligned Movement since 1955. Moreover, later on, the Indonesian Communist 

Party (PKI) strengthened and Indonesia gradually swung closer to the Eastern Bloc. 

Many Indonesian elites, such as politicians, artists and writers, paid short visits to 

China. Most of them brought back and propagated collective narratives about the new 

China as a modern alternative to the West, that is, the site of a cultural and intellectual 

renaissance, a successful economy and a populist regime. For instance, the visit to China 

by Sukarno, Indonesia’s first president, triggered his decision to change Indonesia's 

Western-style democracy to guided democracy (a system with political consensus led 

by the president) (Liu, 2012).

3. Communist epoch (1957-1965)

Even though Indonesia and China forged official ties, the domestic circumstances of 

Chinese-Indonesians in Indonesia deteriorated. Racial violence increased, in particular 

after a presidential regulation in 1959 revoked the trading license of Chinese-Indonesians 

to conduct business in rural areas. Two years earlier, a regulation had been introduced 

banning Indonesian citizens from enrolling in “alien schools” – a term referring to 

foreign schools, especially Chinese schools, in the post-colonial era. Foreign teachers 

and schools were obliged to renew their permits. Chinese books had to be approved by 

the Indonesia government and no new Chinese-medium schools could be opened. The 

number of Chinese-medium schools dropped from 2,000 in November 1957 to 850 in 

July 1958 (Suryadinata, 1972). The worsening political and social situation pushed more 

Chinese-Indonesian students to go or return to China, not only to study but for good. 

In addition to students, a large number of traders and labourers also left Indonesia for 

China. The number of overseas Chinese students increased in China, with half of them 

coming from Indonesia. An article in the Hong Kong newspaper Da Gong Bao on 21 

December 1960, reported that there were 18,800 students among the 94,000 Chinese-
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Indonesians in China. Another newspaper article, this time in Nanfang Ribao, stated that 

13,000 students had passed through Guangdong ports in the first eleven months of 

1961 (Godley and Coppel, 1990).

In the late 1950s, the Communist Chinese government revised the overseas Chinese 

policy. The new policy showed more scepticism towards the overseas Chinese. Overseas 

Chinese should be detached from China and isolated under the official term of Guiqiao3, 

first coined and used by the China state in 1957. They were often depicted as a privileged 

group that originated in a “capitalist” country and were unfit to be members of the 

Chinese working class (Wang, 2009). Overseas Chinese were segregated in separate 

quarters, located mostly in the south of China. Their privileges, such as extra rations 

and permission to buy luxury goods, were withdrawn. Students were “re-educated” (as 

referred to in the Chinese state narrative) in the specialised universities for overseas 

Chinese, such as Xiamen University and Jinan University. These students were also 

forced to participate in the CCP’s economic and social campaign Great Leap Forward 

(1958–62) by working in labour camps in the countryside (Godley, 1989).

In contrast, the Indonesian government started to send Indonesian students to 

China, mostly on scholarships resulting from Indonesia–China bilateral cooperation. 

More students, however, went to the Soviet Union. Many of them had held significant 

positions, as high-level officials in the Indonesian Communist Party (PKI), cultural 

activists, government officials, or university academics (Akmaliah, 2015). 

The student mobility flow was abruptly discontinued after a failed coup attributed to 

the PKI in September 1965. Following this event, hostility towards Chinese-Indonesians 

in Indonesia spread, as they were thought be Communist agents. All Chinese-medium 

schools were banned, which triggered the flight of many more Chinese-Indonesians 

to China. The Chinese government finally established a Chinese Overseas Committee 

and sent some ships to transport the Chinese-Indonesian refugees, then placed them in 

several Chinese overseas settlement and Chinese overseas farms (Kurosawa and Toshio, 

2016).  

In China, the political pendulum swung further to the left. The advent of the Cultural 

Revolution (1966–76) plunged the overseas Chinese into a particularly harsh situation. 

The anti-rightist campaign carried out by the Red Guards – brigades of militant students 

mobilised by Mao Zedong – often targeted the overseas Chinese, who were labelled as 

spies, imperialists or foreign devils. In response to this rejection and resentment, many 

overseas Chinese fled to Hong Kong or Macao (Godley and Coppel, 1990). 

Whereas the Chinese-Indonesians became involuntary migrants, the Indonesian 

3  Guiqiao or Guiguo Huaqiao literally means returned overseas sojourners. But in Chinese, the word gui 

(return) also implies a reconversion of allegiance and renewed pledge of obedience, in particular to those 

who had diverged then return (Wang, 2009).
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students became political exiles who could not return home. As a result of Sino–Soviet 

split, they had to leave China to seek political refuge in Europe or Asia (Hill, 2014).

4. Authoritarian epoch (1966-1998)

President Suharto installed the New Order regime in 1965. During this authoritarian 

period, China, Communism and Chinese-Indonesians were perceived as “a triangle of 

threat” (Sukma, 2008). Indonesia froze diplomatic ties with China in 1967, and Beijing, 

being preoccupied with its own domestic affairs, made little effort to maintain relations 

with Indonesia (Williams, 2002). 

In relation to the Chinese-Indonesians, the Suharto’s government regarded the 

discourse of ‘Masalah Cina’, literally means Chinese problem, to refer multi-faceted 

problems – not only social and cultural, but economic and political matters – as a 

national scale issue (Sai and Hoon, 2012). It means that the problem should be overcome 

in a coordinated policy by all political related government agencies (Dieleman, Koning 

and Post, 2010). As the pre-defined problem was their Chinese identity, the New 

Order government's total solution was simply to diminish and silence their cultural 

traces to make them Indonesian. It was laid out in a three-volume publication in the 

late 1970s that contained almost all the laws, regulations and policies relating to the 

Chinese in Indonesia entitled the Guide to the Solution of the Chinese Problem in 

Indonesia (Pedoman Penyelesaian Masalah Cina di Indonesia) (Coppel, 2002), with at 

least 64 discriminatory legal products (Wibowo, 2010). It enforced a strict assimilation 

(Indonesian: pembauran) policy. Chinese schools, organisations, press and public 

expression of Chinese culture such as script and language were curbed. Their Chinese 

names should be changed to Indonesian name. They were depoliticised and restricted 

solely to economic sectors (Lindsay, 2005). 

Amidst the heavy identity politics on the Chinese-Indonesians, consequently, student 

mobility between Indonesia and China was very limited. Instead of going to China, 

Chinese-Indonesian students went to Singapore or Taiwan for Chinese education. In late 

1960, Taiwan established bilateral relations with Indonesia; 11 years later, it opened a trade 

representative office, despite Indonesia's adherence to the One China policy. However, 

Indonesia still maintained cautious relations with Taiwan, and the Chinese language was 

still forbidden until the end of the 1990s. The number of Indonesian students studying in 

Taiwan started to increase in the early 2000s, supported by Taiwan scholarships and inter-

university cooperation between universities in both countries (Elias, 2013). In 2016, there 

were 5,074 Indonesian students in Taiwan, up from 1,393 in 2005 (TETO, 2016). 

Indonesia and China finally normalised their relations in 1990, six years after they 

had reopened direct trade. To accommodate the economic cooperation, the attitude of 

the Suharto regime softened towards Chinese-Indonesians. Certain regulations, such as 
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the ban on learning Chinese, were loosened. Since 1997, some private schools in Jakarta 

have offered Chinese language courses (Allen, 2012). It is important to note that the 

education materials and teachers were imported from Taiwan. 

However, this did not mean an immediate improvement for the overseas Chinese. 

More than 30 years of discrimination against Chinese-Indonesians has created deep 

racial stereotypes wrapped in suspicion and distrust, which exploded into racial violence 

in 1997 and 1998. The Chinese government, however, acted cautiously by merely voicing 

its concern on the atrocities through its official statement. China’s limited response was 

highly criticised both within and outside the country and has been argued as a careful 

measure to avoid damaging its ties with Indonesia amidst the China-Taiwan rivalry (Liu, 

2011). 

For all Chinese-Indonesians, May 1998 was clearly a traumatic experience. However, 

they responded it in various ways, of which Wibowo (2001) categorized in three types: 

exit, voice, and loyalty. The trauma and fear of further violence triggered the mobility 

of some middle-upper-class Chinese-Indonesians to seek a safer place, internally to 

safer cities or externally to nearby countries. Singapore and Australia became popular 

destinations for them to migrate to and/or study. In contrast, some Chinese-Indonesians 

managed this opportunity to organize themselves, such as to set up organizations aiming 

to repeal discriminative laws against the Chinese-Indonesians. Some other shows the act 

of loyalty; a few started to take part in Indonesian politics, and a large numbers were just 

‘suffer in silence, and confident the things will get better’ (Wibowo, 2001).

5. Economic globalisation epoch (1999-now)

After May 1998, Indonesia’s new president Abdurrahman Wahid, a pluralism advocate 

and prominent figure in Indonesia’s Islamic communities, made tremendous changes 

with regard to the Chinese-Indonesia and China. While lifted many discriminatory 

policies on Chinese Indonesians, he was forging closer relation with China. His focus 

on rebuilding relation with China was showed in choosing China to be his first official 

presidential visit to a foreign country only after several weeks he was elected president. 

Cooperation in sectors other than trade such as cultural sector began in this era; despite 

the focus was still the economic interest. "China is the world's most populous country 

with high economic potentials. We are the one to lose if we don’t have good relation 

with China," he said (Antara, April 13th 2015). Wahid’s cooperative stance with China has 

been continued by his predecessors. Indonesia-China relation grew closer and broader 

than ever, with the inevitable consequence of intensifying flows of capital, goods, and 

people between both countries.  

It took 15 years after the normalisation of the ties in 1991 for Indonesia and China 

to sign the strategic comprehensive partnership that included the socio-cultural field 
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and exchange of people, plus another two years and a change of Indonesian president 

to implement the partnership. As opposed to the much more intensified trade 

cooperation, this slowness might signal to some the low priority and complementary 

nature of the other policy aspects. Nevertheless, some substantial changes have been 

made.  In 2013, The following excerpt from a speech made by the Chinese president, Xi 

Jinping, to Indonesia’s parliament (China Daily, 2013) shows the enthusiasm injected 

into Indonesia–China student mobility in recent times:

Young people are full of dynamism and dreams. When the young prosper and are strong, 

the country will prosper and be strong. Young people represent the future and hope for 

exchanges between the two countries. President Yudhoyono and I have agreed that the 

two countries will expand and deepen cultural and people-to-people exchanges. In the 

next five years, each side will send 100 young people to visit the other every year, and 

China will provide 1,000 scholarships to Indonesia.

The partner states agreed to enhance practical cooperation in student exchange, 

language education, higher education and vocational training, as stated in the 

Memorandum of Understanding (Indonesia Ministry of Foreign Affair, 2013):

The Indonesian side commended the important role of Confucius Institutes in promoting 

the Chinese language. The Chinese side welcomed the establishment of Indonesian 

Studies Centers in Beijing and Guangzhou. The Indonesian side invited the Chinese 

participants to take part in the Indonesian Arts and Culture Scholarship program as well 

as in the Senior-Level Diplomatic Training in Indonesia. The Chinese side will continue 

to provide scholarships to Indonesia through various channels and welcome more 

Indonesian students to study in China.

Parallel to or ahead of these state-level formal initiatives for education cooperation, 

Indonesia–China student mobility exhibited more dynamics in the non-state sectors. 

As economic cooperation intensified, capital and people mobility followed suit. 

Students were among the dominant social groups, besides business people and high-

level officials, to go to China, and mostly with their own means. Even prior to the 

intergovernmental cooperation, student mobility from Indonesia to China had grown. 

Between 2008 and 2013, the number of Indonesian students in China increased from 

2,756 to 13,144, and they were enrolled in 188 universities and secondary schools in 38 

cities (Indonesian Embassy in Beijing, 2014). 

In 2013, Project Atlas – a global research initiative that focuses on maximising the 

understanding, measurement and use of international student mobility data – reported 

that Indonesia ranked 6th among the largest countries of origin of international students 

in China. The table below gives details of the number of Indonesian students in China.



58

Chapter 2

Table 2-1 | The growth of Indonesian students in China (2008-2012)

Year Scholarship Self-funded Total

Government  
of Indonesia

Government  
of China

2008 6 44 2,706 2,756

2009 - 77 2,933 3,010

2010 4 100 6,728 6,832

2011 8 136 9,385 9,532

2012 16 15 9,473 9,539

Source: Indonesia Ministry of Education, 2013

Table 1 shows that most Indonesian students in China were self-funding students and 

predominantly Chinese-Indonesians. A small number of non-Chinese-Indonesians 

studied in China, mostly on scholarship schemes (personal interview with Mr Prijanto, the 

Education attaché of the Indonesian Embassy in Beijing, 7 May 2015). The scholarships 

are awarded by China’s Chinese Scholarship Council (CSC), Office of Chinese Language 

Council International (Confucius Institute) or Chinese local governments. In addition, 

scholarships are awarded by organisations such as vocational training under the 

ASEAN–China Free Trade Agreement Scheme, sister cities scholarships and university-

to-university cooperation. Unlike the majority of fee-paying students who enrol in 

language programmes, scholarship students normally follow degree programmes. 

According to data from the Indonesian Embassy in Beijing, 67% of students enrolled in 

short-term Chinese language programmes, and 37% enrolled in degree programmes.

Our interviews revealed that many of the Chinese-Indonesian students had been 

encouraged by their parents to study in China. These Chinese-Indonesian parents had 

experienced ethnic discrimination against their civil rights. Their children, on the contrary, 

belong to the millennial generation, which has lived in post-reform Indonesia and faces 

less legalised discrimination based on their ethnic identity. These young Chinese-

Indonesians generally inherit from their parents or grandparents an understanding of 

Chinese culture, the Confucian notion of filial piety and the importance of education 

merit, as well as stories about political discrimination against and the alienation of 

ethnic Chinese in Indonesia. They also pick up second-hand knowledge about China 

and Chinese society via popular culture, news media and their circle of friends along 

with the greater resinification that took place in the post-reform Indonesia. 

Many Chinese-Indonesian students also have a more pragmatic motive for studying 

in China. As Indonesia and China have been intensifying the economic cooperation 

in the last decade, there have been increasing China's growing business interest and 

capital inflow to Indonesia. The opportunity to tap the job market created by this 
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situation has triggered the students to have Chinese education. The rising China has 

also promulgated the ‘learning from China’ narrative in Indonesia. The appreciation of 

‘Chinese model of development’ as well as its economic and political leadership is often 

followed by the suggestion to take China’s experience as a lesson (Herlijanto, 2017). For 

Muslim Indonesians, the learning from China narrative is often perceived positively and 

being related to a hadith (saying) of the Prophet Mohammad: seek knowledge as far as 

China. All of these factors interact to form Indonesian student motivations to study in 

China.

A comparison across history

Dissecting the mobility corridor, Table 2 shows how Indonesian student mobility to China 

over the last century constitutes diverse constellations of mobility. Each constellation, 

although related to the others, has particular mobility narratives and practices as a 

result of the changing power regime. This shows that student mobility is neither a static 

nor a continuous history; rather, it is a dynamic process shaped by and constituting 

the shifting of the power structure both domestically (within Indonesia and China) and 

geopolitically. 

In the first epoch of the colonial era, for instance, the mobility narratives were 

derived from the projected identity politics and political narratives by the Dutch 

colonial government and the Kuomintang Party. Through its exclusionary policies, the 

Dutch colonial state exerted the identity politics of Chinese-Indonesians as second-

class foreign middlemen, whereas the Chinese Kuomintang Party induced nationalism 

among its overseas compatriots through its diaspora politics. It is important to note 

the significance of the changing identity politics and policies regarding the Chinese-

Indonesians in Indonesia and the Chinese Overseas in China in shaping the mobility 

narratives of many Chinese-Indonesian students overtime as shown in each epoch. 

Here, the identity politics of the different states interacted and stretched across 

geographical territories. It interrelated with the domestic political changes in both 

countries. Our case exemplifies the spatial stretch of the multiple states and their 

affiliated actors and institutions (Leung, 2013). They shaped the flows and ramifications of 

student mobility. Furthermore, our analysis also shows how student mobility narratives 

and practices are affected not only by direct policies on education and mobility, but also 

by states’ production of symbolic identities and boundaries of inclusion and exclusion 

(Kim, 2009).

Table 2 also shows how each constellation of mobility transformed the subsequent ones. 

The mobility narratives and practices in the post-colonial power regime were modelled 
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on the narratives in the colonial regime. Yet they have undergone changes as a result 

of changing geopolitical and national politics, and the relations between Indonesia and 

China. The narrative in China during the post-colonial epoch was almost similar to that 

in the colonial epoch: the Chinese-Indonesians, along with other overseas Chinese in 

Southeast Asia, were still identified as Chinese diaspora and the source of capital that 

supported the development of the Chinese Communist state. In contrast, the political 

shift in newly independent Indonesia led to hostility towards the Chinese-Indonesians. 

The impulsion to be more nationalist, together with the racial violence in Indonesia, had 

been internalised and confirmed their mobility to China.

The narrative shifted during the heyday of Communism in both China and 

Indonesia, supported by their strengthening cooperation. The dominant nationalist and 

developmental discourse appeared to be the factor that pushed Indonesian students 

to China (and other countries). This was supported by the warmer relations between 

the two countries, the rise of Indonesia's Communist power, and Indonesia's view of 

China as a successful Asian model of nation-building and intellectual renaissance 

(Liu, 2012). However, the racial policies and discourses of ethnic Chinese in Indonesia 

prevailed, continually pushing the Chinese-Indonesians to China. The subsequent and 

unprecedented political shift to the authoritarian regime that abolished Communism 

in Indonesia dramatically modified the mobility narratives and practices. The regime’s 

assimilation policies amplified the exclusion and the labelling of Chinese-Indonesians 

as the non-indigenous others. Suspicion and fear of Communism, and consequently of 

China, spread throughout the country. All this contributed to the worsening relations 

with the Chinese state and almost stopped student mobility to China. It shows how the 

power shifting of the states not only drove the mobility but also infused the slowness 

and immobilities (Cresswell, 2010). Yet, as mobility can be used creatively to handle state 

pressures, the Chinese-Indonesian students altered the mobility to the other “Chinese” 

states like Taiwan and Singapore. 

The current Indonesian student mobility to China is the result of these historical 

cultural political economy transformations. It is an economically driven mobility amidst 

the current logic of economic globalisation. It is also a politically driven mobility, due to 

both countries’ political reforms and freshening bilateral cooperation. It is a culturally 

driven mobility that resulted from a long cultural silencing and identity politics. 

This research has shown the three mobilities to be interlinked and overlapping one 

another, leading to a genealogy of Indonesian student mobility that is not as an ideal 

continuous event, but as an episode resulting from relations and battles between forces 

(Tamboukou, 2006; Foucault as quoted in Rabinow, 1986).

It reveals that Indonesian student mobility to China is not only the student's individual 

decision, but shaped, influenced, and fractured, by the complexity of national politics, 
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Indonesia-China's bilateral relation, and geopolitics that interweave one another. It can 

be translated that the potential to develop Indonesia-China student mobility vastly 

depends on the changing power regimes in both countries, in particular connection to 

the identity politics of the Chinese-Indonesian diasporic group.

Currently, China and Indonesia's diplomatic ties have reached the highest level 

with the expansion of bilateral relation beyond economic cooperation. However, this 

relationship is still full of uncertainties, as both are cautious towards each other. For 

Indonesia, the fear of China's communist ideology that has long been constructed as a 

threat may be lesser nowadays, but it is replaced by the fear of China will economically 

exploit Indonesia. For China, the traumatic experience of Indonesian politics that was 

hostile towards Chinese Indonesians still lingers. In sum, the changing mobility narratives 

and practices – who moves, and how and why they move – correspond to the changing 

power regimes in both Indonesia and China. The power regimes are not merely singular 

state bodies and their policies on education and mobility: they constitute various states 

and actors. They influence the mobility by producing structural narratives, such as the 

politics of identity that are internalised at the everyday level.

Conclusion

The contemporary Indonesian student mobility to China seems to be in the domain of 

Chinese-Indonesian students who have the desire (to seek their roots and potential job 

prospects), the opportunity (various choices of Chinese universities and scholarships) 

and the financial means. However, their mobility decisions, access and travel patterns 

cannot be understood as stand-alone events. Rather, they are products of historical 

cultural political economic forces that traverse multiple states. The role of the states is 

vital, as we have demonstrated in all the epochs discussed.

Revisiting the historical trajectories of Indonesian student mobility to China reveals 

how the cultural political economy at the global, national and bilateral levels co-existed 

and continuously transformed that mobility. Thus, the states are the dominant forces 

that position and regulate the door that connects Indonesian student mobility to China. 

They have opened, almost closed and reopened this door since the early 20th century. 

In addition, the states influenced the students' personal motivation also through the 

discursive way in shaping identity politics. However, the states are not the sole and 

ultimate power in this; they interact and co-implicate with the other social, economic 

and political forces. The co-presence of these forces echoes Cresswell’s (2001: 551) 

argument that mobilities lie “at the centre of constellations of power, the creation of 

identities and the micro-geographies of everyday life” in our contemporary world. The 



63

Chapter 2

02

 Of States and Identity Politics

political, social and economic forces determine the boundaries and direction of flows 

and affect personal choices and professional networks (Kim, 2008).

In our case, the obvious example is the link between student mobility and the 

states’ construction of identity politics. The decision to move or not to move has been 

influenced by domestic politics, including the identity politics, which also affects the 

social treatment of Chinese-Indonesians. The identity of Chinese-Indonesians as 

the minority non-indigenous others – culturally different, economically prominent 

but politically vulnerable – is an ideological product of socio-historical processes in 

Indonesia's construction of nationhood (Heryanto, 2004). However, the power regimes 

in Indonesia are not the only ones that exerted the politics of identity on the Chinese-

Indonesians: the Chinese state also exerted the identity politics on the overseas Chinese 

as its diaspora. These multiple identity politics are embodied in the Chinese-Indonesians’ 

self-identification and their everyday lives. This, in turn, has contributed to affecting the 

Chinese-Indonesians’ student mobility to China ever since the colonial era.

Our research has also shown that the historical political economy trajectory of 

Indonesian student mobility consists of interconnected sequences. Each sequence 

happens in a specific temporality and contains a specific constellation of power. Even 

though each sequence may seem contingent, it interweaves with the previous or the 

future sequences. In this temporal interconnection, student mobility should be seen 

not as a single episode or momentum, but as a pendulum that keeps swinging back and 

forth along the historical trajectory. 

This chapter concludes that states’ roles and historical cultural political economic 

trajectories should always be considered in the discussion of student mobility, as in 

the case of other mobility flows. First, they should be discussed not as a context, but 

as the dynamic factors that are inherently constituted in the complexity of student 

mobility. Second, states’ influences should not be reduced to policies or technicalities in 

defining mobility or education but should be seen as the ensemble of cultural political 

economy determinants brought together by power relations and struggles. All of these 

significantly affect the personal processes of the students before, during and after their 

mobility. In this light, we realise that students are complex subjects with multiple roles 

in life, rather than just in higher education (Raghuram and King, 2013). As the bearers 

of knowledge and members of society, they are nevertheless gendered, racialised and 

classed (Geddie, 2013).



64

Chapter 2

References

Akmaliah, W. (2015). Indonesia yang dibayangkan: Peristiwa 1965-1966 dan kemunculan eksil Indonesia. 
Jurnal Masyarakat dan Budaya, 17(1), 65-76.

Altbach, P.G. (2004). Globalisation and the university: Myths and realities in an unequal world. Tertiary 
Education & Management, 10 (1), 3–25.

Altbach, P.G. and Umakoshi, T. (2004). Asian Universities: Historical Perspectives and Contemporary Challenges. 
Marryland: JHU Press.

Anderson, B. (1983). Imagined Communities. London: Verso.

Appadurai, A. (1996). Sovereignty without territoriality: Notes for a postnational geography. In P. Yaeger (Ed.), 
The Geography of Identity. Michigan: University of Michigan.

Chambert-Loir, H. (2016). Locked out: Literature of the Indonesian exiles post-1965. Archipel, 91, 119-145.

Cheung, G.C. (2005). Involuntary migrants, political revolutionaries and economic energisers: A history of the 
image of overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia. Journal of Contemporary China, 14(42), 55-66.

Cox, K.R. (2008). Political Geography: Territory, State and Society. Oxford: John Wiley & Sons.

Coppel, C.A. and Godley, M.R. (1990). The pied piper and the prodigal children. A report on the Indonesian-
Chinese students who went to Mao’s China. Archipel, 39(1), 179–98. 

Coppel, C.A. (2002). Studying Ethnic Chinese in Indonesia. Singapore: Singapore Society of Asian Studies.

Cresswell, T. (2006). On the Move: Mobility in the Modern Western World. New York: Taylor & Francis.

Cresswell, T. (2010). Towards a politics of mobility. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 28(1), 17-31.

Elias, R.A. (May 2013). Invisible agent in Taiwan-Indonesia cooperation. Paper presented at the TASEEAS 
Conference, Taipei. Available at file:///D:/PhD%20to%20be/Chinese%20Identity%20&%20Mobility/
Ind%20students%20in%20taiwan.pdf (accessed 10 May 2017).

Ennew, C.T. and Fujia, Y. (2009). Foreign universities in China: A case study. European Journal of Education, 44(1), 
21-36.

Fahey, J. and Kenway, J. (2010). Thinking in a ‘worldly’ Way: Mobility, knowledge, power and geography. 
Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 31(5), 627–40. 

Fitzgerald, S. (1969). Overseas Chinese Affairs and the Cultural Revolution. The China Quarterly, 40, 103-126.

Fitzgerald, S. (1970). China and the overseas Chinese: perceptions and policies. The China Quarterly, 44, 1-37.

Foucault, M. (1979). Governmentality, Ideology and Consciousness. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Geddie, K. (2013). The transnational ties that bind: relationship considerations for graduating international 
science and engineering research students. Population, Space and Place, 19(2), 196–208.

Glick Schiller, N. (2012). Migration and development without methodological nationalism: Towards global 
perspectives on migration. In P.G. Barber & W. Lem (Eds.), Migration in the 21st century: political economy 
and ethnography. Routledge (pp. 38-63).

Godley, M.R. (1989). The Sojourners: Returned overseas Chinese in the People’s Republic of China. Pacific 
Affairs, 62(3), 330. 

Govaars-Tjia, M.T.N.( 2005). Dutch Colonial Education: The Chinese Experience in Indonesia, 1900-1942. Singapore: 
Chinese Heritage Centre.

Haugen, H. O. (2013). China's recruitment of African university students: policy efficacy and unintended 
outcomes. Globalisation, Societies and Education, 11(3), 315-334.

Harvey, D. (1976). The Marxian theory of the state. Antipode, 8 (2), 80-89.

Herlijanto, J. (2017). Search for Knowledge as Far as China. In P. Nyiri and D. Kahn (Eds.), Chinese Encounters in 
Southeast Asia: How People, Money, and Ideas from China Are Changing a Region. Seattle: University of 
Washington Press (pp. 195-213).

Heryanto, A. (2004). Ethnic diasporas as cosmopolitans? Indonesian Chineseness, citizenship, and pop cultures. 
In J. Kahn (Ed.), Ethnicities, Diasporas and ‘Grounded ’Cosmopolitanisms in Asia, workshop proceedings Asia 
Research Institute. Singapore: National University of Singapore (pp. 26-41).

Hill, D.T. (2009). Knowing Indonesia from afar: Indonesian exiles and Australian academics. RIMA: Review of 
Indonesian and Malaysian Affairs, 43(1), 147. 



65

Chapter 2

02

 Of States and Identity Politics

Hindley, D. (1963). Foreign aid to Indonesia and its political implications Asia Research Institute. Pacific Affairs, 
36(2), 107-119. 

Ho, E.L.E. (2017). The Geo-Social and Global Geographies of Power: Urban Aspirations of ‘Worlding’ African 
Students in China. Geopolitics, 22 (1), 15-33.

Hoon, C.Y. (2011). Chinese Identity in post-Suharto Indonesia: Culture, Politics and Media. Singapore: Apollo 
Books.

Huang, F. (2007). Internationalisation of higher education in the era of globalisation. Higher Education 
Management and Policy, 19(1), 1-15. 

ICEF Monitor. (2017). Foreign enrollment surging in China. Available at http://monitor.icef.com/2017/03/
foreign-enrolment-surging-china/ (accessed 10 May 2017).

Jessop, B. (2001). Bringing the state back in (yet again): reviews, revisions, rejections, and redirections. 
International Review of Sociology/Revue internationale de sociologie, 11(2), 149-173.

Jessop, B. (2012). A cultural political economy of competitiveness. In The Knowledge Economy and Lifelong 
Learning. SensePublishers.

Jessop, B. and Oosterlynck, S. (2008). Cultural political economy: On making the cultural turn without falling 
into soft economic sociology. Geoforum, 39(3), 1155-1169.

Kell, P.M. and Vogl, G.J. (2012). International Students in the Asia Pacific. Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands.

Kell, P.M. and Vogl G,J. (2008). Trans-national education: The politics of mobility, migration and the wellbeing 
of international students. International Journal of Asia: Pacific Studies, 4(1), 21-31.

King, R. and Raghuram, P. (2013). International student migration: mapping the field and new research 
agendas. Population, Space and Place, 19(2), 127-137.

Kim, T. (2009). Shifting patterns of transnational academic mobility: A comparative and historical approach. 
Comparative Education, 45(3), 387-403. 

Kim, T. (2010). Transnational academic mobility, knowledge, and identity capital. Discourse: Studies in the 
Cultural Politics of Education, 31(5), 577–91. 

Kurosawa, A. and T. Matsumura. (2016). G30S dan Asia: dalam bayang-bayang Perang Dingin. Jakarta: Penerbit 
Buku Kompas.

Lindsay, T. (2005). Reconstuting Ethnic Chinese in Post-Soeharto Indonesia – Law, Discrimination, and Reform. 
In Lindsey, T., & Pausacker, H. (Eds.), Chinese Indonesians: remembering, distorting, forgetting (No. 61). 
Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies.

Liu, H. (2006). The transnational construction of ‘National Allegory’: China and the cultural politics of 
postcolonial Indonesia. Critical Asian Studies, 38(3), 179-210.

Liu, H. (2011). An Emerging China and Diasporic Chinese: historicity, state, and international relations. Journal 
of Contemporary China, 20(72), 813-832.

Lo, W.Y.W. (2011). Soft power, university rankings and knowledge production: Distinctions between hegemony 
and self-determination in higher education. Comparative Education, 47(2), 209-222. 

Luke, C. (2005). Capital and knowledge flows: Global higher education markets. Asia Pacific Journal of 
Education, 25(2), 159–74.

Mahoney, J. and Rueschemeyer D. (2003). Comparative Historical Analysis in the Social Science. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Marginson, S. (2011). Higher education in East Asia and Singapore: Rise of the Confucian model. Higher 
Education, 61(5), 587-611. 

McKeown, A.M. and Association for Asian Studies Meeting. (1998). Conceptualizing the Chinese Diaspora 1842 
to 1949. Northeastern University.

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of People Republic of China. (2015). Joint Statement on Strengthening 
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership between the People’s Republic of China and The Republic of 
Indonesia. Available at http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/t1249201.shtml (accessed 20 
June 2015).

Mok, K.H. and Yu K.M. (2011). The quest for regional education hub status and transnational higher education: 
Challenges for managing human capital in Asia. Asia Pacific Journal of Education, 31(3), 229-248. 

Murray, D.P. (1964). Chinese Education in South-East Asia. The China Quarterly, 20, 67–95.



66

Chapter 2

OECD. (2014). Education at a Glance 2016. Available at http://www.oecd.org/education/education-at-a-
glance-19991487.htm.

Poulantzas, N. (1978). State, Power, Socialism, Transnationalism. London: Patrick Camille.

Postiglione, G.A. (2005). Questioning centre–periphery platforms. Asia Pacific Journal of Education, 25( 2), 
209–25. 

Project Atlas. (2017). Current Infographics. Available at https://www.iie.org/Research-and-Insights/Project-
Atlas/Tools/Current-Infographics

Rizvi, F. (2005). Rethinking ‘brain drain’ in the era of globalisation. Asia Pacific Journal of Education, 25(2), 175-
192. 

Robertson, S.L. and Dale, R. (2015). Towards a ‘critical cultural political economy ‘account of the globalising of 
education. Globalisation, Societies and Education, 13(1), 149-170.

Sai, S. M., & Hoon, C. Y. (2012). Chinese Indonesians reassessed: History, religion and belonging. Routledge.

Sheller, M. and Urry, J. (2006). The new mobilities paradigm. Environment and Planning, 38(2), 207-226.

Sukma, R. (2009). Indonesia’s response to the rise of China: Growing comfort amid uncertainties. Contemporary 
Southeast Asian Studies, 16, 35-45.

