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01. Departure:

Migration, Transnationalism and What Lies In-Between

∂
The Desire to be Transnationally Mobile
In this dissertation I will argue that imagination is crucial in understanding people’s 
desire to be transnationally mobile. This goes not only for understanding why people 
decide to migrate but also how they experience the process of leaving one’s country 
of origin behind and making their way into a new one. In order to investigate this I 
will focus on the case of Indian overseas students who come to Australia not just to 
study but also to migrate there. Statistics show (Birrell 2005) that as much as three 
quarters of the Indians who come to Australia to study, end up successfully applying 
for permanent residency (PR)2 afterwards. As my research further shows, for many 
this was also the plan from the start. Their reason for coming to Australia is often 
equally about migrating as well as getting a foreign degree. In some cases, studying in 
Australia is seen simply as a way to get a residency outside India.

Central to my examination of their case is the question: how do Indians 
experience the process of migrating abroad, aiming for an Australian permanent residency 
(PR), while being overseas students at the same time? In order to come to an answer 
to this question, this dissertation will explore three interrelated concepts: imagined 
mobility, arrival points, and in-betweenness. Imagined mobility, also the title of this 
dissertation, is about the way young, highly educated migrants imagine themselves 
being transnationally mobile one day. An Indian passport is often experienced as 
a limiting factor in this, as crossing borders often involves going through lengthy 
visa procedures. An Australian PR could be the answer to this problem. In order to 
better understand where these migrants see themselves ending up by becoming 
transnationally mobile, the concept of arrival points will be introduced. Arrival points 
are imaginary moments in the future when migrants imagine themselves as having 
arrived at where they intended to be by going through a particular migration process. 
This is when they imagine themselves as having achieved what they set out to. Like a 
fata morgana it seems clear when this moment will be, but in practice it often turns 
out that this kind of arrival never quite happens. Thus, arrival points work in the 

2   PR will always mean Permanent Residency in this situation, and thus never public relations or something 
else. 
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same way that horizons keep receding.3 The concept will act as a tool through which 
we can better understand how migrants experience the migration process they are 
undergoing as well as how they cope with success and failure along the way. 

Migrating, as well as attempting to become transnationally mobile, entails a 
process. A process ‘to become’ means they are not there yet. This introduces the final 
concept - in-betweenness. These students are not there yet. They have not arrived yet. 
They are not transnationally mobile yet. And they have also not reached their imaginary 
arrival points yet. They have departed though; they have left India with the idea of 
becoming permanent residents elsewhere. They are in-between leaving and arriving. 
Above all, the concept of in-betweenness is about being underway, undertaking a 
process, and thus also a transformation. The notion of in-betweenness is also crucial 
to understanding how these student-migrants fall in-between many more categories 
than is symbolized by the hyphen that both separates and connects them as students 
and migrants. It specifically relates to all other instances of in-betweenness that make 
up the process of becoming transnationally mobile. It problematizes ideas of leaving 
and arriving. It questions what it means to be from the East yet to be heading for 
the West. It makes a point about class structures by showing how coming from the 
Indian middle class gets slowly reworked into belonging to the migrant/labor/lower 
class. Assumptions about belonging to particular categories are further challenged 
by observations on how these Indians are on their way to becoming permanently 
settled overseas yet at the same time not yet being accepted by the established 
Indian community in Melbourne. Experiences of failure and success also become more 
flexible if approached in terms of what happens in-between. By the same token, the 
idea of in-betweenness criticizes fixed ways of interpreting what is legal and illegal. 
And then finally it relocates the whole case in a much wider framework where players 
such as the education and migration industries also appear to struggle with particular 
instances of in-betweenness.

The Rationality of Migration
The moment Indian students enter Australia they embark on a journey of, on average, 
two years. This journey is often supposed to result in what could (also) be understood 
as a permanent stay out of India. From the start this dissertation will problematize the 
idea of permanency; is the P (of permanent) in PR (permanent residency) a necessary 
element in the equation? How do Indian students see this themselves? In order to 
understand their motivations for embarking on this journey it is highly relevant to 
also understand why they continue on the journey once it has begun. What exactly 
does a PR mean to them? How do they deal with setbacks along the way? In order 

3   I would like to thank Professor Willem van Schendel here for reminding me of the way the concept relates to 
the idea of receding horizons.
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to better understand the way the process of migrating abroad by first becoming 
overseas students in Australia is experienced (and takes shape over time) I will make 
use of theoretical engagements that all relate to people on the move.4 Key terms 
will be: migration, mobility and transnationalism. It is not for alphabetical reasons 
that I place mobility in the middle of these three; rather I wish to locate the idea of 
mobility, of mobile people, in between the two theoretical realms of migration and 
transnationalism. Where migration often assumes the situation of migrants crossing 
borders to build new lives in another country, the study of transnationalism typically 
engages itself with the question of what happens next. Yet how this process takes 
shape remains under investigated and undertheorized.

Studies of migration frequently deal with the question of ‘why migrate’ 
and often try to answer this question by engaging (neo-classical) ‘push-pull’ models. 
Although most migration scholars will agree that the model assumes too much 
functionality and rationality in migrants’ decisions, it is nevertheless still a popular 
way of understanding migration; the popularity of the terms ‘economic’ and ‘political’ 
migrants certainly testifies to this. A push-pull model typically underscores that there 
might be reasons beyond the economic and political realm for migrating. Even more 
important is that the model creates the idea of permanency; people leave to stay 
(somewhere else). The idea of returning home one day is certainly not part of the 
analysis. Skeptics may remark that issues related to return are an often ‘returning’ 
feature in migration studies – certainly in the form of a myth where migrants indicate 
that they will return home one day yet in fact never do (Bolognani 2007; Walton-
Roberts 2004) – however, it must be stressed that ultimately the study of migration 
revolves around the concept of permanency elsewhere. Migrants are not truly expected 
to return to where they came from, and often this is then framed in terms of it being 
problematic, hindering integration or assimilation. 

The way migrants settle in the country of destination has been the topic 
of research for years. As Brettell & Hollifield argue, within anthropology one of the 
dominant paradigms in migration theory is the assimilation model. (2000: 15). The 
connection with popular discourse on migration, which also increasingly zooms in 
on questions of assimilation and integration, is easily made in this regard. Political 
and public debates on this issue often create the idea that once migrants have crossed 
the border they are basically there to stay. Such understandings of migrants have 
their roots in neo-classical explanations of migration that are largely about bettering 
oneself in material respects. (See Arango 2000: 284; Fog & Sorensen 2002; Zoomers 

4   Of course this does not mean that I will not analyse studies that have been produced on studying overseas, 
overseas students, and the internationalisation and/or commercialisation of education as well. See in particular 
chapter four.
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2006: 125) Rational choice is key here; concepts such as utility maximization and wage 
differentials are central. It could basically be argued that the reason for migrating 
can be found in wage rate disparities between countries. “Migration is the result of 
individual decisions made by rational actors who seek to improve their well-being by 
moving to places where the reward of their labour will be higher than the one they 
get at home…” (Arango 2000: 285). Stephen Castles, for instance, argues that the most 
obvious cause for migration is wage level disparity, employment opportunities and 
differences in “social well-being” (2000: 272). Yet he also acknowledges that causes of 
migration are more complex than that.

The neo-classical model was challenged for two main reasons: (1) the inability 
to answer the question of why so few people migrate and (2) the failure to explain 
differential migration -  why some countries experience much higher rates of out-
migration than others (Ibid: 286). Current ideas about migration are much more subtle 
and have become, at the same time, far more complex, as theories such as ‘dual labor 
market theory’, ‘world systems theory’, ‘migration networks’, ‘systems approach’, and 
the theoretical stand of ‘cumulative causation’ suggest (see Arango 2000). The most 
important observation that can be made here is regarding the obsession of migration 
theory with explaining migration itself; why people migrate remains one of its most 
important questions.

The question of why Indians migrate to Australia, and in particular why they 
do this by first becoming overseas students, certainly features in the background 
of this dissertation but I find it much more relevant to ask the questions: how do 
they experience this and what is it ultimately supposed to lead to. Already more than 
ten years ago Arjun Appadurai argued that more people than ever before are able to 
imagine that they or their children will live and work in places other than they were 
born in (1996: 6). He would later also note that: “[m]ore persons in more parts of the 
world consider a wider set of possible lives than they ever did.” (1997: 53). I like to 
think of his remark as one that urges our attention towards the idea that more and 
more people are able to imagine, and thus also consider, a (possible) life abroad. Just 
before the new millennium Appadurai would suggest, in line with his earlier argument, 
that considering the global workings of the media, imagination is now a critical part 
of collective, social, everyday life. It had become “the faculty which allows people 
to consider migration,” (1999: 231). This dissertation builds on these arguments and 
investigates what this means in terms of the practical realities of making one’s way 
across the border and subsequently building a new life elsewhere. A specific reason 
for this is that where one would have expected Appadurai’s arguments to having 
made the biggest impact, it seems that studies of migration and transnationalism 

5   Annelies Zoomers refers to it as the Harris-Todaro model. See, for instance, Harris J.R. & M. Todaro (1970). ‘Mi-
gration, Unemployment and Development: a Two Sector Analysis.’ American Economic Review, 60: 126-42. 
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– both dealing with people living or attempting to live somewhere other than the 
place they were born in – seldom take into account what the role of ‘imagination’ is 
in the process of going, and living life, abroad. When we give Appadurai’s claim about 
people’s imagination of the abroad further thought it is hard not to wonder what kind 
of ideas people with the intention of building a life abroad already have, and where 
these ideas then come from. The field of transnationalism, which is typically about life 
after migration, would be an excellent place to locate these questions, yet the field 
has, so far, barely engaged with these ideas.

The Meaning of Transnationalism
The study of transnationalism was born out of observations that migrants are no 
longer simply crossing borders to live elsewhere, but regularly turning crossing 
borders into a lifestyle. In theory, being a transnational involves having developed long 
lasting ties between locations in both country of origin and destination, sometimes 
even incorporating a third location in some other country, then traveling regularly 
up and down between these locations, and thus living a life characterized by being 
‘neither here nor there’. One could argue that such a life is by definition uprooted 
and unconnected. Yet maybe it could also be argued that it is exactly the other way 
around: such lives are rooted in and connected with all these different locations in 
which this transnational life is said to take place. Studies on transnationalism are 
about describing these lifestyles and show in detail how it has become a daily reality 
for many migrants and diaspora members all over the world. 
 Basch, Glick Schiller and Blanc-Szanton (1994) defined transnationalism as a 
process by which immigrants forge and sustain multi-stranded social relations that 
link together their societies of origin and settlement; a definition which would set 
the tone for almost all future research in this particular field. Basch et al emphasized 
that many migrants today build social fields that cross geographical, cultural, and 
political borders. Important here is to note that these migrants have involvements in 
both home and host country (see also Portes, 1997). As Peter Kivisto (2001) explains, it 
was their aim to introduce a new approach to understanding current day migration. 
Others, working on similar topics, followed quickly. Basch et al appear to recognize a 
certain behavior or state of being, which they had observed and which they were now 
able to label in (much) clearer terms. This became explicit in studies conducted by Luis 
Guarnizo, Peggy Leavitt, Alejandro Portes, Steve Vertovec, and others who worked 
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with them.6 This ‘need to identify’ clearly came from experiences in the field that had 
led to questions about what sort of ‘new’ migrant behavior was being observed.

What is remarkable, especially about the early phases of the study of 
transnationalism, is that much of the discussion was about what, theoretically speaking, 
the concept of transnationalism was supposed to signify. Thomas Faist (1999: 2), for 
instance, elaborating on the multiple ways of describing transnationalism (transnational 
social spaces, transnational social fields, transnational social formations) understood it 
as sustained ties of persons, networks and organizations across the borders of multiple 
nation-states, ranging from weakly or strongly institutionalized forms. He stressed 
that transnationalism is not about fleeting contacts between migrants and relatively 
immobile people in the countries of immigration and emigration. “Transnational 
social spaces and the other names we have given these phenomena are characterized 
by a high density of interstitial ties on informal or formal (institutional) levels.” Steve 
Vertovec, putting it in slightly different words, described it as a condition “in which, 
despite great distances and notwithstanding the presence of international borders 
(and all the laws, regulations and national narratives they represent), certain kinds 
of relationships have been globally intensified and now take place paradoxically in a 
planet-spanning yet common – however virtual – arena of activity.” (1999: 447).

Locating Agency in Studies on Migration and Transnationalism
Where Basch et al framed transnationalism as a process, and Faist and Vertovec 
described it as a condition, Guarnizo & Díaz (1999) saw it as a concept which identifies 
a web of patterned and sustained migration-driven relations and activities that 
transcend national borders and connect those who live abroad with those who live at 
home. A process would indicate that transnationalism is something that takes time; 
that is under development and under construction. The relations that are being formed 
between migrants and those who are still in the home country are not automatically 
present; rather they will evolve over time and need to be maintained and sustained. 
This would also indicate that transnationalism is never truly there – to use a part 
of the expression ‘neither here nor there’, often used to give a very brief glimpse of 
transnational life – but always in the process of development. A condition, as Vertovec 
calls it, which more or less communicates a state of being. Transnationalism then 
could be pointed at, saying: “there it is!” The process would then, of course, refer to the 
process of transnationalization, while the condition would be that of transnationality. 
That leaves us with the concept, which indicates that theoretically it is there, but 

6   Studies on Colombian transnational migration (Guarnizo & Díaz, 1999), the Otavalo trade diaspora (Kyle, 1999); 
Haitian transnational social fields (Glick-Schiller & Fouron, 1999), Dominican transnationalism (Itzigsohn et al, 
1999) and Salvadoran transnationalism (Landolt et al, 1999), Guatemalan Mayan migration (Popkin, 1999) and 
finally Mexican migration to the US (Roberts et al, 1999) all show a relatively similar approach.
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we need to prove that it actually exists. It is the merger between condition and the 
concept that has dominated the study of transnationalism from early on. The illusion 
of a process was often created; yet in practice the process of transnationalization 
was oddly missing from the case descriptions that were produced to give weight to 
the claims made theoretically about this so-called new group of migrants. While I 
do not wish to assume that scholars such as Leavitt, Portes and Vertovec were not 
aware of these problems from the start, it does hint at a larger problem: if the study 
of transnationalism is most of all about labeling groups that either are or aren’t 
transnational, then we run the risk of forgetting about the actual process which 
triggers and facilitates this in the first place. 