Suryadinata, L. (1972). Indonesian Chinese education: past and present. Indonesia 14, 49.

Taiwan Economic and Trade Office Jakarta. (2016). Taiwan-Indonesia relations. Available at http://www.roc-
taiwan.org/id_en/post/1199.html (accessed 10 May 2017). 

Tamboukou, M. (1999). Writing genealogies: An exploration of Foucault's strategies for doing research. 
Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 20(2), 201-217. 

Tjhin, C.S. (2012). Indonesia’s relations with China: productive and pragmatic, but not yet a strategic 
partnership. China Report, 48(3), 303-315.

Teichler, U. (2004). The changing debate on internationalisation of higher education. Higher Education, 48(1), 
5–26.

Wang, C.B. (2009). Guiqiao: returnees as a policy subject in China. Newsletter of International Institute of Asian 
Studies (IIAS), 50, 7.

Wang, G.W. (1991). China and the Chinese Overseas. Singapore: Times Academic Press.

Wibowo, I. (2001). Exit, Voice, and Loyalty: Indonesian Chinese after the fall of Soeharto. Sojourn: Journal of 
Social Issues in Southeast Asia, 16(1), 125-146.

Wibowo, I (2010). Orang Tionghoa menatap masa depan. In I. Wibowo, I and J.L. Thung (Eds.) Setelah air mata 
kering. Jakarta: Penerbit Buku Kompas.

Yang, R. (2015). China's soft power projection in higher education. International Higher Education, 46. 



67

Chapter 2

02

 Of States and Identity Politics





CHAPTER

WHAT CHINA? 

WHICH CHINESE? 

WHO ARE INDONESIANS?

CHINESEINDONESIAN STUDENTS 

IN CHINA AND THE RESHAPING OF 

TRANSNATIONAL IDENTITIES

3

Submitted to Journal of Ethnic and Migration as R.Theo and M.W.H. 

Leung, What China? Which Chinese? Who are Indonesians? Chinese-

Indonesian students in China and the reshaping of transnational 

identities.



70

Chapter 3



71

Chapter 3 What China? Which Chinese? Who are Chinese-Indonesians?

03

Introduction

Internationally mobile students, who have the privilege to float between home and 

abroad and encounter cultural differences, are frequently portrayed as transnational 

subjects: potential ‘global citizens’, cosmopolitans and ambassadors of intercultural 

understanding (Waters and Brooke, 2010). By establishing a transnational connection, 

they are expected to develop multiple attachments, erase cultural prejudices and 

even become cultural mediators (Hayden et al., 2000; Rizvi, 2005). This premise implies 

that international mobility is capable of transforming the students into transnational 

subjects. As transnational subjects, mobile students are, as explained by Glick-Schiller 

(1990), not fully encapsulated either in the host society or in their native lands, but remain 

active in the social setting of both locations and reconstruct their identities according 

to both societies. The identities are reconstructed when the person re-evaluates his/

her identity, given that mobility and contact with difference disrupt previous cultural 

frames of reference and deeply embedded historical convictions that underpin their 

previous identities (Butcher, 2009).

As elaborated in a later section, an emergent body of research uses transnationalism 

to examine international students' transformative experiences and the process and its 

impacts at individual, institutional and nation-state levels (e.g. Rizvi, 2010; Kim, 2010; 

Yang and Welch, 2010; Gu and Schweisfurth, 2015; Baas, 2009). However, such research 

tends to draw on the classical version of transnationalism that highlights bilateral 

connection (here–there, home–host, origin–destination) and largely focuses on the 

students’ experiences during and after their mobility. This chapter diverges by analysing 

how the already hybrid or diasporic students undergo further transnationalism through 

international student mobility.

This chapter links three issues: the complexity of students as transnational subjects, 

the shaping of transnational identity through student mobility, and transnational identity 

capital. By analysing Indonesian student mobility to China, it further problematises 

the ‘transnational’ Chinese-Indonesian students, as they were already growing up in 

a diaspora before they left for China. Whilst the common assumption is that mobility 

can shape their transnational identity, this chapter also analyses how the pre-migrant 

transnational identity affects student mobility and the interplay of both situations.

The spotlight is on the Chinese-Indonesian students’ transnational traits as the pre-

migrant subjectivities (Carlson, 2011) that influence their mobility and the reshaping 

of identity during and after their mobility. Indonesian student mobility to China has 

so far been dominated by students from a Chinese-Indonesian background, that is, 

Indonesians of Chinese descent. These Chinese-Indonesian youths were raised straddling 

Indonesian and Chinese multiple cultures, identities and social networks. Based on 
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the ethno-nationalist perspective, they have a dual diaspora affiliation: as Indonesian 

citizens, they are considered part of a (state project) Indonesian diaspora network; 

as Chinese descendants, they are also portrayed as a Chinese-overseas diaspora. The 

dual diaspora identities are particularly related to the identity politics in Indonesia that 

produced stereotyping narratives of Chinese-Indonesians and China, shaped in the long 

social, political and historical trajectory. Despite a process of cultural and social contacts 

over many years with the locals, they still bear the status of ‘permanent outsiders’ that 

was institutionalised by the assimilation state project during the authoritarian regime 

of Suharto (1966–98). Living a hyphenated identity, they are neither ethnic Chinese nor 

Indonesian, although paradoxically they are both (Heryanto, 2004) – or perhaps neither. 

Other than that, they inherit their family’s cultural identification with and images 

of China and Chineseness. Today’s Chinese-Indonesian students in China are of post-

Suharto generations, from the third or later generations of Chinese descent in Indonesia. 

China has become a compelling study destination for self-funded middle-class Chinese-

Indonesians in the last decade, a new alternative to the previous traditional destinations 

such as Australia, the USA and Singapore. One of the drivers is their parents, who want 

them to reconnect or at least get to know their motherland/ ancestral place/cultural 

identity.

In addition, the context of origin contributes to the unprecedented mobility. The 

1998 reform in Indonesia loosened the politically imposed identity of ethnic Chinese-

Indonesians, even though the racial prejudice, the stereotypes and the obligation to be 

a good Indonesian citizen, as a result of state’s strict assimilation policy, persist (Turner 

and Allen, 2007; Wibowo, 2010). However, various positive changes happened after the 

lifting of discriminative policies and the resumptionl of Chinese cultural expression and 

practices. The renegotiation of Chinese identity – such as what it means to be Chinese-

Indonesian and the contributions that Chinese-Indonesians make to Indonesian society 

– continued along with these changes (Dieleman, Koning and Post, 2011). This chapter 

closely examines the extent to which the cultural-political context of origin complicates 

identity negotiation during the students’ studies in China. The questions are, therefore, 

what kind of tensions arise during their temporary return to their ancestral country, and 

to what extent does this create a new juncture of identity? What kind of circumstances 

and practices could influence their identity reshaping, and lead them to acquire 

transnational identity capital? This chapter explores these questions via the concepts of 

student mobility, identity, transnationalism and human capital. In doing so, it highlights 

the complexity of Indonesian students as transnational subjects and the binary of home 

and host in international student mobility research.
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International students, transnational subjects 

The concept of identity as unfixed, fluid, porous, open to negotiation and subject to 

a continuous dynamics of being and becoming has been elaborated and theorised in 

detail by cultural theorists. Stuart Hall (1990, 1996), for instance, theorises that identity 

is unstable, less a matter of being than of becoming, ‘far from the essentialised past’ and 

‘subject to continuous play of history, culture, and power’ (Hall, 1996: 225). Identity, he 

argues, ‘is not so much about “who we are” or “where we came from”, as what we might 

become, and how we might represent ourselves’ (Hall 1996, 4). He signifies the active 

process of identity-making that suggests the incomplete and ever-changing nature of 

identity. 

What is more, the previously stable and predestined notion of identity has also 

‘shifted towards a hybrid and flexible form of identity characterised by mobility and 

flux’ (Easthope, 2009). The mobility engagement with hybrid and flexible identity is 

emphasised in the concept of transnationalism . In the era of intensifying mobility, 

mobile people are expected to create new identities as transnationals whose networks, 

activities and patterns of life ‘encompass both their host and native land and bring 

two societies into a single social field’ (Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton, 1992: 1). This 

field is named a transnational social field by Schiller and Fouron (1999), while others 

label it transnational social spaces (Pries, 1999), transnational villages (Levitt, 2001), 

translocality (Appadurai, 1996), contact zones (Clifford, 1997; Pratt, 1992) or third spaces 

(Bhabha, 1994).

International students are among those who, amidst the acceleration of the 

internationalisation of education, are increasingly mobile and transnational. They 

‘straddle worlds’ by being active participants in both host and origin countries, living 

in the host country and developing social networks there, but also sustaining social, 

familial, economic, religious and political relations with contexts of origin (Gargano, 

2009). In this sense, their identities are subject to change as they make sense of their 

transnational experiences (Rizvi, 2005).

In line with the rising mobility of Chinese international students, several studies have 

analysed their possession of transnational identity through the mobility experience. 

Gu and Schweisfurth (2015) found that Chinese international students see themselves 

as both Chinese and the 'other', and are proud of it. They are able to enact this dual 

identity in the workplace as well as in their interpersonal and intercultural relationships. 

From another perspective, Yang and Welch (2010) report that the Chinese international 

academics who are members of the Chinese knowledge diaspora have increased their 

involvement in natural sciences and engineering in both their host countries and their 

homeland.
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These studies have made a meaningful contribution to student mobility research by 

linking transnational experiences and students’ identity during their mobility. However, 

mobile students’ pre-migrant subjectivity (Carlson, 2011) also contributes to the way 

they translate their mobility experiences and negotiate their identity. Pre-migrant 

subjectivity highlights the multiple identities of students prior to their mobility. Rather 

than categorise them as students from X country in Y country, international students 

should be considered embodied beings who possess a certain gender, ethnicity, class 

and religion, and certain political views, histories, occupations, educational experiences, 

skills and so on (King and Raghuram, 2012). The intersections of identities challenge 

the tendency to portray students as a homogenous group with similar cross-border 

experiences and sense-making (Gargano, 2009; Waters and Brooks, 2012). 

Furthermore, we concur with Gargano (2009) that the influence of contexts of origin 

on shaping and determining student mobility has to be incorporated. She argues 

that the transformation of events in the context of origin influences the formation of 

students’ transnational social fields. As such, we need to understand the interconnection 

between the place of origin and the place of study abroad through which students’ 

experiences are shaped. Seen in this light, context of origin does not always mean a 

single place where students hold their citizenship, but may entail multiple destinations 

or localities that form it. 

Student mobility and transnational identity capital

Expanding the discussion of the transnational identity of mobile students, we further 

use Kim’s (2009) concept of transnational identity capital, which explores the possibility 

of acquiring transnational identity as human capital. Kim derived transnational identity 

capital by combining the concept of transnational identity from migration studies with 

Bourdieu’s (1986) human capital concept.

According to Vertovec (2001), transnational identity is the condition in which people 

can weave their collective identities from multiple affiliations and positionings, and link 

their cross-cutting belongingness with complex attachments and multiple allegiances 

to issues, peoples, places and traditions beyond the borders of their resident nation 

states. As it is naturally hybrid and open, transnational identity can potentially outgrow 

national borders and contest the hegemonic narratives of race, ethnicity, class and 

nation. It can also be used as a strategy to accumulate economic, social, cultural and 

educational capital (Glick-Schiller, 1997; Ong and Nonini, 1997). 

As for the human capital concept, Bourdieu categorised human capital into four 

groups – economic capital, social capital, cultural capital and symbolic capital – that 
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are mutually convertible. In relation to that, Ong (1999) introduced the flexible notion 

of citizenship. She referred to an example of the diasporic Chinese in the USA, who are 

always on the move both culturally and physically. The mobility generates transnational 

practices and imaginings that caused a realignment of political ethnic and personal 

identities to navigate the disjunctures between political landscapes and the shifting 

opportunities of global trade.

Transnational identity therefore fits into the concept of human capital, which means 

that accumulated human capital can potentially produce a different form of profits 

(Bourdieau, 1986; 241). Differentiated from social capital, which refers to bonding and 

network power, transnational identity capital comprises cultural capital and other 

elements that are specific to membership of any type of social culture. It involves 

competence to engage with the otherness or the difference between self and others. 

Kim (2009) explains transnational identity capital as a mode of consciousness to forge 

and sustain multi-stranded social relations that can facilitate free movement among 

diverse groups and contexts, including ethno-national subcultures. She concludes that, 

by living such transnational and cosmopolitan lives, mobile students cannot reside in an 

immutable ‘nation-home’ (ibid.:585). 

In a similar tone, Bass (2009:7) argues that mobile students do not simply cross 

borders to live elsewhere, but transform crossing borders into a lifestyle and live a life that 

is characterised as being ‘neither here nor there’. Students with transnational identities 

also experience a diaspora consciousness, enhanced cosmopolitan competence, 

identity transformation and embeddedness marked by dual or multiple identities, their 

decentred attachments and a sense of being at home in more than one place (Vertovec, 

2009:5; Gu, 2010).

However, it is necessary to underline that the acquisition of this capital is not 

completely an unproblematic matter of the acquisition of knowledge, as is often 

imagined. In the classical understanding of transnationalism, students are not 

encapsulated in either the host society or their native lands, but remain active in the 

social setting of both locations and construct their identities according to both societies 

(Glick-Schiller, 1990). This dualism of the here and there, home and host perspective 

can be problematic, for instance in the multiplicity of origins and the blurring meaning 

of home and host across the fluidity of today’s world. To this end, we return to the 

complexity of international students as transnational subjects.

Methodology

The methodology used was qualitative research, in particular an ethnographic research 
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method. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with a purposive sample of 

35 students representing a variety of places of origin in Indonesia, places to study in 

China, age, gender, and fields and levels of study. Interviews with respondents who 

were studying in China were conducted in Beijing and Chongqing in April–May 2015. 

Respondents who had finished their study in China were interviewed in Jakarta, 

Bandung or Makassar. 

An ethnographic participatory approach was used in Beijing. I spent three months as 

a short-term language programme student at Beijing Language and Culture University. 

In doing so, I directly experienced a transnational life as an international, Indonesian 

and Chinese-Indonesian student, which contributed to my positionality and reflexivity 

in this research and the knowledge it produced. This implies that my experience of 

discriminatory policies under Indonesia's authoritarian regime may create a personal 

bias but, at the same time, it was useful because it induced self-reflexivity and interest 

and positioned me close to the researched subject. 

Chinese-Indonesian students: growing up to be transnationals?

The Chinese-Indonesian students’ contexts of origin are not only about Indonesia as the 

place where they were born, raised and have citizenship, or about China as their ancestral 

land to which they culturally ‘connect’ and identify as being its diaspora. The contexts 

of origin are instead rooted in the economic, political and cultural trajectory of the 

Indonesia–China relationship. This relationship spans centuries of connections between 

people, knowledge, goods and capital. Historically, ethnic Chinese-Indonesians went to 

study in China from the end of 19th-century Dutch colonial governance until 1945 and 

during the post-colonial era until 1965, when student mobility to China was halted due 

to the changing political regime in Indonesia and the purging of communism from the 

country. It resumed after the political pendulum swung again in the post-Asian crisis, 

when Indonesia embraced democracy in 1998 and later improved its relationship with 

China. 

In addition to the inherited cultural bond with their ancestral land, their mobility to 

China was also indirectly enhanced by the skilful efforts of the Chinese government to 

deploy the assertion of kin, ethnicity and national bonds between the motherland and 

the diaspora (Schmidt, 2008) through the promotion of culture and language. Chinese 

language courses, music, films, food, and popular culture have been proliferating in 

Indonesia, especially since Indonesia embraced democracy in the post-1998 reform.

The cultural connection of young Chinese-Indonesians to China emanated from 

the cultural values and practices of Chinese-Indonesian families. However, 32 years of 
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Chinese cultural silencing by means of the forced assimilation policy during Suharto’s 

regime changed the way Chinese-Indonesian parents shared Chinese culture with their 

children. The Chinese language was no longer openly taught during Suharto’s regime. 

Some still speak Chinese and practise traditional customs but many do not, either for 

pragmatic reasons or because they have converted to another religion that forbids 

the practice. The government ban on Chinese schools, media, mass organisation and 

Chinese cultural expression meant that most Chinese-Indonesians born since 1965 only 

know about their cultural roots, values and motherland through the words and stories 

of their relatives, friends, Chinese pop culture and the media. 

In contrast, non-cultural information, such as the political histories of Chinese-

Indonesians, was withheld. Histories of ethnic Chinese involvement in Indonesia’s 

politics have been removed from school textbooks along with the anti-communism 

discourse politics of the New Order regime. As a result, the Chinese-Indonesians born 

since 1965 retain a new forced identity of being Indonesian but always reminded as the 

non-indigenous other (Suryadinata, 2008; Heryanto, 1998). 

Nevertheless, the exclusion of Chinese-Indonesians’ identity from Indonesia's 

cultural citizenship and nationhood should not be considered merely a product of 

the New Order regime. Chinese-Indonesians' identities have undergone constant 

construction over time, from one political regime to the other, influenced by states, 

social space and the Chinese-Indonesians themselves. The original sin of Chinese-

Indonesians as disloyal migrants and temporary residents has been reproduced over 

time as an essentialist identity through identity discourses and state policies. It was 

rooted in the colonial era when the Chinese-Indonesians’ identity was constructed by 

the Dutch colonial government as the second-class group of ‘foreign Orientals’, one 

level above the indigenous Indonesians, in its race-based social segregation policy. The 

policies followed the rules called the passenstelsel and the wijkenstelsel, which obliged 

Chinese-Indonesians to have a pass to travel and separated them from society in 

Chinese ghettos (Lotta and Hedman, 2011; Toer, 1960). Ironically, a similar strategy was 

adopted by the Indonesian nationalist government in post-independence Indonesia. 

In 1959, for instance, the Indonesian government issued rule number 59, limiting 

Chinese-Indonesian's economic activities in rural areas and hence obliging them to 

move to urban areas. The binary dichotomy of Chinese-Indonesians as non-natives 

versus Indonesian natives meant they were continually perceived as people who have 

economic advantages versus people who are disadvantaged or are economically 

exploited. Chineseness in Indonesia has developed to be not only a cultural but also 

an economic identity (Ang, 2005). This was amplified by the postcolonial legacy of 

segregation that restricted Chinese-Indonesians to the business sector and prohibited 

them from working in the political sector. The fact that they were socially alienated and 
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physically segregated made the Chinese-Indonesians find comfort and trust in their own 

society, thereby creating an exclusive and strong ethnic group mentality and solidarity 

(Toer, 1960). This, in turn, has become a sort of public affirmation of the constructed 

identity of the Chinese-Indonesians as homogenous groups of economically dominant, 

culturally different and politically disloyal others.

On the other hand, this situation made the Chinese-Indonesians prone to the China-

driven Sinification, or the attempts by various Chinese regimes to project their notion of 

Chineseness to the overseas Chinese (Huaqiao) in Southeast Asia. The Huaqiao identity 

was constructed in the nationalistic manner that led to the mobilisation of Huaqiao's 

resources for the regimes' economic, political and cultural objectives. Because of 

this identity politics, the Chinese-Indonesians were also framed as ‘material men, the 

economically dominant but politically unreliable’, and this lasted three decades until 

1965 (Hau, 2012).

All of the above examples show how the Chinese-Indonesian identity was 

essentialised, generalised, institutionalised and mobilised to serve certain power 

interests. As Cina – a New Order government’s term for Chinese-Indonesians – Chinese-

Indonesians were categorised as a homogenous group. This state-made identity 

overshadowed the heterogeneous and hybridity of their identities that, in fact, crossed 

over generations, sub-ethnics, classes, religions, clans and other socio-political statuses 

and affiliations. It overlooked the multiple variations of Chinese-Indonesians living in 

various places resulting from continuous historical contacts with the local people and 

places. It also overlooked the mixed marriages between Chinese-Indonesians and 

native Indonesians.

Unfortunately, the many faces and the porosity of Chinese-Indonesian identities are 

undermined by some of the older generation of Chinese-Indonesians who often act as 

the cultural keepers. They still tend to frame Chineseness in the essentialist way, such 

as defining Chinese roots by the mastery of the Chinese language and Chinese values. 

Concerns emerged about the younger, rootless generations who are no longer able to 

speak Chinese and have no idea about Chinese values and culture. Therefore, the rise of 

China as a global power triggered the activation of Chineseness and the reconnection 

of Chinese-Indonesian youth to their cultural roots (Hoon, 2012). It serves as a way to 

renew pride in Chinese roots and culture (Louie, 2010). 

However, Hoon argues that the identity renegotiation process between the older 

and the younger generations of Chinese-Indonesians is different. Even though the 

older generations play a significant role in planting the ethnic and racial stereotyping 

in the younger generations, their differences regarding the experience discrimination, 

interracial relations, physical mobility, work environment and education have shaped a 

different intergenerational perception.
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The post-1998 generation has seen the mushrooming of Chinese-Indonesian social 

and political organisations, the growing involvement and representation of Chinese-

Indonesians in politics and the media, and the intensifying mobility of Chinese-

Indonesian capital and people to China. The renegotiation of Chinese identity – for 

example what it means to be a Chinese-Indonesian and the contributions that Chinese-

Indonesians make to Indonesian society – continued along with these changes. 

Many Chinese-Indonesian youths also had a more pragmatic motive to study in China: 

they wanted to capitalise on the closer economic relationship between Indonesia and 

China. China's growing business interest and capital inflow to Indonesia has triggered 

the Chinese-Indonesians to seek Chinese education in order to tap into the Chinese 

job market in Indonesia, while learning Chinese best practices and building networks 

in China. The Chinese-Indonesian students who went to China after 1998 came from 

all over Indonesia. The majority are middle-class urban dwellers who funded their own 

mobility. Between 2008 and 2012, the number of self-funded students increased by 

250%, to reach 9,582 (Indonesia Ministry of Education, 2013). Indonesia is ranked fifth 

among the countries with the largest number of international students in China (Project 

Atlas, 2015). Another unique characteristic is that the majority of the students are doing 

a short-term language programme that takes a year or less. According to data from the 

Indonesian embassy in Beijing, 67% of the students enrolled in a short-term language 

programme, while only 33% enrolled in degree programmes (figures for 2013). 

Findings and discussion 

The transnational traits of the Chinese-Indonesian students become the context of their 

mobility to China. Being mobile in China allows them to meet not only Chinese and 

other international students, but also other Indonesians and Chinese-Indonesians from 

different places and across a generation. Those who have previously lived and studied 

exclusively in the Chinese-Indonesian community have to engage with the otherness. 

The spatial boundaries become more porous. The following section explores this in 

three related parts: the impact of identity on mobility, the impact of mobility on identity 

and the strategic translation of transnational identity capital.

1. Diaspora consciousness: transnational identity’s impact on mobility

The Chinese-Indonesians' student mobility to China could initially be seen as root 

searching. Root searching implies inherited ties with a native place signified by a 

connection to soil and water, to the ancestors buried there and to local customs (Louie, 

2001). It is often derived from the imaginary bonding with the ancestral place that was 
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usually communicated in the form of stories and family cultural values. In this way, the 

emotional ties with a mythical place of origin are enhanced and a cultural identification 

is created. Yet, root searching is only one of many factors that affect the the mobility 

decision and how it is experienced by the students. For someone who has experienced 

racial discrimination and identity repression, for instance, mobility to China might 

become liberation from the pressurised minority status. Agus was a 20-year-old Chinese-

Indonesian from East Java when he came to Beijing to study information technology in 

2000. He spoke of his initial relief of being part of the majority group of Chinese people 

in China.

In Suharto's era, did you ever experience racial discrimination in the street? If I went out 

I was really afraid that somebody would call me 'Cina'. But when I went to China, where 

I belonged to the majority, I realised I was human. It had a great impact on me to think 

that I am not subhuman. Because there I would no longer be afraid to be derided for my 

identity. If you're reminded of your identity every day, you can never become detached 

from it.

Affected by the stories, myths and imaginary bonding of ancestral place, Agus wanted 

to switch from being a minority other to becoming an imagined member of the majority 

through the cultural connection. Agus's liberation from the pressure on his Chinese 

identity took the form of his physical similarity to Chinese people and the ability to 

speak the language, which made him no longer feel he was different. 

Another Chinese-Indonesian of the 1970s generation, Tina, who was born and 

raised in Jakarta, studied for her doctoral degree in diplomacy in China. She had done 

her Master’s in Australia and had reflected on the importance of identity issues when 

deciding to go to China. Instead of root searching, Tina related her mobility to her 

Indonesian nationalism and her concerns as a Chinese-Indonesian. Two kinds of identity 

– political identity and cultural identity – were intertwined in her personal goal. 

By contrast, those born since the mid-1980s, who thus did not experience the 

discrimination era, are more pragmatic about both their Chineseness and their mobility 

objective. In many cases, their parents play an important role in encouraging mobility. 

They want their children to embrace the Chinese culture and language that they could 

not previously access, which are still seen as the signifiers of Chineseness. Monica, 

a 25-year-old Chinese-Indonesian from Jakarta who had studied journalism and 

communication at Tsinghua University, explained the experience of being a Chinese-

Indonesian that she inherited from her parents:

My parents experienced how the Chinese-Indonesians were totally discriminated 

against in 1965. They had a deep resentment of the Indonesian government and really 

wanted to return to China. The Chinese government once sent a ship to take the Chinese-

Indonesians back, but they were not allowed to go but had to stay. They taught us 
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children the good things about the ancestral land. In Indonesia, they always reminded 

me to be careful in the street because we, the Chinese, are different. Therefore, I thought, 

living in China would be very nice. I would be free to do whatever I want. But now I’m 

here, I feel like an outsider, too. 

Monica’s case shows that her identity was influenced by her parents’ identity, which 

was formed in a different spatial-temporal context. This case of cross-generation 

transnational legacy is common among the Chinese-Indonesians who study in China. 

The inherited depiction of China contrasts with the reality the students experience 

there. 

In another case, the Chinese identity is played out through the identification of 

economic ethos as a Chinese cultural trait. Hardi, who learned Chinese for a year in 

Beijing after finishing his Master’s degree in Australia, fits the general stereotype of 

Chinese as the economic actors: 

The Chinese identity remained in us, even though it was covered up. We see that China 

is a country that is currently growing enormously and in all sectors. It is now the factory 

of the world. The factors that helped them achieve this status are their work ethos and 

their thinking. We still have these cultures, but we need to learn more. We should take the 

opportunity because our potential is enormous there. 

By stressing the similar cultural roots, Hardi associated himself with the imagined trait 

of Chinese people. This association shows the impact of his transnational trait as a 

Chinese-Indonesian in opting for mobility to China.

The examples above illustrate the variety of students’ subjectivities as transnational 

beings, even though they share some identities, namely as students and as Chinese-

Indonesians. Personal and family backgrounds and other identities intersect and 

contribute to the construction/deconstruction of their imagination of China and 

Chinese culture.

2. Identity negotiation: mobility impact on identity

People on the move have a geographic imaginary picture of the place they want to go 

to. The Chinese-Indonesian students not only had a geographic imaginary picture of 

China, but also the imaginary bonding with it as an ancestral place, which influenced 

their self-identity. Mobility to the imagined place reveals the new realities of once 

homogeneous notions of China, Chinese culture and Chinese people. 

Most students were surprised and rather disappointed to experience China as a 

physical place that is different from what they imagined. Agus recalled his shock:

I'd heard from my parents that China is very different in reality. Fantasies about a 

beautiful motherland were destroyed by the reality, especially if you arrived there in 

2000. First, it was indeed nasty. That era was very different compared to now. People 
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were still spitting everywhere. 

It also shows the deconstruction of the imagined ancestral place is not temporally fixed, 

in particular for those who frequently go to China for longer periods. Upon his return 

to Indonesia, Hardi, who had visited China several times, described the rapid changes:

One amazing thing about China is how quickly it changes and how quickly they adapt 

to changes. The situation when I arrived there in 1992 was very different, compared to 

when I went in 1997, 2002 and 2006. When I went there in 1992, it was as though I’d gone 

to Lombok – not very developed, chaotic, old buildings and lots of beggars. The year 

1997 was the beginning of the reform. It was still messed up but lots of people started to 

open shops. At the start of 2006, it was already advanced and safe, but the cost of living 

was still very low. In 2008, it was very different, with slum areas having been turned into 

elite areas.

In addition to the physical differences, the students also experienced cultural differences. 

Justin, who is from Bandung and did a Master’s in business management in Guilin, 

compared the Chinese with the Indonesians based on his subjective experience and 

imaginaries: 

I felt that Chinese people were not as friendly as I thought they’d be. I thought they would 

be similar to Indonesians. Then I found out that people regarded northern Chinese 

people as colder. 

The cultural difference was also admitted by Hardi, but he tried to rationalise it by 

pointing out the political change in China. He still believed there is some fixed Chinese 

cultural value that is possessed by Chinese descendants worldwide. 

I saw that many of ways of life here had changed since the Cultural Revolution. Confucian 

teachings, etiquette and respect for parents were ingrained in the Chinese. Because of 

the Cultural Revolution, it has changed a lot. So, compared to the overseas Chinese and 

the people of Taiwan, their ways of life are different.

As the imaginary picture of the physical place and cultural bond were disturbed, the 

Chinese-Indonesian students internalised these differences in a self-reflection that 

caused identity confusion and induced a feeling of being a stranger:

Alfred: Honestly, I feel more Indonesian now. But sometimes I’m confused about what 

kind of person I am. I’m of Chinese descent, but I can’t speak Mandarin. I studied here, 

became similar to them, but when they spoke to me in Mandarin, I couldn’t answer. I felt 

I was a stranger, although we are from the same people.

Justin: Even here we're still considered different people. In China we’re not considered 

Chinese and in Indonesia we’re not considered Indonesian. 

The feeling of 'neither here nor there' and 'in-betweenness' emerged not only from 

their self-reflection on the tension of places and bonding, but also from their social 

interaction with Chinese people they thought they knew. As some of the differences 
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tend to contrast negatively with what they imagined to be common Chinese cultural 

traits, the Chinese-Indonesian students started to detach themselves. 

The CK people are different from us. It’s quite hard to explain it, they’re just different. A 

little bit negative kind of difference... Physically we have no difference, but it turns out 

there are a lot of differences. Sometimes it made us hard to accept: we have the same 

roots, so why so many differences? 

Monica used the term CK, an abbreviation of Cung Kuo, from the Indonesian 

pronunciation of Zhong Guo, which means China. This term is widely used by Chinese-

Indonesian students in China as a way of referring to Chinese mainland people and 

the way they depict their different Chinese identity. The Chineseness that they were 

once taught and believed in has been deconstructed, as they define themselves via a 

different identity through the identification of the other (Said, 1979). The identification 

is often done by returning to their Indonesianess. The sense of being part of the Chinese 

people in China did not lead Agus to disown his Indonesian identity, but rather: 

I made an effort to be seen as an Indonesian. Once you’d realised that you'd become 

similar to the majority, you’d ask yourself about your identity. I once went to school 

wearing a sarong... I enjoyed it when people asked, ‘What are you wearing?’ I felt more 

Indonesian. Somehow I felt I am more Indonesian than an Indonesian... There were times 

when Chinese people judged the Indonesians on the atrocities against the Chinese-

Indonesians during the 1998 riots, but I always defended Indonesia and explained the 

situation to them. 

The deconstruction of Chinese-Indonesian identity happened not only to the Chinese-

Indonesian students but also to the Indonesian students. They differentiated between 

Chinese-Indonesian students and Chinese people, and eliminated the constructed 

stereotype of Chinese-Indonesians even more.

Yudha: Prior to studying in China, I had no Chinese-Indonesian friends. But in China, 

I had a very good relationship with people of Chinese descent. They called me uncle 

because I was seen as their senior…. I saw them as being like us, Indonesians. My friends 

of Chinese descent felt like Indonesians. For example, when they are annoyed with taxi 

drivers in China, they say ‘You, Chinese!’

Dewi: Chinese people here are culturally different from Chinese-Indonesians. And the 

Chinese-Indonesians themselves, they don’t want to be compared with Chinese people, 

even though their grandmas or grandpas are from here. They said, ‘Yes, I’m of Chinese 

descent, but I’m Indonesian, I’m not the same as them’. In Indonesia, the Chinese-

Indonesians who have money usually hang out with people who also have money. Here 

they accepted me despite the fact that I don’t have much money like them. They are 

socially mixed, so I don’t feel like a minority.
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By connecting to both Chinese people and Chinese-Indonesian people and experiencing 

the differences, their pre-conceived and constructed image of Chinese-Indonesians 

has been torn apart. The stereotype of Chinese as rich, socially exclusive and non-

native Indonesians was replaced by their new image of Chinese-Indonesians. Since the 

Chinese-Indonesians were different from Chinese people, they no longer belong to 

them, but to the Indonesians.