Bailey (2001: 416) argued that much of the early work on transnationalism 
described how transmigrants were able to simultaneously organize daily lives 
across national borders by maintaining multiple links between two or more places. 
Although studies published just before the turn of the millennium vastly increased 
the understanding of what could be labeled as transnationalism, as well as how to 
approach the topic (what sort of different elements [economical, social, political]there 
were to be studied), at the same time these studies were fairly one-sided in the sense 
that in almost all cases migration to the location in question had started long ago and 
transnationalism was now the new denominator under which these migrants’ lifestyles 
could be headed; largely being the result of economical, social and political changes 
which had triggered or encouraged the transnationalization of these people’s lives. 
These studies gave the impression of being about the process of transnationalization, 
yet this process had already produced a finished/end product. They were actually not 
about people who were in the process of becoming transnationals. Much has been 
published on the topic since then7 but the study of transnationalism largely remains 
one that deals with identifying (labeling) certain ‘migrant behavior’ as ‘transnational’ 
and subsequently describing this. 

When understanding how new migrants make their way into the world, it 
seems key to ask two questions: how is it experienced and what is it supposed to lead 
to? Yet the assumption studies of transnationalism appear to work with is that of the 
‘transnational’ who has already reached an end-state. How ‘becoming transnational’ 
was experienced seems to be a matter of looking back. The actual process is assumed to 
be over. And questions regarding what it is supposed to lead to are deemed irrelevant 
in light of the supposition that they have reached this end-state. Although they are 
considered to be highly mobile, this mobility is not seen as leading to something 

7   See for instance: Deborah Bryceson and Ulla Vuorela on the transnational family (2002); Helen Sampson on 
Filipino seafarers (2003); Taiwanese immigrant entrepreneurs in Canada (2004); Robert R. Alvarez Jr. on Mexican 
business transnationalism (2005); Damián J. Fernádez on Cuban transnationalism (2005); Julie Y. Chu on Fuzhou-
nese migration (2006); Dalia Abdelhady on Lebanese immigrants (2006); and so on.
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else. On the contrary, the mobility studies on transnationalism propose can be traced 
directly back to ideas that were central to the old the push-and-pull models. They are 
seen as the unavoidable result of living an economic life on the margins, or because 
political instability prevents a more definite return home. Being mobile, this label of 
being a transnational, was never an aspirational affair in the sense of people actually 
having planned it this way.

Something feels ultimately lacking in both studies on migration and 
transnationalism. It is perhaps, as Adrian Bailey argues that: “key questions of 
migrant agency and hybridity remain under-theorized.” (2001: 413). Where does the 
migrant’s agency fit into the picture? As Hamann (2001: 34) also points out, “[t]he 
exercise of agency is implicit in transnational movement…” Yet, where exactly can 
we locate this agency in studies on migration and transnationalism? Looking back at 
the preoccupation of the study of transnationalism with defending the concept as a 
truly new one – and that one could actually label migrants as such – it seems that it 
was, most of all, the researcher who was in charge of understanding life across and 
between borders as such. How the people who were described in this way perceived 
this remains a field that has received little to no attention. It is for this reason that 
this dissertation will examine the way Indian students experience the process they are 
undergoing (which for many is the underlying reason for having chosen Australia as a 
study-abroad destination) in light of the finding that studies of transnationalism pay 
little to no attention to the (individual) process of transnationalization itself.  

Indian Overseas Students in Australia
By the end of 2006, there were nearly 350,000 overseas students enrolled across all 
educational sectors in Australia, making the country one of the biggest players in 
the world of offering/selling education on a commercial basis.8 The export education 
industry is one of Australia’s largest services export industries with an annual turnover 
of around 7.5 billion Australian dollars (The Australian, 30-10-2006). In 2006 there were 
38,700 Indian students studying in Australia. Compared to 27,400 the year before; this 
meant a considerable increase in enrolments, making India now the second biggest 
source country of overseas students for Australia (after China). The number continues 
to grow and is expected to reach new heights by the end of 2008. 

This dissertation is the result of being involved in the topic of Indian (overseas) 
students for over five years. Although the anthropological fieldwork I conducted 
among them was limited to February 2005-6, my interest and data gathering began in 
2003 when I first learned about the phenomenon of Indian students going to Australia. 

8   There are five categories in the Australian education system: higher education, vocational education, school 
education, ELICOS, and other courses including enabling, foundation and non-award ones. DEST website: http://
aei.dest.gov.au/AEI/MIP/Statistics/StudentEnrolmentAndVisaStatistics/Recent_TableE_pdf.pdf
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After my return home from fieldwork in Melbourne I remained in contact with many 
of my informants through e-mail, Facebook and other social network sites such as Hi5 
and Linked In. In addition, I was able to visit a number of them in India during various 
trips. In 2008 I returned to Melbourne again for a couple of weeks and was able to 
learn of what had become of some of my informants. As I am still in active touch with 
many of the people who colored my fieldwork I consider my research as ongoing, likely 
to yield more data in the years to come. 

I became interested in the topic of Indian students going to Australia for the 
first time in the first half of 2003. At the time I was conducting fieldwork among 
Indian IT professionals living and working in Bangalore. Although I had no particular 
interest in overseas students, it was a recurring topic in newspapers, interviews and 
casual conversations. Advertisements for universities and recruiters (mostly from the 
US, the UK and Australia and to a lesser extent Canada) could regularly be found in 
the newspapers, trying to attract potential students to apply to their institutions. 
Such advertisements were often not only about the prestige of a particular institute 
or the quality of the educational system of the country in question, but also about the 
location (city or state) where the university was based (or even the country in general). 
Australia, in that sense, was being promoted as an affordable destination (cheaper than 
the UK and the US; both in cost of living and tuition fees), a safe destination (hardly any 

Pictures 1 & 2: 
IDP folder 2003.
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crime, happy and friendly multicultural environment) as well as an adventurous place 
where lots of things were going on all the time (formula one races and the Australia 
Open in Melbourne, being promoted as the Event City of Australia; surfing in Sydney 
and the Gold Coast; spectacular scenery and wildlife in the Northern Territories etc). 
In other portrayals of Australia the country was marketed as a modern one with high-
tech industries, high-end research facilities and companies that play an important role 
on the world markets. 

Initially I understood this ‘craze’ for foreign (in this case Australian) degrees 
as merely another sign of the Indian middle classes becoming wealthier and, in 
addition, it seemed like a smart idea to add another, and certainly worthwhile, line 
to one’s resume. In that way it made perfect sense to me to invest a serious amount 
of money in an overseas degree; yet from what I read in the papers as well as what I 
picked up from informal conversation, studying in Australia seemed inseparable from 
migrating there. Apparently Australia offered its overseas students a rather secure 
way of obtaining a permanent residency after graduation. It was here that I was 
presented with something that truly puzzled me: why did these young middle class 
Indians want to leave? Why not stay? This last small question in particular presented 
itself as an enigma to me. Where in the past India would often be associated with social 
deprivation, injustice, poverty, natural hazards and environmental pollution (to name 
just a few), the papers were now full of news on ‘rapidly developing’ India. And this 
is still going on. Large Indian companies such as Tata, Birla and Mittal are involved in 
considerable takeovers of companies that have their foundations firmly in the western 
world. Meanwhile more and more foreign companies (often huge multinationals) are 
busy setting up shop, or expanding their presence, in India. The Indian economy is 
supposedly booming and the Indian middle class is seen as one of the fastest growing 
consumer markets in the world with the kind of ‘new’ spending power that greatly 
appeals to multinationals such as Nestlé, Procter & Gamble and Unilever. Adding all 
this good news up, one is indeed left to wonder: why not stay? As young, highly-
educated Indians from middle class families, one would expect that now is the time to 
profit from all these (‘positive’) developments. Yet they were heading for Australia in 
their thousands and, as it seemed at the time, many of these students were planning 
on staying on in Australia.

Anthropological Fieldwork in Melbourne9

In an early phase of my preparations for fieldwork I had decided to base myself in 
Melbourne. Although Sydney has a slightly higher number of overseas students, 
Melbourne appeared to have a wider variety of colleges and universities. The number 

9   For a much more detailed account of my fieldwork experiences I refer to appendix I.
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of Indian students going to Melbourne also was on the increase. Besides that, the city 
and its (Indian) students had also been more in the news (something I will discuss in 
detail in the coming chapters). Melbourne seemed a good choice and I simply took it 
from there. In fact, the city turned out to be the ideal place to explore the dilemmas 
of migration and transnationalism as I outlined them earlier. The vast number of 
overseas students in the city, their physical presence in the public space, and the city’s 
pride regarding its alleged multiculturality testifies to this.

Melbourne has eight ‘original’ universities and countless educational 
institutions ranging from high quality ones to those that seemed purely in the market 
to make a ‘quick buck’ out of the hype for Australian degrees among, especially, 
Asian, and thus also Indian, students. Of these universities that had been founded 
in Melbourne, I gathered data on all but one; unfortunately I never met an Indian 
student attending the Australian Catholic University (though statistics showed that 
there were Indian students enrolled there). The universities at which I conducted 
interviews on a regular basis were: Monash University, RMIT, Melbourne University 
and Victoria University. Less frequently I would visit the campuses of Swinburne, 
Deakin and Latrobe University. Besides those there were other large educational players 
operative in the city that had their roots somewhere else. Two important ones were 
Melbourne Institute of Technology (MIT), which was a private operator tied in with the 
University of Ballarat (a regional university located in the city of Ballarat, Victoria) and 
the Melbourne campus of CQU, Central Queensland University, which obviously also 
had its origins elsewhere. Both MIT and CQU had recently become extremely popular 
destinations for Indian students, in fact, even giving the impression that they had no 
other students but those from India (or South Asia10) enrolled.
 Melbourne is a large city, not just in terms of population (just under 4 million) 
but also in terms of it being an extremely spread-out city; rivaled only by Los Angeles 
in terms of square kilometers. From February 2005-6 I lived in a small apartment on 
Dandenong Road, not too far from the suburbs of Prahran and South Yarra. The location 
turned out to be a handy one from which to coordinate my fieldwork, which required 
me to travel all over Melbourne. I ended up collecting data on, in total, 230 people. 
130 of these were students, the majority of whom were full-fee paying students doing 
a master’s by coursework. The remaining 100 all related to these students lives in one 
way or another. This group included ex-overseas students, education and migration 

10   Although this dissertation deals with Indian students, from the outside it is quite easy to confuse them with, 
for instance, Bangladeshi or Pakistani students. Campuses with a larger number of Indian students would often 
also have relatively large numbers of other South Asian students. In terms of absolute numbers though, Indian 
students were always in the majority. It is important to note though that if such a campus was also popular with 
Chinese students, the Chinese would probably form the majority. China is by far the largest provider of overseas 
students in Australia. Although India comes in second place, the difference between the two is still quite large. 
See also appendix II. 
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agents, program directors, tutors, lecturers, professors, social workers, student 
advisors, counselors, student union members, DIMIA and IDP personnel, psychologists, 
marketing personnel, market analysts, international student recruiters, and Indian 
community members as well as leaders.

I used anthropological methods to gather data, yet the typical way of doing 
anthropological research in a small community - actively participating in one’s research 
populations’ lives - was hardly possible. The city was too large for that; students 
lived all over the city, either because they had found accommodation in a cheap area 
or because the campus they needed to be at was located there. Universities would 
sometimes have no less than five campuses, usually located in completely different 
parts of the city (and occasionally outside the city). The method I resorted to was 
meeting students mostly through other students whom I had already met. I would 
try to become part of their world as much as I could while also making use of other 
techniques to gather data such as semi-structured interviews and using the Internet. It 
is the combination of informally gathered data through participation and observation, 
data coming from semi-structured interviews, information found on websites, in 
newspapers and magazines, and from brochures and other (paper) sources that make 
up the bulk of the data that underlies this research.11

Many of the people belonging to my research population I met just once or 
twice. Single interviews with students usually lasted between two and three hours 
(on occasion longer), with non-students often shorter. I remained in closer contact 
with a core group of about 20 students throughout my research. I consider them to 
be my key informants. They provide me with regular updates of what they had heard 
or would introduce me to new/other students. I feel that in many ways this is what 
doing fieldwork in multiple locations in a big city such as Melbourne comes down to. 
I am reminded of what James Ferguson said in this regard about his own fieldwork 
among Zambians working in the copper belt: “I knew my informants in the way most 
urbanites know one another: some quite well, some only in passing, others in special-
purpose relationships that gave me a detailed knowledge of some areas of their lives 
and almost none of others.” (1999: 21). Indeed, for me as well, doing research came 
down to living life in a big city, knowing some people very well, some of whom I 
eventually started considering to be ‘friends’, and others whom I would just interview 
once or twice, sometimes running into them at a later stage, but seeing many never 
again. 

11   The list of references at the end of this dissertation gives an interesting overview of the newspaper and 
magazine articles that were published during my fieldwork and while writing this dissertation. Though I will not 
refer to all of them directly in the text, they certainly have informed me in a great way. 
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The Internal Complexity of the Indian Middle Class 
Indian society being very complex, it stands to reason that at least part of this complexity 
is reflected within a group of 130 students. Among the Indian overseas students I met 
during my fieldwork there were considerable differences in terms of age, caste, class, 
place/region of birth, mother language, religious background and sexual orientation. 
Yet some generalizations are certainly possible. For one, most students were enrolled 
in so-called masters’ programs, which meant that on average most students were 
aged somewhere between 21 and 25 years old. This often also meant that they had 
already concluded a bachelor’s program back in India. Many had also had jobs for a 
while before coming to Australia. Another easy generalization that can be made is that 
most hailed from (middle or upper) middle class backgrounds, had educated parents, 
in the sense that most of their parents had also completed some kind of college degree 
(and in some cases even their grandparents). These students had often attended so-
called ‘convent’ or English medium schools, were used to talking English at home and 
with their friends, yet were, in almost all cases, multi-lingual as they would speak at 
least one or two Indian languages (usually Hindi and one other local language) on the 
side. To complement things, they were usually of an upper-caste background with only 
a small number hailing from Christian or Muslim families.12

Generalizations ignore internal differences and nuances. Claiming that 
people are of a middle class background ignores the vast discussions on what the 
Indian middle class actually constitutes.13 For some families being middle class was 
a much more recent phenomenon than for others. During interviews students would 
sometimes make the distinction between ‘lower’, ‘middle’ and ‘upper’ middle class. 
They would often categorize themselves in the latter two though discussing the 
meaning of such categorizations would at times reveal how they perceived themselves 
in relation to others who were undergoing a similar migration process. The Indian 
middle class is huge in terms of (possible) numbers and to say that the discussion on 
who can be considered (truly) ‘middle class’ is complex is probably an understatement. 
In this dissertation I see it as my task to take these complexities with me and have it 
feature in the background while engaging with students’ narratives on the way they 
experience the process they are undergoing. What students tell about themselves, 

12   This dissertation does not deal with the question why Hindus were in the majority the way they were. The 
religious backgrounds of the students I gathered data on probably reflects the percentages of Hindus, Muslims 
and Christians in India, though I must admit that I never made a conscious effort in this regard. It just happened. 
Having never felt the urge to pay much attention to this probably also shows to a certain extent that it was also 
not of very high importance to the students themselves. The biggest group usually does set the tone though; 
I have met Muslim students at the gurdwara, Christians at the temple but never heard of Hindus attending 
mosques. I will leave it to future research to figure out the internal dynamics of religion in relation to studying/
migrating abroad.  
13   Scholars such as Fernandes, 2006; Robinson, 2001 (see The Hindu 14-01-2001); Säävälä, 2003; Shurmer-Smith, 
2000; and Van Wessel 2004 have all debated this in their work.
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their backgrounds (caste, class, education of parents etc.) often stands in direct relation 
to how they express their experiences in regards to being both students and migrants. 
It cannot be ignored here that such experiences are infused by certain gender aspects 
more or less specific to the Indian case at hand. Scholars such as Sharpe (2003), 
Hartzig (2003), Arya & Roy (2006), Donato et al (2006), Silvey (2006) and others14 have 
all reminded us why gender is so important to understanding migration. Migration is 
a gendered affair where gender influences the way decisions get made, the way the 
process of going abroad is experienced, as well as how the future is imagined. 
 Most Indian overseas students in Melbourne are male. Although official 
statistics confirm this15, it doesn’t take much to come to this conclusion. Any place 
where Indian students might be encountered (in class, on campuses, at locally organized 
‘Indian’ events, at religious institutions, or even simply in the train heading home) it 
is clear that there are many more male than female Indian students in Australia. Such 
a gender ratio is bound to influence the way the two years that most Indian students 
stay in Australia are understood. Interaction will mostly be with other male students; 
expectations, impressions, opinions and so on will all be perceived, mostly, through 
such a mono-gendered lens. But of course there are also female Indian students. And 
during my fieldwork I made it a special task to map female students’ narratives on 
migrating abroad. I did this keeping Boucher (2007) in mind who argued that the story 
of skilled migration has slipped by as a genderless story. The central part seems to be 
played by that that of the androgynous migrant; the overarching narration is mostly 
taken care of by economists. Hartzig (2003), in this instance, has already called for 
the introduction of the femina migrans, in order to balance with the all too familiar 
and classical homo migrans who was always defined in male terms: young, single, 
independent and unattached, endlessly mobile, in the prime of his physical strength 
(p. 15, 22). As Sharpe further argues: “feminist research has shown the ways in which 
women experience social and economic pressures differently from men […]”, and this 
reflects, for instance, in the reasons they give for migrating (2003: 7-8). Migration, then, 
is a gendered phenomenon (Donato et al 2006: 4), and dealing with questions that are 
about understanding migration means that the topic should also be approached from 
a perspective that takes this into account. Yet in this dissertation I will specifically 
take Batnitzky et al’s (2008) recent argument to heart about the way gender and 

14   See, for instance, Calavita (2006), Curran et al (2006), Mahler & Pesar (2006), Piper (2006). A highly insightful 
article on the study of gender in India came out in 2003 by Purkayastha et al.
15   In 2005, 51% of all educational arrivals were female, up from 42% in 1985.” (Linacre 2007: 3) Yet in the case 
of Indian students the situation was completely different: “…just 20% of all educational arrivals from Indian in 
2005 were female.” (Ibid.) It could be argued that studying abroad, at least in the case of Australia, is increasingly 
becoming a female thing to do. For instance, of the Japanese educational arrivals, 66% were female. (Ibid.) Why 
this is remains a question as yet unanswered. I suspect that there is also some growth among female Indian 
students though have no means to further quantify this.
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class relate to each other in the world of migration. It is important though to keep 
constantly in mind that the Indians that take the main stage in this research are not 
just migrants but also students. They are equally involved in a process of education as 
well as migration. This may also mean that their identities as students and migrants 
have different implications regarding class and gender. 

Learning to Migrate, Migrating to Learn
This dissertation is structured as a learning process, building on the assumption that 
students ‘learn’ along the way both in terms of education as well as migration. Because 
of what they are faced with – the realities of everyday life as students and migrants 
at the same time – I hypothesize that the way they imagine their own futures gets 
reworked along the way. This will then also explain how students are actually able to 
deal with certain realities such as working in jobs that, for instance, in India they would 
consider beneath themselves (in terms of class) or not fitting (in terms of gender). 
Both concepts of arrival points and in-betweenness will aid in investigating how young, 
highly educated and middle class Indians understand and experience going through 
the education and migration process they have opted and paid for. At the same time 
it will bring us closer to an understanding of how new forms of migration take shape 
and how they can be understood in a wider constellation of much bigger bodies that 
have an interest in, and profit from, people who wish to live in another country than 
they were born in. This will then result in a much greater shift away from the old 
push-and-pull models than has so far been the case.

Each chapter in this dissertation corresponds to a phase in the lives of Indian 
overseas students on the road to permanent residency. The underlying theme is not 
just the very practical ‘how’ in the sense of how students are moving through these 
different phases, but often also how they narrate these experiences. I will attempt 
to locate the way they reason about what they are doing and, more importantly, 
how they adapt their expectations and imaginations along the way. Referring to the 
concept of ‘migrancy’ as DeMaria Harney & Baldassar (2007) phrased it, the particular 
way this dissertation is structured considers the trajectory of experiences of migrants 
to be extremely relevant since “it focuses on the postmodern subject’s transformation 
and the creativity of the migrant subject, even within structures that limit the social 
field.” (2007: 192).

The next chapter in this dissertation (chapter two) will center on the 
experiences of newly arrived Indian students in Australia; their first semester has just 
started and thus they are in a very early phase of their journey towards Australian 
residency. The issues on which this chapter will focus are threefold: leaving, arriving 
and (then) letting go. Leaving, first of all, will be about leaving a particular country 
behind. It will be about the exit strategies and how these take shape among young 
middle class Indians. By examining both the reasons for and the practicalities of the 
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plan to leave India (for Australia) we will gain insight into with what sort of baggage 
Indian students arrive with in Australia. Arriving in this sense is very much about 
what it is like, how it is perceived, to have just arrived in a new country, first of all as a 
student, but at the same time also as a migrant, probably already having decided that 
the plan will be to stay. In both sections – leaving and arriving – we will investigate 
what it takes to leave a country (behind) and make way into a new one. This will allow 
us, on the one hand, to focus on the practicalities of the plan to leave, and on the other 
hand on all the aspects of such a plan that still need to be figured out. This then also 
links to the third section of this chapter, letting go, which hints at those things that 
have to be let go of when it turns out that certain routes, which were planned to be 
followed, are no longer an option. 

What follows in chapter three is an in-depth analysis of the relationship 
between Indian overseas students (the ‘newcomers’) and the locally established Indian 
community. Central to this chapter will be the question: what role does the local Indian 
community play in the lives of Indian overseas students? Related to this are questions 
such as: how do they perceive and interact with, as well as profit from, each other. 
Important here will be the issue of exploitation, a topic which regularly came up while 
talking with students about the (part-time) they had. In order to better understand 
where the Indian community itself comes from, we will have to explore the history of 
this community as well. This will then be connected to the Australian ‘perspective’ on 
newcomers, migrants, and locally established ‘outcomers’ (here: Indians) and so on in 
order to complete the multicultural and multi-dimensional picture. 

Where chapter two and three are typically descriptive chapters that focus 
on particular ‘practical’ phases in these students’ lives, it is now time for a summer 
holiday which in our case means attending a summer school, where attention will be 
paid to the history of overseas education worldwide in general. The first section of this 
chapter deals with the very early phase of overseas education; focusing in particular 
on the 1950s when overseas education started showing the first signs of the mass 
business it would eventually become. The second section then deals with the decades 
after schemes such as the Colombo Plan16 were initiated. It will center on two debates, 
which dominated studies on overseas students at the time: the issue of non-return 
and the braindrain phenomenon. Moving on into the 1980s we will discover that the 
whole debate on overseas students has changed dramatically. Overseas students were 
rarely just that and the industry itself has also stopped being simply about just that. 
Overseas students are also tourists, settlers, migrants, and it may even be argued 
transnational wannabes. The industry changed from being about offering education 

16   The Colombo Plan is a joint initiative between (currently) 25 member-states. In short the plan comes down 
to collective inter-governmental efforts to strengthen economic and social development of member countries in 
the Asia-Pacific Region. The plan will be dealt with in more detail in chapter 4.
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(through schemes such as the Colombo Plan) in order to deal with underdevelopment 
and spread the positive vibe of capitalism in order to counter the (perceived) appeal 
of communism, to an industry which is not only supposed to finance research and the 
higher education of local (‘national’) students, but on which also thousands of jobs 
depend and of which many related businesses profit from. 

This then also serves as a bridge to the next chapter (the ‘third’ semester), 
which zooms in on the question what it means to operate in-between legal and illegal 
spheres. Students regularly admitted working more than 20 hours per week, also 
finding this quite normal in the sense that on the one hand they were perfectly aware 
that they were not supposed to do so, but on the other also arguing that it was a 
necessity and that ‘everybody else’ was doing this as well. In this sense they argued a 
certain ‘normalcy’ about what they were doing. This normalcy not only related to the 
financial pressures they were under but also to what they saw as ‘being normal’ for 
a migrant. Within the education industry similar kinds of reasoning could be heard. 
It will then be argued that where students bend the rules in order to fit their own 
situation, the education industry basically does the same.

Chapter six (‘the fourth semester’) is then the final descriptive chapter in this 
dissertation. A long journey is about to come to an end for many students studying in 
Australia. This chapter deals then with that ‘last’ semester that leads up to the final 
application for PR. In the first section the process of applying for PR will be dealt with. 
The focus will initially be on those who have run into trouble with their applications 
and who are now going through the various options available to them. These options 
are also central to the next section of this chapter, in which it will be closely examined 
how these different options translate into different (‘individual’) strategies. Although 
for many students getting a PR is their goal, it doesn’t always bring with it the kind 
of change in (quality of) lives and lifestyles that one would (‘could’) normally expect 
of it. This then serves as an interesting bridge to the final part of this chapter, the 
return, in which the camera zooms in on those who now have a PR. How they narrate 
future expectations as well as experience their own failure and/or success will lead 
to a conclusion on how to understand those (new PR holders) who already have 
experienced quite a bit of ‘abroad’ but may dream of experiencing much more of it. 
This chapter will also pay special attention on how these narrations of experiences 
can be understood through a gendered/class lens. 

In chapter seven, we return to the main topics and issues raised in the previous 
chapters. In particular the in-between dimensions will be highlighted in order to 
come to a more precise understanding of what motivates people ‘over the border’, as 
well as the way new migrants understand the destination(s) they are heading to. The 
conclusion will make a case for moving away from thinking in terms of migration and 
transnationalism, and to move on to a field of study that puts the desire to be mobile 
central. This will enable us much more to think from the perspective of the individual 
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who is striving for the kind of transnational freedom that studies of transnationalism 
often see as a starting point for analysis. This will finally create the kind of space 
to think of such developments as ongoing processes without a clear starting or 
endpoint. 
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02. First Semester: 

Of Leaving & Arriving. From and To a Culture of Migration 

∂
Point of Departure
A quiet Saturday morning early March, summer has entered its final weeks and it 
is noticeably less warm than a couple of weeks before when the first semester of 
the New Year officially began. Traditionally students are welcomed (back) on campus 
with what is commonly referred to as Orientation: a week of picking up booklists, 
going to introductory sessions and ‘signing up’ for all sorts of clubs and societies 
which are supposed to make life on campus about more than just studying alone. 
From the University of Melbourne located in the heart of the city to Latrobe University 
on the outskirts, all universities have days when these clubs and societies present 
themselves, often with traditional Australian barbeques, games and lots of beer. 
Now, a couple of weeks later, classes have begun, and the time of orientation and 
introductions is supposed to be over. Yuva, the Indian student organization at Monash 
University’s Caulfield campus, made good use of Orientation to recruit newly arrived 
Indian students. Earlier, Rohit17, one of the organizers of Yuva, had explained to me 
that they had only recently formed this club. Some of the Indian overseas students 
on campus had been playing cricket together for some time already and one day one 
of them had suggested forming a club so that others could join in as well. Rather 
appropriately then, this particular morning they had their first official club activity 
planned: a mini-cricket tournament.

Twenty-three year old Ravi, sitting on a chair leaning against a soda machine 
in the waiting room of the sports hall belonging to Caulfield Campus of Monash 
University, explained that he had nearly missed Orientation, as his visa had been 
delayed. One of the many new students that day of the cricket tournament, originally 
from Coimbatore, Tamil Nadu, son of a businessman and a housewife, one brother and 
one sister (both older), he had come to Australia to do a ‘postgrad’ in Business Systems. 

17   The names in this dissertation have been changed. In some cases other minor details have been changed 
as well, such as: place of origin, details about family or friends (jobs etc.), details about education (course or 
university), or other details that might make it possible to trace back certain comments to particular persons. It 
goes without saying that in a study such as this one, where participants would walk a thin line between legal 
and illegal activities, anonymity and confidentiality had to be guaranteed at all cost. The cases presented in this 
dissertation always reflect what truly happened or was said. For more information about ethical procedures fol-
lowed, as well as other discussions regarding confidentiality, please refer to appendix I. 
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He said it with a sigh and a faintly apologetic smile, as he was already thinking of 
changing courses, not really being happy with the choice he had made in India. “It is 
better to do this course when you have some work experience, I think,” he remarked. 
Pensively nursing his can of Coke, he kept quiet for a while as if reconsidering if that 
was what he had really wanted to say. He seemed tired. A circle beard and a receding 
hairline made him look older than he was, accentuated further by his sloppy way of 
dressing: a button-down checked shirt and loose fitting pants which were out of place 
with his newly bought pair of Adidas. He gave a rather depressed impression. Earlier 
one of his friends, Pranav, had told me to talk to him as “he is really homesick, that 
guy,” adding that “he is really not liking it here.”