3. Strategic translation: utilising transnational identity capital

Such confrontations between perception and expectation versus reality, followed 

by identity reflection, negotiation and deconstruction, are part of the process of 

transnational identity crafting. This process implies more than creating a binary position 

of home and host because of the complex political context of origin. China is the 

new living place and was the imaginary homeland that people knew from inherited 

memories. Whereas their connection with Indonesia as a place of origin is similarly 

complicated due to the pressure of being minority others as a result of identity politics. 

The complexity of both places and the mobility that allows physical engagement with 

both places and their peoples produces a transnational identity that is more fluid, hybrid 

and dynamic. Agus explained his identity negotiation when he was confronted with a 

different kind of Chineseness in himself:

When I was in Tibet, there was kind of a fight going on inside me between two Chinas. The 

China of the mainland regarded Tibet as part of our land, while the China of Indonesia 

made me understand the feeling of becoming a minority and made me understand the 

importance of identity. So China has taught me things. My identity is not one. I may even 

be a lover of Afghanistan. I see identity as the colour of my life. I don't have to be painted in 

one colour; I prefer to be multicoloured.

However, facing a contrasting reality is not enough to acquire transnational identity 

capital. Self-reflection is necessary to undo memory and deconstruct deeply ingrained 

cultural beliefs and historical convictions. To learn at home and abroad about otherness 

is to contest one's individual and collective memory (Teeken, 2015). For Agus, the 

tension was both inside himself and external to him. He experienced it when he 

collected donations from Indonesian students in China and Indonesia for the tsunami 

victims in Aceh. When he did that, he was challenged on internet forums and in emails: 

I received responses like: ‘Why did you do this? Have you forgotten what happened in 

1998?’ I really had a fight on the internet. The Chinese-Indonesian students had a similar 

tone: ‘I would donate, but please don’t give it to Muslims.’ I learned many lessons from 

this experience... I thought about it all and it was a mind-changing experience. 

Agus decided not to continue his study in the field of IT even though he had outstanding 

grades and a scholarship opportunity. Instead he became a writer and travelled to places 
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where minority people live. He submitted photos and stories to Chinese magazines 

and later also to Indonesian magazines. After three years working for Beijing's China 

International Radio, he returned to Indonesia and started his career as a travel writer 

with a focus on pluralism. Agus translated his transnational identity capital into cultural 

capital and symbolic capital. 

Transnational identity capital could be used by students to reclaim the differences 

between cultural identities in oneself (Ang, 2003). An example is Erwin, a young 

Chinese-Indonesian lecturer who chose to study design in China in order to learn more 

about Chinese traditions for his work as a designer. In China, he often used Indonesian 

traditions and history in his study assignments. Conversely, in Indonesia, he was involved 

in numerous projects on Chinese style.

Studying in China gave me a deeper knowledge of the country and its traditions. Traditions 

can be an identity for a designer. Moreover, we Indonesians have a lot of strong cultural 

traditions. Whenever we took it abroad, it was really appreciated. That was a cultural 

exchange. When I returned to Indonesia, what I had learned in China initially affected 

my focus and style, although this decreased because my design is continually improving.

There are many cases of transnational identity capital being strategically translated 

into social and economic capital. Hardi used his knowledge of Chinese culture and 

the Chinese language, and his social understanding of China and Chinese people in 

his interactions with his shop’s suppliers in China. Similarly, Rendy, who returned home 

after finishing his Master’s in corporate management in Tianjin, worked at a Taiwanese 

furniture company. He later moved to an Indonesian company owned by a Chinese-

Indonesian who has trading partners in mainland China.

Students can also utilise the transnational identities simultaneously in different 

situations. Tina, who was studying for her PhD in Beijing while working for an Indonesian 

political think tank, explained that she uses 'Chinese cards' to build a relationship with 

Chinese researchers and the government. She then uses 'Indonesian cards' and her 

knowledge and experiences of and networks in China in her work in Indonesia. She 

consistently uses her social media to share political and cultural information about 

China, Chinese-Indonesians and the relationship between the two countries. Christine 

strategically translates her transnational identity capital into symbolic, cultural and 

social capital. However, the strategic translation of transnational identity is not without 

constraints. 

... because I know Indonesia-China relationships can affect the life pathway of Chinese-

Indonesians and because so little has been done in terms of understanding what the 

bilateral relationship between Indonesia and China is about. Our information about 

China is secondary, even tertiary, and we need more people to fill this information gap. 

Still, some of my colleagues called me a ‘panda-hugger’ or ‘Chinese spokesperson’.
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In translating her transnational identity capital, Christine is facing up to the suspicion 

and cynicism. It shows how the stigma of ‘Chineseness’ persists, as a result of long-term 

state identity politics towards the Chinese-Indonesians that became deeply ingrained 

in Indonesian society. 

Conclusion

Mobility is generally assumed to make people more transnational and cosmopolitan as a 

result of maintaining and constructing home and host connections in their cross-border 

living. This study problematised these assumptions by analysing how the already hybrid 

or diasporic people/communities undergo further transnationalism. It also demonstrated 

the interplay of mobility and identity as a bidirectional and reciprocal process. In this 

process, the contexts of origin and the complex identities of the transnational subjects 

make a significant contribution when translating, negotiating and making sense of 

the mobile students’ mobility experiences. Here, the contexts of origin refer to more 

than home as a location; instead, they refer to the evolving historical, political, cultural 

circumstances that structure students’ experiences and identities in their origin. As 

such, the complex transnational identities are shaped prior to the students’ departure 

and are further complicated by their mobility abroad. This case shows that the Chinese-

Indonesian student mobility to China contributes substantially to the never complete 

and continuous process of the Chinese-Indonesians’ identity construction.

For the Chinese-Indonesian students who grow up as diasporic subjects, the meaning 

of China and Indonesia as home and host is always fluid and politically problematic. 

Similarly, their hyphenated identity reveals the complicated in-betweenness, as they 

are always conscious of being culturally Chinese, but also of being self-disciplining 

Indonesians who submit to Indonesian nationhood. Any political suggestion of diaspora 

sentiment is usually avoided as it risks being seen as disloyal and unpatriotic (Dieleman, 

Koning and Post, 2011), an identification that has been crafted by the identity politics 

constructed under the assimilation policy of the Indonesian state. The in-betweenness 

as an embodied transnational trait influences how mobile students translate and make 

sense of their mobility experiences in China, and as such complicates the reshaping of 

transnational identity. 

The nationalist ‘duty’ and ‘identity’ constructed by decades of identity politics, 

for instance, remain strong even when the students return to their ancestral land. 

Nevertheless, in most cases, being in China also engenders their partial belonging or at 

the least cultural proximity to China. In this situation, the tension of multi-belonging vis-

à-vis unbelonging, of being similar yet different, is enhanced by their mobility to China. 
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Experiencing a new place that was previously imagined and engaging in the social life 

with both Chinese and fellow Indonesians, the Chinese-Indonesian mobile students 

deconstruct and negotiate the previous geographic imaginaries of the ancestral land, 

the cultural bonds and the identities.

The case also reveals how Chinese-Indonesian students always reshape their 

understanding of China and Chineseness in relation to their sense-making of Indonesia 

and Indonesianess. Mobility serves as the bridge that connects places and identities. 

Their mobility to China makes them experience a ‘a sense of place’ (Massey, 1994:146-

156) that understands identity not only in terms of some unchanging history or tradition, 

but also in relation to other places and identities. Not only do they experience a China 

that is different from what they imagined, they also experience a different social setting 

that situates their identities. In the place with which they associate their cultural roots, 

the sense of otherness and differences persists. 

Reflecting on the multiple faces of China and Chinese identities encountered 

during mobility, the students experience that there is no single Chineseness, but 

multiple variations that are different due to generation, sub-ethnic, class and personal 

positionality. It can loosen boundaries and incite self-reflection on their multiple 

identities. Mobility to China also increases particular social interactions with the 

Indonesians, not only with those at home, but also with those they meet in China. For 

many students, this creates opportunities to discover more about Indonesians and 

Indonesianess that may previously have been subject to cultural and political prejudices 

situated in the place they live.

Finally, student mobility may craft transnational identity capital that can be translated 

into the other capitals they need. Transnational identity capital allows students to 

gravitate between identities and engage with otherness, and thus makes it possible for 

them to connect places, people and cultures strategically. However, the acquisition of 

transnational identity requires continuous social interactions and personal reflections 

on places, identities and belongings. Even though it can be acquired, Chinese-

Indonesian students’ flexibility to shift between identities, places and culture will often 

be contested, challenged and treated as suspicious by those who are still subjected to 

racial prejudices as a result of the prevailing identity politics. 
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Friendly people-to-people exchanges can be conducive to states' relations, with talent 

exchanges and cooperation in particular serving as bridges and bonds for mutual learning 

among civilizations. (Zhang Jianguo, administrator at China’s New York office of the State 

Administration of Foreign Experts Affairs; China Daily, 16 December 2017) 

Introduction

For the last decade, the term ‘people-to-people exchanges’ has been used extensively by 

China in its public diplomacy strategy towards various states, and has been translated into 

a policy mechanism to promote people mobility in various sectors, including education. 

It inherently frames internationally mobile students as potential socio-political 

resources to fulfil an informal diplomatic role such as ‘building mutual understanding 

between the people of both countries’ (Anindyati, 2017). However, incorporating 

an informal diplomatic function in student mobility policy as a complementary soft 

diplomacy policy is not entirely new. It was also done by China in the period 1950–70 

with communist countries and African countries as targeted partners (Wang, 2016), and 

the USA is well known for its Cold War period educational exchange programme, which 

linked public and private sectors to build American cultural power (Bu, 1999).

In the current era, China is again promoting exchanges of people (e.g. highly skilled 

persons, tourists, students) with various foreign countries, and has recently both 

increased the number of exchanges and formulated more policies related to them. In 

December 2017, the Chinese government issued a specific guideline to improve people-

to-people exchanges and encourage more countries to become involved in exchange 

programmes. For example, it promoted study abroad programmes and cooperation 

between Chinese and foreign schools, universities and research institutions (Xinhua, 22 

December 2017). When launching China’s Belt and Road Initiative,1 the Chinese president, 

Xi Jin Ping, announced a plan to enhance cooperation on science and technology. The 

plan includes the Science and Technology People-to-People Exchange Initiative, which 

offers 2,500 short-term research visits to China to young foreign scientists and training 

for 5,000 foreign scientists, engineers and managers.

Whilst we might already have been aware of the role of mobile students as 

intercultural mediators, this state policy reflects the bridging role that mobile students 

are expected to play. In the rapidly globalising world of higher education and intensifying 

student mobility, mobile students are generally viewed as potential human resources. 

1 China’s contemporary development strategy to build trading networks based on the ancient Silk Road that 

connects several Eurasian countries. 
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Often portrayed and imagined as the best and brightest minds, they are the subject 

of high expectations on the part of states, institutions and society to be the ‘agent of 

development’ (Raghuram, 2009). States, in particular, have a huge interest in defining 

mobile students’ transnational networks and they actively promote students as the 

‘particular kind of transnational subject’ that fits their interest (Rizvi, 2010). 

However, the state is not alone in steering student mobility with this expectation. 

Other expectations or pressures also emanate from home (Rizvi, 2010). It is common 

for family and parents to expect their children as mobile students to, for instance, 

build social networks and get to know different kinds of people and understand their 

language and culture, because they consider this important for their children’s personal 

resources in the future. These external expectations meet students’ own aspirations and 

expectations. They may be in line with or able to influence the students directly, but 

they may also be contradicted and contested if the students have divergent objectives 

and aspirations. 

In addition, careful analyses are needed to comprehend people-to-people exchanges 

as experienced by the mobile students, particularly because this state narrative has 

become a political basis to produce, shape, utilise and even restrict student mobility.

This chapter examines how the people-to-people exchanges are narrated, situated 

and expected in the context of student mobility, and then compares this to the mobile 

students’ bridging practice during and after their mobility. It specifically analyses the 

case of Indonesian students’ amidst the intensifying narrative of people-to-people 

exchanges by the Chinese and Indonesian states in their growing bilateral cooperation. 

To investigate this complex process, we use a network approach to student 

mobility. This approach is, in fact, one of the fundamentals of the existing concept of 

brain circulation and knowledge diaspora networks (Saxenian, 2002). Nevertheless, 

we go further and argue that bridging requires mobile students to make an active 

effort to connect and utilise their networks, as the mobility of highly skilled people is 

‘constructed through and resulting from collective actions’ (Meyer, 2001:96). As student 

embeddedness and the embodiment of network is not an instant process, we concur 

with Schapendonk’s (2014) argument to shift network to a ‘networking’ approach in the 

practice of bridging. Bridging emphasises the dynamic efforts required to build and 

maintain networks and how, at times, they stumble on challenges and fail. Conjoining 

this in the international student mobility–development nexus, it positions the mobile 

student as both active actor and the connective entity that evolves through networks. 

In addition, context is also important in determining the process of bridging. Some 

bridges are safe and easy to build over calm waters, and the builder can pause and enjoy 

the beautiful scenery. Other bridges are dangerous and cross troubled waters, and yet 

others are unpredictable. In the context of Indonesia and China, the socio-political 



95

Chapter 4Young bridges, old gaps

04

relations between the two states and societies are tumultuous due to historical conflicts 

and past traumas. By investigating the cultural-political dynamics of Indonesian student 

mobility to China, this chapter aims to reconfigure the meaning and practice of people-

to-people exchanges and identify the existing bridging process among the Indonesian 

mobile students who study or have studied in China. 

Understanding bridging in international student mobility 

The concept of bridging is not new and has been used in various migration studies 

and other research by social scientists. It explains one’s role as living link/intermediary/

mediator/ broker/ facilitator between different places and groups within a diverse 

social and cultural situation. In migration studies, bridging can be closely related to 

social capital and networks that sustain migration flows by linking populations in origin 

and receiving countries. It ensures ‘that movements are not necessarily limited in time, 

unidirectional, or permanent’ (Boyd, 1989: 641). In the light of Pierre Bourdieu’s social 

capital theory (1986), migration theorists generally agree that migrants’ social networks 

result in social capital that decreases the costs and risks associated with migration 

(Schapendonk, 2014). Bridging or making a connection between home and host is 

thus a practice element of networks and social capital concepts. Yet, the argument that 

migrants can serve as a bridge between the home and the host community often conflicts 

with the view that migrants are an ‘enclave’ (Li et al., 2008) or an ‘outpost’ (Bertocello and 

Bredeloup, 2007) isolated from the larger host society (Bodomo, 2010). In this respect, 

bridging is categorised as a positive social capital in the form of ‘open networks that are 

outward looking and encompass people across diverse social cleavages’, in contrast to 

bonding as ‘inward looking [networks that] tend to reinforce exclusive identities and 

homogenous groups’ (Putnam, 2000: 22).

However, this binary demarcation is arguably porous, as migrants forge transnational 

ties across borders by living in and connecting to various places and ‘home’ at once. In 

the case of an African trading community in Guangzhou, China, for example, Bodomo 

(2010) finds that the migrant community acts as a linguistic, cultural and economic link 

and connection between Chinese and Africans in their home countries as well as the 

newcomers in China. He explains that the ambiguity of migrants ‘who can never fully be 

an enclave and isolated nor ever fully integrate in the host community’ stimulates them 

to act as bridges (ibid.). 

Bridging as connecting to and between networks is also increasingly used in 

international student mobility (ISM) studies. It is central to the brain circulation concept 

that emphasises how highly skilled people can create transnational communities that 
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link home and host countries and contribute to development. A frequently mentioned 

example of brain circulation is the case of Korean, Chinese and Indian highly skilled 

migrants in Silicon Valley, who create networks to support the new migrants and ties 

between both countries. Analysing the ethnic networks created by those communities, 

Saxenian (2002) argues that the circulating brains of these entrepreneurs foster 

innovations and jobs in both countries, while simultaneously integrating themselves 

into the high-tech networks.

Aside from migration and ISM, the bridge analogy has long been used in studies 

of the overseas Chinese (huaqiao; ) that view these people as the intermediaries 

between China and the different places and cultures they have adopted as home. 

It comes from a pun on the word qiao ( ), which is written differently from but 

pronounced the same as qiao ( ), which means bridge. For instance, Setijadi (2016) 

examines the role of Chinese-Indonesian individuals and their voluntary association as 

a trade and cultural bridge in post-Suharto Indonesia. Liu (1999) specifically analyses the 

role of the social organisations of the overseas Chinese in the making and maintaining 

of diverse institutional linkages between Southeast Asia’s Chinese communities and 

villages in southern China. In particular, they practice dual bridging roles: vertically, 

they perform and represent the interests of specific localities, clans and trades and 

link the colonial state with overseas Chinese communities; and horizontally, they 

connect various similar associations in Southeast Asia with their qiaoxiang (ancestor 

towns) (ibid.). Their connection is based on and sustained by the cultural or subcultural 

affinity, real and fictive imaginary links with the hometown, and strategic manoeuvring 

from the mainland. In addition to these parochial ties, Liu highlights the changing 

geopolitical and national agendas in transforming the bridging role and pattern of 

these organisations over time.

In cultural anthropology, bridging gaps is one of the many functions of the cultural 

broker. Culture brokering can be loosely understood as ‘the act of bridging, linking, or 

mediating between groups or persons for the purpose of reducing conflict or producing 

change’ (Jezewski, 1990: 497). A culture broker is thus one who bridges gaps that may 

arise due to cultural difference when people from different places or cultures or with 

different social positions interact. Wolf (1956) views the culture broker as a person 

who is capable of operating within both community-oriented and nation-oriented 

expectations and whose position is ‘Janus-like, they face two different directions at once’ 

(ibid.:1076). As the broker lives in tension of possible conflict of interests between the 

two sides, he must ‘learn to operate in an arena of continuously changing friendships 

and alliances’ (ibid.:1073). In this case, an uneasy cultural or social identification becomes 

one of the most consistent attributes of the brokers who play a unique role in certain 

change process (Press, 1969). 
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Hence, we are led back to the significance of social capital that needs to be acquired 

and is essential in bridging practice. As people intentionally develop social relations for 

future benefits, networks are assumed to be potential resources that are maintained 

and can be translated into other forms of human capital. In Bourdieu’s words, ‘the 

network of relationships is the product of investment strategies, individual or collective, 

consciously or unconsciously aimed at establishing or reproducing social relationships 

that are directly usable in the short or long term’ (Bourdieu, 1986:52).

Networks therefore need to be understood not as static pre-given entities at a 

point in time, but as dynamic relationships, activated and maintained to be sustained. 

Schapendonk (2015) argues that networks should be approached from a more process-

like perspective and that we should shift from ‘the noun (network) towards the verb 

(networking)’. In his view, networking refers to the active efforts invested in ‘finding 

connectivity and mobilising the right connections at the right times’. The network 

dynamics are emphasised in terms of ‘how social connections change over time, affect the 

accumulation of social capital and how people actually mobilise social capital’ (ibid.: 812).

Schapendonk essentially points out the ‘changeability of networks’, as they can be 

created, fail, lost, and undergo shifting power relations and forms of exchange. There 

is a need to create and maintain social networks and accumulate social capital and the 

relational aspect of networks. Diaspora connectivity with the home country, which he 

puts forward as an example (Schapendonk, 2015), also depends on relational efforts, 

intensifies at a particular moment and changes character over time.

Implementing the above arguments, I intend to emphasise the dynamics dimension 

of mobile students’ bridging practice as an active process in forming new networks, 

connecting existing ones and maintaining them. In building the bridge, however, 

students do not start from scratch and they modify the networks as they navigate along 

them. This is because mobile students, rather than being completely free rational beings, 

are also simultaneously connected to their existing networks (i.e. family, nation state, 

workplace, communities, etc.). Their calculation in this transnational space is therefore 

constituted not only by their own personal aspirations and expectations, but also by a 

complicated set of social relations (Rizvi, 2010).

Whilst also being influenced and structured by these pre-mobility ties, such as 

kinship and citizenship, mobile students’ play a role in actively creating, experiencing, 

shaping and maintaining the social networks they decide to be a part of. In the 

bourgeoning interactions with the multiple connections including various interests and 

expectations, in which tension may occur, it is interesting to investigate how mobile 

students reflect, relate, strategise and adopt a position in the bridging process. In doing 

so, mobile students are, of course, never just objective and neutral, but also bring other 

times and other spaces into the here and now (Murdoch, 1998).
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Methodology

This qualitative study employed semi-structured interviews and ethnographic research. 

The interviews drew on a purposive sampling of 43 students and 19 related informants. 

The informants either were studying or had studied in China. They represented a variety 

of places of origin in Indonesia, places to study in China, age, gender, and fields and levels 

of study. Interviews with respondents who were studying in China were conducted in 

Beijing and Chongqing in April–May 2015. The respondents who had finished their 

study were interviewed in Indonesia (Jakarta, Bandung, Makassar), the Netherlands or 

Sweden. 

The ethnographic participatory approach was applied in Beijing by spending three 

months as a short-term language programme student at a university in Beijing, and 

directly experiencing a transnational life in China as an international, Indonesian and 

Chinese-Indonesian student. 

People-to-people exchange in the turbulent relationship between 
Indonesia and China

Indonesian student mobility to China is an example of ISM in the rising peripheries that 

has been intensified over the last decade as both emerging economies expand their 

relations with other countries. The mobility is driven by Chinese-Indonesian students 

(Indonesians of Chinese descent), as Indonesia is home to the largest Chinese diaspora 

in Southeast Asia. Indonesian student mobility to China is not a contemporary event 

resulting from economic relations, but has been part and parcel of the two countries’ 

historically tumultuous relations shaped by national and geopolitical shifts. The two 

countries were close development partners in the post-colonial era and under the 

communist framework in the 1950s and 1960s. This close relation was suspended for 

more than two decades after Suharto’s authoritarian regime seized power in Indonesia, 

banned communism and implemented a strict and discriminatory assimilation 

policy towards the Chinese-Indonesians. After the fall of Soeharto in 1998, Indonesia 

underwent reform that included the restoration of the Chinese-Indonesians’ cultural 

and legal rights. The new regime also revived the relationship with China, but under 

a completely different framework that emphasises political economic cooperation. 

China’s bold economic development ambition, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), 

coincidentally aligned with Indonesia’s no less ambitious goal to be a ‘global maritime 

fulcrum’. Indonesia is indeed included in the BRI and enjoys the benefits of the people-

to-people exchange mechanism in the BRI. 
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Indonesia is therefore supposed to be a potential niche market for China's sustained 

effort to internationalise its higher education and promote its culture worldwide. Yet, 

the socio-political risks linger on, while problematic historical ties complicate the 

cooperation. Moreover, the economic power of contemporary China has provoked 

a certain amount of alarm. Among the general Indonesian public, the perception of 

China mirrors the perceived racial image of Indonesia's ethnic Chinese as the 'other' – 

an exclusive community, a separate race, with a different religion and special economic 

privileges, unwilling to change and only concerned with its own wellbeing (Laksmana, 

2011: 25). This legacy of Suharto’s identity politics is compounded by a knowledge gap 

about China due to more than two decades of suspended ties.

In fact, for almost a decade after the restoration of diplomatic ties, the countries’ 

relations did not extend to sectors other than the economy. The new and first 

democratically elected Indonesian president, Abdurrahman Wahid, paved the way to 

repair the relationship with China, stressing the economic importance: ‘China is the 

world's most populous country with high economic potentials. We lose if we don’t have 

a good relationship with it.’ (Antara, 13 April 2015). This political economy discourse, 

namely that both countries are major developing countries and important emerging 

market economies with regional and global influence, is still frequently stated as the 

major reason to strengthen their pragmatic cooperation. 

Amidst the strengthening diplomatic ties and economic relations, bilateral 

education collaboration is developing only slowly, which is an anomaly compared to 

the mushrooming trade and development projects between the two countries. The 

official cooperation in higher education did not start until 15 years after the resumption 

of diplomatic ties. When the Indonesia–China strategic partnership was signed in 2005, 

socio-cultural collaboration was one of the six fields of collaboration to be used to expand 

bilateral relations. The joint statement declared that people-to-people exchanges were 

acknowledged as consolidating and strengthening the friendly relationship based on 

equality, mutual benefit, mutual understanding and respect (People's Daily, 30 July 2005). 

It was not until five years later, in 2010, that the formal education cooperation 

agreement was finally signed. It marked the beginning of people-to-people exchanges in 

general, and to state-promoted student mobility in particular. Establishing a connection 

between the people of two countries is understandably the main narrative, especially 

amidst the turbulent relations and the attendant socio-political risks. In 2015, a concrete 

people-to-people exchange mechanism between the two countries was officially 

launched as policy. It covers eight areas, namely education, science and technology, 

culture, health, sports, tourism, youth, and media. In the education sector, for instance, 

China increased the number of scholarships for Indonesian students by as much as 100 

each year over a period of three years, donated education equipment worth about USD 
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80,600 to the University of Indonesia, and invited 100 Indonesian university students to 

participate in that year’s ‘Chinese Bridge’ Summer Camp (Xinhua, 28 May 2015). Despite 

the gradually developing bilateral education cooperation, Indonesian student mobility 

to China has been increasing and is dominated by self-funded Chinese-Indonesian 

students. Figure 4-1 shows that there are considerably fewer Chinese and Indonesian 

scholarship students than self-funded students. It shows a significant growth in self-

funded students, by as much as 250%, between 2008 and 2012. 

Table 4-1 | Growth of Indonesian students in China based on funding sources

Year Indonesian Scholarship Chinese scholarship Self-funding

2008 6 44 2706

2009 0 77 2933

2010 4 100 6728

2011 8 136 9385

2012 16 150 9473

A particular characteristic of Indonesian students in China is the predominance of short-term 

language programme students (categorised in the humanities field in the figure below), 

who study the Chinese language for a year or less. According to data from the Indonesian 

Embassy in Beijing, 67% of students enrolled in the short-term language programme, while 

only 33% enrolled in a degree programme. Figure 4.2 below shows the predominance of 

the numbers of non-degree and humanities (including language) students.

Prijanto, the Education Attaché at the Indonesian Embassy in Beijing, said that most 

of the students are self-funded and from an ethnic Chinese-Indonesian background, 

and that there are a small number of non-Chinese Indonesians who mostly study in 

China under a scholarship scheme.2 For the self-funded students in particular, the role 

of non-state actors, namely family and education consultants/agents, are significant in 

shaping their mobility.

Great expectations 

Indonesia is China’s first developing country partner to sign the high-level cultural and 

people-to-people exchange mechanism agreement. It is well articulated in the Joint 

Statement on Strengthening Comprehensive Strategic Partnership between China and 

2  As the most update official data of Indonesian students in China is unavailable, this personal interview is 

the researcher’s attempt to clarify the data.
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Indonesia (2015) as follows: 

The two sides shared the view that youth is the future of bilateral relations, and enhancing 

youth exchanges could help carry forward the traditional friendship between the two 

countries into future generations and ensure the long-term sustainable development of 

China–Indonesia comprehensive strategic partnership.

The Indonesian mobile students are valorised as the bridge that connects society here 

and there, now and in the future, in order to achieve a China–Indonesia ‘sustainable’ 

partnership. Mobile students here are considered to be an embodiment of socio-

cultural-political resources, dispatched to carry out the state’s informal diplomatic 

mission.

Other than the state’s expectation, the students also have to fulfil the expectations 

of their closest network, their family. Family is not only the source of funding, but it is 

usually the closest and most influential social network that shapes the mobility decision. 

Chinese-Indonesian parents generally play an important role in persuading their 

children to study in China, expecting them to reconnect or at least get to know their 

motherland/ancestral place/cultural identity. Monica, a Chinese-Indonesian student 

who studied journalism in Beijing, explained how her parents persuaded her to study. 

They said, you’re able to speak the Hokkien dialect, why aren’t you learning Mandarin? My 

mum and dad were raised in the 1965 era. They felt how the Chinese-Indonesians were 

discriminated against and they are resentful of the Indonesian government for that. They 

really wanted to return to China at that time, but they were unable to and were forced to 

Figure 4-1 | Study fi eld of Indonesian students in China (2012)

Source: Education Attaché of Indonesian Embassy in Beijing
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stay. When I was young they used to tell me good stories about our ancestral land.

As a result of the suppression of Chinese culture and identity in Indonesia’s authoritarian 

era, many Chinese-Indonesian parents had a similar imaginary and cultural attachment 

to the motherland. Monica agreed to become the embodiment of her parents’ wish 

to return to the motherland, a missed opportunity they regretted. This case therefore 

illustrates parents’ expectation that their children, as students, will create a bridge 

between home and the motherland, between fiction and realities, and between past 

imagination and the present (Uesugi, 2003).

The expectation that they will make a connection is often consciously or 

unconsciously accepted by the students. The conscious acceptance usually fits the 

person’s aspiration. Gerry, a Chinese-Indonesian student doing contemporary Chinese 

studies in Beijing, was told by the father of his Chinese best friend: 

My uncle said that I should not study only to seek knowledge, but also to seek friends 

and contacts. Your university teachers have access; they are well known in party and 

international politics. The advice was correct. I now have access to the government, 

policy, etc. in China from that university. In China, every business is related to the 

government, to politics.

The uncle’s expectation guided Gerry to achieving his personal goal. He said that the 

father’s words had stimulated him to start a business that connects Indonesia and 

China. Internalising the message, Gerry started to build and maintain contacts on the 

campus, in his student organisation activities, in the various part-time jobs he did, and 

so on. His networks are useful in developing his marketing communication company, 

which has offices in Indonesia and China. 

What actually happened: bridging as practised by the students

We found that the Indonesian students who were studying or had studied in China 

fulfilled their bridging role in various ways. Their bridging experiences and efforts 

may be in line with the state narrative of people-to-people exchange, but not always 

because they are consciously aware of that narrative. Many did bridging on their 

own initiative after reflecting on the new experiences in China that changed their 

perspective on both Indonesia and China. Living in a transnational space of both home 

and host, they became the bridge to their social networks on both sides. Surprisingly, 

other than bridging to Chinese society, they bridge to their fellow Indonesians, those 

who are mobile in China and those who are not. Furthermore, mobile students who 

accumulated sufficient social and mobility capital can strategically bridge between 

China and Indonesia by establishing new networks between them. 
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1. Bridging the knowledge gap between societies

As explained in the section about the political context, the decades of suspended 

relations led to the Indonesians and the Chinese having limited knowledge of each 

other and holding the imaginary stereotypes constructed by identity politics, media 

framing and family narratives. In the interviews, many Indonesian students in China said 

they were aware of the politico-cultural misconstructions that happen in both places 

and societies. Some admitted that they had held stereotypes about China, Indonesia 

and the Chinese-Indonesians before studying in China. For the Chinese-Indonesians, 

there is a strong stereotype related to the imaginary of the beautiful motherland, which 

is mainly passed on through family narratives. For the Indonesian natives, the dominant 

image of China is of a dictatorial and repressive communist country, and the Chinese 

people are characterised as more or less similar to the racial stereotypes of the Chinese-

Indonesians. These images were deconstructed throughout their mobility experience 

and interaction with other people.

The majority of the respondents stated that many Chinese they met knew little 

about Indonesia or Chinese-Indonesians. The questions asked by those who did know 

were either about the May 1998 Tragedy,3 when Chinese people and property were 

subjected to violent protest in response to the Asian crisis in Indonesia, or Indonesia’s 

tourism destinations. This was quite a surprise to the Indonesian students, who had 

been raised knowing about Indonesia and China’s historical and cultural connections. 

Tina, a Chinese-Indonesian who went to China in 2010 to study for a PhD in international 

relations and stayed to work in a private political think tank, said: 

‘I was curious at the time and then I typed “Indonesia” into Baidu, China’s Internet search 

engine. The result? Most of the top ten results are about the May 1998 tragedy.’

Tina referred to this and other misunderstandings or generalised stereotypes between 

both countries and peoples caused by, in her words, the ‘big knowledge gap.’ Being 

both Indonesian and Chinese-Indonesian, she said it is therefore her ‘moral obligation’ 

to bridge the gap using the knowledge and experiences she had acquired in China. She 

easily communicated the Indonesian situation to her Chinese friends and to the Chinese 

government officials to whom she often provided political consultancy. Similarly, 

Monica, a young Chinese-Indonesian who did a Bachelor’s in journalism in Beijing, was 

driven to write an essay about May 1998 in her modern Chinese history class. She ended 

up discovering more information about China’s connection and reactions to the event:

3  Between 13 and 15 May 1998, Jakarta and several cities across Indonesia were set ablaze and there were 

riots. Many Chinese shops were looted and destroyed. This tragedy traumatised the Chinese-Indonesians and 

the news about it spread to China. 
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There are Chinese people who do not know about 1998. The news about the reactions 

to 1998 here [in Beijing] was suppressed by the government. The students from Tsinghua 

and Peking universities wanted to hold a peaceful protest in front of the Indonesian 

embassy, but the universities stopped them… I knew about it from writing an essay 

assignment about 1998 for a Chinese modern history class. At that time there were 

few foreign students in the class, but the teacher was interested in finding out about a 

foreigner’s different perspective on China. I asked him whether I could write something 

about the Chinese temporary residents [in Indonesia] instead of about Chinese history. 