Ravi was indeed homesick, and he had been that way since the day he had 
arrived in Australia. He had already spoken to his father about this but he had simply 
pressured him to give it some more time, and to “think of how easy your life will 
be when you have your PR [permanent residency].” He added that his father was 
convinced that he would actually ‘get PR’, something that was also necessary to pay 
back the loan the family had taken out to pay for his college fees at Monash. Studying 
abroad and getting a PR both seemed to be ideas which had not been Ravi’s to begin 
with. His father had thought it would be a good idea “to get one”, his friends had 
encouraged him “to go for one” and other family members, even his mother (though 
not liking the thought of seeing her son leave), had been equally keen on seeing him 
“have one.” That said, studying abroad had seemed like a “great opportunity” to Ravi, 
who claimed that it would be hard to get into a university and do a similar course in 
India. Yet it was clear that he was less sure of everything now that he was actually in 
Melbourne. He had wanted to study abroad and getting a residency abroad seemed to 
make sense; however, the reality of being abroad was not the way he had imagined 
it. Though he sounded disappointed, which I pointed out to him, he also said that it 
was probably too soon to really ask him how he felt about having arrived in Australia. 
“We’ll see how things take shape,” he said. 

A Culture of Migration
This chapter will be centered on the experiences of newly arrived Indian students in 
Melbourne, Australia. Their first semester has just started and so they are in the very 
early phase of their journey towards Australian residency. First and foremost they are 
of course students and will have to pay attention to their studies. The issues on which 
this chapter will focus are threefold: leaving, arriving and (then) letting go. Leaving, 
first of all, will be about leaving a particular country behind. A central role will be 
played by that what was left behind. For this we will briefly delve into the personal 
backgrounds of these students. Their Indian middle-classness, it appears, has played, 
and will continue to play, a rather important role in their exit (-India) strategies. Leaving 
often triggers questions of why: why leave? By examining both the reasons and the 
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practicalities of the plan to leave India, we will gain insight into the kind of baggage 
Indian students arrive with in Australia. The second section, arriving, is very much 
about how it is perceived to have just arrived in a new country, first of all as a student, 
but also as a migrant. The way it is imagined, the way ‘the imagined elsewhere’ has 
taken shape over the years, and the way this led to a particular exit-India strategy, 
will continue to play a role towards the ultimate arrival point; an imagined point in 
the future when what was envisioned in the past will actually be realized. And this 
is where the implied paradox of this chapter will come to the fore. There is a very 
clear physical point of departure and moment of arrival in the case of Indian students 
‘migrating’ to Australia; yet, actually ‘arriving’ is much more an imagined point in the 
future when the reality will match with the expectations about what this process is 
supposed to lead to. In this sense we can speak of ‘a myth of arrival’, referring to that 
moment when all will be achieved as planned. As the next chapter will show though, 
the way the future is imagined is constantly in flux and renegotiated under ‘current’ 
circumstances. This renegotiating will start from an early stage in the form of letting 
go, the focus for the third section of this chapter. After having arrived, having found 
a place to live, perhaps even a job, the reality of not only being in Australia but also 
of being more than just students there will sink in. Many students will have come to 
Australia with migration in mind, but this does not necessarily mean that they do not 
care about their education. Within the sort of middle class families they come from 
there is usually a (very) strong focus on higher education. Certainly, not being able 
to enroll in a quality university in India often contributes to the decision to study 
abroad. Yet, having arrived in Australia this focus on ‘studying abroad’ will slowly 
shift and be replaced by an atmosphere which can best be described as a ‘culture of 
migration’, as these new arrivals come into contact with other students who have 
been in Australia for much longer and who are constantly talking about the problems 
of getting residency (dealing with immigration authorities and so on). The feeling and 
connected behavior of ‘being an overseas student’ are increasingly transformed into 
that of ‘being a migrant’. However, this culture of migration is paradoxical. Where 
studies on migration (Ali, 2007; Kandel & Massey, 2002; Deléchat, 2001; Tsuda, 1999; 
Massey et al, 1994; Gardner, 1993) often speak of such a culture, it almost always 
refers to the countries migrants came from. Yet, the Indians on which this dissertation 
focuses do not leave India as migrants but as students. The idea of being a ‘migrant’ is 
something which only really develops upon arrival in Australia.

During this semester the camera will zoom in on three specific students: 
Pranav, Ravi and Sujit, whom I met for the first time at the mini cricket tournament, 
organized by Indian student organization Yuva. They had all just arrived in Australia 
and although all three had the intention of applying for permanent residency after 
graduation, each talked differently about this. Pranav and Ravi were both doing their 
masters at Monash, while Sujit was enrolled at the city campus of Central Queensland 
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University (CQU) for a Masters in professional accounting. The way they narrate their 
reasons for leaving India, studying abroad, and their expectations about what this 
experience will lead to will offer a starting point to analyze in more detail the way 
a migration process such as this one takes shape. It will show the ambivalence, the 
imagination and also the doubts and disappointments that come with it. 

LEAVING

The Importance of Education
“Why spend so much money,” I asked, referring to the large student loans18 all three had 
taken out to fund their Australian education. “Actually,” Pranav said “he is spending 
a lot less money,” pointing at Sujit, who had just joined us as the cricket tournament 
was about to start. Sujit smiled and said to Pranav: “you should have done the same 
man, why spend so much money when you can get it for less?!” When I asked what 
he meant with ‘it’, he quickly said “PR of course,” adding “why else would you come 
here?” Pranav was looking at him with a faint but slightly disapproving smile. We had 
been talking about what it had been like for them so far, in Melbourne, and Pranav 
was quick to point out that he had not seen much of the city yet, as he had been too 
busy looking for a job. This job was necessary as he was planning on earning enough 
to pay for at least a couple of semesters himself. Although Sujit was planning on doing 
the same, he would have to make a lot less money to pay for his semester fees. 

Pranav had kept quiet when Sujit proudly exclaimed that he should have 
chosen CQU since their college fees were so much lower. When we met up for a more 
formal interview, a couple of weeks later, Pranav explained that it had embarrassed 
him to talk so openly about PR. “We are not all like that you know,” Pranav pointed 
out. PR may be on everybody’s mind but he had come to Australia, first and foremost, 
to study. Studying abroad had been a dream of his since he was young. Now doing 
a Masters in Business (Banking and Finance), he had specifically chosen this course 
because of his interest in the banking sector, a sector in which he already had some 
experience, having had a call center job back in India. Doing the two-year variant for 
which the total course fee in 2006 was $43,20019, he was well aware of the considerable 

18   About three quarters of the students I met during my fieldwork had come to Australia on so-called student- 
or educational loans. These loans varied from two, three to thirteen, fourteen lakh rupees. The size of the loan 
depended both on the financial means of the family as well, of course, on the course and university chosen. A 
trend which had started around the time of my fieldwork was to enrol in colleges that were seen as price fight-
ers, aiming for the bottom of the market. This was particularly the case among students for whom permanent 
residency was the prime reason for coming to Australia. Loans typically had to be paid off in five to seven years 
after graduation, starting from the first year after graduation or from the moment employment had been found. 
Especially those with the higher loans felt a PR was absolutely necessary to pay a loan back. 
19   Dollars mentioned in this dissertation are always Australian. One Australian dollar is about 0.85 American 
dollars or 0.58 Euros. 
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financial burden he had taken on. Having taken out a loan of 14 lakhs20, for which the 
family home had been mortgaged, and with the knowledge that both his parents were 
planning on retiring within a few years, he had embarked on a journey with huge 
financial responsibilities. “I know that that loan is high,” he said “yet I really think 
I can make it here you know.” When I asked him how he was actually planning on 
staying in Australia, knowing that the course he had chosen would only fetch him 50 
points on the skill test21, he couldn’t hide his irritation. “From the moment I came here 
this is all everybody seems to talk about,” he sighed. “I want PR, true, but not just like 
that. I also came here to study.” He was adamant about this, stressing this point on 
several occasions during the interview; as if he was also trying to convince himself 
that he was in Australia to study (not just for a PR). He was also concerned to convince 
me, the outsider, the one who should not get the wrong impression of ‘us Indians’. 

Those students studying at supposedly quality universities such as Monash 
and RMIT were often rather particular about stressing the importance of education 
for them, even though their plans were also clearly oriented towards migration. 
Pranav wanted to make sure that I did not put him in the same bracket to which he 
felt Sujit belonged to. Yet the way Pranav talked about education in relation to his 
own background also made clear that his family placed a great deal of value on high 
quality education. Both his mother and father had studied and his parents had always 
sent him to so-called English medium schools. Sujit was different; he clearly belonged 
to a different class, and although Pranav would never say it in so many words, he 
considered Sujit lower middle class whereas he saw himself as upper middle class. 
The distinction that he made here was as subtle one, one that was hardly based on 
financial considerations. It was clear from the way both talked about their homes and 
the jobs their fathers had that in terms of income both families were on a par. Instead, 
it had much more to do with the way both presented themselves. The boldness of 
Sujit’s claims and the education-choices he had made evidently were not ones Pranav 
considered fitting for him and the class he came from. 
 Conflicting and ambivalent opinions on and reactions to ideas about the 
importance of quality of education, make clear that performing a double role of being 
both student and migrant is not something which can be understood by simply placing 
them at opposite ends of each other. It is not the case that if a student’s primary 
motivation for coming to Australia is to migrate, he will not care about the quality of 
the education he receives. As the following section will also show, even having chosen 

20   14 lakhs (1,400,000 rupees) is about 24,000 euros or 34,000 Australian dollars. 
21   Australia works with a so-called skills test to assess whether or not an immigrant meets the requirements for 
permanent residency. Age, education and skills all generate points. The system will be dealt with in much more 
detail in the following chapters.
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a ‘cheaper’ institute with a ‘lesser’ reputation doesn’t always mean this is because the 
education itself doesn’t matter. 

Being a Serious Student
The idea of being a serious student, attending a good college, of graduating with 
high marks and going on to do a post-grad course at a reputable institution, is an 
often-repeated desire among Indians coming from the (upper) middle classes. The 
high number of applicants for a limited number of places in good colleges, as well as 
reservation policies22 (which often make it harder for the upper-caste dominated (upper) 
middle classes); means it can be a real challenge to fulfil this desire. According to Henry 
A.S. Ledlie, the India director of IDP Education Australia, Australia’s leading recruiter 
of overseas students world-wide (jointly owned by 38 Australian universities), there 
is a simple explanation for why so many Indian students want to study in Australia: 
getting a place in a good Indian university is no easy task. When asked about the 
reason why Indian students go to Australia, he told a reporter of The Hindu: “Because 
we have very few world class institutions in India and how many people get into the 
IITs and IIMs? If you want to study in St. Stephen’s College, Delhi, you need a cut-off of 
95 per cent in Class 12 results. So what happens if you get 90? Or 85? Where will you 
go?” (The Hindu, March 18, 2006)

It is often suggested that studying abroad is a way to get a quality education 
if you are not able to enroll in one of the better Indian universities. It’s certainly 
true that getting a high-quality education at one of the top institutions is not easy. 
Applying for an undergraduate admission through JEE (Joint Entrance Examination) to 
an IIT (Indian Institute of Technology) is almost bound to fail as only one out of every 
60 applicants is accepted. For the 200,000 annual test takers a fewer than 3,900 places 
are available.23 Although figures differ slightly when it comes to the various under- or 
postgraduate programs, most agree that the acceptance rate for IITs is somewhere 
between one and three per cent. (Kanta, 2003) Besides seven IITs24, there are hundreds 
of other colleges and universities in India; some that are known to offer very high 
quality education, and some which are little more than degree shops. 

22   Reservation policies or, as they are commonly called: ‘reservations’ refer to an ongoing process of giving 
deprived castes and tribes better chances to improve themselves. Basically this comes down to reserved places 
in universities and government jobs. The reservation policies are a highly political topic in India and particularly 
the upper classes vehemently oppose them. In this dissertation I will make no further effort to go into the de-
tails of the policy; what is relevant here is that most Indian students who come to Australia have upper caste 
backgrounds and feel disadvantaged or discriminated by the policies. Although I do not agree with them, it is 
important to take their opinion into account when understanding what might motivate them to leave India. 
23   Wikipedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indian_Institutes_of_Technology 
24   Kharagpur, Mumbai, Chennai, New Delhi, Kanpur, Guwahati and Roorkee. 
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 With continuous proposals to overhaul the system of reservations and 
to allocate even more places to lower castes it is not surprising that the obvious 
conclusions are reached. The Hindustan Times was, for instance, quick to point out 
the following: “Call it a coincidence, but there appears to be a surge in the number 
of applicants for universities abroad especially to institutes in the US and the UK.” 
Many other articles conclude the same, among them one from The Hindu Times, which 
printed a picture of an international campus with the caption: “Frustrated and pained 
by the reservation system, many meritorious students will surely turn their back at 
their motherland.” A little further in the article, reporter Candice Zachariahs concludes 
that “as student protests rally around the importance of merit over all else, members 
of the education export community are rubbing their hands in glee.” (Hindustan Times 
23 April, 2006) 

As it has become tougher for upper-caste Hindus to get into the better 
universities, it only makes sense to conclude that this might indeed trigger many more 
to consider going abroad for higher education, though this was something almost none 
of the 130 Indian students I interviewed in Melbourne ever brought to the table when 
talking about reasons and motivations for coming to Australia. Considering that 94 of 
the 118 students in my research on which I gathered caste data identified themselves 
as upper-caste Hindus25, it is self-evident that in almost all cases the reservation policy 
would have meant they would be excluded from a certain number of places or would 
have to score relatively higher to get into certain universities. Although many did 
say it had become harder to get into the better universities in India, they tended to 
put this down to the difficulty of the entrance tests and the sheer number of people 
applying. Only when I mentioned the reservation policies myself would they voice 
their discontent; even then they were careful to do so in a way that made it seem as 
though it had little to do with them. It was this paradox, or should I say: riddle, which 
would guide me in the early phases of my fieldwork when I talked with students 
such as Pranav and Sujit. What were the real factors behind their decision to go to 
Australia? 

A Narration of Reasons 
Pranav could not have been clearer when he argued that ‘not all of us are like that’, 
meaning that not all Indian students are in Australia solely for PR. This suggests that 
he had been confronted with this issue a number of times before. Pranav had only 
recently arrived in Melbourne. Now living with a group of other Indian students, some 
of whom had been in Australia quite a bit longer, he had been exposed to others talk 
of PR. Some had apparently given the impression that they had no interest in their 

25   See appendix II for more detail. 
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studies, while others thought differently about this. Pranav, for one, had chosen a 
course that would not directly lead to a PR, whereas Sujit had done exactly that. There 
was a certain level of ambiguity at play: Some students were utterly clear on why they 
had come to Australia (for a PR only), while others were much less outspoken - and 
at times even embarrassed - about the assumption that they might fall into the same 
category. That said, PR, at least in the financial sense of offering an opportunity to pay 
back a student loan, was equally important to almost all my informants.

Pranav had done his ‘schooling’ at an English medium convent school in New 
Delhi. His parents always valued quality education highly, he explained, and so he was 
sent to a “good school.” His father is a manager working in the government sector, his 
mother works fulltime in a similar position in a different government owned company. 
“The training I received in school was always in English.” He had communicated in 
English all his life. He was not alone in this respect; almost none of the Indian students 
I met had been educated in schools which taught in vernacular languages. This sets 
them apart, in a certain respect, from the more up-coming, formerly lower, but now 
middle class, communities that rely more heavily on locally rooted culture and give 
more importance to vernacular languages26. Almost all of Pranav’s family members 
have some kind of degree, even his grandfather from father’s side, something that 
underlines even more that Pranav is typically a product of the older established middle 
class groups in India.

After having completed his schooling, Pranav went on to study ‘business 
admin’ at a city college also located in Delhi. He then found a job with Convergys, an 
American outsourcing company. “We represented Citibank there. I was in customer 
care, as a customer care and sales representative.” The job gave him some direction in 
terms of what industry he wanted to be in. Monash was the only university in Australia 
that offered the type of banking program that matched his wishes. “So that is how I 
ended up here.” The story was cut short here. For Pranav coming to Australia had first 
and foremost been about education, a way of accessing a career in banking. This was 
the reason why he had come to Australia. He had gone to various schools, then had 
had a job for a while, and meanwhile discovered where his ambitions lay. Knowing 

26   This is a difficult discussion which will be dealt with in more detail in the coming chapters. It links directly 
with the historic development of the Indian middle class (see for instance Pavan Varma’s The Great Indian Middle 
Class, 1998). Interviews I conducted in both India and Australia showed that those who consider themselves 
belonging to the older (and upper-) middle class often base this on the education history of their families (for 
instance if parents or even grandparents had also completed their (post-) graduations in some field), and whether 
or not they regularly speak (and spoke) English at home (with family and friends) besides their local language. 
Those who considered themselves new middle class (or, for instance, talked about their class as upwardly mobile, 
or upcoming) had often received schooling in a vernacular/local language, hardly ever spoke English except when 
necessary (for instance on the work floor) and were the first generation to have graduated in a particular field. 
Although not necessarily, the older (and upper-) middle classes seemed to be primarily of higher ranking castes 
(Brahmins, Kshatriya’s or prominent business castes). 
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about the stiff competition for the better jobs in banking, Pranav had learned about 
the course at Monash University, one of the more prestigious universities in Australia. 
It was simple: Doing a course there seemed like the right career choice. 

I wondered why Pranav had not pursued a career with his former employer 
Convergys. In 2004, when Pranav was working for them, the company ranked third 
on the list of largest BPO’s (call centers) in India, and was America’s largest call centre 
company (The Economic Times, September 29, 2004).  He explained that while he was 
doing his bachelors degree he came to the conclusion that he would also have to do a 
masters. “Only then you can get a really good job.” He continued: “You need to create 
an edge for yourself.” In Pranav’s case this was to be an ‘overseas edge’, as he put it 
himself. His explanation matched with the idea of an overseas degree being added 
value when applying for the ‘right’ jobs. Pranav also mentioned something else of 
interest when talking about the ‘in-between’ period of his life when he had completed 
a bachelor’s and was working for Convergys: “I was working, but meanwhile I was 
also preparing for these entrance exams.” He had been studying for the entrance test 
for IIM (Indian Institute of Management), as well as for some other exams, but was 
quick to point out that IIM “was also a dream.” IIM’s (there are seven) are among 
the toughest institutions in the field of business/management studies to get into in 
India. They award post-graduate diplomas in various specializations of management, 
which are considered equivalent to MBAs. In order to be admitted into an IIM, one 
has to ‘take CAT’ - the Common Admission Test - which is extremely competitive, with 
less than one in a hundred actually getting through. Pranav, who had a quite decent 
score, did not get a call for the second round (of four in total) of interviews. He had 
rationalized this by stating that even if you do quite well, you still don’t stand much 
of a chance, given the admission rates.

Here Pranav started to deviate a little from the story he had been telling up 
to this point, namely one that had been about creating an ’overseas edge’. It appeared 
he had also explored other routes to get a competitive edge on his resume. Trying 
to get into IIM fitted in perfectly with such a strategy and, considering what he had 
told me about his family (how ‘serious’ they were about education), the role his class 
background played in this (although he himself would hesitate to speak of class 
this way), it is perhaps not surprising that he felt ambivalent about the importance 
migration was playing in his plans. Yet it would be too easy to assume that within this 
hierarchy of various options he also considered himself capable of actually getting into 
IIM. He had even joined a specialized coaching centre, but that was mostly because 
he had to give it a try “at least once.” In total Pranav spent more than 10,000 rupees 
on a venture he had never really believed in from the start. “My parents would have 
loved it had I made it,” he offered as an explanation, “but I knew I did not stand much 
of a chance.”
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 Pranav’s ambitions, meanwhile, had taken shape more clearly. He had decided 
on a career “in banking”, and wanted to find a course that would further his education 
in this field. “While I was sitting for those entrance exams I also studied for my GMAT27 
which I could use for the US and Canada,” he explained. Keeping his options open, he 
also decided to take the IELTS exam28, claiming that IELTS was more widely accepted 
outside the US. “I just wanted to keep all doors open. Even if I had not gone abroad it 
would have been beneficial to do this.” This kind of planning -  “spreading risks” as 
he called it – suggests that for a long time Pranav’s post-graduation plans involved 
multiple options, all of which appeared mutually interchangeable. 

Yet, there was a clear hierarchy in his plans. His first choice had been IIM, but 
he knew from the start that it was highly unlikely that he would get in. His second 
choice had been to go to the US. However, knowing from others that the chance of 
getting a student visa for the US was slim, he began developing yet further alternatives. 
One such plan involved Canada, which he claimed to have seriously considered. “They 
are close to the US, you know.” The idea had been that by studying there he would 
also be able to find a job there and thus be allowed to stay on. From Canada it only 
seemed like a small step to the US. The idea was that he would choose a Canadian 
university near the border and from there he would be able to orient himself further 
on his chances in the US itself. “Most of the MNCs [multi-national corporations] are in 
the US. You always wanted to be part of that,” he said.

Without realising it himself, Pranav’s narration about how he had ended up 
in Australia had slowly become about strategies to find a more permanent stay outside 
India. The option of studying in Canada, for example, had been put aside as it did not 
seem to guarantee this. Whereas at first he had only been talking about alternative 
plans for studying in India, slowly his ideas about staying abroad had become more 
pronounced. When I pointed this out to him, he stayed silent for a while. “I always 
had this interest in going abroad. These MNCs were never there so much in India. The 
US is where you wanted to be for that.” He admitted that even during his bachelor’s 
he had often discussed studying abroad, not only with his friends, but also with his 
family. “Then also people had said how nice it would be if I could stay on there.” Why 
then bother to study for entrance tests for IIM and similar institutions? “Just to see 
how far I would get.” But what if you had actually been accepted? Would you have 
enrolled? I asked. “Yeah, probably.” But then what about this dream of going abroad? 
“Oh with such a degree it is quite easy to get a job in the US. These IIM and IIT guys 
are very popular in the US.”

27   GMAT = Graduate Management Admission Test. It is a standardized test for determining aptitude to succeed 
academically in graduate business studies. Most business schools (offering MBAs) usually ask for one.
28   IELTS = International English Learning Testing System. This test is jointly managed by the University of 
Cambridge (ESOL Examinations), British Council and IDP Education.
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So the US had been dismissed as being too hard to get into; and Canada did 
not offer the right solution to the problem of how to stay out of India and eventually 
get into the US. Suddenly Australia seemed an attractive option. Pranav had learned 
that the programs Australia offered were quite competitive with the ones offered by 
universities in Canada and the UK. A common way that Australian institutions market 
themselves in India, for instance, is by showing that not only the course fees are lower 
in Australia compared to the UK, but also living expenses. IDP, Australia’s biggest 
recruiter of overseas students, even hands out flyers with ‘statistics’ showing this. 
Furthermore, Australia is promoted as a clean and safe country, making it a nice place 
to live. This kindles feelings of wanting to be there and further triggers imaginations 
of life abroad (contrasting with India’s apparently lower quality of life). Thus, Pranav 
became more and more interested in what he was hearing. It seemed that Australia, 
unlike the US, also had a very efficient way of handling student visa applications, with 
very clear and easy-to-follow steps. The most important thing about Australia though 
was that it seemed relatively clear how one could stay there after graduation. 

Pranav was just one of the many students I would meet that day at the cricket 
tournament. He was clearly ill at ease with the fact that studying in Australia had 
become linked to the whole business of migration. Yet his narrative also showed that 
migration had been part of his own plans as well. Where his case seemed to differ 
from, for instance, Sujit’s, was that he was adamant that migration was secondary. As 
I would come to realize in later interviews with other students, Pranav was not alone 
in emphasising study as the main motivating factor for being in Australia. Yet, as the 
rest of this chapter will also show, it was often difficult, for a variety of reasons, to 
maintain this position.   

Finding the Right Destination 
Questions in literature about leaving (see for instance Helweg 1986, 1992) are often 
about the more general process of detaching yourself from a particular location, moving 
on and then attaching yourself to another location abroad. Leaving, in this sense, is 
a long process. In the case of Pranav, the whole process of leaving India had taken a 
number of years. It is important to note that this desire to go abroad was something 
that developed over time, while other alternatives had also been examined. When 
analysing these narrations of motivations it does not always make sense to think 
about these processes (of deciding to go abroad) in purely rational terms. Decisions are 
not made in a purely rational, logical way. Equally, information on how the whole plan 
will work out in practice, what the end result will be, is not always examined in such 
a way that it leads to clear, (thought to be) fool-proof plans. This is perhaps surprising, 
given the financial risks involved. As Ravi’s story will show, the imagined outcome of 
the plan conceived does not always match with reality. 
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 Ravi’s wish to go abroad mostly stemmed from a life-long exposure to 
countless Indian movies with their idealized images of the West neatly woven into 
them. “The West always seemed so glamorous there. Like a place you would want 
to be,” he said, plucking his circle beard in a pensive way. He clicked his tongue and 
shook his head as if to say that he should have known better. Yet, most of what he 
told me that afternoon at the cricket tournament was about his desire to go abroad, 
and how for a long time he had not really known how he could go abroad, and also 
where to. For some reason the US had never appealed to him very much, he explained, 
referring to how other students often talked about failed US student visa applications. 
“I don’t know, everybody always seems to be going there.” In fact, studying in the 
US had never been a realistic option to begin with. “Too expensive,” he explained. He 
had learned of Australia from seniors in his college who were planning on going there 
when he was still studying for his final exams. He had stayed in touch with a number 
of them and had learned that the opportunities were good in Australia. “They made 
it sound real easy, you know,” he told me. “Like it would be no trouble at all to get a 
PR.” Pushing him on this, it turned out that Ravi had actually never met these ‘guys’ 
but one of his batch mates had once told him about them. This ‘staying in touch’ Ravi 
talked about mostly meant that he had stayed posted on how they were doing. When 
asked about it he replied that he thought they had ended up “in the Gold Coast, or 
something”; they were not in Melbourne, he knew that for sure. But he also hadn’t 
heard from them in a long while. He had once sent them a mail but they had never 
bothered to reply. 

In Ravi’s case, leaving India was an idea that had initially come from ‘others’. 
Friends in college had been talking about it; when the family would come together 
references were made to people of Ravi’s age who had been married off to people 
living abroad; movies had shown desirable images of the abroad; and besides that 
there had just seemed to be this general buzz about ‘going abroad’ present all the 
time. It was hard to put his finger on, he agreed. “It was just there a lot,” he said. 
And then one day, “after a lot of trouble getting all the necessary documents”, he had 
found himself at the airport, surrounded by at least 30 relatives who all wanted to 
give him some “extremely important last advice,” which had annoyed him immensely. 
“I was so nervous for what was to come,” he explained. “I just wanted to get on that 
plane and leave.” And he did.
His flight took him from Chennai to Singapore and then on to Melbourne. “I was 
constantly thinking am I doing the right thing? I still don’t know actually.” I heard the 
same doubts from many other students when narrating how they had to come to the 
decision to leave India, to study abroad, meanwhile keeping certain migration (though 
by no means very solid) strategies in the back of their minds. Ravi did not have a 
clear-cut plan when I met him in the waiting lounge of the sports center where the 
cricket matches were to take place. Two years lay ahead of him and he, like Pranav, had 
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figured that a lot could change in this time. On the one hand a more permanent stay 
out of India seemed necessary because of financial obligations, yet on the other hand 
there were two years ahead of them during which a lot of other practicalities such as 
finding a job and studying itself would have to be dealt with. 

The way leaving is experienced is often relative to the reasons students have 
for doing so in the first place. Leaving is first of all about leaving home, leaving family 
behind, and it often means not being very clear about when one will come back. Yet 
this same leaving is also about the idea of arriving somewhere else, not just stepping 
off the plane and going through customs, but also arriving as a successful migrant 
- with an Australian permanent residency in one’s hand. In that sense, leaving also 
becomes about leaving the times behind when one could only dream of such a thing. 
Yet the reality of now – making it happen – would often sink in far deeper, and far 
quicker, than expected on arrival.

ARRIVING

The Myth of Arrival 
Another quiet Saturday morning, one week after the cricket tournament, and Caulfield 
campus looks abandoned. It not turned nine yet, the doors of the gym are still closed 
and it will take at least an hour before the campus library sees its first visitors. Near 
the bus stop, where the bus that shuttles between the Clayton and Caulfield campuses 
leaves, Rohit is busy putting all sorts of things in a rented mini-van. A week earlier he 
had invited me to join him and the other Yuva members on a trip to the Hindu temple 
located on the outskirts of Melbourne. “We are going to play Holi,” he had cheerfully 
explained, and advised me not to bring any clothes that I was very attached too. 
Giving him a hand putting some of the boxes in the van, he told me that they had been 
up all night, preparing dishes such as pani puri29, which they were planning to sell 
from a market stall on the temple grounds. Meanwhile Ravi had already taken a seat 
in the mini-van, and so had Sujit, both laughing about something and busy with the 
CD-player, getting it to play the right Bollywood song to get everyone into a festive 
mood for Holi.