She aims to connect the history of the Chinese diaspora to modern Chinese history. Her 

initiative stemmed from her position as a member of the diaspora, in the expectation that 

she would be able to tell the of the Chinese-Indonesians’ version of history. Her activities 

in several Indonesian student organisations (such as in Cabe Rawit, the Indonesian 

student magazine in China, and PPI Beijing) broadened her networks, which helped 

her to secure a job as an Indonesian editor at Chinese Radio International, Beijing. With 

her knowledge of both the cultural and the political context, her conscious effort to 

bridge the knowledge gap continued, for example through her selection of news that 

reveals little-known information about Indonesia. Monica and Tina illustrate how they, 

as mobile students, bridged the knowledge gap to Chinese society by actively utilising 

the political agency intertwined with their existing networks.

In the other direction, the Indonesians’ perceptions about China are also deconstructed. 

As the country with the biggest Muslim population, Indonesia has portrayed China as 

a communist country that is repressive when it comes to religion, especially Islam. This 

is deeply rooted in the generalised association of communists as atheists, which was 

propagated in the post-1965 purge of communism. The portrayal is enhanced by media 

reports of Chinese state violence against Muslims in Xinjiang, China. 

This perception at first became a concern for some of the Indonesians prior to their 

mobility. Yudha, who in 2007 was among the first Chinese-Indonesian civil servants 

assigned to study in China, remembered his colleagues, friends and relatives warning 

him about communism, and telling him that in China it would be difficult to perform his 

ritual prayers and to find halal food. Similarly Sita, a Chinese-Indonesian woman who 

had studied for a Master’s degree in Nanchang, explained the doubts she had before 

leaving for China:

I used to think that Chinese people did not recognise and acknowledge the existence 

of God. It became one of my fears. I was afraid that, if I practise my beliefs, it would be 

considered a disruption or disturbance by Chinese society. I even thought I could not 

carry out my obligations as a Muslim freely and peacefully there. 

The perceptions are challenged in China as people see and experience different 

situations to their previous perception prior to mobility. The surprise findings stimulate 



105

Chapter 4Young bridges, old gaps

04

their reflection on the previous perception, as experienced by Yudha:

On Chinese bank notes, there is an Arabic letter for the Bank of China. I see it as the 

government's respect for the Islamic ethnic minority. Even in Indonesia, the country 

with the largest number of Muslims in the world, we don't have any Arabic letters on our 

bank notes. What I want to say is that China is close to Islam. Who said that all of them 

there are Communist? For me, studying in China really suits the Sunna of the Prophet 

Muhammad: to seek knowledge in China.

Some students go further in finding a religious connection between China and Indonesia. 

They travel to areas where Islam ethnic minorities live, find out about different Islamic 

practices between China and Indonesia, look for Islamic artefacts and buildings in their 

surroundings, interact with the Islamic community in China, etc.

2. Bridging among the Indonesians 

Bridging among Indonesians themselves is not one of the expectations of the states (in 

people-to-people exchanges) or families, yet it is practised by the students. Most of the 

Indonesian students in China, usually younger ones with limited socio-political networks, 

contribute through participating in cultural activities at their universities. The activities 

– ranging from performing arts, traditional dances and songs, to food fairs, etc. – are 

usually arranged by the Indonesian Student Association in China (Perkumpulan Pelajar 

Indonesia Tiongkok; PPIT) and supported by the Indonesian embassy. The organisation 

was first established by Indonesian leftists who studied in China in the 1960s and was 

re-established by students in 2012 under the sponsorship of the Indonesian embassy. 

It currently covers all areas of China, with branches in all 24 cities where Indonesians 

study.

Moreover, the Indonesian students are also connected through various religious 

organisations established and run by mainly Indonesian students and the Indonesian 

community in China. These organisations, interestingly, represent the four largest 

religions (in terms of followers) in Indonesia. Some of these organisations are Lingkar 

Pengajian (Circle of Recitation) for Muslims, Organisasi Buddhist Manggala (Manggala 

Buddhist Organization), Keluarga Katolik Indonesia (Indonesian Catholic Family) and 

Persekutuan Reform Injil Indonesia (Indonesia Reformed Bible Fellowship). Whilst not 

all Indonesian students (especially not the short-term students) are members, the 

organisations are largely run by students. They are active in connecting the Indonesian 

students to their fellows and to home, usually through religious and social activities.

The activities and interaction with other Indonesians may evoke reflection on 

national identity, especially for many of the Chinese-Indonesians in China. Fian, a 

Chinese-Indonesian who had studied corporate management in Guangxi in 2010, said 

that it is one of the advantages of studying in China. He even considered it to offset the 
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lack of academic knowledge he had been expecting.

I can say that I got hardly any practical academic knowledge from my Master’s 

programme. But I still appreciate my experience there. I was able to improve my 

Mandarin, make more friends and, in addition, my sense of nationalism is getting 

stronger. In Indonesia, I often feel negative and hopeless when I see the conditions in the 

news, for example. In China I think I can feel more for my country. Before going there I had 

a problem with racism and identity. In China my eyes were opened. Although I looked 

like local Chinese people, I’m a foreigner, an Indonesian. Moreover, at my university, the 

Indonesian Student Association was very active in holding events and activities together 

which sort of evoked our nationalism. 

For Fian, to have his nationalism evoked is to experience the ‘Indonesianess’ resulting 

from his interaction with various cultures and friends from diverse areas of Indonesia. 

He did not get this chance in Indonesia because of the racism and identity problem he 

experienced and perceived. Interestingly, he acquired his ‘Indonesianess’ in China, his 

ancestral land, and not in Indonesia, his homeland. This shows that the cultural activity 

to promote Indonesia in China that echoes the people-to-people exchange narrative, 

simultaneously helps to create bridges among the Indonesians in China.

The bridging also reaches the Indonesians at home; for instance, some students 

Figure 4-2 | Branches of the Indonesian Student Association in China (PPI TIONGKOK, 2016)
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studying in China made an effort to explain Islam in the China context to people at 

home. Yudha recounted his experience as a Muslim in China to his circle of friends and 

colleagues in Indonesia. As he works in the Ministry of Education, he even managed to 

convince some colleagues to study in China and mediated their arrival in China. 

Other students reveal information to a broader public in Indonesia through blogs, 

social media, and news and opinion articles in the media. Sukri, who was studying for a 

PhD in international relations at Nanchang University, consistently analysed Indonesia–

China relations and Islam in China in his blog and media articles: 

These two topics are important to me because the former is based on the knowledge 

I acquired in China and the latter is based on my lived experience as a Muslim in a 

communist country. I learned a lot of new things that I try to share with the Indonesian 

people. In my blog, most responses are to my articles about Islam in China, followed by 

the international relations between the two countries. As far as I understand it, this is 

because many readers got to know China from a different perspective.

The writing continued even after his return. He is now sharing his knowledge even 

more, as he is a lecturer in international relations at State Islamic University, Jakarta, 

and is often invited to speak at seminars on studying in China. Sukri was aware of the 

people-to-people exchange narrative; he internalised it, yet he did the bridging on his 

own initiative. He mobilised his knowledge to contest certain misperceptions about 

China in Indonesia, and reaped the benefits of his efforts for his personal career.

3. Bridging: new networks between China and Indonesia 

The increasing contact and closer collaboration between Indonesia and China are 

unavoidable, even though hampered by frictions, challenges and various negative 

narratives caused by historical political turbulence. The Indonesian students who have 

lived transnational mobility experiences in China are among possible intermediaries 

in making new networks to bridge the existing networks, such as government bodies, 

universities and companies. The accumulation of social capital and transnational 

identity capital is useful to be able to gravitate between both sides and, if possible, to 

benefit from it.

In 2015, Sukri and other students from the Great Mosque of Semarang, Indonesia, 

who had studied in Nanchang, China, initiated a Chinese Islamic and cultural centre in 

the Great Mosque. Prior to its establishment they discussed the plan with the Indonesian 

Chinese in Semarang and with the Chinese Consulate General. Sukri:

The aim is to bridge people-to-people contact between Islamic societies here and there, 

to rectify the misperception here and there. For us, this also shows our gratitude to the 

mosque that sent us to China to practise the knowledge we acquired there. Before we 

returned, we successfully facilitated several Indonesian private and public universities to 
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cooperate with Chinese universities. The success motivated us to establish this institution. 

The centre offers a Mandarin language course to local young people and prepares 

the Chinese scholarship recipients before they leave. It also opened and runs a library, 

supported by funds from the Chinese consulate. In the near future, the centre will 

facilitate any private/public institutions in China or Indonesia that are interested in 

collaborating. In doing so, it is becoming a new network that plays a role in channelling 

and facilitating both previous and future mobile students (Meyer, 2001).

This example shows how mobile students are involved in the broader state 

development objective, here in terms of people-to-people exchange. They become 

intermediaries who reach out to places and people that are less accessible to the 

development apparatuses (Raghuram, 2009). Sukri realises the objective of what he 

called ‘people-to-people contact’. He accommodated it, related it to his own experiences 

and made it his own objective in the specific context of religion. He actively materialised 

it in the connection and interests of his other collective group. 

Another example is the business network created by Gerry – the Indonesian man we 

met earlier, who went to do contemporary Chinese studies in Beijing, but did not return 

after finishing his study but set up a marketing communication company with offices in 

China and Indonesia. The company is a joint venture with a Chinese businessman who 

was his boss at the property company where he worked to earn money to finance his 

study. The company and Gerry are both transnational: they work and operate across 

borders. The marketing communication caters to the clients from both countries, 

with Gerry’s strong familiarity with and networks in Indonesia and China. Gerry’s role 

as an intermediary is significant. For instance, he helped to approach the Indonesian 

government when a big Chinese Internet search engine company wanted to enter the 

Indonesian market. Interestingly, many of his Indonesian networks, such as the high-

level government officials, are also the result of his active social capital accumulation 

while he was a student in China:

I’ve worked as a guide for Indonesian government officials when they visit Beijing. Many 

of them are now important people. Indeed, my achievement is coming through the 

process – 10 years of ups and downs. I had an aspiration and a strategy for realising 

that aspiration back when I was a student. I established the first Indonesian student 

association in Beijing and became the chairman because of my aspiration. I used it as a 

capital to boost my career and open connections to other people. 

Gerry continues to seize the business opportunities arising from the challenging relations 

between Indonesia and China and the discourse of people-to-people connection. His 

company materialised it in various projects such as bridging both Indonesia and China 

in film collaboration, advising and creating events for the Indonesian government to 

promote Indonesian tourism in China, producing a smartphone app for travelling in 
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Indonesia aimed at the Chinese market, and so on. Gerry’s case is an example of how 

social capital in the form of social networks accumulated in China by mobile students 

can be translated strategically into, for instance, economic opportunity. 

Another finding related to this is the education consultancy business developed by 

Chinese-educated Indonesians. Jaka and Wanda, both of whom studied in China for 

many years, are an example of graduates who turn networks, knowledge and mobile 

experiences in China into successful businesses, in their case an education agency. Jaka 

explained that in addition to the opportunity to start an education agency business 

created by the growing internationalisation of Chinese education, his own experience 

motivated him:

When I first came to China, I wasn’t given any clear information about the education 

system. I didn’t even have an idea about the university. The agent who helped me only 

gave me a brochure and a price. When I arrived at the airport, nobody picked me up. 

Reflecting on that experience, I set up an agency business that takes care of students 

from head to toe. 

Furthermore, to be able to be the bridge and strategically benefit from it, activating 

the existing social capital the students had prior to their mobility is just as important. 

For example, Yudha – the civil servant who studied in China and who now works for 

the Indonesian Ministry of Education – managed to facilitate cooperation between 

universities and the local governments of Indonesia and China. Yudha’s position and 

network as an official in the ministry earned him power as well as trust from both sides. 

Yudha:

At that time there were not that many Indonesian officials or indigenous Indonesians 

studying in China. There were more people of Chinese descent who studied economics 

or language. So I took my friends, who were looking for a short training course, to China. 

Eventually, it spread to the rectors of some universities in Indonesia. They asked if they 

could collaborate with my campus in China. Finally, on my Chinese campus even the 

dean knew me because I helped them a lot with working with campuses in Indonesia. 

I helped to mediate and manage their visits, not only to Wuhan but also to Beijing 

and Shanghai. And I even helped the Hubei provincial government to get involved in 

educational cooperation with the local government of South Sulawesi province.

In other cases, the dual diasporic identity becomes transnational identity capital and 

social capital that are useful in bridging the institutions of both countries. It is seen as 

the role of Chinese-Indonesians who have had a Chinese education to establish China’s 

global language and cultural institute, the Confucius Institute (Theo and Leung, 2018). 

For instance, Wanda went to China and did both a Bachelor’s and a Master’s in Chinese 

literature, then returned to Indonesia and became a lecturer at a Christian university 

in West Java where the students and boards are predominantly made up of Chinese-
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Indonesians. Her dual diaspora connections, both Indonesian and Chinese diaspora, 

aroused her interest and concern in terms of building a bridge between the two sides to 

establish a diasporic knowledge (cultural and language) network. 

Bridging over calm and troubled waters 

Various bridging experiences, as narrated above, show that bridging is an open-ended 

process. Yet the bridging process is experienced differently. Some bridges with available 

infrastructure are easy to step onto, while others still need to be built across time and 

space. More importantly, the experience of bridging is largely determined by the 

context and condition. The weather and water below may affect the journey across the 

bridge. Walking on the bridge in stormy weather will be slippery and terrifying, while on 

sunny days, with calm water, it will be pleasant and fun, and we may even want to stay 

a while to enjoy the view. 

For most Indonesian mobile students, bridging through cultural activities in China 

is a fun experience. Supported by the Indonesian Student Association (PPI), and often 

by funding and equipment from the Indonesian embassy in China, the infrastructure is 

largely available. It fits nicely into the states’ people-to-people narrative. In fact, cultural 

activities are the main bridging activities of Indonesian students during their mobility in 

China. They are far more popular than the relatively few critical discussions on political 

and social issues held by the students. One of the causes is the restriction imposed on 

conducting politically related activities and mass gatherings by the Chinese state. It also 

explains the close link to and reliance of the PPI on the Indonesian embassy. The cultural 

activities therefore tend to emphasise the nationalism and multiculturalism of Indonesia. 

The socio-political context of the Indonesian students is another cause. Most of 

them are young, self-funded, middle-class Chinese-Indonesians, and when it comes to 

politics many of them are still self-censored, cautious, ignorant or sceptical. This is again 

related to the identity politics in Indonesia, where Chinese-Indonesians have been 

raised to be self-disciplined citizens (Thaniago, 2017). Being far from home, they re-

create a mini-Indonesia in China. Unfortunately, this includes racial sensitivity. As Anya, 

one of the PPI committee members, said:

Most of the students who are active in the PPI are of Chinese descent, but every year we 

try to recruit committee members of non-Chinese descent so that people will not think 

that the PPI is exclusively for students of Chinese descent. Every year, there must be PPI 

committee members of non-Chinese descent.

The sensitivity to racial issues, however, can also be managed and stimulate students 

to become a bridge. Yet, the student organisation is actually capable of gradually 



111

Chapter 4Young bridges, old gaps

04

empowering students to take a political stance. In 2017, anti-Chinese sentiment was 

stirred up and politicised in Indonesia over hoax news about the ‘invasion’ of 10 million 

low-skilled labourers from China. Anti-Chinese sentiment was further at play during 

the election of the mayor of Jakarta city, as one of the candidates was the incumbent 

Chinese-Indonesian governor. Responding to the tensions, PPI and the student alumni 

organisation paid a visit to two prominent media companies in Indonesia, namely 

BBC Indonesia and Metro TV. During the visit they emphasised the existence of 14,000 

Indonesian students in China who could play a role in rectifying the hoax news. 

This also shows how the Indonesian mobile students position themselves in the 

socio-political structure and narratives, and that they take calculated actions in response 

to that. Yet, not all the Indonesian students in China are active in the PPI and involved 

in its activities. Many of the short-term students, for example, do not join a student 

organisation as they have their own priorities and interests. Reaching out to these 

students is an important challenge, as they represent the largest group of Indonesian 

students in China.

Furthermore, the bridging process does not always run smoothly due to negative 

responses. For instance, when Wanda attempted to connect Indonesia and a Chinese 

university by establishing a Confucius Institute in Indonesia, the university’s internal 

bureaucracy and pressure from the Indonesian government meant the plan took three 

years to realise. Wanda’s case illustrates the friction caused by the prevalent identity 

politics and past traumas and how they impede the bridging process. This makes the 

bridging process difficult because those who are to be bridged respond sceptically. 

The risks are not only sceptical responses, but also caution and suspicion. While 

the mobile students can float between two sides, they are also the target of labelling 

and suspicion. Tina, a Chinese-Indonesian PhD student in Beijing, frequently provides 

information about China that she considers important to fill the knowledge gap, but:

Some of my colleagues call me a ‘panda-hugger’ or a ‘Chinese spokesperson’. It's sort of 

insulting to me, and I take it personally. Because it is my patriotic duty to come here. I'm 

proud of it and I work hard for it.

Another example concerns Agus, a Chinese-Indonesian who studied computer science 

in Beijing. He made an effort to collect donations for Aceh’s tsunami victims in 2004 right 

after he returned to Beijing from post-tsunami Aceh. He often experienced negative 

responses on the social internet forums he used to plea for donations. He reported that:

I received some messages from some Chinese and Chinese-Indonesian friends saying 

things like ‘Why are you doing this? Have you forgotten the events of 1998?’. I really had 

a fight on the internet. 

Agus faced the challenge resulting from the lingering trauma and anger that resulted 

from 1998 in his attempt to bridge Chinese-Indonesians to the tragic event in Aceh.
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Conclusion

This chapter examined, from a socio-political perspective, the role of mobile students 

as bridging actors. People-to-people exchanges – the objective of Indonesian student 

mobility to China pursued by both Indonesia and China – are expected to cause the 

Indonesian students to adopt non-formal diplomatic roles in building social networks 

to promote the sustainability of relations between the two countries. In addition, family 

expectations, such as those of Chinese-Indonesian parents who want their children 

to connect to their ancestors’ land, people and culture, reflect a more or less similar 

message.

The Indonesian mobile students in China, most of whom are Chinese-Indonesians, 

indeed create contact, interaction and new networks as a result of their mobility. Some 

of them internalise the responsibility to be a social bridge. However, in addition to the 

external expectations, the driver to initiate the bridging process is also derived from 

their reflections, interests and calculating logics that are also partly situated by the 

socio-political national context.

Driven by the reflection on fiction and realities based on what they experience in 

China, they make various attempts to contest and question the political and cultural 

discourses on both China and Indonesia that they hear from the two states, the 

media and their families. This leads to alternative narratives that are based on their 

experiences with the networks they connect to. The efforts to bridge the knowledge 

gap between societies show the ideational importance of student mobility. However, 

‘between societies’, as implied in people-to-people exchange policy, does not merely 

mean connecting to Chinese society: this research shows that mobile students are 

also bridging to their fellow Indonesians both in China and at home. Most importantly, 

Indonesian students who are equipped with social, mobility and transnational identity 

capital can strategically bridge across Indonesia and China and create new networks in 

between the networks to which they are already connected. 

Indonesian students who have transnational mobility experiences in China can 

therefore act as intermediaries in bridging between institutions, such as government 

bodies, universities and companies, in the two countries. Utilising social, mobility and 

transnational identity capital they are able to gravitate between both sides, make 

connections and benefit from those connections.

This bridging is, however, not a one-off event, but a process that may encounter 

frictions, challenges and tensions resulting from the multiple interests of the networks 

while in contact with local context. Instead, like walking across a bridge affected by 

the water and weather conditions, the bridging process also depends on the particular 

conditions surrounding it. Cultural bridging, for instance, is much more enjoyable for 
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the students, as it is done frequently and is supported by both the student organisation 

and the Indonesian embassy. In contrast, more work needs to be done on bridging the 

knowledge gap about China and rectifying stereotypes about China and the Chinese. 

The long history of tumultuous relations between Indonesia and China and persistent 

socio-political risks as a legacy of identity politics in Indonesia make the bridging more 

difficult. Yet, they are also a driver for some of the students when it comes to bridging 

the knowledge gap and maintaining that bridging.

Overall, this study reinforces the idea that the human capital of the mobile students 

should not be seen as isolated from the socio-political context of places and should 

always be seen in relation to their networks. The socio-political role of the mobile 

students is an underrated resource that has the potential to be utilised by the students 

themselves and the collectives to which they belong. The people-to-people exchanges 

as state policy and objective may influence the mobile students, or shape and situate 

their mobility. However, mobile students are not sent to study abroad purely with this 

role in mind, as they also have their own agendas, interests, other connected networks 

and new mobility experiences en route. While negotiating these multiple agendas 

and interests, students define which connections and exchanges between people are 

actually meant for them.
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We continue to crawl from continent to continent

Die one by one scattered on other people’s land

Our graves are scattered everywhere

The graves are the face of the Indonesian state

(Our Graves are Everywhere – Chalik Hamid)

Introduction

‘Pulang dan membangun tanah air’ (‘Return and develop your homeland’)1 is a phrase 

that is frequently repeated to remind Indonesian students who study abroad, especially 

under a state scholarship programme, of their nationalist duty. A similar plea was also 

made to the writer of the above poem and his compatriots when they left home to 

study in a socialist country more than half century ago. The difference is that the plea 

to the latter group has become a reminder of the beginning of their precarious journey 

as accidental exiles (Hearman, 2010). After decades of living in uncertainty, that same 

plea has accompanied their yearning to return, the mournings of their losses and the 

state’s potential losses (Dragojlovic, 2010), and their lifetime endeavour to get the state 

to reinstate their innocence.

This chapter focuses on the enforced precarity of Indonesian international students 

and scholars who, due to the Cold War-related changing political regime in 1965 

Indonesia, were stranded abroad. Finding themselves suddenly stateless, they dispersed 

as political exiles mostly around Asia and Europe. Instead of being desirable, highly 

skilled intellectuals as expected, the students who studied in China and several socialist 

countries were turned into exiles and experienced downward social mobility. Forced to 

live in solitude, they became detached from home as permanent outcasts (Said, 1993) 

transiting several countries before they finally ‘settled’. 

In the 1960s, Indonesia’s Sukarno government sent hundreds2 of students abroad as 

part of a nationalistic state project and growing cooperation with socialist countries. The 

students left home under a prescribed path to gain new knowledge abroad and return 

to develop the country upon completion. They were instructed to study seriously and 

1  ‘Pulang dan membangun tanah air’ is often used by Indonesian officials when meeting Indonesian students 

abroad. For instance, the Indonesian president, Joko Widodo, said it when he met Indonesian students in 

Australia (Kompas 27 February 2017). 

2  There is no precise record of the number of Indonesian students sent abroad prior to 1965. According to 

Lebang (2010), there were 2,000 Indonesian students, the largest international student body, in the USSR in 

the 1960s. However, others give a rough estimate of only 700–800 students (Hill, 2014). The numbers given 

by five respondents in this research varied from 60 to 100 Indonesian students in China. In addition, small 

numbers of students were sent to several socialist countries in Eastern Europe.
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not to marry local people (Sipayung, 2011). The path suddenly vanished, however, when 

a failed coup in Jakarta on 30 September 1965 was blamed on Indonesia’s Communist 

Party (PKI) and delegitimised Sukarno’s regime. At the height of Cold War politics, General 

Suharto seized power, carried out a national communist purge and established the New 

Order regime. This dramatic political change led not only to atrocities and killings at 

home, but also to state-backed violence in revoking the citizenship of the Indonesian 

students studying in socialist countries, who were labelled as leftists (ibid., 2011). This 

changed the life trajectories of Indonesian students in socialist countries, as many could 

not return home and entered a precarious phase as regards their movement from one 

country to another.

This case is an example of the precarity in student mobility, in contrast to the general 

frame that student mobility is a privilege that leads to upward mobility. Precarity 

is understood here in relation to ‘life worlds that are inflected with uncertainty and 

instability’ (Waite, 2009). It is when people’s activities and space become unsafe and 

potentially risky (Casas-Cortes, 2014) and when one becomes an insecure being faced 

by vulnerability, contingency and inability to predict (Ettlinger, 2007). Despite this, 

precarity can also become a point of mobilisation (Waite, 2009), rather than an utterly 

vulnerable situation. Yet, as precarity had been imposed throughout a large part of their 

lives, accompanied by the continuous sense of losses, the question is in what ways can 

the student–exiles productively resist it? 

In the gradually increasing amount of research on Indonesian exiles in the last decade, 

several works have explored how the Indonesian 1965 exiles reclaimed their agency 

while living in precarity. Chambert-Loir (2016) and Setiawan (2010) analyse sastra eksil 

(‘the exile literature’), namely the Indonesian 1965 exiles’ collection of extensive writings 

on exile identity and experiences, their particular knowledge and their multiple stances 

on the home country. Further, Nadzir (2017) examines the practices of agency in the 

exiles’ interconnected offline and online activism. Gurning (2011) investigates the exiles 

from the gender perspective, while Hearman (2010) studies these exiles in Cuba, Hill 

(2014) focuses on them in the Soviet Union and Muzakkir (2014) concerns himself with 

those in the Netherlands.Much of the research highlights the exiles’ active participation 

in long-distance nationalism.

This chapter does not stop at exploring how the student–exiles navigate from 

privilege to precarity. Instead, it goes on to analyse one of their attempts to reclaim 

their agency, that is, by reaching out to the generations of Indonesian international 

students who happened to be in the same geographical location. It comes down to 

tension but also necessity regarding the legacy of the New Order master narrative of 

the communist threat (Heryanto, 1999) that is still prevalent in Indonesia. Through 

interaction with the 1965 student–exiles, younger generations had a chance to learn 
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about a particular/alternative part of Indonesian politics, history and society, during 

their time away from home. Could the interaction bridge two generations that have 

contrasting collective memories, open up a dialogue between past and present, and 

create something productive?

I thus extend the common temporal scope used in international student mobility 

research by analysing the overlapping trajectories of the exiled students and the 

subsequent younger generations. While it is common to discuss the impact of student 

mobility at the personal level of the students or at the state level, we stretch the analytical 

scope to consider the inter-generational impacts of student mobility. In doing so, it also 

contribute to the study of the expanding effects of the exiles (Roniger, 2017), which are 

still limited in exile studies.

Methodology

This qualitative study included fieldwork in Indonesia, China, the Netherlands and 

Sweden in 2016–17. It specifically employed oral history and ethnographic methods. The 

oral history was explored by conducting biographical narrative interviews with five exiled 

students (four males and one female aged between 70 and 80) who studied in China in 

the 1960s. I met the exiles to conduct the interviews in several cities in the Netherlands, 

in Indonesia and in Sweden in 2016. I knew two of them from the time she studied for 

her Master’s degree in the Netherlands, when I was interested in participating in the 

visits and discussions between students and the 1965 exiles. Several autobiographical 

books on the exiles were read to supplement the interviews. The ethnographic 

methods were conducted through my participation in the meetings with and about 

the exiles in the Netherlands and Sweden. In addition to my subjective positionality, 

I was also actively involved in the Ingat65 (‘Remember 1965’) youth narration project 

and professionally in a journalistic work to cover the International People’s Tribunal on 

1965 in The Hague in 2015. Lastly, in 2017 semi-structured interviews were conducted 

with eight young generation Indonesian students in the Netherlands whose mobility 

trajectories intersect with those of the exiled students. 

Linking precarity and international student mobility 

When used by academics and labour activists, the concept of precarity is mostly 

associated with the insecurity, uncertainty and vulnerability of working and living 

experiences unleashed by the contemporary capitalist market (Neilson and Rositter, 
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2005; Casas-Cortes, 2014; Ettlinger, 2007; Foti, 2004). Within this very specific spatial and 

temporal understanding, precarity refers to the condition of precarious employment. It 

is characterised by job insecurity, exploitation in flexibility of work, illegalised, seasonal 

and temporary employment, a lack of social benefits and low wages (Millar, 2017; 

Neilson and Rossiter, 2012). 

Nevertheless, academics also stretch precarity beyond the labour context. It has been 

interpreted as an existential human condition (Butler, 2004; Precarias ala Deriva, 2004; 

Foti, 2004; Ettlinger, 2007) resulting from a generalised societal malaise and insecurity 

(Bourdieu, 1998 as quoted in Waite, 2008). It encompasses the fragile condition in other 

aspects of intersubjective life, including housing, debt and the inability to build affective 

social relations (Neilson and Rossitter, 2005). Foti (2004) summarises it as ‘the condition 

of being unable to predict one's fate or having some degree of predictability on which 

to build social relations and feelings of affection’. 

More and more research has applied this extended concept of precarity. Butler 

(2004) examines precarity in a broader sense as a vulnerable human existence caused 

by the oppressive governmentality of the 21st-century USA. In a similar vein, Ettlinger 

(2007) broadens the precarity concept beyond its spatial and temporal particularity by 

analysing the United States’ war on terror. Meanwhile, Alisson (2012) develops the social 

precarity concept as a condition of being and feeling insecure in life that extends to 

one’s disconnectedness from a sense of social community. The precarity concept offers 

an analytical advantage as it explains more than a vulnerable and risky condition as 

personal experiences. It emphasises the political and institutional contexts that produce 

or give rise to precarity and how precarity is engaged (Waite, 2008; Ettlinger, 2007).

Despite the various usages of the precarity concept, it is little used in student 

mobility research. International students are generally considered privileged and 

resourceful elites who access cross-border education to accumulate human capital, 

and their precarity is often not mentioned. The journeys of these students are usually 

viewed as planned migratory paths towards securing better employment and a better 

life in the future. In contrast to this generalised framing, international students embark 

on the precarious path of being both migrants and academics. As migrants they face 

the complex and costly bureaucracy of the immigration regime, while as academics 

they are pressurised by the marketisation of higher education (Raghuram, 2009; 

Robertson, 2013). In their middling status (Robertson, 2013), they have resources 

to seek international education and career options, but their decision may entail a 

considerable risk as well as a financial and emotional investment. This condition makes 

the students psychologically and materially insecure, unable to predict and vulnerable 

to the uncertainty of life (see e.g. Ferrer (2011) on Chinese students used as low-wage 

labourers in Japan, Ivancheva (2015) on the neoliberal pressures on the making of 
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academic precariats, and Neilson (2008) on the multiplication of labours that blurs the 

distinction between student/migrant/worker).

This chapter fills the gap by taking a political perspective and examining how 

international students may also be involuntarily and unexpectedly pulled into precarity 

by the political changes of the state(s). As states still play a dominant role in guarding 

borders, international student mobility is bounded by the assemblages of power in 

the form of state regulations. International students inhabit precarious spaces where 

changes are largely dependent on the dynamics of power relations in, around and 

between states. The changes and transformation of states loom large in the everyday 

lives of the students as they experience precarity (Robertson, 2013). 

Above all, the defiant state power engenders political precarity in the case of the 

student–exiles. Said (1993) famously reflects that exile means ‘that you are always going 

to be marginal and that what you do as an intellectual has to be invented because you 

cannot follow a prescribed path.’ He adds, ‘Once banished, the exile lives an anomalous 

and miserable life, with the stigma of being an outsider.’ 

Just as Said states that being an exile is one of the saddest fates, precarity is one 

of the saddest fates of being an exile. Uncertainty, vulnerability, insecurity and 

disconnectedness suddenly contrast with their previously well-planned lives. Not 

only do exiled students carry psychological baggage – a sense of defeat, or guilt for 

having left dead, jailed or disappeared comrades behind – they also have their dreams 

destroyed, families torn apart, careers ruined and personal space restricted as they are 

forcefully displaced from home (Wright and Zuniga, 2017). Their life is precarious as it is 

subject to instability and endangerment (George, 2016). 

Political precarity breeds the precarity of life and the existence of the exiles. The 

student–exiles are displaced from their origin country but, for their whole lives, they 

are unable to detach their minds and to some extent their activities. This ongoing 

connection with the place of origin is the crux of exiles (Roniger, 2017). They live in a 

new home but are haunted by questions, disappointment and curiosity about their old 

home. Living in half involvement and half detachment, exiles exist in a median state 

(Said, 1993). 

Student–exiles in precarity and political (im)mobility 

Precarity does not only engender the passivity of being precarious and vulnerable. It 

can also become a condition for resistance, refusal, demands for social change, new 

forms of collective coming together and even political revolution (Allison, 2012). 

Precarity has the potential to be a point of mobilisation when flexibility and uncertainty 
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are accepted and potentially exploited (Waite, 2008). Precarious bodies could organise 

themselves without hierarchy (Butler, 2012) in order to challenge and contest the 

precarious condition (Ettlinger, 2007). They could be brought together because staying 

in precariousness makes them interdependent, as they recognise the precariousness 

of others (Butler, 2004). In this way, precarity serves as a shared consciousness and a 

common ground to reach out and connect.

Still, the common assumption that precariousness produces political immobility 

cannot be completely dismissed. Passivity, alienation and inaction are engendered in 

some cases. One example is the case of Rohingya migrants from Myanmar in Thailand. 

Their lack of access to resources, political opportunity and information makes them feel 

powerless to change their circumstances (Eberle and Holiday, 2011). In another case, 

precarity is not used to mobilise around or against the precarious condition: Iverson 

(2012) examined the case of the precarious member of the underground music scene 

in Indonesia who he called a precarious bohemian whose precarity was harnessed 

towards a rather neoliberal form of entrepreneurial commerce.

Various opportunities to engage with precarity present themselves during the 

students’ exilic journey. Being aware that variation in place and time also contributes 

to the different kinds of responses to their precarity, we need to realise that there is 

no singular exile condition and experience. In several cases, exiles could be muted, 

passive and politically immobile (see e.g. Hsiau (2015) on postwar Chinese intellectuals 

in Taiwan). In another case, they could remain agents of their own destiny and reclaim 

revoked national identity and citizenship given that living in exile provides them with 

the opportunity to change statuses, upgrade skills, discover strength and develop new 

relationships (Roniger, 2017). This is what Roniger called the expanding effects of exile, 

the opposites of the constraining effects of exile. For example, Chinese intellectuals 

with the status of political exile in western countries could obtain access to foreign 

knowledge, expand contacts with foreign governments and human rights organisations, 

and generate international publicity (Ma, 1993).

At times there is a risk that this agency of exiles will strategise their precarity to create 

the image of ‘golden exile’, meaning a comfortable and luxurious existence that is at 

odds with their economic hardship (Wright and Rody Oñate Zuñiga, 2007). The golden 

exile image has the potential to be shaped as a social construction. It could even be 

politicised and used to denounce exiles. This also plays a role when states and societies 

downplay exile as a form of victimhood. Exile is positioned subordinate to other forms 

of institutionalised exclusion from the body politic, such as long-term imprisonment 

and loss of life (Roniger, 2017).

On the other hand, many narratives about exiles have focused on the ‘constraining 

effects of exile’ (Roniger 2017), which are nostalgic and centred on hardship and loss 
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(Mcgregor, 2017) and stereotypically depict the exiles as victimised and passive subjects 

(Dragjolovic, 2012).

The precarity concept used in this chapter bridges the two issues by analysing the 

production of, and the encounter and the active engagement with, political precarity. It 

specifically highlights what Dragjolovic (2012: 169) explains as ‘the exile’s creative take 

on pain and their active engagement in the present with the events of the past’. 

The Indonesian student–exiles in political precarity

Among many varieties of exiles, an interesting particularity of Indonesian 1965 exiles is 

that the majority3 of them became ‘accidental’ exiles while they were studying abroad. 

Their journey for knowledge ended abruptly and they were trapped in a foreign country. 

Unlike exiles who leave home to escape a repressive state, the Indonesian exiles were 

rejected by the new Indonesian state (Hearman, 2010). Due to their expectations 

and being unprepared, their precarity was contingent. As mahid (the abbreviation of 

mahasiswa ikatan dinas, which means ‘students with a government bond scholarship’), 

they already had ideas and obligations regarding their paths and futures.

Arkan4 was in his second year at Bandung Technology University when he accepted 

a government offer to study in Beijing. He internalised the government’s plea to study 

abroad and returned to serve his country, which he saw as a nationalist duty. Several 

decades later, he still clearly remembered how Sukarno defined the obligation of a 

mahid:

I remember Sukarno saying: ‘I am not anti-foreign capital, but we will suffer a great deal 

of loss if we do not have sufficient human resources when we cooperate with the foreign 

capital. Therefore I sent you to study overseas.’ 

Sukarno, a charismatic leader, had a major influence on many students, including 

Arkan. Many considered themselves Sukarnoists, which is regarded as different from 

the general label of ‘leftist students’. In fact, exiled Indonesian students are very diverse 

in terms of ideology, backgrounds and occupations. Not all of them are leftists, even 

though the majority admittedly supported the left ideology. Some, like Arkan, were 

outstanding students and government officials sent out via the government ministries 

channel, while others, especially members of PKI-related organisations, were sent out 

3 In addition to the students, others were stranded abroad following the 1965 putsch, for instance the 500 

Indonesian cultural delegates who were in Beijing to attend the anniversary of the Chinese Communist Party 

(Hill, 2008).

4 The names of those interviewed in this chapter are pseudonyms, except for Sarmadji who has openly 

published his identity and activities in the media.
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through the party channel. Some had a prominent position as party cadres, artists, 

writers or cultural workers in Indonesia.

The alleged coup on 30 September 1965 weakened Sukarno’s power, while the 

army’s power under Suharto extended to the Indonesian embassies abroad. In the 

Indonesian embassies in China and in socialist countries, the Indonesian students were 

asked to sign a letter denouncing the previous government and submitting to the new 

one. Refusing to sign the letter meant they would be stripped of their nationality and 

made stateless. For the mahid, who were often dubbed Sukarno’s students (Dragjolovic, 

2012), and PKI cadres, returning home was not an option due to their ideals and fears. 

Stories about the slaughter and imprisonment of leftist and PKI sympathisers at home 

increased their fears and uncertainty. Many became stateless and were deprived of their 

social and political agency (Hearman, 2010). They were transformed from somebodies 

into nobodies and their potential for upward social mobility became actual downward 

mobility. These students were forced into unprecedented displacement from their home 

country, from the student mobility they aspired to, from friends and families, and from 

their previous lives. They experienced a feeling of defeat, loss, bitterness, resentment 

and frustration due to a sudden disconnection from the personal and political projects 

they had built (Carnejo, 2008). 

However, those related to the PKI’s network in Beijing and Moscow did not wait 

passively. In February 1966, the Delegation of the Central Committee of the PKI was 

established in Beijing. It claimed to be the authoritative representative of the party 

and called all Indonesian leftists to China. Those in Moscow also founded the Foreign 

Committee of PKI with the support of the Soviet Communist Party (Chambert-Loir, 

2016). This division was rooted in the further separation of Communist China and Soviet 

Russia, with the PKI in its final years inclining towards China. 

The already diverse students were further divided into these two broken axes, with 

the majority siding with the China-inclined PKI. Opinions were also divided on the 

Chinese Cultural Revolution, which started in around that same year. In addition, each 

student had to deal personally with the sudden break with home. As a result, they were 

confused and fragmented, and plagued by uncertainty, mixed emotions, disconnection 

from home and unclear information. Satria, who had just finished his mechanical 

agriculture degree in Beijing, recalled the situation:

In November 1965, I received a letter from my brother saying that my father had been 

executed with the other prisoners at home. I went to the office of Jusuf Aditjorop, the 

leader of the Delegation in Beijing. It was very difficult because it was heavily guarded 

but I was finally allowed to meet him. I said, I do not want to talk about theory, but the 
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situation requires us to resist. He referred to Aidit’s5 letter, which said that all PKI members 

had been asked to be calm because this problem will be solved by Sukarno.

Then all of us were moved to Nanjing. The situation was heated with many debates and 

quarrels among friends about what had happened, what was wrong with the party, who 

was to blame and so on. It became more intense after some 400 students from the Soviet 

Union arrived to live with us.

Their lives as students shifted to being under the rule and authority of the Delegation. 

Friction arose as they were divided into two major groups: penendel (penentang delegasi; 

‘contra-Delegation’) and pendudel (pendukung delegasi; ‘pro-Delegation’). However, 

even within each group there were differences, for example disagreement among the 

supporters of the Delegation due to being for or against the party’s self-criticism.6 

During that period of uncertainty, there were many debates regarding what to do 

while awaiting the Delegation’s decision. However, the Chinese state provided plenty of 

support by treating the Indonesian leftists as the Party’s guests (Alam, 2006). In Nanjing, 

students and other leftists lived together in an isolated students’ barrack. All their basic 

needs were met: they had enough food and received a monthly stipend. However, 

those things did not alleviate their precarious situation in terms of losing their freedom, 

because they had to stay inside the gated compound. They lost contact with the outside 

world and had to make do with the information they received from the Delegation and 

over the radio. Kresna depicted the situation in the poem he wrote in Nanjing in 1967. 

THE RED WALL

someone said it was red 

but my eyes every day 

stare at the wall 

though a thousand colours were painted on 

a wall is still a wall 

that isolates life

iron bars adorn the window

a gate that is always guarded

thrusting into the memory

5  The PKI leader.

6  The self-criticism of the PKI was explained in the plea by Sudisman, when he conducted his own defence 

as general secretary of the Indonesian Communist Party to the Special Military Tribunal in Jakarta on 21 July 

1967.
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As uncertainty loomed, several students decided to defy the Delegation’s orders. After 

several protests and hunger strikes, the first few students, including Satria and Kresna, 

got tickets from the Chinese government to leave China. They left despite the warning 

that the People’s Republic of China (PRC) would no longer be responsible once they 

left China. The majority of the others who stayed in Nanjing then moved to villages 

in Nanchang to participate in China’s Cultural Revolution. However, several waves of 

outmigration occurred in the following years. The massive one took place in the 1980s 

after Indonesia and the PRC started to negotiate the restoration of diplomatic ties, 

which signified that the Indonesian exiles might not have any additional protection.

During the 32 years of the Suharto regime, the exiles had almost no contact with 

the Indonesian embassies. The state-imposed ‘communist’ label and their stateless 

condition were used to legitimise the othering treatment by the state. In addition, their 

strong desire to return home was difficult to fulfil until the 1980s. Not only was it very 

complicated for them to get a visa, but there was also a safety concern with regard to 

them and their families, because the suspicion and stigma of being communists (and 

therefore atheists and traitors to the nation) were still very strong. There have been 

stories of several exiles who were refused entry to Indonesia, as well as stories of people 

who did manage to return. Satria recalled that he was among the first of the exiles to 

visit Indonesia because he had a military relative who guaranteed his safety. 

This situation improved in the post-Suharto period. In 1999, the Indonesian president, 

Abdurrahman Wahid, personally apologised for the 1965 tragedy and publicly declared 

his desire to revoke the parliamentary decree banning the PKI and Marxism/Leninism 

in Indonesia. Parliament rejected his proposal and since then no other president has 

attempted to get the decree revoked (Chambert-Loir, 2016). He also invited the exiles, 

whom he called ‘the wanderers’, to return. The Indonesian Minister of Justice was 

sent to the Netherlands to discuss matters with the exiles, including the possibility of 

reinstating their citizenship. At first it was appreciated as a good initiative and created 

much expectation among the exiles, but then there were some critical reactions as 

they felt they had been positioned as guilty illegal migrants (Muzakkir, 2015). Many 

exiles viewed the offer to return as mere rhetoric, because the government ignored the 

core of the problem by not officially admitting the wrong policy and not proposing to 

rehabilitate the exiles. This was not validated either by a follow-up from the minister or 

by a further discussion about exiles by any subsequent Indonesian president. 

The exiles continue to wait for their endeavours to bear fruit. Not all have a chance 

of seeing that, as many have passed away while in exile. Even though they are now 

free to visit Indonesia, they continue to be cautious. Satria, for instance, was deported 

by the Indonesian government when he visited his hometown in Sumatra in 2016. He 

was about to visit the mass grave of 1965 victims, of which his father was one, when 
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he was arrested by the local police. Satria’s story reveals that the sensitivity of the anti-

communist sentiment is still alive and that therefore the exiles may have to wait much 

longer to be rehabilitated. To return or not to return is not the only question, as their 

precarity extends to the uncertainty regarding when the state might publically and 

officially affirm their innocence and guarantee their security when they return.

Encountering the proliferation of vulnerability and uncertainty 

At the beginning of their exile, the students, with their invalid passports and uncertain 

futures, escaped the Indonesian state’s mass immobilisation but only at the cost of 

becoming stateless and fearing for their own safety. They managed to escape with the 

help of friends, family, fellow exiles and activists, but continued living an uncertain life. 

Melanie, a daughter of a 1965 political prisoner, parted from her husband during the 

difficult situation in 1965. Arkan, an Indonesian student from West Sumatra, whom she 

had married when they were still students in China, went to Hong Kong to work. After 

losing touch with him, she decided to leave China and finally arrived in the Netherlands 

with the help of an old friend of his father. 

First I went to Germany using my Indonesian passport. At that time Indonesians were 

able to live in Germany without a visa for three months. I was worried about my passport, 

but fortunately I was safe. Then a Jewish lawyer in Belgium, my father’s friend, said he 

was willing to sponsor me. He was the one who helped me with my invalid passport to 

get a Benelux residence permit.

Staying for a while in one or more countries before eventually settling down was 

the norm for most of the exiles. Some exiles travelled to Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia or 

Myanmar to try to find a way to get home, but could not find one. Others went to the 

socialist countries that suited their ideology and to European countries that accepted 

political refugees. 

However, they were not simply free to decide to leave or stay somewhere. In addition 

to needing an opportunity and the resources to enable them to move to a new place, 

they also had to change the route they took due to political changes in the place they 

thought would be their safe haven. 

Poet and artist Kresna, a member of PKI’s People’s Arts Organisation (Lekra), 

experienced a series of unexpected changes along with the changing of places and 

situations. In the early 1970s, he was among those who were finally given a ticket by the 

Chinese government to leave Beijing. 

I intended to go to the West, to Germany, but I stopped in Moscow. I had a place to stay in 

Germany, but I did not know what I would do. I did not have much money, only 50 dollars. 
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I could not exchange my money in China as I had defied the Delegation. Someone even 

said I was a traitor for wanting to leave. In Moscow my friend assured me that I would be 

better off staying. I was able to continue my studies even though I was already 37 years 

old at that time.

Kresna adjusted his route to Moscow and became quite a prominent painter. However, 

he would again leave everything behind when the Soviet Union ceased to exist in 

1991. He arrived in the Netherlands in his old age and lived on benefits from the Dutch7 

government. Like Kresna, many of the exiles were old when they finally settled down. 

Most had been in their twenties or thirties when they went to study abroad in the 1960s, 

meaning they were over 40 in the 1980s. Age became one of the obstacles to finding 

jobs and utilising their previous education. As they moved around without fixed ideas 

about how to live their lives, they had to take any opportunities that came along and 

improvise to make the best of things. Unfortunately, in many cases, their previous skills 

and knowledge were not appreciated due to the limitations associated with being 

political refugees and migrants. Most of them ended up working in blue-collar and low-

waged jobs, although some were able, after much effort, to further their careers.

For instance, Satria came to Sweden after spending three years in exile in Romania. 

He had to support himself, his wife and his children, so he went to a Swedish automotive 

company to apply for a job. The company’s security staff took him to the human resource 

department, where he was not asked about his previous education and skills, but was 

given a job as a factory worker whose main task was to fit screws. 

It was mechanical work that I did easily and quickly. As I often helped other divisions, I 

drew attention and then they gave me further training and promoted me to supervise the 

production division. During the training, I happened to correct a mistake by the teacher. 

The teacher was amazed and asked me how I knew it. He said that I should not have 

been in that class as it was only for those who did not finish high school. He reported 

me to my supervisor who then asked me about my previous education. I just knew that 

there were two kinds of HR for a job interview. I was brought to the HR for manual work 

because of my appearance. Even though at that time I wore a suit, I still have black hair. 

Although Satria might have lost his initial chance to get a job in line with his skills due to 

the different treatment of migrants, the skills and knowledge he possessed eventually 

enabled him to get a better job. He then became a trainer for the other production 

workers and, after 10 years, was promoted to head of a logistic department. 

Difficulty finding a suitable job is a common story among the exiles. Age was also a 

factor, as in the case of Sarmadji, who arrived in the Netherlands in 1976 when he was 45. 

7  The exiles who were born prior to Indonesia’s independence in 1945 can be considered by the Netherlands 

as citizens of the Dutch East Indies (the Netherlands colonial state). 
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He had studied child pedagogy in Beijing, and during the precarious days in China after 

1965 he was active in the production of Suara Rakjat Indonesia (‘The Voice of Indonesian 

People’), a student news bulletin about Indonesia and the leftist movement in the years 

following the events of 1965. Although he could not speak Dutch, he was given a job as 

a glasscutter labourer, without being asked about his education or training. He learned 

the language by memorising words while working and was helped by three co-workers 

who happened to be Dutch ex-soldiers who had served in Indonesia.

In addition to age, another obstacle to finding suitable jobs was the students’ 

academic degrees: they were issued in socialist countries and were barely recognised 

in western Europe. Few exile students and academics work formally according to their 

field of study. However, a small number of Indonesian exiles eventually worked their 

way up to become prominent academics in their host country. However, even for 

those who had adjusted really well, the process of doing so was full of uncertainty and 

difficulty. They often had to hold down several precarious jobs, experience downward 

socioeconomic mobility and re-educate themselves before they managed to get a 

decent job. This shows how the political precarity of the student–exiles automatically 

increases the precarity in the context of employment. 

Furthermore, the increasing uncertainty and vulnerability affected their personal 

space, for example when it came to building personal relationships. For some, the 

insecurity of life, the uncertainty about the future and the lack of a fixed place to settle 

down intensified their concerns. Sarmadji recalled his situation:

I am married to books [laughs]. Well, I am not a homosexual. I am a straight man who 

likes women. The situation was just impossible for me to have a family. And here the 

culture is different and for me, it is difficult, and more, with the kind of job and hobby I 

have….

Yet, Sarmadji tried to build a life that was as optimistic as his pseudonym. It is common 

for Indonesian exiles to have other names, and Sarmadji’s pseudonym is Wardjo. An 

abbreviation of the Javanesse words waras (sane) and bedjo (lucky), Wardjo is the 

reflection, hope and a reminder of his life. He continued his passion for books and the 

silenced Indonesian history by making his small state-subsidised apartment a library 

that was regarded as a complete library on Indonesian 1965 history.

Sarmadji lived alone but felt his life was not that lonely as he was surrounded by 

thousands of books and often visited by Indonesian students and researchers. He 

admitted that it was also all he could do to continue to struggle for Indonesia as an exile. 

Sarmadji’s library symbolically reflects his ongoing connection to Indonesia despite his 

other life in the Netherlands. Although the majority of his books are on 1965 and left-

wing ideology, he also collects books and material on other significant events in post-

1965 Indonesia. For instance, he offered the author of this chapter documents on the 
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rape of Chinese-Indonesian women in around 1998 during the mass riots in Jakarta. 

Furthermore, collecting the books and opening the library connect him to the other 

exiles and leftist activists, as well as to current Indonesian students and researchers.

Like many of the exiles, he joined the exile community and frequently attended 

discussions related to Indonesia’s present situation or history and the exiles themselves. 

In addition to collecting books, he carefully filed the names and mementos of his exile 

friends who had passed away. For the ageing exiles, a funeral is not only an opportunity 

to let go and mourn their comrades but also a meeting place for the Indonesian exile 

diaspora around Europe. One of the exiles who is also a prominent painter, Basuki 

Resobowo, once painted a picture of a funeral with a sign saying Perkumpulan Kematian 

Indonesia (‘Indonesia Association of Death’) (Setiawan, 2010), an ironic abbreviation of 

PKI and an obvious depiction of the exiles’ condition. 

The student–exiles have suffered increasing uncertainty and vulnerability 

throughout their journey since 1965 and this sudden change from student to exile 

changed what was, at first, regarded as political precarity into the precarity of their 

‘overall existence’ (Casas-Cortes, 2014). Having said that, the precarity of the exiles is 

Figure 5.2 | Sarmadji in his library apartment.

Source: author’s documentation
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not limited to the uncertainty about life direction and constraining work condition: it is 

about their existence and endeavour as exiles, their forever connection in disconnection 

with the motherland and the state regime that they despise but can do hardly anything 

to change, and in between the yearning and hesitation to detach.

Engaging precarity

The precarity of being and becoming exiles is a driver for them to reclaim their agency 

after a series of losses and forceful displacements. They engage and materialise their 

endeavours out of their precarity in various forms. Many of them are involved in the 

exiles’ solidarity collectives. Several social groups, organisations, study groups and 

foundations have been set up by the exiles to connect with each other. The groups are 

diverse in nature; some are simple social groups based on geographical location, while 

others are used to mobilise their social and political agency. Many exiles joined or even 

established social-political-human rights organisations, such as Tapol, which campaigns 

for the rights of 1965 ex-prisoners in Indonesia, and LPK65 or the 1965 Victim Defender 

Institution. 

In addition, each exile also has his/her personal way of creatively dealing with pain 

and precarity. Melanie started a free medical practice for undocumented Indonesian 

workers in the Netherlands. Satria became an advisor to a leftist youth political party 

in Indonesia while often hosting Indonesian students at his home in Sweden and 

receiving personal visits from Indonesian activists/scholars. Kresna, for instance, writes 

poems and essays, engages in scholarly and public discussions both offline and online, 

occasionally hosts Indonesian students and once joined the art community group in his 

neighbourhood in Woerden, the Netherlands. Kresna explained his activities as follows:

I am Indonesian and my issue is Indonesia. Exiles should be involved in the movement in a 

realistic way. We should know the reality, the risk and the benefit. For me, the calculation 

of risk and benefit should be based on those in the country. Could it benefit them? Since 

the beginning I have realised that this would be a long-term struggle. Where do we start? 

We start from history, in particular, historical education.

The exiles also tried to turn their absence into a presence by connecting to the 

Indonesians at home. Since the early 2000s, the Internet has provided a useful platform 

for some exiles to share their ideas and knowledge via mailing lists and blogs. 

These active engagements have gained more exposure and have intensified since 

the fall of the Suharto regime. Many more exiled students are expressing what they 

think and feel, telling their life stories, channelling their psychological baggage and 

writing about their sense of loss due to being exiles. The topics and forms of their 
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writings, which are mostly in Indonesian, are diverse, ranging from poems to memoirs, 

from political opinions to love stories, and from historical accounts to contemporary 

commentaries. The sastra eksil (‘literature of the exiles’) so far comprises 133 volumes 

of essays (37 volumes), poetry (30), plays (3), short stories (6), novels (15) and 

autobiographies (42) (Chambert-Loir, 2016). The numbers are astounding compared 

to the narrative production of the 1965 ex-political prisoners, namely fewer than 25 

memoirs. It shows that Indonesia has lost a large number of potential intellectuals as a 

result of 1965 politics (Chambert-Loir, 2016).

The precarity and the different responses of each exile are shown in sastra eksil. 

Their ambiguity and inbetweenness are also depicted. The longing for and fascination 

with the home country are expressed, as are the pain and failure of being exiles, which 

led to the resentment and bitterness towards the regimes. They are caught between 

the nostalgic remembrance of friends, family and past relationships, and the sense of 

alienation and fear for relatives; of sufferings and disappointments on the one hand, 

and hope and energy to vocalise their existence on the other. Through these written 

works, specifically the life narratives, the exiles have materialised their personal 

engagement with precarity – as Chambert-Loir (2016) rightfully referred to as ‘a rationale 

in lives shattered by the events of 1965–1966 and that consequently went through rare 

turbulence independently of the individuals’ control’. The narratives, he argues, are 

stories of repeated failures but contain the moral stories that ‘life goes on, and for some, 

the struggle goes on too’ (ibid., p.216).

Dragjolovic (2012) argues that the exiles’ insistence on failure is intended not only to 

provide knowledge about themselves and the Indonesian left, but also to incite a discourse 

on the possibility to repeat the potential loss of the past in the future. By incorporating 

their narratives into mainstream narratives, they actively rework the absence, turning it 

into an active presence and initiating a dialogue between past and present.

Yet, for the realisation of those purposes their narratives should reach the desired 

audiences. The difficulty in communicating to the desired audiences may cause the 

narratives to become more abstract and hollow to those in their home country (Sreberny-

Mohammadi and Mohammadi, 1987). Moreover, with the remaining state censoring 

of ‘communism-related’ books, their writings are not widely sold and distributed. The 

Indonesian student–exiles have another way to communicate their narratives that had 

sometimes been used before the fall of Suharto. They transmit the knowledge and 

narratives through direct interaction with the young generation of Indonesian international 

students. Informal and formal group discussions, personal meetings, scholarly discussions 

and other activities with the students are frequently organised by several exiles in Europe. 

This direct interaction enables the story of precarity and their version of narratives to be 

transmitted. The intergenerational connection is explained in the following section. 
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Intersecting student mobility trajectories 

When this chapter was written, the 1965 exile students, as some of the last 1965 

survivors, were aged between 70 and 80. Many of their fellows had passed away in exile, 

but they were still telling the alternative history to that constructed by the Suharto 

regime. Connecting with the young generation of students is a way for the exile–

students to express their precarity, relate to their lost homeland and attempt to correct 

history. The 1965 exiles who were once students felt obliged to fill the knowledge gap 

that they saw in the present generation of students. 

On the other hand, today’s Indonesian students are the generation whose 

memories and knowledge of 1965 are dominated by the national/political narratives 

of Indonesia’s New Order regime. Hirsch (2008) uses the term post-memory to describe 

the intergenerational and transgenerational transmission of traumatic knowledge and 

experience that has such a deep effect that it feels like it is the person’s own memory. 

The Indonesian post-1965 generation resembles the post-memory generation, but 

their 1965 memory is instead filled and shaped by the trauma narratives about and fear 

of communism planted by the state regime. 

The latest example is the reaction of the Indonesian Student Organisation in China 

(PPI Tiongkok) to an article headed ‘In China, Indonesian students learn communist 

ideology’ that appeared in Republika, one of Indonesia’s major Islamic news sites. The 

article quoted the rector of an Indonesian public university who, after a meeting with 

the Chinese Education Ministry, said that China was busy planting communist ideology 

in all the students in China, including Indonesian students. The news stirred debates 

and concerns among the students, triggering PPI Tiongkok to send a press release to 

the Indonesian media. It stated the students’ objected to the header and the content of 

the article because, ‘it caused unrest among Indonesian students in China, and is not based 

on accurate sources and facts from Indonesian students who are studying in China’ (CNN 

Indonesia, 2 April 2018). Stressing the students’ ‘unrest’ as the reason for their objection 

implies that trauma narratives linger in the youths, especially those studying in China. It 

is perceived that bearing a communist label, just like the experience of the 1965 exiled 

students and the 1965 ex-political prisoners (including their families), puts them at risk 

of having a precarious life, one that not only kills careers but also involves persecution. 

In Indonesia’s political discourse, the communist label is mostly mentioned together 

with the ‘traitor to the nation’ label. 

In light of the prevalence of this kind of trauma narrative, the question is how do 

the current students process and negotiate the contrasting memories, one told by the 

exiles out of their precarity versus another told by a state that has been believed by the 

majority of society? Another question is to what extent are the intergeneration memory 
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and knowledge influential and transformed into action?

The connection between the current students and the exiles is a result of the latter’s 

mobility trajectory coincidently crossing the mobility trajectory of the students who 

study near where the exiles live. The two generations come into contact in various ways, 

ranging from group activities, discussions and informal meetings to personal contacts. 

In the Netherlands, in particular, where most of the 1965 exiles live and many young 

Indonesian students study, there is a lot of interaction between the exiles and today’s 

Indonesian students.

The connection between the exiles and the students is a process of getting to know 

each other and interacting. Tria, who did a Master’s in development studies, recalled the 

live interaction during her first meeting with exiles. She was amazed by the stories shared 

by seven exiles, but she was also made to reflect when they asked about her interest in 

the 1965 issue. The exiles generally asked questions about interest and purpose when 

they first meet the young generation. It is an automatic curiosity, as the exiles know that 

they are depicted as communists in the historical narratives of the New Order regime. It 

also shows how careful and reserved they are before opening up to others. The detailed 

Figure 5.3 | Indonesian students with the exiles  on the street protest during the Indonesian 

president’s visit to the Netherlands 

Source: author’s documentation
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questions do, however, provide a clue as to how the young students recognised the 

exiles’ trauma and precarity. As explained by Tori, a postgraduate astronomy student: 

They usually asked: Who are you? Why do you want to know? What are you studying 

here? It took me some years to get to know them personally. I knew that, for example, 

Mr Wardjo was afraid of meeting any Indonesians during his first years here. A fear 

of being persecuted still haunts them and so those investigating questions are quite 

understandable. 

As a left activist prior to his study, Tori had heard about 1965 and the exiles. Even so, the 

direct interaction with the exiles gave him a greater understanding and more knowledge 

of the country’s history. Having listened to their stories and observed their responses and 

reactions to various subjects, he was able to summarise the situation as follows:

 Exiles are often not regarded as victims because they live abroad. I came across many 

issues that I had never imagined. They experienced such a trauma that they are often 

paranoid, suspicious and closed. Although they might tell stories about 1965 to students 

they don’t know personally, they would not make any mention of themselves when doing 

so … There are many aspects of the 1965 tragedy that we have to bear in mind. For me 

the exiles are like a bridge to the past… a continuity between the present and the past.

The exiles’ historical account of what happened in 1965 is just one way the young 

students learn about the exiles’ precarious and traumatic experience caused by 1965 

politics. For students who knew hardly anything about the exiles, listening to the exiles’ 

stories is fascinating and causes them to reflect on their own situation as students. Tria 

admitted that she had a mix of contrasting emotions when meeting the exiles.

I was ashamed because, as a young generation, I was less eager to follow the social and 

political development of the country than the ‘grandpas’ and ‘grandmas’ that have been 

living in the foreign country for decades. Many of us, the younger generation, have not yet 

spent even one year in the foreign country, but we are already out of touch with the social 

and political changes back home. But I also feel proud to have the opportunity to get to 

know them more closely, to listen to their travel stories ....

The similarity in position as students also raises the empathic reflection.  Bima, who 

studied conflict studies in The Hague, reflected on his interaction with the exiles from 

his positionality as a student: 

The thing that affects me the most is that the exiles were students sent and prepared as 

agents of development in the Sukarno era and how the dispute in Indonesia impacted 

the students abroad. As an international student I could be in the same situation and 

face the same consequences as them, being an exile, if there is a fundamental change 

in Indonesia. 

Another example of reflection is based on racial positionality, as experienced by Tania, 

who works as gender activist and studied gender for her Master’s in The Hague. She 
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talked about the things she had learned from her personal visits to Melanie, a 1965 

exiled student of Chinese descent:

I felt I had been fooled by the Suharto regime. I learned and was enlightened. I learned 

about the impact of 1965 on the Chinese-Indonesians. Also, the Chinese-Indonesian 

exiles’ stories convinced me that the Chinese-Indonesians are also fighters and 

Indonesians. Aunt Melanie showed me that. They really understand what the meaning 

of politics is and continue to love their country no matter what. 

As Tania reflected, being an exile and experiencing exiles helped her learn about a 

fascinating nationalist struggle that she found exceptional for the Chinese-Indonesians. 

This is in contrast to the dominant narratives inherited from the New Order regime, 

which frames the Chinese-Indonesians as economic subjects whose loyalty to Indonesia 

is in question.

The nationalism of the exiles is a prominent aspect that is often mentioned by 

current students. Most of them admire the exiles’ sense of belonging to and their bond 

with Indonesia even after displacement by the political regime. This is demonstrated 

not only by the stories shared by the exiles, but also by their actions and engagement 

in Indonesian issues. Soraya, who studied international law and now works as migrant 

worker activist, explained the experiences as follows:

I was involved with the exiles in fighting for the rights of Indonesian migrant workers. The 

exiles gave their support by providing a place for the meeting, participating in raising 

the issues of migrant workers, etc. … The exiles are the inspiration for continuing to 

fight for justice. We are critical because we love Indonesia. We do not want to embarrass 

Indonesia, but we want to be heard. 

The exiles’ views of Indonesia are critical in many ways. In addition to their subscribed 

ideology, also their precarious experiences, series of disappointments, and unfulfilled 

expectations contribute to their view. Furthermore, there is a spatial and temporal 

distance in viewing Indonesia. Despite closely following the country’s development, 

the Indonesia they knew has changed dramatically and they are now barely familiar 

with it. For some students, the spatial and temporal distance creates obvious differences 

in views on Indonesia. As Bima put it, ‘The Indonesia the exiles lived in is a different 

Indonesia in time and locality’.

The interaction with the exiles also creates an understanding that the memory of 

1965 is viewed differently even among the victims; they have no homogenous view. 