Once everything is loaded into the van we slowly make our way out of Melbourne’s 
inner suburbs and into the outer ones. For Ravi, it is the first time he’s been anywhere 
other than  Melbourne’s Central Business District and the immediate surroundings of 
the Caulfield and Clayton campuses. Staring out of the window he comments: “This 
is what I don’t like about Melbourne,” he said. “There is nothing there,” he added. 

29   Also known as gol gappas. The snack is usually associated with Maharashtrian coastal areas and Mumbai. 
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“After a while you stop noticing it,” a friend offers in consolation. Ravi did not seem 
convinced though, still staring out of the window, seeing row after row of the same 
type of bungalows disappear into the horizon, only interrupted by the occasional 
Safeway, MacDonald’s or petrol station. Later that day he would explain how, in his 
first week, he had gone outside one evening and had discovered that all the streets 
were empty. He had wondered where everybody was, a question quickly answered 
by one of the guys he was staying with who had explained that they were all inside, 
watching television. Although this was something he had done back in India too - 
spending most evenings in front of the television watching Tamil soaps and movies 
- somehow he had expected more of life in a western country. In India the streets were 
always crowded, he explained. He had liked that. “It is more lively than here,” he said. 
“Less quiet, less death.” Interestingly this contrasted markedly with one of the reasons 
he had given for wanting to “go for an Australian residency,” which had to do with the 
perceived quality of life in Australia. The quality of water was thought to be better, the 
roads and the infrastructure in general better organized, less air pollution, rules less 
negotiable, more orderly, and generally quieter, just not as noisy and busy as India. 

Community ‘Under Construction’
After we had arrived at the Lord Shiva Vishnu Temple and the stall had been set up, 
all the pots and pans taken out of the van, and the Holi celebrations could begin. The 
temple grounds, normally empty but for a couple of parked cars, quickly filled up with 
people, and most of the stalls were doing good business. Food was widely available, 
from masala dosas to Banarasi paan, and most of the Mehndi30 stalls were drawing 
considerable crowds. Editors from local Indian newspapers such as Indian Voice and 
South Asia Times could be found handing out the latest editions. A DJ was playing 
Bollywood hits and Punjabi style songs, and a mass of people had formed in the center 
of the field, dancing enthusiastically to his choice of music. In front of the temple itself 
things were a little quieter, with families walking in and out, some taking pictures, 
others catching up on the latest gossip. Inside priests were busy taking care of the 
various rituals and accepting devotees offers for the God.

Previously, Pranav had told me that he did not have any family members living 
abroad, other than some distant cousins in the US, but he was not really in contact 
with any of them. When he arrived a friend was waiting for him at the airport though. 
“He is a PR holder. He came here as a student,” Pranav explained. He stayed with this 
friend for the first two or three weeks, after which he moved into a house with other 
Indian students. When asked how he knew these people he said they were simply 
friends who had been introduced to him by a colleague from his work in India. “See, 

30   More commonly known as henna paintings in the West, mostly used to decorate hands.
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one of the girls on my team had this boyfriend in Australia. So she introduced me to 
him and he then let me stay at his place.” By asking around, Pranav had then learned 
of a room available in a large house not too far from Caulfield campus. All those who 
were staying there were Indian students, something which had comforted him in a 
way, although he hesitated a little to admit this. “I did not come here only to interact 
with other Indians you know,” he explained. “I also want that foreign experience, of 
meeting new people.” So far he had not had much luck with that though, he admitted. 
“Australians do not seem to want to talk to Indians much. I don’t know why that is.”

Besides Ravi, Pranav already had some connections in Australia (friends of his 
former colleague’s boyfriend), yet he had not stayed in touch with them. Once he had 
moved he had found himself “way too busy with uni” and finding a job, and similarly 
“these guys also had their own lives to think about”, and were working “quite hard” 
most of the time. “We just drifted apart,” he added. “I am not even sure if I still have 
their phone numbers.” Many students would tell similar tales, often characterized by 
a lack of ties with the more established Indian community. Some, like Pranav, did stay 
with Indians who had arrived in Australia earlier, and who were now PR holders, but 
this had not led to becoming part of the what one might call ‘the Indian community’. 
Chatting with those who came to Australia often more than 20 years ago, and who had 
obtained Australian passports long ago, I quickly understood why; their opinions of 
these newcomers were often very harsh. Many appeared to perceive Indian students as 
profiteers, using the ‘system’ for something it was not designed for. ‘They’ on the other 
hand had come to Australia under skilled migration programs and saw themselves as 
genuine migrants. Many also seemed to be of the opinion that these students simply 
bought their way into Australia. A prominent community leader even remarked that: 
“these guys go to these cheap universities; it is no surprise that they all end up as taxi 
drivers.” It seemed to be ‘common knowledge’ among Indian community members 
that the majority of Indian overseas students were enrolled in low-ranking universities 
and colleges. Many said that they would never let their own children study there, let 
alone encourage them to mingle with students going there. The general image of 
such students was that they came from the new Indian middle classes who now have 
the money to study abroad, though cannot afford to send their children to the better 
Australian universities such as University of Melbourne or Monash University. Indian 
overseas students were often equally aware of how they were seen by these Indian 
members. This tension was certainly present during the Holi festivities where the two 
groups hardly seemed to mingle. 

Back to Playing Holi 
While sitting behind the Yuva market stall, watching some of the club’s members fill 
pani puris and sell them to passersby, making quick conversation and trying to avoid 
spilling colored powder in the rest of the food they were trying to sell, Sujit sat down 
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next to me. His clothes were still clean and he was busy talking into his cell phone. 
When he hung up he asked me why I was not playing Holi like the others, pointing in 
the direction of the center of the temple grounds where many could be found dancing 
and singing. I returned the question by asking why he was not doing the very same 
thing. He shrugged and kept quiet for a while, the happy yells from the children in 
the mini Ferris wheel coming from behind us, mixing with the deep bass of the music 
being played by the Punjabi DJ. “This is not for me man,” he said. “Holi in India is 
very different. I would celebrate it with my friends.” Weren’t these then his friends? 
I wanted to know. Earlier he had told me how he was sharing a house with some 
Monash students and he had actually referred to them as friends. “That’s not what 
I mean. I mean, my real friends. I have just met these guys. We don’t share anything 
with each other.” Weren’t they all here as Indian students, was that not something 
they shared? “Yeah but you all come here with your own worries. You don’t share that 
with each other.” He remained vague about what the worries he was talking about 
were. He had only arrived in Australia about six weeks earlier and had just started his 
first semester at CQU. When I asked him if PR was part of the worries, he repeated 
again that he probably wouldn’t have any problems getting one with his masters in 
accounting. “It is not that, man. PR I will get, I think. It is about now most of all. I need 
a job. Money is running out.” The job search had been going on for a couple of weeks 
now and meanwhile he had seen the money which his father had given him for living 
expenses dwindle. It was these things that were on his mind most of the time now. 
Things he felt he could not really share with the other guys he lived with. True, they 
were in a similar situation, but they too were busy finding jobs, or actually having one, 
and, of course, studying. Yet recalling the argument that migration is a gendered affair, 
perhaps sheds light on the situation Sujit found himself in. What he was experiencing 
heavily depended on how he was sharing his life with other male Indians. Being sons, 
having grown up in middle class families, expectations were high. Admitting that one 
was not meeting these ‘high expectations’ (however temporarily this might be) would 
also cause loss of face. Moreover there was always the risk of such news traveling back 
to India, causing embarrassment for the family back home. 

And now he was sitting on a stretch of grass behind a market stall selling 
Indian snacks to raise money for an Indian student club he admitted to not even 
being a member of. Meanwhile the Holi celebrations were in full swing and we were 
regularly interrupted as Indian students from other universities came to the Monash 
stand to wish everybody a “Happy Holi” by smearing marigold yellow, bright pink, 
or an almost poisonous looking green on people’s faces and hair. The local Indian 
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papers, of which there are at least six in English31, would later report that some 20,000 
people had visited the Holi festivities. Talking about it afterwards the opinions on how 
the day had gone differed greatly between the two groups, community members and 
students. Whereas the community members had seen it as a day of Indian culture, 
being among Indians, and celebrating an Indian festival, the students had mostly 
commented on how different Holi celebrations were in India, and how Australian the 
whole day had felt. This last remark referred to the way the local Indian community 
had organized the festivities and behaved during the day. Although the students 
had taken part in the day just like all the others, the Indian community remained a 
group of people to which they could not see themselves belonging. Although most of 
the Indian students had come to Australia with the idea of obtaining an Australian 
residency at some point, during the day there had been a clear divide between the 
‘Indians’, and the ‘Australians’ - the local Indian community. While the students could 
imagine themselves becoming these ‘Indians’, for the time being they still had a long 
way ahead of them. Moreover, although they could see themselves becoming NRI’s 
(Non Resident Indians), perhaps even with a foreign passport, it was by no means sure 
if Australia would be the country in which they would finally settle. These feelings of 
ambivalence about their own imagined future as well as their current role and place 
colored the day just as the Holi powder did. 

The Most Liveable City (Melbourne) Is (Not) New York
One of the most frequent responses students would give when asked why they had 
come to Melbourne was that they had heard that the city had recently been voted 
as ‘most liveable city’32 and they had expected Melbourne to be like New York. Ravi, 
for one, had quickly concluded that it was not New York. Having already spent some 
time in the Melbournian suburbs he was convinced the city was nowhere near the 
way New York was. Interestingly though, almost none of the students I met had ever 
been to New York, nor did they have friends or family living there. When asked about 
what they knew of New York they mostly claimed to have heard about it “from other 
people’s stories,” and of course they had seen things about it on TV. How then had 
they come to equate Melbourne with New York? When I asked this question to Rohit 
later on, he said: “The biggest shock for most [of us] who come here from India is that 

31   Most Indian papers appear once in a month. Popular are: Indian Voice, Bharat Times, Indian Link, South Asia 
Times, Indo Times (also available in Punjabi) and Indus Age. Other papers are also available, though printed in 
smaller numbers. Besides Indian papers there are also a number of local Sri Lankan papers such as Eelamurasu 
Fortnightly and Uthayam. Papers are usually available in Indian grocery shops and shops selling South Asian 
movies and music. 
32   According to the Economist Intelligence Unit. Every year a list of most liveable cities is published. In 2004 
this was Melbourne, in 2005 Vancouver. Other cities such Adelaide, Sydney and Brisbane also score high in the 
top ten. 
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Melbourne is so slow. This is something they had not expected of a western city.” 
Apparently, the archetypal western city is New York. “This is something you grow to 
expect when you leave India. That is the thing,” Sujit had said. But the reality turns 
out to be different, not so lively, not so fast. Basically, it turned out not to be the way it 
was imagined. “These students, they find that hard here. Newcomers experience that 
as problematic,” Rohit also explained. 

Although Melbourne had been a little disappointing to Sujit, this was not 
something he was very bothered about at the time we met. He was too preoccupied 
with finding a job. His father had paid for his first semester fees and although they had 
“shown to the visa people” that the family could also afford to pay for the subsequent 
three semesters, in reality the situation was somewhat different. Students like Pranav, 
Ravi and Sujit come from middle class families that in a local Indian context may be 
considered well-off in the sense that they are home-owners, highly educated, English 
speaking, able to afford modern conveniences such as computers, TV’s, cars, and even, 
at times, trips abroad. Yet, they usually do not have the ‘cash’ to simply pay for two-
years worth of college fees and the additional the living costs a student will incur 
staying abroad. They are, however, able to take out student loans by giving the bank 
enough guarantees in the form of fixed assets (houses, land titles, gold) and thus 
convince DIMIA (the migration authorities) to grant a student visa. Often, however, 
the guarantees given are based on an over-estimation of the value of these assets. The 
idea is often that once the student visa has been granted, the student will find a way 
to take care of matters abroad himself. 

It is then important to realize that Indian students do not arrive with just 
carefully packed suitcases but also with the type of heavy mental baggage that airlines 
do not charge for. As sketched at the beginning of this section, the Indian students 
have ‘arrived’ in the sense that after carefully having planned their ways out India, 
they are now in Australia, about to start their first semesters. Yet, arriving also means 
being confronted with the reality of now being in a place which previously only existed 
in the imagination. In addition the reality of having to make it work is also there. 
Many students admitted to having convinced their parents of letting them go abroad, 
taking out high student loans, mortgaging family assets or property, based on the 
idea that they would get a residency in Australia. Yet, many were also aware that they 
did not quite meet the criteria, and some had not bothered to inform their parents of 
this, knowing that it would just worry them. Whereas most students in the first few 
months after having arrived in Australia give themselves time to get used to the place, 
often not working in the first semester at all, for our overseas Indian students (pocket) 
money often runs out fast. Playing Holi was in this sense not only an opportunity 
to celebrate an Indian festival, but also a watershed moment when the settling into 
Australia period came to an end.
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LETTING GO

The Symptomatic Indian Middle Class
The Indian students on whose life-strategies we have zoomed in here are typically 
products of the (established) Indian middle class. When it comes to the Indian middle 
class, the general opinion seems to be that they must be the ones that profit the most 
from the economic changes that India has undergone since the liberalizations of 1991. 
As Salim Lakha (1999: 251) writes: “To foreign investors and government officials, 
the middle class is a potential market and a testimony to the country’s economic 
progress.” Not only is the idea very much alive that this is a group of people that 
profits considerably from these developments, but also that others (most of all foreign 
investors) will profit from the way this class seems to benefit from the economic 
growth. Newspaper and other articles that have been written on this often give a 
rather fleeting impression of how this class lives and how simultaneously India slowly 
seems to be reinventing itself because of this. 