The young students who interact with the exiles eventually discover the internal 

differences among the exiles. The differences that divide them are not limited to how 

they view socialist and communist ideology, but also include traces of the past conflict, 

such as between the pro-Delegation and the contra-Delegation group or between the 

nationalist and Sukarnoist groups, or even between individuals who do not want to be 
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in any group. Tori normalised the division of exiles as just ‘various kinds of socialists’. 

Interaction with various kinds of exiles made him realise that they cannot be categorised 

simply as communist or leftist, but that they consist of various groups that are often in 

conflict. That the exiles are far from being a harmonious single entity is an important 

input for the common perspective on 1965 that often homogenises the victims.

Involvement with exiles and to a broader extent with 1965 issues also makes the 

students see the real experience of precarity as students and realise that a similar 

thing can happen to them. However, as current students have their own perspectives, 

positionings and backgrounds, they have diverse responses when they experience 

tension regarding these issues. This can be seen in the controversy over the current 

students’ involvement as volunteers at the International People’s Tribunal (IPT) 1965 

held in November 2015 in The Hague, the Netherlands. Tria applied when the call for 

volunteers opened and she re-posted the call on the Facebook page of the Indonesian 

Student Organisation in the Netherlands (PPI Belanda). Dozens of students applied but 

most of them suddenly withdrew their applications, which led the IPT committee to 

extend the call for volunteers to Indonesians outside the Netherlands. According to 

Tria, this was after one of the students who had good relations with the Indonesian 

embassy in the Netherlands (KBRI) received a phone call from the KBRI. He was asked to 

be cautious on this issue, especially because he was a government scholarship awardee. 

Tria was among those who stayed:

I felt that was predictable and I was indifferent because I knew the government could not 

intimidate me as I wasn’t studying under the government scholarship. But I pitied other 

friends who wanted to know and learn about 1965, because they did not feel free to do 

that.

The self-censorship by the Indonesian students who withdrew their applications to 

volunteer at IPT 1965 also reflects the powerful trauma narrative that still has an impact 

on the youth. For some, it still creates the fear that they will experience what the exiles 

experienced, even though they have learned about the alternative history of 1965 and 

live in the democratic era of Indonesia. 

In sum, the young generation of students learn new memories and knowledge 

when their path intersects with that of the exiles. The memories and knowledge are not 

directly internalised but are processed through their own backgrounds, positionalities 

and reflexivities. Many view the exiles’ precarity as a painful impact of the 1965 tragedy, 

but it also encourages them to fight for and empathise with this marginalised group. 

However, some are still affected by the trauma narrative that lingers along with the fear 

of communism in the country.
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Conclusion

The lived experiences of the student–exiles in this chapter illustrate the proliferation 

of uncertainty and vulnerability when they were suddenly transformed from privileged 

students into precarious exiles. They experienced territorial displacements and were 

deprived of their agency en route. Although they were disconnected from their place 

of origin, they could not detach themselves from it. After territorial displacement they 

had to start over many times and build new connections in the new places where they 

may also have felt disconnected. Living in the median state (Said, 1993) in this way, in 

half detachment, half involvement, is the crux of the life of exiles (Roniger, 2017), and 

also one of the precarities they have to deal with. Consequently, the precarity of the 

student–exiles is not merely the uncertain life and work, but also their existence and 

endeavour as exiles. Their precarity is their forever connection in disconnection with 

the motherland and the state regime that they despise but can hardly do anything to 

change, and in between the yearning and hesitation as regards seeking detachment.

Therefore, the fall of the regime that caused their precarity did not end their precarity 

as exiles even though many of them are no longer categorically exiles as they are now 

able to return. However, the feeling of connection in disconnection and their endeavour 

to be rehabilitated with honour by the state persist. This is particularly related to the 

relatively unchanged government stance and policy towards the 1965 survivors as 

well as the communist threat as the master narrative. This remaining precarity serves 

as a ground to connect with current students in order to share their subjective stories 

that have long been excluded from the national history. Obviously, not all student–

exiles engage with the precarity by being politically active. Reaching out to students 

and revealing their life stories and opinions on issues in modern Indonesia are acts of 

political stance and defiance. In doing so, they counter the single national narrative that 

is hegemonic in the minds of today’s Indonesian youth. Here, to return or not to return 

is no longer the question.

For some young students, these lessons learned are not only inspirational or food 

for thought, but can influence their further work and actions. Along with memories 

and knowledge the exiles shared, the exiles’ unceasing attempts to engage with their 

precarity can create a ripple of action in the young generation of students. It can be as 

simple as Tori, who helped Sarmadji to store the books on 1965 and leftist ideology in 

the cellar of his house, or Bima’s decision to write a dissertation about 1965 exile, or Tria’s 

impulse to write an article about her encounter with the exiles. Through connecting, 

sharing, reflecting and re-sharing, the intergenerational student's connection is built, 

transmitted, modified and transformed into purposeful actions.

Arguably, this shows the expanding effect of the exiles (Roniger, 2016) that is driven 
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by their precarity. It is also important that this highlights the intersecting of student 

mobility trajectories. How the exiles’ trajectories cross those of today’s students and 

have an impact on the latter’s trajectories illustrates the temporal dynamics of student 

mobility. This temporal stretch expands the tendency to view mobility trajectory on a 

single temporality of an individual. Beyond the exilic context and back to the broader 

international student mobility discussion, the overlapping student trajectories underline 

the possibility of the cross-generational impact of student mobility. 

Furthermore, the sudden shift from privilege to precarity, a rare but possible event, 

complicates student mobility and problematises the upward mobility formula. It shows 

how mobile students are prone to changing geopolitics and national politics (of both 

home and host) and policies. Even in the contemporary era, which celebrates the speed 

and intensity of mobility, this is certainly still valid as borders and control over migrants 

are opened and closed, tightened and loosened in accordance with the ever-changing 

global and national politics, thereby multiplying the uncertainty and vulnerability of 

mobile student life that we have often overlooked. 
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Introduction

Unlike the previous chapters, this chapter switches the direction of mobility, from 

Indonesia-China, to China-Indonesia. It specifically examines the institution mobility of 

China’s Confucius Institute (CI) – China’s cross-border language and culture promotion 

body – in Indonesia. Up to present people mobility has been the core focus of 

International Student Mobility (ISM) research, while the non-human mobility (teaching 

materials, capital, institutions, etc.) is still less discussed. This chapter analyses the CI 

as it is an integral part of China’s internationalisation of higher education. Other than 

its function as a soft power instrument, the CI plays an important role in channelling 

international students from the Indonesia to China.

In the last decade, the CI has expanded rapidly along with the increasing mobility 

of Chinese capital and people worldwide. As China continues to open up its economy 

and increase its political influence, the dissemination of Chinese language and culture 

abroad has been officially pursued since the establishment of the CI in 2004. To date, 511 

CIs in 140 countries serve their mandated purpose, namely to be ‘a pivotal window for 

the world to know China and for China to strengthen its friendship and cooperation with 

other countries’ (Confucius Institute Magazine 01, 2017). Schmidt (2013) views the CI as a 

global project to increase China’s symbolic capital as it circulates specific representations 

of China. Driven by certain imaginaries of China’s role in world economics and politics, 

the CI is said to play a prominent role in negotiating China’s shifting position globally 

(Schmidt, 2013: 648). The spreading flow of Chinese culture, capital and people through 

CIs has often been linked to the mobilisation of Chinese power and influence. And unlike 

the cross-border cultural institutions of other states, such as the United Kingdom’s British 

Council, Germany’s Goethe Institute and France’s Alliance Française, the CI has attracted 

criticism and suspicion, and even rejection. It has sparked intense debate among scholars, 

education officials and politicians over its role as China’s soft power instrument (Nye, 

2010). There are concerns about the CI’s propaganda agenda, the alleged suppression of 

academic freedom and clandestine espionage operations in host countries.

Yet, historically, state cross-border language and culture institutions have long served 

to promote language, culture and positive images overseas. They have been projecting 

states’ agendas in their activities around the world. During the 100 years or more of 

their existence, these cultural institutes – such as those of Britain, Italy, Germany and 

France – have undergone constant transformations following changes in state politics. 

According to Paschalidis (2009), the global cultural institutes of the West have generally 

transformed in four historical phases: Cultural Nationalism (the 1870s  to 1914); Cultural 

Propaganda (1914  to 1945); Cultural Diplomacy (1945  to 1989); and Cultural Capitalism 

(1989  to present). 
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The Goethe Institute, for instance, has undergone these transformations. What 

was once a 19th-century institution driven by cultural nationalism to cater for the 

German diaspora abroad, is now a collaboration between the German state and 

private companies to market national branding and promote economic nationalism. 

It has drastically changed from the previous focus on the cultural diplomacy tool. It 

once used language and cultural encounters to communicate the image of the newly 

reunited Germany as a cultural state that did not seek regional domination (Varga, 

2013). This phase is more or less similar to the current strategy of the CI. However, such a 

comparative approach to analysing the nature and impact of state cross-border cultural 

institutions is rare in (or possibly absent from) the debate on the CI.

The academic debates on the CI are generally centred on the soft power concept, 

which is generally divided into two contrasting views. On the one hand, the CI is viewed 

as a deliberate attempt to use Chinese language and culture to win the hearts and minds 

of other countries, to give others a better understanding of China (Starr, 2009). It is a 

form of cultural diplomacy to engage with the public, even though it is often hampered 

by China´s authoritarian characteristics (Hartig, 2010). On the other hand, China´s soft 

power could make enemies (Liu, 2013). The expansion of China’s soft power is a threat 

in the eyes of those who see it as a realist’s zero-sum game: a gain in China’s soft power 

is a loss of Western/US soft power. In this view, many aspects of Chinese soft power are 

seen as having the potential to be a challenge to the current dominant powers in the 

international order, especially as it is combined with the increase in China’s hard power. 

The CI as an attempt to promote attraction in order to remove the label of China as a 

threat can also be seen as an attempt to compete with and undermine the dominant 

Western force. The latter perspective engenders criticism of and resistance to the CI. As 

the CI is financially and organisationally linked with the Chinese government, it arouses 

political concern over it being a Trojan horse (Paradise, 2010) and propaganda tool of the 

Chinese state (Brady, 2008). The above conventional focus on CIs as a tool for Chinese 

pursuit of soft power has overshadowed other aspects of the expansion of the CI.

Furthermore, criticism of the soft power concept lies in how the concept threatens 

to dismiss the meaningful role and agency of the subject of power. It risks over-

emphasising the CI’s influence as a powerful agent and overlooking its relation with 

the subject of power and the context of the place it encounters. Hence, it also risks 

an oversimplification of power as a resource or possession rather than a relationship 

(Lock, 2010). It requires analyses of both parties and the context of the relationship, 

even though the common practice in international relations treats power as a concrete 

and measurable resource (Nye, 2010). 

Analysing power as a relationship is necessary to comprehend the complexity of 

power and the outcomes, and in doing so we need to recognise the ability to act and to 
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react of the one over whom power is exercised (Foucault, 1982). In the analyses on the 

CI, this leads to the less explored issue of the role of the states and societies in which it 

operates. Their positionality and participation in the network that has been or will be 

created in the mobilisation of the CI are further analysed in this chapter to understand 

the impact of the CI. 

To investigate it, this chapter draws on the frictions of CI’s in Indonesia, where racial 

and political narratives on China and Chinese-Indonesians have long prevailed. This, 

together with the long-standing historical connection between Indonesia and China, 

provides the context that plays a significant role in the mobility of the CI in Indonesia. 

More importantly, drawing on three cases in Jakarta, Bandung and Makassar, this 

chapter explores the spatial dynamics. It pinpoints the variations in the process of 

CI establishment in Indonesia, not only across geographical scales (i.e. local versus 

national), but also across space (i.e. between localities). Specifically, we examine the CI 

from the mobility approach that views mobility as movement entangled with power 

and meaning (Cresswell, 2006; Massey, 1993). The politics of mobility argues against 

the nomadic view of mobility as a smooth flow with limited or no friction, but as 

always constrained and subject to power geometry (Cresswell, 2006). Friction is there 

in an awkward and unprecedented encounter as a result of crossing the border and 

dealing with the unfamiliar power structures in the place it enters (Tsing, 2005). These 

unfamiliar power structures work not only through state apparatuses but also in the 

mundaneness of everyday life, that are manifested in different institutions, procedures, 

governing logics, sovereign strategies and processes of subjectification (Zhang, Lu and 

Yeoh, 2014). The use of friction as an approach to CI mobility is intended to challenge 

and complicate the unidirectional soft power concept while bringing nuance to the 

growing research on the mobility of global education institutions.

Furthermore, this chapter explores and deepens the agency of the subject of power, 

in this case, the state and diverse society in Indonesia, by analysing the relations and 

negotiations between actors in each place and time. This particularly includes the role 

of the Chinese-Indonesian mobile diaspora. How they respond and manage frictions, 

and how their reactions to frictions affect CI mobility, is examined. 

Finally, we believe that understanding the interconnection of mobility, friction, and 

local surprises will enhance the broader discussion of the global-national-local nexus 

of human and capital flows in the inclusive development. The elaboration on mobility-

friction dynamics at the local contexts will deepen the understanding that the global 

flows, in everywhere they go, will encounter the friction of context and the particular 

that in turn also gives them shape (Cresswell, 2006; Tsing, 2005). The “local surprise”, 

as we called it, points out the dynamics of local actors, their positionality, and power 

relations in their responses to the global flows. 
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The mobility and frictions of the cross-border education institution 

The intensifying marketisation of higher education is combined with the increasing 

interest of governments in the diplomatic and strategic use of cross-border partnerships. 

Together they have promoted the proliferation of cross-border education institutions 

around the globe (Postiglione & Chapman, 2010). Under such a development, it is 

tempting to picture the mobility of cross-border institutions as fluid, smooth and 

frictionless. It may also be easy to imagine the rapid exchange of people, ideas, capitals 

and knowledge, and thus produce significant impacts.

The theory of friction in mobility, borrowed from physics, shows that mobility is 

more complicated than the term proliferation. More mobility does not necessarily mean 

less friction, let alone frictionless. Friction occurs as moving bodies, or moving and 

stationary bodies, rub against and stroke each other, creating sticky and unexpected 

encounters (Cresswell, 2014; Tsing; 2008). 

Cresswell (2014), who relates friction to the politics of mobility, argues that friction 

can be a result of the arrangement of power. On the one hand, it could be a tool in the 

production of power that is used by the powerful to slow or stop the weak. On the other 

hand, it could be an aid to power that weaponises the weak. To this end, the practice of 

power means the management of frictions, – that is, if one could increase and eliminate 

frictions to promote one’s strategic interest. Nonetheless, frictions could also be the 

enemy of power, as events and chances always produce friction no matter how well 

something is planned. 

Tsing (2005) uses friction to explain a grip of the worldly encounter. She argues that 

the mobile universals (such as capital, forms of truths, science) that depend on the global 

connection to fulfil their existence as universal, can only materialise or be transformed 

through the sticky materiality in their encounter with the particulars. Consequently, 

universals could not be fully able to be the same everywhere, as they should be made to 

work within the particular situation. Friction occurs in the awkward, unequal, unstable 

and creative qualities of interconnection across difference (Tsing, 2005:4). 

Even though Tsing points out that friction rejects the notion that global power works 

as a well-oiled machine, she clarifies that friction is not merely a resistance that slows 

things down. Instead, friction is required as a framework to maintain the mobility of the 

global power. Frictions can both enable and impede mobility.

For the latter, Tsing provides the empirical example of the ‘awkward encounters’ of 

different actors with different ideas and interests in Meratus forest, Borneo, Indonesia. 

These actors successfully built a coalition and collaboration under a universal rhetoric to 

preserve the rights of the forest against the forestry industry in Indonesia. In this case, 

a collaboration of difference – that is, a collaboration with friction – aims not to reach a 
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consensus, but to kick-start a ‘productive confusion’. Tsing concludes that universals can 

only experience becoming through the way in which they are made particular through 

friction and in place. 

The concept of friction hindering, enabling and complicating mobility is employed in 

several works, for example, Yeoh and Huang (2011). In their work, the migration of highly 

skilled workers is explained beyond the narrow depiction of the economic rationality 

that drives such workers to circulate freely and effortlessly with their privileges. Instead, 

they argue that a broader cultural politics of moving and belonging, conditioned by 

the power geometries of race, nationality and gender, is always incorporated into the 

highly skilled workers’ migratory moves. The complexity of moving and belonging is 

subsequently very much situated in particular localities. Migrants consider the cultural 

politics of place as they encounter a specific place, and get attracted to and positioned 

differently there. In addition, the government markets specific places using specific 

policy and programmes to harness migrants. Thus, transnational migratory moves are 

negotiated moves, shaped not only by economic logic but also in the context of social, 

cultural and political consideration, operative at the family–community–country scale.

Related to this is the concept of transgovernmental friction, developed by Zhang et al. 

(2014). Border crossing, they argue, is not only transnational but also transgovernmental. 

Migrants are subject to multiple and often conflicting governmental practices, policies 

and procedures stretching across borders. When they cross borders, they encounter 

these unfamiliar power structures and relations. This awkward, unequal and unstable 

rubbing of contrasting and diverging governmental regimes – the transgovernmental 

frictions – could produce conflicting actions and aspirations, which adds uncertainty 

to the migrant’s mobility path. However, Zhang et al. argue that rather than being 

passive and stop moving, migrants could negotiate this friction in their everyday lives. 

By carefully choosing to inhabit the space in between stopping and moving, they 

strategically engage with the changing power relation, unexpected exclusion and 

differentiation.

We use this mobility and friction concept to analyse the mobility of institution, 

which has been less examined compared to the mobility of people and capital. Cross-

border institutions, which have complexity in structure, also have to deal with the 

shifting power relation, unexpected exclusion and differentiation. In addition, cultural 

politics and the narratives in the encountered place affect and shape the translations 

and responses of the mobility of the institution. These show how friction plays a role in 

slowing or speeding up, impeding, enabling or supporting the cross-border institution’s 

mobility. In order to explain that, we unpack the frictions, how the friction is managed 

and the arrangement of power behind it, then relate it to the particular context of 

the place. It is built upon the argument that connections and mobilities are produced 
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through the management and distribution of friction as it encounters place (Cresswell, 

2014; Tsing, 2005). 

The Confucius Institute and the encountered friction

The Confucius Institute (CI) was established at the beginning of China’s efforts to 

internationalise its higher education in 2004. In parallel with China’s geopolitical and 

economic rise, within a decade the CI had a presence in 140 countries – a development 

that was faster than that of any other state-sponsored language and cultural institutions. 

It appears to be a successful state project, with 511 centres worldwide (100 of which are 

in the United States) and aiming for 1,000 in 2020 (Warren, 2017).

CIs are administered by the Confucius Institute Headquarters, an independent, non-

profit organisation based in Beijing. The CI programme is in turn managed by Hanban 

(Office of Chinese Language Council International), which is administered by the 

Chinese Ministry of Education. Local CIs have been strategically developed as a global 

network of language centres (Kluver, 2014), modelled on other countries’ cross-border 

cultural and language centres. They operate in three modes: 1) wholly operated by 

China (similar to the British Council, Goethe Institute and Japan Foundation), 2) locally 

run under license from China (similar to the Alliance Française) and 3) joint ventures 

between universities in China and universities abroad. The joint venture model is the 

more affordable and expandable one, and in fact is the most used by CIs worldwide 

(Starr, 2009). In this model, Hanban usually provides the initial funding to set up the 

institute, sending teachers and teaching materials to the host country, and the local 

partner provides facilities, staff and space (Hartig, 2010:3). 

This model, however, combined with the CI’s rapid expansion and China’s stronger 

economic muscle, has unexpectedly backfired. Allegations range from China’s 

suppression of academic freedom (Sahlins, 2013) in the form of prohibiting discussions 

related to the 3Ts (Tibet, Taiwan and Tiananmen), self-censorship by host universities in 

order to maintain relations and funding, improper influence over teaching and research, 

and monitoring and recruiting the overseas Chinese, to its engagement in industrial 

and military espionage (Starr, 2009). The perception of the CI as a political long arm of 

China is dominated the public and media discourse, particularly in the US and Canada. 

It is often voiced in protest by education officials and amplified by political leaders, 

and in a few cases, it has resulted in the termination of the CI. There have been nine CI 

closures, five of which were in the US and Canada, resulting from the issue of academic 

interference.

In April 2017, a report issued by the National Association of Scholars, a conservative 
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group of American university professors, recommended that all the CIs in the US be 

either closed or reformed. A similar recommendation was made in 2014 by the American 

Association of University Professors (Bernstein, 2017). University of Chicago professor and 

anthropologist Marshall Sahlins argued that having a CI on campus is having a foreign 

branch of the political power structure that stretches back to China (Sahlins, 2013). He 

criticises the CI as posing potentially significant threats to academic freedom, one of 

which was the inevitability of self-censorship by the American partner universities. The 

University of Chicago closed its CI after more than 100 of its professors signed a petition 

to terminate the university’s contract with Hanban (Redden, 2014). In the same tone, in 

December 2013, the Canadian Association of University Teachers urged the country’s 

universities to close their CIs, arguing that in allowing an authoritarian government 

influence over curriculum, texts and class discussion topics, means ‘compromising their 

own integrity’. 

Such rejections and criticisms of CIs are quite rarely the cases with other state-

sponsored cultural institutions, even though they have relatively similar cultural 

diplomacy agendas. Whereas the frictions encountered in the mobilisation of the CI in 

the US and Canada are mostly related to academic interference, as explained above, this 

may or may not be the case in other places.

Material and methods

The study was implemented with qualitative methodologies. The research presented 

in this chapter involved three months of fieldwork in Jakarta, Bandung and Makassar 

in 2015. The three cities were selected for their particular characteristics, which are 

explained in the analyses section.

Semi-structured, face-to-face, in-depth interviews were conducted with 19 key 

persons, namely university directors and staff; directors, teachers and students at Pusat 

Bahasa Mandarin (the Indonesian name of the Confucius Institute); journalists; and 

prominent Chinese-Indonesian community figures. In addition to the interviews, site 

observations were conducted at universities and the offices of Pusat Bahasa Mandarin 

(PBM). The gathered data were then compiled and reviewed, along with literature 

reviews of various research, data and news reports on CIs. 

In analysing different sorts of frictions in the establishment of CIs in Indonesia, this 

chapter juxtaposes three cases. The first is the case at the national level, which provides 

the friction encountered upon the arrival of CIs in Indonesia. The second and third cases 

are at the local level and show different local surprises related to the establishment of 

CIs in Makassar and Bandung. The three cases were examined to explain the frictions 
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that were created, shaped and managed and that affected the mobility of the CI in each 

place.

Case 1 (national level – Jakarta): what’s in a name? A friction

Six CIs1 have been established in Indonesia as collaborations between six Chinese 

universities and four Indonesian public universities and two Indonesian private 

universities. However, the establishment process required protracted negotiations. 

Even though the two countries already had close economic relations and the Mandarin 

language was flourishing in the country at the time CI was proposed, the proposal took 

years to be finalised and approved by the Indonesian government. The obstacles were 

closely related to the historical interconnection of the two states. 

Indonesia is home to the largest population of Chinese descent in Southeast Asia 

as a result of several waves of migration from southern China that started in the 10th 

century. The cultural and historical connections do not automatically make the solid 

ground of political relations. Rather, the relations between the two countries have 

been through turbulent periods that generated suspicion of each other (Sukma, 2003). 

In 1965, Indonesia’s authoritarian regime led by President Suharto accused China of 

backing the failed coup d’état allegedly mounted by the Indonesia Communist Party. 

The regime also implemented an assimilation policy that silenced the cultural and 

political expressions of the Chinese-Indonesians, such as a ban on Chinese schools, 

scripts, media and organisations (Suryadinata, 2008). It was only after 32 years when 

Suharto’s authoritarian regime was replaced by a new democratic government, that 

the expression of Chinese language and culture was no longer forbidden. Numerous 

private language centres and schools were established to cater for the rising demand 

for Chinese language lessons (Dawis, 2008). 

Meanwhile, Indonesia rekindled relations with China, expanding their economic 

cooperation to other sectors including education. It was the National Coordinating 

Association for Mandarin Education (Badan Koordinasi Pendidikan Bahasa Mandarin/

BKPBM), a formal institution founded by a Chinese-educated Chinese-Indonesian 

(Suryadinata, 2008), that built a bridge between the Indonesian and Chinese 

governments and thus enabled the establishment of Chinese language education. 

1  Our paper exclusively focuses on the establishment of Confucius Institute as it is the focal and starting 

point of the expansion of China’s cross border institution in Indonesia. Unlike several other countries, the 

Confucius Classroom that expands in many schools worldwide is set up at later phase in Indonesia, mostly 

with the support of the existing Confucius Institute in the university. Currently, there are only two schools with 

Confucius Classroom in Indonesia, according to the Hanban website.
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According to the head of BKPBM, Zainal2 (personal interview, 2015), BKPBM, a private 

language institution called the Jakarta Chinese Language Teaching Center (BTIP), 

Maranatha University and Malang National University discussed the idea of establishing 

CIs with the Indonesia Ministry of Education as early as 2004; however, the ministry 

could not make a decision due to political considerations. In September 2007, BTIP in 

collaboration with Hainan Normal University finally established the first CI, the Jakarta 

BTIP Kongzi3 Institute. The other two universities were to launch their CIs at the same 

time, but the day before they were due to do so, the government issued an order to 

suspend the launches (Li, 2013).  

It was only in 2010, the 60th anniversary of Indonesia–China diplomatic relations, 

that the two governments jointly announced that CIs would be established at six 

Indonesian universities (Li, 2010), namely Maranatha Christian University in Bandung, 

Malang National University in Malang (East Java), Al-Azhar University in Jakarta, 

Tanjungpura University in Pontianak (West Borneo), Surabaya National University in 

Surabaya (East Java) and Hasanuddin University in Makassar (South Sulawesi). In June 

2010, the representatives of the six universities led by the Deputy Minister of National 

Education of Indonesia, Fasli Jalal, signed the CI collaboration agreement in Beijing. The 

first CI opened in November 2010, at Al-Azhar University Jakarta, an Islamic university 

that collaborated with Fujian Normal University. The other five universities opened their 

CIs in 2011.

One of the thorny issues in the establishment of Indonesia’s CI was naming the 

institute. The Chinese government marketed the institute under the Confucius brand, 

but the Indonesian government hesitated to use it because Confucianism is recognised 

as a religion in Indonesia. Underlying that was the political and historical process of the 

existence of Confucianism in Indonesia. Confucianism, generally viewed as the religion 

of the Chinese-Indonesians, was first officially legalised as one of Indonesia’s six religions 

prior to the regime change in 1965. After Suharto seized power, Confucianism remained 

legalised until the Ministry of Interior issued a circular in 1978 prohibiting people from 

entering ‘Confucianism’ in the ‘religion’ column of the Indonesian ID card. The Confucian 

religion re-ascended in 2000 under the new democratic president, Abdurrahman Wahid, 

who repealed the circular along with other related assimilation policies.

At first, Indonesian’s rejection was not acceptable to the Chinese government, as 

Confucius is the official brand. The difficult negotiations, which the BKPBM mediated, 

took almost two years (2008–2009), as Zainal recalled: 

We explained to our government that it is not a religion but a philosophy in China. We 

2  Pseudonyms are used for all research participants

3  The Chinese name of Confucius, the great philosopher and teacher in the ancient China.
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also asked Hanban to change the name, but they did not agree. We were looking at 

many approaches, and then when the head of Hanban paid a visit here, we arranged 

for her to meet the minister of Education. In the meeting, the minister explained that 

Confucianism is a religion in Indonesia. If we set up a Confucius Institute, what if later the 

Muslims want to establish a Mohammad Institute, the Christians a Jesus Institute? The 

Hanban head finally understood and left the alternative name to the Indonesian side. 

The minister of Education handed it down to his deputy minister, Mr Fasli, and Mr Fasli 

asked us to help to find a suitable name for Indonesia’s CI.

BKPBM prepared five names. The Chinese Embassy in Indonesia rejected two of 

them; the remaining three were left to Indonesia to choose from. The deputy minister 

picked Pusat Bahasa Mandarin (Mandarin Language Centre) rather than Pusat Bahasa 

dan Budaya Mandarin (Mandarin Language and Cultural Centre) or Pusat Bahasa 

Tionghoa (Tionghoa Language Centre). Since then, Pusat Bahasa Mandarin (PBM) has 

been used consistently for CI in Indonesian, whereas Confucius Institutes is still used in 

the English version. 

The name case is an example of unpredicted sticky friction that China experiences in 

mobilising the CIs abroad as it encounters local historical particularity. China has to deal 

with sets of powerful actors and sociocultural contexts that can halt, slow and enable 

the establishment of CIs. In particular, friction occurred in Indonesia concerning the 

different meanings that China and Indonesia attach to the name Confucius, and this 

prolonged and slowed the plan to establish a CI in Indonesia. The CI is China’s global 

project (Robertson, 1992; Schmidt 2013; Tsing, 2011), with Confucius as its global brand. 

Adopting the name of a classical thinker and philosopher to symbolise China’s classical 

civilisation is a dramatic reversal by the state, because the Communist regime denounced 

Confucian teaching (Hayhoe and Liu, 2010:83). Schmidt (2013) argues that it is not only 

a discursive strategy to mitigate fears about China’s current advancement but also to 

sidestep China’s autocratic, closed, undeveloped image since 1949. In other words, he 

argues that China is trying to shift away from being the political other to being the 

racial/cultural other. However, this meaning is perceived differently by Indonesia, as it 

has another discourse about China and Confucius. Indonesia’s sensitivity about identity 

politics as a legacy of Suharto’s government means that Confucianism is often viewed 

as ‘the other’ religion related to the economically able Chinese-Indonesians. Another 

legacy of Suharto’s post-1965 policy is the old sticky image of China as the Communist 

other that is currently mixed with the fear of China’s growing economic influence. 

The contrasting and incompatible political discourse collided and at first slowed the 

mobility. However, this friction was finally overcome by translating the global project 

into the local Indonesian context. Both sides compromised on the different meanings 

they attach to the name, using two names in a different context: PBM in Indonesian 
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and CI in English. This agreement was achieved after the discussion was mediated by 

BKPBM. BKPBM, which understood the interests of both sides, worked as a coupling 

agent that connected the two contrasting sides. It was possible for BKPBM to bridge the 

friction, as it possessed the cultural and social capital to understand and float between 

two states and cultures. With the mediation of BKPBM, the friction became manageable 

and the mobility was enabled. However, the friction related to identity discourse about 

China might still lurk because the prejudices are deeply rooted and oftentimes easily 

manufactured amidst Indonesia’s political instability. Even though the CI is running 

well, it still needs to consistently and creatively manage the risk of this friction. In other 

words, this friction serves as an enemy of the Chinese soft power for the uncertainty of 

the future it has created. 

Case 2 (Makassar): the enabling friction

Makassar, which is on the island of Sulawesi, is the only city in the eastern part of Indonesia 

where the CI has operated. Hasanuddin University (Universitas Hasanuddin/Unhas), 

a public university, started the collaboration with Nanchang University in 2011 and 

since then has become actively involved in promoting Chinese language and student 

exchange to China. In the period 2011–15, Unhas sent 2,000 students to China under 

several exchange programmes, summer camp arrangements and Chinese scholarships 

(mainly from Hanban and Chinese Scholarship Council). It is run by seven teachers in a 

separate building located off the Unhas campus. However, it also operates a ‘Chinese 

Corner’ on the campus and helps Unhas to conduct Chinese language learning as an 

elective course at the Faculty of Cultural Science. The Unhas CI routinely holds cultural 

events to which it invites and involves the broader Chinese-Indonesian community 

and their social organisations in Makassar. The Unhas CI has expanded the program by 

facilitating the establishment of Confucius Classroom in the Islamic school Athirah in 

South Sulawesi province (Hasrul, 2015), and setting up Chinese Tourist Training Center 

(Pusat Kursus Bahasa Mandarin Pariwisata) in Udayana University, Bali (China Radio 

International, 24 October 2017). Its many efforts to develop Chinese language education 

won it an Individual Performance Excellence Award from the Chinese government in 

2016, the only Indonesian university to have received it (Kadir, 2016). 

Unhas CI’s tireless efforts to promote Chinese language and education may seem 

surprisingly at odds with the sociopolitical context of Makassar. Multicultural Makassar 

is infamous for being a conflict-prone area that has seen various horizontal conflicts, 

such as racial violence and student violence, and the intermingling of both. Ethnic 

Chinese-Indonesians, who form a minority but have been living there since the 15th 
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century, have become frequent victims of violent conflicts. In 1965, Makassar was 

among the first cities where Chinese-Indonesians were targeted in Indonesia’s clamp 

down on Communism. The protest organised by the Islamic student organisation (HMI/

Islamic Student Association and Ansor) in front of the Chinese Consulate in the city 

turned into violence against the Chinese-Indonesians (Setiono, 2008). In September 

1997, their houses and shops were looted, burnt and destroyed when mobs, mobilised 

by student activists (from HMI and SMPT/ Senate of University Students) using religious 

and cultural symbols, ran amuck after hearing that a Chinese-Indonesian man had 

killed a local teenager (Maddatuang et al, 1999). In May 2006, the destruction of ethnic 

Chinese property was repeated after a student protest over the alleged abuse of a maid 

by her Chinese employer. Most of the racial conflicts in Makassar rehearse the classical 

narrative of Indonesia’s anti-Chinese violence in the ‘normality’ of targeting Chinese-

Indonesians as a group for the alleged crime of an individual (Coppel, 2008).

The ‘normality’ came with the rather generalised yet repeated narratives of the 

causes of conflict, such as the economic disparity and social exclusivity of the Chinese-

Indonesian group. As a result of the racial conflicts that still occur even in the post-

Suharto, the social tension and prejudices remain in Makassar. Although anti-Chinese 

riots have declined in Indonesia and disappeared from public and national rhetoric, 

the local realities have not (Purdey, 2006). Moreover, the racial violence in Makassar has 

a particular trait that is less visible in racial violence in another part of Indonesia: the 

prominent involvement of students, including Unhas students, in conflicts.

The establishment of a CI that promotes Chinese language and culture at a public 

university in Makassar faces this awkward particularity. Encountering Makassar’s 

prevailing social and racial tension is an unexpected friction that the CI had to face. Yet, 

the question is, how did the Unhas CI manage this friction such that it could not only set 

up the institution but also expand it? 

The answer lies in the formation of the CI, its prior collaboration with the Chinese 

institution and the linkage with the Chinese-Indonesian community in Makassar. Many 

years before the CI was established, Unhas collaborated with Xiamen University in two 

fields, namely Chinese medicine and Chinese language. The initiative came from the 

leaders of the Chinese-Indonesian community, who thought of setting up educational 

collaboration with China. 

Haryanto, the leading initiator, who is also a prominent Chinese-Indonesian figure 

in Makassar, explained that they did it on purpose regarding the situation in Makassar:

People should develop an understanding of one another. If there is no understanding, 

anything I do could be perceived as wrong. I think Indonesians are good people; what 

happened in the past was very much because of misunderstanding: they just did not 

understand and we did little to approach them. We saw Unhas has enormous power. If 
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one is angry and misunderstands something, the other could follow. If he understands 

and wants to collaborate with us, the other could not stir anything. Therefore, I proposed 

the educational collaboration. 

After establishing an educational foundation, the Zhenghe4 Foundation, they 

approached the rector of Unhas. In 2001, a 20-strong delegation from Unhas and the 

Zhenghe Foundation went to Xiamen University to discuss collaboration. Xiamen 

University was chosen because some of the Chinese-Indonesian leaders had studied 

there and were still connected with the university.

The visit to Xiamen was concluded with an agreement to send a teacher from 

Xiamen to teach Chinese at Unhas. The financial cost, such as part of the salary and 

accommodation costs, was paid by the Zhenghe Foundation. The Chinese language 

course was given as a free course for Unhas students for several years. However, it did 

not attract as many students as expected and then stalled. It later became an elective 

course at the Faculty of Arts and Culture.

The collaboration with Xiamen University survived the leadership change at Unhas. 

The new rector, Idrus Paturusi, wanted Unhas to be the first university in Indonesia to 

have a graduate programme in acupuncture. In order to do so, another delegation went 

to Xiamen and signed another agreement. Xiamen sent two lecturers in traditional 

Chinese medicine to Unhas, and Unhas sent lecturers to Xiamen to take a short practical 

course. The arrangement lasted for three years and was then stopped, due to financial 

reasons. 

Meanwhile, Haryanto learnt about China’s CI. He started writing to the Chinese 

Embassy in Jakarta about the interest in and importance of having a CI in Makassar. 

Later, he visited the embassy. Finally, in 2010, Nanchang University offered to establish 

a CI. They set it up in a separate building from Unhas that is more centrally located in 

order to cater for more students. The Zhenghe Foundation generously paid to renovate 

Unhas’s old building. Haryanto explained the reason:

Most of our members contributed the money voluntarily and diverse in sums. I myself 

gave 60 million rupiahs [around €3,776]. We wanted to show that we were really serious. 

Why was I persistent in this? My thought is with the two countries. I have an origin, an 

ancestor who gave me a way of life since I was little. On the other hand, Indonesia gave 

me room to develop; I live and eat here, I have been given the opportunity here, so I should 

repay it. My own shops have been destroyed several times; I, therefore, understand what 

I have to do.

4  Zhenghe was a Muslim Chinese admiral and maritime explorer during the 15th-century Ming dynasty, who 

made a key contribution to extending China’s influence throughout the regions bordering the Indian Ocean. 

His name is popular among Chinese-Indonesians and some Indonesians because on his naval expedition to 

the ‘Western Ocean’, he sailed to several places in Indonesia and is believed to have interacted with the locals.
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The Chinese-Indonesian community in Makassar strategically utilised their diasporic 

relations with China and their financial resources to anticipate the potential friction. 

As for Haryanto, the diasporic relation was derived from biographical ties or ancestry, 

but at the same time, he felt a sense of belonging to Indonesia as the place of living. 

Haryanto lived in an in-between-ness, creating a transnational identity based on being 

of Chinese-descent, a Chinese-Indonesian and an Indonesian. He became an elective 

diasporan (Jons, 2014) who chose to engage in the creation of China’s CI project in his 

place of living. Unlike the traditional diaspora notion, elective diaspora refers to an 

elective nature of diasporic belonging, as one has power and rights to choose which 

communities and cultures one feels connected to. Haryanto’s engagement was driven 

on the one hand by his cultural attachment to China, and on the other hand by his long-

term interest in protecting the Chinese-Indonesians in Makassar from potential conflict. 

Haryanto with his transnational identity and his cultural and social capital worked to 

build a bridge between the actors from the two places that were unfamiliar with each 

other. He could assure Unhas of the importance of the collaboration as well as being 

‘used’ by Unhas to convincingly communicate with China. Furthermore, because he had 

studied there, Xiamen University trusted him enough to start working with an unknown 

university in an unfamiliar place.

Haryanto’s experience of riots and social tension neither scared him nor stopped 

him from pursuing Indonesia–China education collaboration. Instead, it became the 

driver to start, pursue and enable the mobility. Mediating and financially supporting the 

mobility were used to bridge the gap of understanding between the Makassar people 

and the Chinese-Indonesians. It may seem a clichéd purpose but it assumes that the 

language, culture and values of China are similar to theirs and could be associated with 

them. Yet, the Chinese-Indonesians in Makassar are a heterogenous group, differing in 

sub-ethnics and degree of integration, as a result of their long interaction with Makassar 

culture. 

For Unhas, the establishment of the CI was perceived positively. Besides the 

university’s academic benefit, it considers it was useful to reach out to the Chinese-

Indonesian community, which they had thought was an exclusive community. The 

following are the words of Burhan, dean of the Unhas Faculty of Arts and Culture: 

This is a cultural friendship. We previously did not know each other. How could we know 

that the Chinese-Indonesians are willing to socialise with us? The CI is not about religion, 

is not about race, but how we could connect two cultures. If we know and understand 

each other, we could give a better understanding, we could influence society. There is a 

boon for me personally as well, now as I become closer to them; I have been invited to 

their private events. 

Unhas and the Chinese-Indonesians in Makassar have different interests in and views 
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on China, as well as their prejudices about each other. Yet they could manage the 

differences and collaborate on establishing a CI. The CI project in Makassar provides 

an example of how friction in a conflict-prone area can be productive in enabling the 

mobility of a cross-border language institution. This case also shows the temporality 

of friction, as the enabling friction came in the form of past racial conflict that is being 

managed by the actors in order to anticipate the risk of future friction. 

Case 3 (Bandung): the impeding friction

Maranatha Christian University is a private university in Bandung, the capital of West 

Java. Unlike Unhas, Maranatha has many Chinese-Indonesian students, academics and 

board members. In this context, one would assume that establishing a Chinese language 

institution would not be difficult. However, Maranatha underwent a lengthy process to 

get a CI on its campus. It is one of the two universities that were supposed to open 

a CI in 2008, but had to postpone it. Frictions in the form of the stickiness of internal 

bureaucracy combined with political sensitivity slowed the progress of the plan. 

Several years prior to the plan to establish a CI, Maranatha had initiated collaboration 

with a Chinese university. Wanda, a Maranatha lecturer who had been studying Chinese 

since 1992 at Guilin University and then at Guangxi University, saw the opportunity 

in China’s intensifying effort to internationalise its higher education. Having brought 

students to China several times for short study visits, she had the opportunity to discuss 

the idea of collaboration between Maranatha and Guangxi University. Wanda explained 

her personal motivation as follows: 

I am a lecturer in Chinese literature, perhaps because of my own interest in Chinese 

culture which I think is a tremendous culture. I went to China and saw that what we have 

learned in Indonesia about China and Chinese language is, in fact, different from the 

reality. There are a lot of things we can learn from China.

Wanda’s experiences while studying in China reshaped her knowledge of China and 

Chinese culture. As she materialised her reflection on the experience by choosing to 

engage in the creation of an education network with China, she became an elective 

Chinese knowledge diasporan (Jons, 2014). Wanda brought back the transnational 

identity she developed in China as a capital (Theo, forthcoming) and translated it into 

the social and cultural capital in connecting Maranatha with the Chinese universities. 

However, her efforts conflicted with her university’s internal bureaucracy. The university 

responded to the idea with caution, because it would be the first international 

collaboration, and with China at that. The proposal was not automatically approved; 

rather, it met with hesitancy from other members of the faculty. Wanda recalled the 
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hesitancy was because of the negative sentiment towards China and the lack of 

experience with international collaboration.

I was actively looking for a more effective way for students to learn Chinese. I found 

that people’s minds can open up after they see and experience things themselves. I was 

looking for ways that my students could experience China. In the beginning, there were so 

many difficulties – from other lecturers who had not seen and did not know the situation 

in China, from some heads of departments who had never entered into an international 

collaboration and have not been opened to it. It felt like whatever I said, they did not 

listen. Eventually, there were several heads of departments who actively supported it. 

The Faculty of Arts and Design started the exchange of students and lecturers, and it 

expanded to joint exhibitions and conferences.

Later, the collaboration paved the way to exchange and collaboration with other 

Chinese universities, and finally to the establishment of a CI in Maranatha. As there had 

been no experience of CI in Indonesia and the board of Maranatha was not sufficiently 

convinced, Wanda visited the CIs in neighbouring countries. Maranatha actively 

approached China while waiting for the complicated government-to-government 

discussion and the internal procedure in each country. After acquiring a CI license in 

2008, Maranatha decided to establish a CI in collaboration with China’s Hebei Normal 

University, in parallel with the establishment of CIs at Malang State University and BTIP. 

Unfortunately, a day before the official opening, Maranatha received a phone call from 

Indonesia’s Ministry of Education, suggesting that Maranatha cancel the opening. The 

opening was cancelled and it took three years of negotiations before the Maranatha CI 

was finally realised in 2011 together with the five other universities.

The Maranatha CI continues to be active and it is slightly different from the CIs at 

the other Indonesian universities, which focus on internal Chinese language teaching. 

As Maranatha has had smooth collaborations with various Chinese universities, its IC 

is more active in teaching Chinese off campus, such as at schools, other universities, 

private institutions, civil government training, and so on. It has also served as a mediator 

for other universities that were interested in establishing collaboration with China. 

In the Maranatha case, frictions of the bureaucratic process and political sensitivity 

over the Chinese issue are a blockage or coagulation (Marston et al., 2005) that slowed 

the progress of the plan to establish a CI. Even though Maranatha already had the 

network and the connection to China and did not need any external help, unlike Unhas, 

the establishment of a CI did not automatically run smoothly.

In addition, the Chinese-Indonesian actors in the Maranatha case played contrasting 

roles: there were supporters of the collaboration, who became the coupling agents 

between Indonesia and China, and there were board members who were against or 

hesitant about collaborating with China. The different perspectives on collaborating with 
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China impeded the process internally, while externally government political intervention 

added to the pressure. The CI as a Chinese global project could not be easily adopted 

by an Indonesian university whose members are predominantly Chinese-Indonesian. 

This local surprise in the form of prevailing discourses and images of China hampered 

administrative procedures and created friction in the establishment of a CI in Bandung.

Conclusion

The mobility of cross-border education institutions is often mistakenly regarded as 

smooth and frictionless. In fact, the mobility is continuously shaped and sensitised not 

only by the state power, but also by the local historical, sociocultural and political context. 

Hence, the mobility of a cross-border institution should be seen not as a mobility of a 

single entity from a particular country to another country, but as an interconnection 

of places, powers and societies. The interconnection between differences mostly rubs 

against each other, creating frictions that could slow or speed up, enable or hinder the 

mobility and create uncertainties (Tsing, 2005).

In parallel with the expansion of its economic capital, China might have planned the 

Confucius Institute (CI) as a global cultural project to enhance its soft power that went 

hand in hand with its higher education internationalisation project. Yet, in its mobility, 

the results and process are unexpected, as the CI encounters local surprises with 

particular contexts, particular power structures, and various actors and their interests. 

Indeed, the diversity of the foreign partners, including their interests and obstacles, are 

less seen in many analyses of China’s CI (Suzuki, 2009). In this chapter, the CI mobility in 

Indonesia shows the variety of frictions that give nuance to the dominant narrative of 

friction about CIs in the US and some European countries. 

The long prevalent racial and political narratives on China and Chinese-Indonesians 

in Indonesia have been the source of the friction. However, it could be translated 

differently in contact with a specific locality. At the national level, the winding process 

of the negotiation over the name Confucius Institutes revealed a sticky situation when 

Chinese government communicated about the CI to the Indonesian government, as 

both sides have different interpretations of and agendas on ‘Confucius’. The friction could 

eventually be managed after it was mediated by a coupling agent who understands the 

different interpretations and their contexts. The unexpected and unprecedented nature 

of this friction could be an enemy of Chinese soft power, as it causes uncertainty about 

the responses and processes, and hence, the outcomes of the institutional mobility 

project. 

Delving into the locality, the Makassar case highlights the internal friction that lies in 
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the social and racial tension embedded in a conflict-prone area. This friction might have 

become an obstacle to CI mobility to Makassar, but on the contrary, it was managed by 

a collaboration of various actors so that it became a driver that enables CI mobility. The 

Chinese-Indonesian community and Unhas had different interests – the former wanted 

to minimise the potential for conflict and the reintroduction of Chinese culture, whereas 

the latter was keen to internationalise the university – but they collaborated under a 

common cause. It echoes the argument of Tsing (2005) about the collaboration with 

the difference that could work on a new form of unity. The rhetoric of the CI as a cultural 

bridge between Indonesia and China is also translated into a cultural bridge between 

Makassar people and the Chinese-Indonesians. This rhetoric works well as the common 

cause for collaboration. 

Unlike Makassar, the Bandung case reveals the bureaucratic process and political 

sensitivity about the Chinese issue that became the friction hampering the establishment 

of a CI at Maranatha University. Even Maranatha’s existent network with China and the 

Chinese-Indonesians was not sufficient to provide enough leeway to open the CI. The 

difference among actors in Maranatha became the bottleneck in the process, besides the 

obstacles from the governments. Unlike the friction in Unhas, the friction in Maranatha 

prolonged the negotiations over a CI even with the help of a coupling agent who was 

familiar with the situation. The local surprise in the form of prevailing discourses and 

images of China created unexpected frictions for a CI in entering Bandung.

In addition, the three cases show the role of Chinese-Indonesian diasporic actors 

in building a bridge between Indonesia and China in order to establish a diasporic 

knowledge (cultural and language) network. Here, diasporic has a broader meaning 

than biographical ties through birth or ancestry. Rather, the diaspora demonstrates 

the variety of attachments, strategic interests and translations of the capitals they had 

accumulated. The diasporic agent in the Jakarta case – a private body that specialises 

in Chinese language teaching and is owned by a Chinese-Indonesian – utilised its 

transnational identity and cultural capital to mediate the Indonesian and Chinese 

governments over their interest in developing Chinese language teaching in Indonesia. 

The Chinese-Indonesian community in Makassar wanted to anticipate future friction 

in the form of racial conflict, and so reached out to the university in Makassar, then 

used their economic, their cultural and transnational identity capital to connect the 

Hasanuddin University to the Chinese counterpart. Lastly, the Chinese-Indonesian 

lecturer at Bandung’s Maranatha University, driven by the personal experience of 

studying in China, attempted to set up the mobility corridor to China by making 

use of her transnational identity and cultural and social capital. However, there were 

differences in both process and outcomes, as these agents had to collaborate with the 

other actors and to fit in with the local circumstances. 
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It also implies the particularity of the Chinese-Indonesians diaspora in Indonesia. 

Shaped by the long socio-political historical interaction with the place and society they 

live in, the Chinese-Indonesians are never a homogenized group. They can choose to be 

the ‘elective’ Chinese diasporans, in making a connection to their ancestor land based 

on their emotional affinity and/or their strategic interest. In fact, due to identity politics 

and strong assimilation policy conducted during decades of authoritarian regime, the 

Chinese-Indonesians have been Indonesianized (Suryadinata, 2008) and made into 

self-disciplinary citizens (Thaniago, 2017). This also contributes to why in Maranatha 

case, a private university whose students and board members are dominated by the 

Chinese-Indonesians, some of its board members hesitated to establish the CI. The issue 

of cooperating with China was much more sensitive to them and treated with caution.

In sum, the various frictions and how they were managed by various actors 

and agents, and how the process unfolded, show that the CI as Chinese soft power 

promotion is far from a smooth and unidirectional project from the Chinese side. 

Rather, the process is dynamic and the outcomes are unpredictable. Local surprises 

related to the sociocultural, political and historical particularity of the place strongly 

affect how frictions are shaped, experienced and managed. In other words, the mobility 

of CI as a cross-border institution not only creates friction, as it is often portrayed and 

experienced in the US and Canada, but is also produced through the management of 

friction as it is encountered in place (Cresswell, 2005:6). The CI may be able to exert its 

power and influence to the students in the countries it operates in, but when it touches 

the ground in certain places, it interacts with the local particularities that consist of 

spatial and historical context, power relations, actors and multiple interests. The extent 

to which the interaction with differences is managed, the way the friction is handled, 

and whether the actors of interests can collaborate under a common cause, determine 

the extent to which they co-produce the mobility of the global institution project.
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International student mobility (ISM) is more important than ever. Compared to a few 

decades ago, the number of international students worldwide has increased considerably. 

Between 1995 and 2015, the number of international students increased by 253%, 

faster than total international migration, which increased by only 58% (International 

Migration Report, 2015; OECD, 2017). As one of the most dynamic manifestations of 

our globalised world, ISM has become an increasingly complex phenomenon where 

large numbers of students, parents, education institutions, states and markets intersect. 

Considered as talents-to-be, students are enticed and mobilised for the knowledge and 

skills they are expected to bring to and develop in the economies into which they move. 

Numerous related policies and practices have been planned and implemented across 

the world. 

This dissertation contributes to our understanding of this expanding and important 

mobility field. It extends beyond the common analytical frame in the literature, which 

predominantly considers students privileged youngsters who move easily across borders 

to acquire human capital for individual and collective (family, institutional and societal) 

development. It problematises the common utility perspective that homogenises the 

actors and institutions involved. The five previous chapters highlighted the multiplicity 

and highly contextualised nature of student mobility. The in-depth and multi-angled 

analysis of the Indonesian student mobility to China case shows that the student flows 

reflect and are shaped by fluctuating political, economic and sociocultural relations 

between Indonesia and China over a long period of time. In turn, these student mobility 

flows affect the broader relation linking the two countries and societies. Specifically, my 

research unravelled three key dimensions of the complex and dynamic phenomenon, 

namely politics, identities and trajectories.

Politics

Historically, Indonesian student mobility to China has been shaped by national politics, 

diplomatic relations and geopolitical shifts. The governments of the Dutch East Indies, 

Indonesia and China have played important roles in stimulating, directing and halting 

student mobility flows. As shown in Chapter 2, Indonesian student mobility to China 

can be seen as a genealogy that consists of interconnected historical epochs that come 

and go with shifts in power regimes: the colonial epoch, the post-colonial nationalism 

epoch, the communist epoch, the authoritarian epoch and the economic globalisation 

epoch. Each epoch is marked by a specific constellation of power, a particular set of 

power regimes, that configures a specific pattern of student mobility. The current 

Indonesian student mobility to China in the economic globalisation epoch, for 
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instance, is a result of these historical cultural political economy transformations. It is 

an economically driven mobility amidst the logic of economic globalisation. It is also a 

politically driven mobility, due to both countries’ political reforms and the resumption 

of bilateral cooperation. It is also a culturally driven mobility that resulted from the long 

cultural silencing of Chinese-Indonesians and the politicisation of their identity.

Bringing the analysis of politics to the ground, this study also interrogated the 

expansion into Indonesia of the Confucius Institute (CI), the Chinese state-operated cross-

border language institution, (Chapter 6). The mobility of CIs worldwide has commonly 

been seen as a well-oiled machine of the Chinese state spreading the Chinese language 

and Chinese culture, and through that its soft power. By examining the different ways 

in which CIs land in the three contexts, I showed how seemingly ultimate power from 

above (and abroad, for example rising China) does not just sweep across the local. 

Rather, different kinds of friction occurred during these encounters (cf. Tsing, 2005). The 

resulting processes are unexpected to differing extents. These local surprises can be 

accounted for by the particular contexts, which reveal the dynamics of local actors, their 

positionalities and power relations in their responses to China’s expansion. In Indonesia, 

the long prevalent racial and political narratives on China and Chinese-Indonesians 

have been the source of the friction. However, it could be translated differently in the 

context of each specific locality. 

In the case of Makassar, the Chinese-Indonesian community had anticipated friction 

in the form of racial conflict. They then proactively used their economic, cultural and 

transnational identity capital to connect Hasanuddin University, a public university in 

Makassar, to the Chinese counterpart to enable the establishment of the CI. In contrast, 

the Bandung case showed that the bureaucratic process and political sensitivity related 

to making a connection with China in a Christian and Chinese-Indonesian dominated 

university became the friction hampering the establishment of the CI. These cases 

show that the extent to which the interaction with differences is managed, the way the 

friction is handled and whether the actors of interest can collaborate under a common 

cause determine the mobility of the global CI project. The global power does not work 

as a well-oiled machine with pre-determined similar effects everywhere, but can only 

materialise and be transformed through its encounter with the particular local situation. 

Identities

My research also focused on the interplay between politics and identities. As a result 

of historical migration flows in and out of Indonesia, ethnic identities have played a 

significant role in determining a person’s opportunities and liabilities in the course of 
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the nation’s history. This, in turn, has an impact on who is allowed, encouraged or made 

to study abroad. The category ‘Chinese-Indonesian’ is of particular importance in this 

respect. For the people of Chinese descent who have migrated to Indonesia in various 

waves since the 7th century, their Chinese identity was or is a sensitive label that has 

been continuously redefined and politicised. As shown in Chapter 2, state-level politics 

played a significant role in this. 

During the colonial era, for instance, the Chinese-Indonesians were constructed 

by the Dutch East Indies government as ‘foreign Orientals’ and were not allowed to 

take part in education that had been set up only for indigenous Indonesian people. 

This triggered the Chinese-Indonesians to find ways to access education in China. Yet, 

during the Indonesian authoritarian era, Communism, China and Chinese-Indonesians 

(3C) were considered ‘the triangle of threats’ (Sukma, 2008). Chinese-Indonesians, 

labelled by the Indonesian authoritarian state as Cina, had to sever their links with China 

to prove their loyalty to Indonesia. They also had to adopt Indonesian names, while their 

cultural expressions and activities (language, cultural-based organisations, media and 

schools) were suppressed (Lindsay, 2005). Student mobility to China came to an almost 

complete halt. This contrasts with the current situation: the Chinese-Indonesians’ 

cultural expressions and legal rights have been reinstated and their mobility to China is 

encouraged by both the Indonesian and the Chinese state. The Chinese identity among 

Chinese-Indonesians is no longer a liability, at least not in an official sense.

In contrast, identity politics also causes inclusion, as a certain identity is 

accommodated and prioritised. For example, Chinese-Indonesians were privileged 

when they studied in China in the early Communist era as a result of the identity politics 

of the Chinese state. These ‘overseas Chinese students’ made an economic contribution 

in the form of remittances to China, and thus received special treatment from the 

Chinese state. This still happens in the present era: China has just introduced a policy 

to simplify the visa application process for the overseas Chinese, who are considered 

potential assets for China’s economic development.

Identity politics not only determines who gets to move and who does not, but also – 

by being a basis for social inclusion or inclusion – shapes the lived experiences among the 

students and their counterparts. As I illustrated in Chapter 4, Tina (a Chinese-Indonesian 

student who studied in China and actively shared information about China with her 

fellow Indonesians) was suspected of being a Chinese loyalist. In another case, Chinese-

Indonesian students ‘othered’ their Chinese friends in China by categorising them as CK 

(abbreviation of Cungkuo, Chinese-Indonesian slang for Chinese mainland people), who 

are different in a more negative sense compared to the Chinese-Indonesians. All these 

have an impact of the daily experiences of the student migrants.

Identity politics at both the state and the interpersonal level shapes the continuous 
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identity construction, negotiation and transformation processes among the students 

at an individual level. While most studies in the existing ISM scholarship focused on the 

making of hybrid and/or cosmopolitan identities among students during and after their 

study abroad, the present study also investigated the impact of ISM on people who are 

already diasporic/ hybrid prior to their mobility. For the Chinese-Indonesian students 

who grew up as diasporic subjects, the meaning of China and Indonesia, Chineseness 

and Indonesianess, are always fluid and politically problematic. As shown in Chapter 

3, my informants’ hyphenated identity reveals the complicated in-betweenness, which 

is influential in the transformative mobility experiences. Through interaction with the 

new place and people (the previous imaginary bond), cultural and spatial identities are 

continuously negotiated and deconstructed and reconstructed. The case reveals that 

the Chinese-Indonesian students always reshape their understanding of China and 

Chineseness in relation to their sense-making of Indonesia and Indonesianess. Students 

experience that there is no single Chineseness, but multiple varieties that differ by 

generation, habitus, sub-ethnic, class and personal positionality. My findings show that 

some students have become more affiliated with China, others have become more 

Indonesian, and yet others now see themselves as more cosmopolitan and as having 

multiple identities. As such, Chinese-Indonesian student mobility to China (and return 

to Indonesia) contributes to the never-ending, incomplete and continuous process of 

the Chinese-Indonesians’ identity construction. 

Furthermore, this study showed that the transnational identity of Indonesian students 

in China can be acquired and indeed become capital (Chapters 3, 4 and 6). Chapter 

4, in particular, explained how the mobile students, equipped with their transnational 

identities, are expected to connect to places and societies. Indonesian mobile students 

in China are expected by the state to play a bridging role in the people-to-people 

exchange narrative and their families, in reconnecting with Chinese people and culture. 

In practice, these students not only create contacts, interactions and new networks, but 

also contest and question the political and cultural discourses of the states, the media 

and their families about China and Indonesia. This has also become one of the drivers to 

initiate the bridging process. This research also shows that connecting societies means 

not only connecting Indonesians and Chinese: the Indonesian mobile students are also 

bridging to their fellow Indonesians, their compatriots who study in China and to those 

at home.

However, transnational identity capital has its limitations. In Chapter 6, the Chinese-

Indonesians used their transnational identity to be intermediary agents in facilitating 

and mediating China and Indonesia in the establishment of the Confucius Institute. 

There were differences in the process and outcomes, as these agents had to collaborate 

with the other actors and to fit in with the local circumstances. This also means that 
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even though transnational identity capital could be acquired, the students’ ability to 

switch between multiple identities, places, and senses of belonging requires constant 

negotiation and sometimes faces constraints imposed by others. 

Trajectories

Building on recent migration/mobility studies that employed the concept of trajectories 

(e.g. Schapendonk, 2011; Van Der Velde and van Naerssen, 2016), I examined the 

Indonesia–China student mobility field through the trajectory lens. This approach 

conceptualises student mobility as journeys and hence problematises the static 

viewpoints that explain human movement from fixed points, namely from the A to 

the B, the push and the pull, the sender and the host, the origin and the destination 

(Schapendonk, 2011). This study confirms that ISM should be understood not as a 

unilateral flow, but as a long-term process with overlapping trajectories en route that 

has different intensities over time, and thus may lead to surprising turns. Exemplary is 

the trajectory of Yudha, a government official in the Indonesian Ministry of Education, 

which was discussed in Chapter 4. Yudha was ordered by his supervisor to study in 

China, despite his reluctance as a Muslim to study in a Communist country. He started 

his mobility journey struggling with cultural shock and the Chinese language, but he 

gradually adapted to life in China and discovered things that related his previous life in 

Indonesia to China. He enthusiastically talked to his friends about studying in China as a 

Muslim and helped those who wanted to study in China. The trajectory continued after 

he returned. With his good connections to universities in China and his position as a 

government official, he helped several collaborations between Chinese and Indonesian 

universities that promote student mobility to China. Yudha’s trajectory comprises not 

only his mobility story at a certain moment, but a continuous process that also affects 

the trajectories of other students.

Mobility trajectories are more often than not strewn with uncertainties and 

sometimes disruptions. As such, student mobility is not only defined by students’ 

calculating logics but also fogged by uncertainty and vulnerability. Unlike the general 

assumption that studying abroad will endow students with upward social mobility, the 

case of the Indonesian student exiles has shown that student mobility could suddenly 

become student precarity due to political change in 1965 (see Chapter 5). However, 

the sudden disappearance of their (elite) student status did not halt their mobility 

trajectories. Instead, the student exiles’ ongoing ‘connection in disconnection’ with 

the motherland and the uncertainty of their exilic waiting serve as a ground for them 

to connect with later generations of Indonesian students abroad. The interaction 
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and sharing of the exiles’ life histories with the younger students have forged 

intergenerational connections. In a peculiar way, the exiles’ unfinished study-abroad 

biographies continue in the trajectories of recent and current students. Through this 

intersection of mobility trajectories, the later generations have a chance to learn about 

a particular and alternative part of Indonesian politics, history and society. This case 

shows that student mobility should be viewed as the intertwining of trajectories across 

time and generations. As such, it expands the common temporal limit in ISM research. 

Last, but not least, a trajectory perspective also contributed to my analysis of the 

historical evolutions of the Indonesia-China student mobility corridor. In Chapter 2, I 

conceptualised the mobility corridor as a trajectory of intertwining cultural, political 

and economic processes over time and space. This trajectory explains the changing 

contexts in which certain students move (or do not move) with certain purposes, at a 

certain speed and to a certain location, and experience mobility in a certain way. 

Reflections

ISM in the changeful China–Indonesia relations: imagining the future 

Dissecting the politics, identities and trajectories of Indonesia–China student mobility 

was like having to walk down an uncomfortable memory lane. There were tragic events 

and repressive politics along the way, which have been hidden under the economic 

focus of the strengthening relations between Indonesia and China, and the increasing 

number of students going to China. Yet, it is necessary to open it up and historicise 

Indonesia–China politics, identities and trajectories to imagine the future.

At the time of writing, several new political developments are taking place that may 

affect the future direction of Indonesian student mobility to China. In China, increasing 

efforts are being made to promote people mobility in pursuit of the country’s economic 

development goal. In December 2017, China enacted a policy to enhance people-to-

people exchanges with foreign countries (Xinhua, 22 December 2017). Subsequently, 

in early 2018, China also changed its immigration policy towards overseas Chinese 

and foreign highly skilled talents. One of its concrete policies was to offer long-term 

multi-entry visas to foreign experts and the overseas Chinese who want to visit, study 

or work in China (The Global Times, 3 January 2018; The South China Morning Post, 30 

January 2018). This is expected to increase the mobility of the overseas Chinese and 

foreign talents to China. Meanwhile, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) – President Xi 

Jinping’s ambitious China-centred development project that aims to build trading 

and infrastructure networks based on the ancient Silk Road – is still in its initial phase 

and is going to be expanded. One of the associated plans, namely the Belt and Road 
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Science, Technology and Innovation Cooperation Action Plan, incorporates the people-

to-people exchange mechanism that facilitates the movement of highly skilled talents. 

Planned programmes include offering 2,500 short-term research visits to young foreign 

scientists, training 5,000 foreign scientists, engineers and managers, and setting up 50 

joint laboratories in the coming five years (Ministry of Science and Technology of the 

People’s Republic of China, 2017). 