The new India is a very different place. Walk into the dazzling 
shopping malls in Hyderabad or any other Indian city and the signs of 
a transformation in the lifestyle, spending habits and mentality of an 
entire class are etched into the landscape – busy roads, bright street 
lighting (even Delhi roads were Stygian a few years ago), neon lights, 
huge billboards and hordes of frenzied shoppers. (The Times, February 
4, 2004)

It is clear that global flows influence the way the Indian middle classes live their 
lives. A visit to the newly built malls in Koramangala, one of Bangalore’s more popular 
neighbourhoods for the (new) middle class, confirms just how much these ‘middle 
class lifestyles’ are influenced by global (read ‘western’) styles of clothing, eating and 
drinking. Yet there seems to be something explicitly simplistic about this notion of 
how global/western oriented these lifestyles are. And many studies hint at just that. 
When debating such malls, full of western outlet stores and fast-food restaurants, 
articles will describe how they are filled with women in ‘traditional’ sari’s, and how, 
for instance, such fast-food restaurants serve Mudaliar snacks and Kerala appams. This 
hybridity of various styles that compete, mix and mingle with each other produce a 
peculiar narrative on the way Indians deal with modernity and globalization. For the 
media it has become a popular way of dealing with questions regarding the ‘modern 
Indian’. As Leela Fernandes argues: “media representations increasingly depict India’s 
shifting relationship with the world economy through images of a productive hybrid 
relation between the national and the global.” (2000: 612)
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 Implicit in most of these representations is that we are dealing with a group 
of people who are riding the waves of economic development, profiting from the new 
opportunities that come with it, and how this has given them access to products 
and ideas from outside India. Such representations contrast rather effectively with 
large groups of people who very clearly do not seem to profit from these very same 
developments, who do not have access to expensive (foreign/new) products and who 
are perhaps used/exploited by the Indian middle classes for their own benefits. This 
contrast is sometimes depicted as ‘islands of prosperity, oceans of poverty’. As Gadgil 
and Guha (1995) already argued 10 years ago, “there is a direct relationship between 
‘the obesity clinics’ that sprout up in Madras, and the fully one-third of the Indian 
people who cannot afford to buy enough food to keep their body and soul together.” 
(see Mawdsley 2004: 88) Many articles dealing with the Indian middle class seem 
rather preoccupied with making similar points. 

This ‘contrasting’ (rich-poor, developed-underdeveloped, clean-dirty, new-old) 
is an often-returning feature when discussing the Indian middle class. And in a way 
this is not surprising, as there does indeed appear to be a huge gap between the 
different classes in India. Walking down MG Road in Bangalore towards the corner 
where three five-star hotels are located (The Taj, Oberoi and Park Hotel), turning left 
towards Ulsoor Lake, one would end up at the Philips campus where thousands of 
IT professionals work in a highly modern environment. The office overlooks a large 
slum area where there are no proper sanitary facilities, the residents of which use the 
sidewalk across the road passing by Philips as an area to defecate. It is this paradox of 
having a rather chic office building, where most employees make at least 20,000 per 
month, on one side of the road, and a sidewalk where people defecate, on the other 
side, that colours many descriptions of the ‘reality’ of the so-called new India. 

The Strength of Weak Ties
While it is often shown that the Indian middle class is a minority group profiting from 
developments that do not seem to help other larger groups of people (and in fact often 
seem to make their lives even worse, see, for example, Jan Breman [2004, 2001, 2000]), 
Indian middle class modernity is also contested, as many writers argue that it is this 
group in particular that holds on to old conservative Hindu values, including caste. 
Taking such commentary into account, one ends up with a rather confusing mix of 
images that has also coloured the daily lives of the Indian students who have come to 
Australia. They originate from the Indian middle class that is supposed to profit the 
most from the economic liberalizations and growth. They are also the ones who are 
the most ‘visible’ in the sense of the lifestyles that come with such economic progress; 
and as William Mazzarella (2006) also concluded, Indian middle class visibility often 
also leads to rather archetypical images of modernity of the type that most academics 
and also journalists feel the need to correct. “Middle class behaviour is figured as 
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Pictures 3, 4 & 5: Examples of how 
the global and local is imagined in 
popular media.
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symptomatic of the social contradictions that beset Indian modernity. The severity of 
the diagnosis is only heightened by the implications that precisely the middle classes 
should know better.”33 
 One contradiction that is often poorly acknowledged in all of this is the highly 
present desire among young middle class Indians to leave India and start a new life 
somewhere else. As Johanna Lessinger (2003: 171) writes, “today a great many young 
people in the middle-class families of urban India begin to strategize in their early 
teens, manoeuvring to acquire the kind of training which will permit them to emigrate 
successfully and mobilizing the networks connecting them to previous immigrants 
wherever possible.” Looking back at the case studies presented so far, guys such as 
Pranav, Ravi and Sujit, certainly belong to the group Lessinger brings to the fore. 
Yet where she presents it as a rather normal and accepted thing to do, I hesitate in 
doing so. What are we to do then with these images that are presented to us of the 
Indian middle classes elsewhere: that of a successful group of people profiting from 
the economic boom? In order to understand this apparent contradiction better, it is 
necessary to further investigate the way they make their way into the world and to 
question the particular emigration strategy they finally choose. The following chapters 
will certainly add further to our understanding of this. 

A Culture of Arriving
Indian students are looking for a permanent stay abroad yet none of what the 
students had brought to the table so far had to do with intentions to live permanently 
in Australia. This further questions the permanency of ‘permanent’, and leads us to 
ask if they attach ideas of temporariness to the way they imagine profiting from their 
future PR’s. In this sense, the situation is highly complex: although the students would 
sometimes refer to an undefined point in the future when they might return to India 
again (a common theme in migration literature, often framed in terms such as ‘myth 
of return’, see for instance Cohen & Gold 1997), the motivation for doing so was first 
and foremost about getting a residency outside India. An Australian residency, they 
believe, will not only give them a residency in a ‘western’ or ‘developed’ country, but 
also a way into the rest of the world. Where an Indian passport is seen as limiting 
in terms of traveling to other countries, an Australian residency is perceived to be a 
solution to this problem, giving easier access to other countries such as the UK and 
the US. Often the students had never seriously considered doing their masters in India 
from the start. Although many had sat certain entrance tests, either they had done 
this because their parents had wanted them to, or simply because friends were also 
doing so. The way these students saw their futures was somehow, oddly, disconnected 

33   Paper available online. No date mentioned. Checked on 30th of May 2006.  
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from opportunities in India. Although many had actually taken a job after graduation 
- and in some cases even made quite a decent salary (certainly by Indian standards) - 
they talked about this period as if it was a temporary phase in which they were busy 
figuring out where their true futures lay. Often this did not seem to have to do with 
a sense of belonging in terms of what they had ‘known’ all their lives, but more with 
a ‘desired’ and/or ‘aspired’ sense of belonging, of wanting to be somewhere else. And 
this directly linked to their ‘middle classness’, where being in the middle of things 
certainly felt like a daily reality. Although India was growing economically and the job 
market was developing in a positive way, they were still a large group, competition for 
seats in the better universities was high and the long application processes for jobs in 
the most desired IT companies wearing. 

When talking about their motivations for leaving India, the students 
would regularly mention that their imagined life abroad was largely based on 
communications with people to whom they were only marginally connected. Yet, they 
talk as if the concept of ‘abroad’ had always been present in their lives. They were 
not only influenced in their desire to go abroad by rather obvious impulses generated 
by Bollywood or other media images (by no means limited to India as for instance 
Wanning Sun (2002) shows for China), but also simply by the fact that ‘other’ people 
were, they perceived, constantly talking about life abroad. These ‘other’ people formed 
a very broad category to which not only people they knew personally belonged 
(friends, family, college mates) but also a wider network of acquaintances who were 
known to these people (of which they had heard etc.). This ‘culture of migration’ is 
less the result of direct migration from one location to another, and much more of the 
various notions about life abroad which come to the fore during daily interactions. 

Picture 6: Advertisement 
for the Bollywood movie 
Salaam Nameste, shot and 
set in Melbourne.



2: Of Leaving & Arriving. From and To a Culture of Migration46

In an article on Mexican migration, William Kandel and Douglas S. Massey 
speak of a culture of migration in the sense of international migration becoming so 
deeply rooted that “the prospect of transnational movement becomes normative: 
young people “expect” to live and work in the U.S. at some point in their lives.” 
(2002: 981) Other studies, such as the one conducted by Katy Gardner (1993, 1995) 
on Sylheti (Bangladeshi) migration and previously mentioned studies on Japanese-
Brazilian immigrant workers in Japan by Tsuda (1999), show something similar. Using 
a stochastic sequential choice framework, Deléchat further analyses some of the 
concepts introduced (network theory, cumulative causation) by Massey et al. Based 
on this analysis she concludes that: “the decision of Mexican household heads to 
work in the USA is influenced mostly by the impact of previous migration experience, 
family network, and prevalence of migration in the origin community on the costs and 
benefits of labor market entry…” (2001: 475-6). Even “individual heterogeneity” does 
not make much of an impact on the overall results.
It is studies such as these that further help our understanding of why people leave 
home for a new destination. Who and what influences this? Yet in the case of Indian 
students we are faced with another problem. A culture of migration may be present in 
India, one that influences young Indians to think about migration, about life abroad, 
yet this is a much less ‘clear’ and easily definable culture as the one described by the 
aforementioned scholars. For one, as stated before, these (family) networks are not 
as strongly present as some seem to argue. The families these students come from 
do know people abroad but they don’t form clearly traceable networks with them. 
And perhaps this is less necessary as there is a much more professional network (of 
migration and education agents) available which will gladly help out in this field (at 
a price of course). 

Lessinger argues that virtually every urban, Indian middle class family now 
has some members living permanently abroad. Yet there are certainly some question 
marks that can be added here. As the previous section showed, the Indian middle class 
and its development is often depicted in a less nuanced way than is the reality. I will 
argue that it is also in this context that we should read the presumed transnational 
character of the Indian middle class. As my own research shows many Indian students 
do ‘know’ people in Australia, yet these are often people with whom they only stay 
in touch with for a very brief period, usually only at the beginning of their journey. 
Furthermore, ‘Family’ as Lessinger posits, should be understood in the loosest possible 
of terms. Family, in the Indian sense, is often a rather loosely and broadly defined 
concept, in which even distant cousins are included. Yet it is clear that such linkages, 
however brief and weak they may be, certainly do play a part in the whole process of 
leaving India. Lessinger’s remarks in this regard deserve refining by examining further 
how networks such as these actually work. The argument small-worlds theorists (Urry 
2004) make provides us with the tools to do just this. As the cases I presented in this 
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and other chapters show, it is not that difficult to ‘know’ somebody, through somebody 
else, somewhere else, and to utilize such acquaintances in one’s strategy to go or 
make it abroad. Most relevant here are Granovetter’s (1983) ‘strength of weak ties’ 
conclusions which showed that firm and strong networks are not always necessary to 
achieve a particular goal. In his research he showed that 84% of those people looking 
for a job found one through persons they only saw occasionally and did not know 
very well. I argue that we should interpret Lessinger’s remarks in a similar way: most 
middle class Indians know people abroad, yet they do not know all of them in the 
same way and connections are made and lost along the way.

And Then Letting Go
It is yet another Saturday morning. I am about to meet Pranav for an interview at 
the library on Caulfield campus. The semester break is approaching and most of the 
students are busy studying. The campus library is full of students finishing up projects 
or simply reading, making notes. We sit down and Pranav says he actually can’t talk 
long as he has to do a lot of studying himself this weekend. He just found a job in a 
call center and will be working a full 20 hours there this week. He will be in Sales, he 
explains, making calls to customers asking them if they are interested in changing 
energy providers. The job is far from appealing, he agrees, but better than working 
in some restaurant waiting tables as many of his friends do. We talk about general 
things (studying, finding a job, how it is to live with other students) and then suddenly 
Pranav announces that he has decided to change courses. “I found out that I won’t be 
able to get a PR with this course,” he says. I ask him how he had discovered this now. 
“I went to see this immigration agent in the city,” Pranav offers as an explanation. 
But at Holi you still thought it was not going to be a problem, I say. “Yeah, I did, but 
I also thought it would be easier you know.” Very simply put, Pranav thought that 
once he arrived in Australia, the rules would change and his course (Banking and 
Finance) would earn him enough points. But you have only completed one semester, 
I suggest, isn’t there still plenty of time for that to happen? “Who knows, nobody can 
give me that guarantee,” he sighs. Some of his housemates had told him the same, 
he said, and had suggested that he visit an agent. He had thought of nothing else for 
weeks, he said, finally making the decision to make an appointment with someone 
recommended by his friends. They had, in fact, all gone to see the same agent, whose 
name was familiar to me, as he had been mentioned by other students on a number 
of occasions. “He is really good that man,” Pranav added. “He will really help you,” 
at least that is the impression he had got from friends. The agent in question had 
given him free advice and suggested that he should change his course to a masters 
in accounting. He was now trying to arrange this with the university. It would mean 
having to do some extra units, which would cost extra money, but he had decided 
to spare his parents this news for now. They were still under the impression that he 
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would obtain a PR with his old masters and he did not want to worry them, he added. 
When he had asked his parents for permission to study in Australia, part of the plan to 
convince them had been to tell them about the prospect of getting a residency abroad. 
He had decided not to tell them, though, that he did not completely qualify for such a 
residency (at this stage). He had now decided to change courses, and once he had a PR 
he would finish his course in Banking and Finance, and realize his dream. The problem, 
though, was that the extra subjects he needed to take meant extra money, and for this 
Pranav decided to use his loan, hoping to make enough with his part-time job to pay 
for subsequent semesters. 

Aside from the practical implications of his plan, what interested me most 
about his story was the remark that other students had suggested that he should 
visit an agent to determine his strategies regarding PR. The way he described it, the 
subject had come up on numerous occasions and other students had often asked him 
how he thought he would get a PR, since the course he was following would not lead 
to one. Slowly this had convinced Pranav that just hoping that things would work 
out was probably a mistake. Whereas earlier the suggestion of PR had irritated him, 
believing that this was something to worry about at a later date – “I am here for my 
education” – being among people who had far clearer plans had started to impact on 
his own strategies. 

A couple of days later I ran into Sujit, busy shopping for groceries at the 
supermarket in the Caulfield shopping mall. He had just finished his exams and seemed 
to think they had all gone well. Meanwhile he had been busy looking for a job and had 
very recently managed to find one. He was now selling burgers at MacDonald’s, but he 
was unhappy with the limited number of hours he was able to work. He was hoping for 
a cash-in-hand job, which would allow him to work more, but so far without success. 
I noticed he was busy loading packs of Minute Noodles in his shopping basket. “I only 
like the ones with curry flavour,” he explained when he noticed me looking at him 
stocking up. “I usually have them with some chopped tomatoes,” he added. Such a 
‘dinner’ would cost barely a dollar, and this way he would be able to save some more 
to pay for his next semester fees. He did not want his parents to pay for another 
semester, as it had been his own choice to come ‘here’.