As Indonesia is now a country that is meant to be connected in the BRI, and given 

the intensified economic relations with China and the large number of Chinese-

Indonesians, a future characterised by more accelerated people mobility to China in 

general, and student mobility in particular, is highly likely. In fact, efforts have already 

been made to increase the number of people-to-people exchanges between the two 

countries. To date, the two governments have signed agreements for more people-to-

people exchanges in eight fields: science, technology and innovation; education; culture; 

health; tourism; media and film; youth exchanges; sport; and rare animal conservation 

(Jawa Pos, 28 November 2017). 

Will the Indonesia-China relations characterised by accelerated mobility become the 

next trajectory or epoch? It is likely, but we need to imagine it more broadly than the 

economic imperatives. There are indeed some uncertainties, emanating mostly from 

Indonesian national politics, that may lead to a different direction. The uncertainties, 

in this case, are centred on how China and the Chinese-Indonesians are positioned in 

Indonesian political discourses. In Indonesia, the rise of conservatism is accelerating 

and it is often used as a political tool, especially ahead of the general election in 2019. 

The anti-Chinese sentiment is one of the three issues – along with concerns about 

Communism and LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender) matters – that have been 

and will be politicised in the form of hate speeches to divide the nation during important 

political events. 

In addition, the capital inflows from China in the form of infrastructure project 

funding are expected to continue amidst the strengthening economic relations. The 

issue of illegal blue-collar Chinese workers brought to Indonesia by Chinese companies 

has emerged since 2015 and remains a heated sensitive topic in any discussion about 

Chinese investment, aid and even the people-to-people exchange policy. As these issues 

continue to prevail, Indonesia’s domestic politics will create uncertainties and affect 

how people and capital mobility between the two countries develop. We also have to 

consider the possible geopolitical shift as another hard to predict factor in the future 

trajectory. All of these will define the next epoch of Indonesia–China relations, which in 

turn will influence how students move, how fast, in what rhythm, via what route, how 

they experience mobility, and when and how they stop. A change in geopolitical shift, 

for instance the possible USA–China proxy war, combined with Indonesia’s possible 
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return to military-controlled authoritarianism as a result of the upcoming election, 

may be a worst-case scenario that could severely affect Indonesian student mobility 

to China.Furthermore, Indonesian students in China, who are now outnumbered by 

short-term language students and Chinese-Indonesian students, will be more and 

more diverse in terms of the types of students and the types of studies (discipline and 

degree choices). As the Chinese and Indonesian governments increase the number 

of scholarships, the number of Indonesian students other than those from a Chinese-

Indonesian background will increase. Expanding Islamic-based cooperation between 

Indonesia and China will also add to the diversity of Indonesian students in China.

The increasing number of scholarships will also lead to more differentiation in field 

study and degree choices. This is also enhanced by the increasing number of degree and 

vocational scholarships, as well as more university-to-university collaborations between 

Indonesia and China. Indonesia has been increasing the number of government 

scholarships via the Indonesia Endowment Fund for Education (LPDP), which has USD 

1.64 billion of assets under its management. The LPDP scheme, however, which has 

also been used to send Indonesian students abroad, was reformulated last year. Not 

only is China now considered an important destination for LPDP awardees, but also, 

and more importantly, there will be more scholarships for science and technology, and 

fewer for the social sciences. In accordance with the national development agenda of 

the Indonesian president, Joko Widodo, the LPDP scholarship has to focus on, in the 

president’s words, ‘producing qualified human resources in the field of science that 

becomes the flagship and our priorities, both in the maritime and marine sector, energy 

sector, food sector, as well as the manufacturing sector and the creative economic 

development sector’ (Indonesian Ministry of Finance, 8 February 2017).

In this context, there is likely to be a tendency for Indonesia-China student mobility 

to flow into the STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) fields, in 

addition to the current focus on business and Chinese language fields. The knowledge 

production and transfer in this mobility corridor will be an interesting topic to investigate 

in future research. Critical analyses are necessary to reflect on the impact of ISM on 

widening social differences, such as reproducing class and gender, and disciplinary 

differences (Leung, 2015).

ISM for development and lessons learnt

Indonesian student mobility to China is one of the prominent corridors that signify the 

emergence of ISM between the rising peripheries. Unlike in previous decades, mobile 

students now have broader choices beyond the centres of global knowledge production 

in the USA and Europe. Geopolitical shifts in the 21st century have produced new 

education centres and hubs in emerging countries such as China, Singapore, Taiwan, 
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Malaysia, South Korea and Dubai, which were once dubbed developing countries, 

peripheries or former colonies. In this current development, there has been a shift from 

South–North ISM to multidirectional mobility, with numerous corridors: in addition to 

South–North and South–South, there are also North–North and North–South, and the 

stepwise ISM that consists of mobility with more combinations of directions. However, 

this multidirectional mobility and the increasing plurality of actors in international 

higher education reflect the intricate landscape that is much more complex than the 

North–South binary might suggest.

Furthermore, although each of the diverse corridors may have a different focus 

and extent, they all have a common purpose, namely to facilitate ISM’s contribution to 

development. The importance attached to ISM in the new Sustainable Development 

Goal (SDG)  framework exemplifies this expectation. Specifically, SDG 4 on education 

states that knowledge and skills are necessary to promote sustainable development, 

including through education for sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, 

human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, 

global citizenship, and appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to 

sustainable development (United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, 2015). SDG 

4 pushes for certain measures to be taken to achieve this aim. One of these measures 

is to increase considerably the number of scholarships available to those in developing 

countries (in particular least developed countries, small island developing states and 

African countries) for enrolment in higher education in developed countries and other 

developing countries. 

However, in the discussion of the ISM–development nexus, critics say that the 

developmental outcomes of ISM have largely been framed within the human capital 

account and the nation-state accounts. These accounts emphasise the implication of 

mobility and the knowledge and skills it produced for the national labour market, and 

subsequently the contribution to the national economic development (Robertson, 

2010). The brain drain discussion, for instance, persists in the policy discourse on 

ISM 50 years after the term was coined in the 1970s. However, recent developments 

have seen the broader discussion turn away from the linear and zero-sum brain drain 

approach towards other possibilities, such as the other brain mobility concept (e.g. 

brain circulation, knowledge diaspora network). Yet, Robertson (2010) argues that these 

accounts still view the student as an economic agent, whereas we need ways of thinking 

about subjects as active social and political agents who negotiate, interpret and contest 

their social world by mobilising and materialising the knowledges.

The present research supports Robertson’s argument, in particular by stressing the 

role of mobile students as socio-political agents, for instance, as ‘bridges’ (see Chapter 4). 

While being impacted and directed by the structure, such as family and state narratives, 
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mobile students can also actively adapt, challenge and strategise their agency to connect 

between and inside societies by filling the knowledge gap there. The students’ role as 

socio-political agents who bring the ideational impact of student mobility (Raghuram, 

2009) has not been subject to much discussion, and yet deserves more attention in 

ISM research even though it is actually not new. Post-colonial studies have analysed the 

role of Asian (including Indonesian) students who studied in colonial Europe. During 

their mobility, they were exposed to other knowledges, engaged in international 

movements, and brought home the notion of nationalism and independence in the 

20th century (Altbach and Umekoshi, 2004; Madge et al., 2009), to become the drivers of 

the nationalist movement against the colonisers. This shows that mobile students can 

also be important agents for triggering political and social changes.

In addition, having recognised numerous corridors and directions of ISM that 

emerged in parallel with the dynamics shifts of the international political economy, I 

believe that it is important to extend ISM research on the 'new' student corridors beyond 

the metropolitan cores. Despite their apparently recent emergence, these corridors may 

not be new (see Chapter 2), as is the case with the Indonesia–China corridor. They may 

be rooted in the long historical transnational linkages – some related to the colonial 

link, others to cultural and diasporic links, or other possible links. That being said, the 

theorisation of student mobility needs to be further enriched beyond merely focusing 

on the core–periphery terms, South–North inequality debate, brain mobility debate or 

neoliberal analyses on the international knowledge system. Other patterns, processes 

and complexities of student mobility in the new 'centres', such as the student mobility 

between emerging countries (e.g. China–Africa corridors), may be intermingled and 

should be analysed to expand our knowledge on ISM. These mobility stories will make 

empirical contributions to our understanding of ISM which has been dominated by 

mobility stories to the centres of global knowledge production. Reconsidering these 

stories may allow us to comprehend the changing political economy beyond the 

centres, especially in the ‘South’, which has been side-lined in the narrative of knowledge 

production and ISM, and how it influences the diverse patterns, strategy and interests 

of ISM.

It may also remind us that the world has become more dynamic, in addition to 

being more capitalised and interconnected. In such a world, the social divide and 

inequality obviously prevail, and have even more patterns and dimensions. Discussing 

the social divide and inequality in relation to the mobility–development debate is thus 

not only about what a country loses if its brightest minds leave (and do not return). 

The social divide and inequality are also about the mobility journeys of the migrants 

themselves – those who cannot move, those who are forced to move and those who 

have no other choice than to move. And those who move but are excluded and invisible 
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in the development narrative because of their identities, as well as those who move 

but experience de-skilling and precarity due to political changes, racial and xenophobic 

pressures, shifting border controls or neoliberal market pressure. These issues may be 

overlooked if we focus too narrowly on the utility of mobility concerning economic 

progress, without paying attention to other important dimensions.

While focusing on students, my research also resonates with other mobility flows 

that define our changing world. It provides a lesson learned: we must look at the 

vicissitudesof the mobility journey – whether it is of students, migrants, exiles, refugees, 

tourists, highly skilled people, development workers or other mobile subjects – by 

delving deeply into politics, identities and trajectories. We should do so by, for example, 

being sensitive to the migrants’ identities and identity politics that include and exclude 

them, and to the salience of the specific historical and political forces that form, produce, 

challenge and/or influence their trajectories.
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ANNEX 1. LIST OF INTERVIEWEES

This list consists of the details of the Indonesian students as the key informants who 

have been interviewed in this research.

No Name 
(pseudoname)

Sex Age Field 
of 
study

Place 
of 
study

Year 
of 
study

Place 
of 
interview

1 Agus M 37 Information technology (BA) Beijing 2000 Jakarta

2 Alfred M 33 Internal Medicine (Master) Chongqing 2012 Chongqing

3 Anya F 23 High school & BA Beijing 2010 Beijing 

4 Ari M 30 Chinese medicine (master) Tianjin 2013 Jakarta

5 Arkan M 78 Engineering (BA) Beijing 1960 Jakarta

6 Asa F 27 Chinese language (master) Zhengzhou 2014 Chongqing

7 Bima M 45 Conflict and resolution studies (master) Den Haag 2010 Phone interview

8 Budi M 43 Nuclear engineering (doctoral) Beijing 2010 Beijing

9 Cita F 30 Interior design (master) Guilin 2010 Bandung

10 Dina F 31 Chinese language (BA) Hebei 2005 Bandung

11 Erwin M 32 Interior design (master) Guilin 2013 Bandung

12 Fera F 36 Chinese language (short term) Beijing 2004 Jakarta

13 Ferdi M 34 Information technology (master) Guilin 2012 Bandung

14 Gerry M 43 Contemporary Chinese studies (master) Beijing 2009 Beijing

15 Hanok M 25 Mechanical engineering (BA) Shenyang 2013 Chongqing

16 Hardi M 39 Chinese language (short term) Beijing 2006 Jakarta

17 Haryanto M 75 Chinese literature (BA) Xiamen 1958 Makassar

18 Indro M 29 Civil engineering Harbin 2012 Chongqing

19 Ihsan M 37 Chinese politics (study visit) Beijing 2014 Beijing

20 Jaka M 41 Chinese language (short term) Shanghai 2006 Chongqing

21 Justin M 31 Business management (master) Guilin 2009 Jakarta

22 Kresna M 83 Chinese dramatic tradition Beijing 1965 Woerden

23 Maria F 26 Architecture (master) Beijing 2010 Beijing

24 Meiliana F 32 Chinese language (short term) Beijing 2015 Beijing

25 Melanie F 75 Chinese medicine (BA) Beijing 1960 Jakarta

26 Monica F 27 Journalism & Communication (master) Beijing 2010 Beijing

27 Nur F 37 Chinese politics (study visit) Nanning 2013 Nanning

28 Riadi M 28 Business management (master) Qingdao 2012 Chongqing

29 Rico M 28 Engineering (BA) Beijing 2010 Beijing

30 Robby M 24 Chinese language (short term) Shenzen 2014 Makassar
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No Name 
(pseudoname)

Sex Age Field of study Place 
of 
study

Year 
of 
study

Place of 
interview

31 Sarmadji M 87 Child education (BA) Beijing 1965 Beijing

32 Satria M 81 Agricultural engineering (BA) Beijing 1960 Stockholm

33 Sari F 35 Acupuncture (short term) Xiamen 2012 Makassar

34 Sherly F 26 Civil engineering (master) Beijing 2014 Beijing

35 Sita F 28 International relations (master) Nanchang 2014 Chongqing

36 Soraya F 37 International and European labour  
law (master)

Tilburg 2009 Phone interview

37 Stella F 28 Chemical engineering (BA) Qingdao 2013 Chongqing

38 Steve M 23 Chinese language (bachelor) Beijing 2013 Beijing

39 Sukri M 38 International relations (master) Nanchang 2012 Jakarta

40 Tania F 43 Gender studies Den Haag 2009 Phone interview

41 Tejo M 40 Traditional Chinese medicine (master) Xiamen 2010 Bandung

42 Tia F 28 Chinese Medicine (master) Chongqing 2014 Chongqing

43 Tina F 42 International relations (doctoral) Beijing 2010 Beijing

44 Tori M 37 Astronomy (master) Leiden 2016 Phone interview

45 Tria F 26 Gender studies Den Haag 2016 Phone interview

46 Ully F 27 Chinese language (BA) Beijing 2012 Beijing

47 Wanda F 42 Chinese language (BA & master) Guangzhou 
& Guilin

1992 Bandung

48 Wina F 33 Chinese medicine (medicine) Tianjin 2012 Tangerang

49 Yenny F 37 Chinese language (short term) Beijing 2004 Jakarta

50 Yudha M 45 Rural education (doctoral) Wuhan 2010 Jakarta

List of interviewees Continued
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SUMMARY

The last decade has seen the largest expansion of international student mobility (ISM) 

in history. It has become a complex phenomenon involving the intersection of large 

numbers of students, families, education institutions, states and markets. In this era 

of what Mimi Sheller and John Urry (2006) call the ‘mobility turn’, studying abroad is 

encouraged and generally perceived as leading to positive outcomes. Internationally 

mobile students are thus generally seen as privileged youngsters, moving easily across 

borders to accumulate skills and knowledge. Without underestimating the potential 

of student mobility for personal development, states and societies, this study extends 

beyond the optimistic utility-based perspective and sees ISM as a complex process 

entangled with various socio-political forces. The study employs in-depth and multi-

angled analyses on Indonesian student mobility to China, to show that ISM is a mundane 

yet intricate process, attributed to the interplay of politics, identities and trajectories.

This study is the first to investigate the trajectory of Indonesian student mobility to 

China as one of the emerging yet less examined student mobility corridors in the rising 

peripheries. It links students’ personal mobility trajectories to the broader trajectory of 

the relations between Indonesia and China that have been evolving since the colonial 

period. After almost three decades of suspended relations that halted student mobility 

between the two countries, in the early 2000s Indonesian students began to study in 

China again. The present mobility started as a result of a series of political changes: the 

emergence of China following the introduction of its ‘opening up and reform policy’ in 

the late 1970s/early 1980s, the post-Asian crisis political reform in Indonesia in 1998, 

and the restoration of the legal rights and cultural expressions of Chinese-Indonesians 

(Indonesians of Chinese descent) after 1998. These intertwining factors created a 

new trajectory of Indonesian student mobility to China. Since then, the number of 

Indonesian students in China has grown rapidly, making China the top destination for 

Indonesian mobile students and reflecting the development of other links between 

the two countries. Most of the student flow is of self-funded middle-class Chinese-

Indonesian students. 

The deepening relations between Indonesia and China, the increasing number of 

Indonesian students going to China and various expectations concerning their mobility 

has often eclipsed the fact that tragic events and identity politics have occurred and 

impacted this mobility trajectory. This study shows that the Indonesian student mobility 

to China is highly determined by the interplay of politics and identity. For the Chinese-

Indonesians, their ethnic Chinese identity is a sensitive label that has continuously been 

redefined and politicised. During the colonial era, for instance, the Dutch East Indies 

categorised them as ‘foreign Orientals’ and at one point denied them education. This 
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triggered the Chinese-Indonesians to establish their own education institution, and 

to reach out to China. Yet, during Indonesia’s authoritarian period (1966–98), China, 

Chinese-Indonesians and communism were framed by the state as the ‘triangle of 

threats’. Chinese-Indonesians, labelled as Cina, had to adopt Indonesian names and 

sever their links with China to prove their loyalty to Indonesia. Their cultural expressions, 

citizen rights and activities were restricted by the state. Student mobility to China came 

to a practically complete halt. Now, however, the Chinese-Indonesian’s cultural and 

legal rights have been restored and their mobility to China is encouraged by both the 

Indonesian and the Chinese state.

At the individual level, identity politics also influences the mobility experiences 

of Chinese-Indonesian and Indonesian students by being a basis for social exclusion 

and inclusion in their everyday interactions in China. Identity politics also influences 

the continuous identity construction, negotiation and transformation of the Chinese-

Indonesians students studying in China. Through interaction with the previously 

imagined place and people (i.e. China and the Chinese), the existing imaginary bond 

and cultural and spatial identities are negotiated and deconstructed/reconstructed. As 

such, Chinese-Indonesian student mobility to China contributes to the never-ending, 

incomplete and continuous process of the Chinese-Indonesians’ identity construction.

Furthermore, this study highlights that the transnational identity of Indonesian 

students in China can be acquired and indeed become a human capital. Equipped with 

this transnational identity, the students are expected to be the bridge that connects 

places and societies. In practice, they not only interact with people from both sides 

and fill the knowledge gaps about each society, but also create new networks. Some 

students go further by contesting and questioning the political and cultural discourse 

of the states, the media and their families. This also becomes one of the reasons they 

voluntarily take on a bridging role to connect the two societies, and the Indonesians 

themselves. 

By analysing the three dimensions of politics, identities and trajectories, this study 

also contributes to expanding and linking ISM to the political economic relations and the 

diaspora studies. It concludes that Indonesian student mobility to China is a trajectory 

that reflects and is shaped by the fluctuating political, economic and sociocultural 

relations over a long period. Yet, it also plays a role in linking the two countries and 

societies amidst their turbulent relations and continuous identity politics that create 

certain imaginaries about China and Chinese-Indonesians.
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SAMENVATTING

Nog nooit is de internationale studentenmobiliteit (ISM) zo hard gegroeid als het 

afgelopen decennium. Het is een complex fenomeen geworden waarin grote aantallen 

studenten, gezinnen, onderwijsinstellingen, staten en markten elkaar kruisen. In dit 

tijdperk waarin het mobiliteitsperspectief steeds meer centraal staat (Mimi Sheller en 

John Urry, 2006) wordt studeren in het buitenland sterk aangemoedigd en over het 

algemeen gezien als iets dat leidt tot positieve resultaten. Internationaal mobiele 

studenten worden over het algemeen gezien als bevoorrechte jongeren, die zich 

gemakkelijk over de grenzen heen bewegen om vaardigheden en kennis op te doen. 

Zonder af te doen aan de potentiële bijdrage van studentenmobiliteit aan persoonlijke 

ontwikkeling, staten en samenlevingen, gaat deze studie verder dan het optimistische 

nutsgebaseerde perspectief; in dit onderzoek wordt ISM beschouwd als een complex 

proces dat niet los gezien kan worden van verschillende sociaal-politieke krachten. 

Door middel van diepgaande en multidimensionale analyses van Indonesische 

studentenmobiliteit naar China laat deze studie zien dat ISM een alledaags maar 

ingewikkeld proces is, dat kan worden toegeschreven aan het samenspel van politiek, 

identiteiten en trajecten.

Dit is het eerste onderzoek naar de ontwikkeling van Indonesische studentenmobiliteit 

naar China; een van de minst onderzochte ‘corridors’  van studentenmobiliteit  in de 

opkomende globale periferieën. Het verbindt de persoonlijke mobiliteitstrajecten 

van studenten met het bredere traject van de relaties tussen Indonesië en China die 

sinds de koloniale periode zijn geëvolueerd. Na bijna drie decennia van bekoelde 

relaties die de mobiliteit van studenten tussen de twee landen stillegden, begonnen 

Indonesische studenten begin jaren 2000 opnieuw in China te studeren. De huidige 

hervatte mobiliteit is het gevolg van een reeks politieke veranderingen: de opkomst van 

China na de introductie van het 'openings- en hervormingsbeleid' aan het einde van 

de jaren zeventig / begin van de jaren tachtig, de politieke hervormingen in Indonesië 

in 1998 (als gevolg van de Aziatische crisis), en het herstel van de wettelijke rechten en 

culturele uitingen van Chinees-Indonesiërs (Indonesiërs van Chinese afkomst) na 1998. 

Deze met elkaar samenhangende factoren creëerden een nieuwe fase van Indonesische 

studentenmobiliteit naar China. Sindsdien is het aantal Indonesische studenten in 

China snel gegroeid, en nu is China de belangrijkste bestemming voor Indonesische 

mobiele studenten. Dit weerspiegelt de ontwikkeling van andere relaties tussen de twee 

landen. Het grootste deel van de studenteninstroom bestaat uit Chinees-Indonesische 

middenklassestudenten die de studie zelf betalen.

De groeiende relaties tussen Indonesië en China, het toenemende aantal 

Indonesische studenten dat naar China gaat en verschillende verwachtingen met 
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betrekking tot hun mobiliteit kunnen niet verhullen dat deze nieuwe mobiliteit ook 

beïnvloed wordt door tragische gebeurtenissen en identiteitspolitiek. Deze studie laat 

zien dat de Indonesische studentenmobiliteit naar China sterk bepaald wordt door 

het samenspel van politiek en identiteit. Voor de Chinees-Indonesiërs is hun etnische 

Chinese identiteit een gevoelig label dat voortdurend opnieuw is gedefinieerd en 

gepolitiseerd. Tijdens het koloniale tijdperk werden ze bijvoorbeeld door Nederlands-

Oost-Indië gecategoriseerd als 'buitenlandse oosterlingen' en op een gegeven moment 

mochten ze geen onderwijs volgen. Dit bracht de Chinees-Indonesiërs ertoe hun eigen 

onderwijsinstelling op te zetten en de banden met China aan te halen. Maar tijdens 

de autoritaire periode van Indonesië (1966-98) werden China, Chinees-Indonesiërs en 

het communisme door de staat geframed als de 'driehoek der bedreigingen'. Chinees-

Indonesiërs, aangeduid als Cina, moesten hun banden met China verbreken om 

hun loyaliteit aan Indonesië te bewijzen. Hun namen moesten worden veranderd in 

Indonesische namen en hun culturele uitingen, burgerrechten en activiteiten werden 

beperkt door de staat. Studentenmobiliteit naar China kwam praktisch volledig tot 

stilstand. Nu zijn de culturele en wettelijke rechten van de Chinees-Indonesiërs echter 

hersteld en wordt hun mobiliteit naar China aangemoedigd door zowel de Indonesische 

als de Chinese staat.

Op individueel niveau beïnvloedt identiteitspolitiek ook de mobiliteitservaringen 

van Chinees-Indonesische en Indonesische studenten: het vormt een basis voor sociale 

in- of uitsluiting in hun dagelijkse interacties in China. Identiteitspolitiek beïnvloedt 

ook de voortdurende identiteitsconstructie, onderhandeling en transformatie van de 

Chinees-Indonesische studenten die in China studeren. Door dagelijkse interactie met 

de eerder slechts ingebeelde plaats en mensen (dat wil zeggen China en de Chinezen), 

worden de bestaande denkbeeldige banden en culturele en ruimtelijke identiteiten 

onderhandeld en gedeconstrueerd / gereconstrueerd. Als zodanig draagt   de Chinees-

Indonesische mobiliteit van studenten naar China bij tot het eindeloze, onvolledige en 

doorlopende proces van de identiteitsconstructie van de Chinees-Indonesiërs.

Verder benadrukt deze studie dat Indonesische studenten in China een transnationale 

identiteit kunnen verwerven en deze kunnen inzetten als menselijk kapitaal. Uitgerust 

met deze transnationale identiteit wordt van de studenten verwacht dat ze een brug 

vormen die plaatsen en samenlevingen met elkaar verbindt. In de praktijk hebben ze 

niet alleen interactie met mensen van beide kanten en vullen ze het gebrek aan kennis 

over en weer op, maar creëren ze ook nieuwe netwerken. Sommige studenten gaan 

nog verder dan dat, door het politieke en culturele discours van de staten, de media 

en hun families te betwisten en kritisch te bevragen. Dit is ook een van de redenen 

dat ze vrijwillig een brugfunctie vervullen om de twee samenlevingen en Indonesiërs 

onderling te verbinden.
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Door de drie dimensies van politiek, identiteiten en trajecten te analyseren, draagt   

deze studie ook bij aan de uitbreiding van kennis over ISM en de verbinding van dit 

thema met politiek-economische verbanden en met diasporastudies. Deze studie 

concludeert dat de mobiliteit van Indonesische studenten naar China een traject is 

dat de veranderende politieke, economische en sociaal-culturele relaties gedurende 

een lange periode weerspiegelt en ook door die aspecten wordt gevormd. Toch speelt 

deze mobiliteit ook een rol bij het verbinden van de twee landen en samenlevingen 

ondanks hun turbulente relaties en hun voortdurende identiteitspolitiek die bepaalde 

denkbeelden over China en Chinees-Indonesiërs creëren.
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RINGKASAN

Dalam satu dekade terakhir, kita telah menyaksikan ekspansi  mobilitas pelajar 

internasional yang terbesar dalam sejarah. Ini adalah sebuah fenomena kompleks 

dengan irisan peran dan hubungan antara para pelajar, keluarga, institusi pendidikan, 

negara, dan pasar. Di era yang disebut Mimi Sheller dan John Urry (2006) sebagai 

‘mobility turn’, belajar di luar negeri dianjurkan dan umumnya dianggap membawa 

hasil positif. Para pelajar internasional juga umumnya dipandang sebagai anak muda 

berprivilese yang bergerak lintas batas dengan mudah untuk mendapatkan keahlian 

dan pengetahuan. Tanpa mengesampingkan potensi mobilitas pelajar internasional 

terhadap pengembangan pribadi, negara, dan masyarakat, penelitian ini melampaui 

perspektif optimis berdasarkan utilitas tersebut. Penelitian ini justru melihat mobilitas 

pelajar internasional sebagai sebuah proses yang kompleks yang berkelindan dengan 

berbagai kekuatan sosial politik. Dengan analisis mendalam dan multi-perspektif 

terhadap mobilitas pelajar Indonesia ke Tiongkok, penelitian ini ingin memperlihatkan 

bahwa mobilitas pelajar internasional adalah proses biasa tapi rumit yang terkait 

dengan dimensi politik, identitas, dan trajektori.

Penelitian ini merupakan penelitian pertama yang menyelidiki mobilitas pelajar 

Indonesia ke Tiongkok. Ini adalah salah satu dari koridor mobilitas baru di negara-negara 

periferal yang sedang bangkit, namun masih kurang diteliti. Penelitian ini mengaitkan 

trajektori personal para pelajar dengan trajektori yang lebih besar yakni hubungan 

Indonesia-Tiongkok yang terjalin sejak zaman colonial. Setelah hampir tiga dekade 

pembekuan hubungan kedua negara yang juga menghentikan mobilitas pelajar di 

antara keduanya, para pelajar Indonesia mulai menuntut ilmu ke Tiongkok lagi di awal 

2000-an. Mobilitas masa kini itu adalah hasil dari perubahan-perubahan politik yang telah 

terjadi: kebangkitan Tiongkok setelah negeri itu melakukan kebijakan membuka diri dan 

reformasi di akhir tahun 1970/awal 1980, reformasi politik di Indonesia pasca krisis Asia 

tahun 1998, dan pemulihan kembali hak-hak sipil dan ekspresi budaya orang Tionghoa 

di Indonesia setelah 1998. Faktor-faktor ini saling terjalin membentuk trajektori baru 

mobilitas pelajar Indonesia ke Tiongkok. Sejak itu, jumlah pelajar Indonesia di Tiongkok 

meningkat pesat sehingga Tiongkok menjadi salah satu tujuan utama pelajar Indonesia. 

Hal ini juga mencerminkan peningkatan hubungan kedua negara di bidang-bidang 

lainnya. Aliran pelajar Indonesia ke Tiongkok itu didominasi oleh pelajar-pelajar Tionghoa.

Perbaikan hubungan Indonesia-Tiongkok, peningkatan pesat jumlah pelajar 

Indonesia ke Tiongkok, dan berbagai ekspektasi dari mobilitas mereka seringkali 

melewatkan fakta bahwa banyak peristiwa tragis dan politik identitas yang telah 

terjadi dan mempengaruhi trajektori mobilitas ini. Penelitian ini mengungkap trajektori 

mobilitas pelajar Indonesia ke Tiongkok sangat ditentukan oleh kelindan politik dan 
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identitas. Bagi orang Tionghoa, identitas etnis Tionghoa mereka telah menjadi label 

sensitif yang telah terus-menerus didefinisikan ulang dan dipolitisasi. Pada masa 

kolonial, misalnya, pemerintah kolonial Belanda mengategorikan mereka sebagai 

golongan ‘Timur Asing’ dan pernah mengabaikan pendidikan untuk mereka. Hal ini 

mendorong orang Tionghoa untuk mendirikan lembaga pendidikan mereka sendiri dan 

menjangkau Tiongkok. Pada periode pemerintahan otoritarian Orde Baru (1966-1998), 

Cina, orang Cina,  dan komunisme dibingkai oleh negara sebagai segitiga ancaman 

bersama. Orang Tionghoa dipanggil ‘Cina’ dan harus memutus hubungan mereka 

dengan Tiongkok untuk membuktikan kesetiaan mereka terhadap Indonesia. Mereka 

harus berganti nama dan baik ekspresi budaya maupun hak-hak sebagai warga negara 

dan aktivitas mereka dibatasi oleh negara. Mobilitas pelajar Indonesia ke Tiongkok 

otomatis terhenti. Sebaliknya, saat ini, hak-hak sipil dan cultural telah dikembalikan dan 

mobilitas ke Tiongkok didorong oleh negara Indonesia dan Tiongkok.

Pada level individu, politik identitas juga mempengaruhi pengalaman pelajar 

Tionghoa dan pelajar Indonesia dalam mobilitas mereka ke Tiongkok. Politik identitas 

ini menjadi basis eksklusi dan inklusi social dalam interaksi mereka sehari-hari. Politik 

identitas ini pun mempengaruhi konstruksi terus-menerus, negosiasi dan transformasi 

identitas para pelajar Tionghoa yang belajar di Cina. Melalui interaksi dengan 

tempat dan orang-orang yang sebelumnya hanya dibayangkan (yaitu Tiongkok dan 

penduduk Tiongkok), keterikatan imajiner beserta identitas budaya dan spasial mereka 

dinegosiasikan dan didekonstruksi / direkonstruksi. Dengan begitu, mobilitas pelajar 

Tionghoa ke Tiongkok juga berkontribusi terhadap proses konstruksi identitas orang 

Tionghoa yang tak pernah berakhir, tak sempurna, dan berlangsung terus.

Lebih jauh lagi, penelitian ini menyoroti identitas transnasional yang dapat diperoleh 

dan bisa menjadi modal manusia (human capital). Para pelajar yang mobile dan memiliki 

identitas transnasional ini diharapkan untuk dapat menghubungkan kedua negara dan 

masyarakatnya. Pada praktiknya, para pelajar ini tidak hanya menjalin kontak, interaksi, 

dan membentuk jejaring-jejaring baru, tapi juga mendebat dan mempertanyakan 

wacana-wacana sosial politik yang dikatakan oleh negara, media, dan keluarga mereka.

Dengan menganalisa tiga dimensi: politik, identitas, dan trajektori, penelitian ini 

berkontribusi dalam mengembangkan dan mengaitkan mobilitas pelajar internasional 

dengan hubungan ekonomi politik, dan dengan studi diaspora. Penelitian ini 

menyimpulkan bawa mobilitas pelajar di koridor ini mencerminkan dan dibentuk oleh 

hubungan sosial-kultural, ekonomi, dan politik yang fluktuatif dalam jangka waktu 

yang lama. Namun, mobilitas pelajar Indonesia ke Tiongkok juga berperan dalam 

menghubungkan kedua negara dan masyarakat di tengah turbulensi hubungan kedua 

negara dan politik identitas yang menghasilkan bayangan-bayangan imajiner tentang 

Tiongkok dan orang Tionghoa.
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