These days he was not really in touch with any of the people he had met at 
the cricket tournament or Holi. He was still living at the same place but did not see 
his housemates much either, he explained. “They are equally busy man,” he remarked 
cheerfully. “They all have their own worries and things to do.” It did not seem to 
bother him much. He usually spent his free time chatting online with his family back 
in India. He had not been out of Melbourne yet, but would probably do so when he got 
his PR. “I am not here to enjoy myself man, first PR, then I will enjoy.” Ravi he barely 
remembered. In the weeks before I had tried getting in touch with him again but to 
no avail; he seemed to have disappeared off the face of the earth. Sujit had heard that 
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he had left for India some time ago but couldn’t really remember from whom he had 
heard this. I had heard similar rumors and it was around this time that I had them 
confirmed by one of his ‘closer’ friends. His homesickness had got the better of him, 
but apparently this was just a question of him missing his family a lot. His friends had 
suggested that it was probably a combination of a number of things: homesickness, 
not doing well in his studies, and also the financial pressure of the investment he 
had made. There was still time to take a loss and leave, so it seemed. Although it had 
clearly been a big decision for Ravi to make, others (his ‘friends’) had quickly moved 
on. There was something about his failure that others who had known him did not 
particularly feel comfortable discussing. It was almost as if by doing so, they would 
have to admit that most of them were taking similar risks too. 
 
More Arriving Yet to Come
In this chapter we have followed a number of students in their narrations of reasons 
why they decided to leave India and how they ended up in Australia. We met them 
when they had just arrived and followed them during their first semester. It became 
clear that while many Indian students do end up applying for PR, not all come with 
very clear-cut plans about how to make this happen. Although the financial risks they 
run are considerable, the length of the process often creates a feeling of having plenty 
of time. Even if a degree does not lead directly to a PR, circumstances could easily 
change, students would reason. Yet, having arrived in Australia appears that their 
optimism about the future is not always justified, certainly if those who had already 
been there for a while were to be believed. Many would tell me how from the moment 
they got off the plane on Melbourne airport; the ‘buzz’ of PR had constantly been there. 
I was actually at a student house the day a newcomer arrived. His bags were not even 
unpacked before the conversation turned to PR. Although the student in question had 
enrolled himself in a ‘cookery’ course, a course providing a direct route to PR, it was 
still topic of discussion. The general debate appeared to be regarding how one could 
be sure that two years from now one would still be able to apply for PR. Similarly, an 
informant once remarked over coffee that the first thing his fellow housemates had 
asked him the day he arrived was: “what the hell are you doing there?” after they had 
learned that he had enrolled himself in an IT course at RMIT, which would offered no 
guarantee of a PR. 

Letting go, the title of the final section of this chapter, very clearly refers to 
what is to come in the following chapters. Central to this dissertation are the ways the 
future is imagined among young Indian migrants who arrive as students in Australia. 
We have already seen some of their ideas change. They left India with ideas about how 
an Australian residency might be obtained, and what opportunities this PR might lead 
to. This came down to, on the one hand, a residency which provides a permanent stay 
out of India, enabling them to pay back their student loans, and on the other hand, an 



2: Of Leaving & Arriving. From and To a Culture of Migration50

entry ticket for (the rest of) the developed world, and of course hopefully (‘ultimately’) 
the US. Yet the road to Australian residency is long. Not least because overseas students 
are required to study for a minimum of two years before the points for having studied 
in Australia can be claimed. Arriving, the previous section, showed what happens in 
that very early phase when these students are newly arrived in Australia. Where a 
culture of migration influenced them to leave, a culture of migration was also waiting 
for them at the gate upon arrival. At home, in India, this culture of migration appears 
to have been very much about gaining a better ‘quality of life’, superior ‘lifestyles’, 
and living in the most ‘liveable city’. In Melbourne, however, they quickly found 
themselves in a much more negative culture which was largely the result of tensions 
and pressures generated by the long and winding road towards residency. It is on this 
road that we will follow them through the next semesters and summer holidays. Ideas 
of letting go will continue to play a part in this, as ideas about ultimate arrival will 
continuously be tested. 

In the following chapter we will see what happens when newcomers (the 
Indian students) meet with ‘old-comers’, the local Indian community. How do they 
see each other and what expectations do they have of each other? In particular, the 
concept of ‘arrival’ will face an important reality check. The local Indian community 
is typically a product of skilled migration programs that were set up in the 1960s and 
1970s. Yet the most visible section of the Indian community are shop and restaurant 
owners, as well as taxi drivers and others involved in jobs for which little education 
is required. How do students deal with this? It will undoubtedly raise questions about 
why one has left, and it will almost certainly mean that the idea of ultimate arrival 
will have to be reworked again.
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03. Second Semester:

Some History Lessons, as well as Learning the Hard Way

∂
Lessons to be Learned and Understood 
In the previous chapter it was described how for many Indian students, newly arrived 
in Australia, the first opportunity to meet the local Indian34 community came at the 
Holi celebrations held at the temple at Carrum Downs. Having arrived in Australia 
matters such as finding a place to live, looking for jobs et cetera have to be taken care 
of. Those students with contacts (family, friends or acquaintances) in Australia often 
lost touch with them once they had found a place to live. Reasons varied from being 
too busy with ‘other’ things to simply not being interested in maintaining the contact. 
Aside from these reasons though, it also appeared as if this was never supposed to 
be the case anyway. These contacts were never meant to remain long-lasting ones, 
something that was inherently understood from the start. This is rather surprising. 
The way international discourses and narratives on issues such as assimilation and 
integration take shape, one could argue that, in general, migrants are understood not 
only to have strong ties with people still living in the place of origin but to further 
strengthen these ties once they have migrated. Newcomers are imagined to quickly 
integrate in already locally established groups of migrants with whom they share a 
similar national/cultural background. Why then does this not appear to happen in the 
Australian case?

Central to this chapter will be the question of what role the local Indian 
community plays in the lives of Indian overseas students. Related to this are questions 
such as how the two groups perceive and interact with each other, as well as how 
they profit from each other. Important here will be the issue of exploitation, which 
regularly came up while talking about (part-time) jobs students had. In order to 
better understand where the Indian community itself originates from, we will have to 
explore the history of this community as well. It will be shown that although Indians 
could already be found in Australia at the beginning of the 19th century, the Indian 

34   I am aware that the community as I present it here, and also in the previous chapter, could typically be 
understood to be a Hindu community. Yet, the FIAV (Federation of Indian Associations of Victoria) is not a purely 
Hindu organization and nor were all the participants of the Holi festivities Hindu. Among the Yuva students there 
were several Christians and Muslims. Festivities such as Holi are generally seen as a day when all Indians come 
together, irrespective of beliefs. It must of course be noted that there will also be Christian and Muslim Indians 
who will not attend such days since they do associate it with religious belief which they do not share. 
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community that is visible today in Australia is actually the product of more recent 
developments; mainly skilled migration policies which were adopted in Australia in 
the 1960s and 70s. Community leaders, for instance, cannot generally trace back their 
family’s history in Australia beyond those years. The community prides itself in the 
fact that it was formed as the result of skilled migration programs that specifically 
targeted the higher educated foreigner. It will be argued that Indian students threaten 
this image the community has of itself; an image that they also ‘imagine’ (white/
Anglo-Saxon) Australians to have of them. Although Indian students generally come 
to Australia to do their masters degree, which would certainly entitle them to the 
label of being ‘higher educated’, the fact that the majority undertake their degrees 
at lower ranking universities makes them ‘suspect’ in the eyes of the community. 
The local community is also aware of the high number of students who apply for 
PR after graduation, something which is underlined by the countless advertisements 
for migration and education agents in the local community papers. This, apparent 
migration industry further threatens the image the local Indian community has of 
itself and the way they imagine others see to them.

The Australian perspective on all this can also not be ignored here. Australia 
prides itself on being a multicultural nation in which numerous communities live 
together in harmony. Such celebrations take a very literal form on Harmony Day, held 
every year on the 21st of March. As the website describes, this day: “celebrates Australia’s 
success as a diverse society united as one family by a common set of values.” The site 
proudly explains that since 1945 over six million people have settled in Australia, 
and that more than 200 languages are spoken in Australia, ranging from English to 
Mandarin.35 Yet, Australians seem oddly absent from Indian students’ day-to-day lives. 
The masters courses they are enrolled are generally dominated by overseas students 
from other nationalities, mainly East and South East Asian countries. Being among 
other Indians, living with them, often also working for them, confirms their Australia 
experience as one of Indians-among-Indians-abroad. That said, they are in Australia, 
faced with Australian rules and regulations, studying at Australian universities, and 
they are part of daily life in a country where the majority is still (Anglo-Saxon/white) 
Australian. In order to better understand the relative place Australia (and Australians) 
take(s) up in this process towards PR, a broader perspective of Australian migration 
history and multiculturality will be introduced. 

35   http://www.harmony.gov.au/what-is-hd/index.htm It must be added that many Australians I met had never 
heard of Harmony Day. Although the day might not be a very well known one, the way the website presented it 
fitted in very well with the very visible country days held, for instance, on Federation Square, located in the heart 
of Melbourne. On such days a particular country or community would present itself with festivities and market 
stalls. India had such a day there once a year. 



3: Some History Lessons, as well as Learning the Hard Way 55

OUTSIDE THE COMMUNITY

Not Yet Non-Resident Indians
“We have all been in their shoes. We understand their awe, apprehension and 
nervousness.” So begins a short article published in the November (2005) edition of 
the local community paper India Link. The author, Sunil Gautam, continues: “But even 
after we have stepped out of their sneakers, it is still immensely fascinating to watch 
the next batch in action as they go about getting their bearings in a new place.” What 
Gautam is talking about are NAIs: Newly Arrived Indians, whom he describes as “an 
interesting bunch of wide-eyed young and not-so-young people who descend on our 
shores regularly.” NAIs are not yet NRIs (Non-Resident Indians), a category developed 
by the Indian government for taxation and related purposes. Officially an Indian is only 
considered NRI if he has been away from India for 183 days – roughly half a year – a 
status newly arrived Indians cannot yet claim. Although the term NAI is not commonly 
used, it does say something about the way the Indian community36 of Melbourne 
sees newcomers. They are not immediately considered part of the community; they 
must first go through some liminal phase during which they will find themselves in-
between being resident- and non-resident Indians. In a way this period can be seen 
as a trial period; it will take time before others will see them as settlers; as people 
who will stay. Indian students form an odd category when it comes to this as, for one, 
they have at least two years to go before they can claim the much desired residency 
status. Besides that, students are not seen as ‘intentional’ migrants per se; in the eyes 
of the Australian government they are first and foremost temporary residents who 
will return to their homeland after graduation. That many of them end up becoming 

36   Talking about something called the Indian community is problematic as, in practice, it does not exist. Not 
least because among Indians are there many differences in language (Hindu, Kannada, Malayalam, Punjabi, Tamil 
etc), places of origin (different cities, states, rural-urban, north-south), religion (Jain, Hindu, Muslim, Sikh) etc., 
that divide the community. It is also because of this that the FIAV (Federation of Indian Associations of Victoria) 
has so many member organizations that cater to specific groups within the larger community. Furthermore, an 
unknown number of Indians are not member of any of these specific organizations, may not even interact with 
other Indians in Australia on a regular basis, and might find the whole idea of being seen as belonging to a par-
ticular ‘community’ absurd. The way membership to a particular community is experienced warrants a disserta-
tion by itself; yet it cannot be denied that from the outside - for instance, from the perspective of the Australian 
government - there is such an identifiable thing as an Indian community. My use of the word ‘Indian community’ 
first and foremost refers to the visible community of Indians in Australia. This, though, needs to be understood 
in light of a context-based situation. Indian students define the Indian community in terms of its visibility: shop 
and restaurant owners, taxi drivers, members of specific community based organizations etc. For the Indian 
community itself though, the perspective is more that of an insider. They simply understand the community to 
mean those people who are active in community based organizations. I will problematize this further at the end 
of this chapter.
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permanent residents is not ‘official’ policy37. In interviews and discussions Indian 
community members will often suggest that Indian students are not supposed to stay, 
and some would even add that they are actually meant to return. Such remarks are, of 
course, made in light of the fact that the Indian community is well aware of the high 
number of Indian students who stay on after graduation.

The India Link was one of a number of Indian community papers that I regularly 
picked up from Indian shops that can be found all over Melbourne. One of these shops 
was located near the apartment I stayed in during my fieldwork. Regularly going there 
for groceries myself, I would often chat with the girls behind the counter; most of 
whom were also overseas students. One such girl was Sham, a 23 years old Punjabi 
Sikh, originally from the city of Ludhiana, now doing her masters in IT with Swinburne 
University. Having taken out an eight-lakh rupees loan, getting a PR was important for 
her. Falling short on points, though, it was by no means sure if her plan would actually 
come to fruition. This was one of the main reasons she was working “quite a lot”, 
seeing it as a way to pay for the next semester fees without having to use the loan.

The shop Sham worked in sells all the usual Indian articles available in hundreds 
of similar stores across the city. A whole range of spices and ready-made pastes from 
brands such as Gits, MDH and Patak; different types of rice ranging from Basmati to 
Andhra Ponni; paneer either imported from India or some local Australian variety; 
vegetables, deep frozen paratha’s, roti’s, idli’s; as well as cigarettes, magazines and 
the ever-present variety of international calling cards. As with most other such shops, 
there is also a section with non-food items such as Bollywood DVDs, religious items 
(statues and pictures of the Gods, incense, candles), and even Indian-style pressure and 
rice cookers. 

As I walk into the shop one evening I notice a fresh pile of local Indian 
community papers such as the South Asian Times and the Indian Voice lying on the 
freezer. As I browse through them, Sham chats about her latest assignments and 
how well they have gone. Previously she had told me that she will have to take the 
subject again because she had been failed after being caught for plagiarism. In need of 
more money (about 2,500 dollars), and not willing to tell her parents about what had 
happened, she had applied for another job which was supposed to be TFN38, meaning 

37   The reason I have put official between quotation marks is because the Australian government’s policy in this 
regard is somewhat vague. On the one hand Australia is one of the few countries, with a large number of overseas 
students, that makes it possible to apply directly for PR after graduation, yet at the same time it often treats the 
phenomenon of students becoming residents as a problem. For instance, much is made of these students not 
ending up in the professions for which they had the skills (at least on paper). When Bob Birrell (2005) showed 
that nearly three quarters of Indian students manage to get a PR after graduation, this was certainly not seen as 
a successful outcome of official policy. 
38   TFN stands for Tax File Number. When asked about their part-time jobs, students would usually make the 
distinction between cash-in-hand jobs and TFN jobs. They would either say “it’s a cash-in-hand job” or “I go on 
TFN.” 
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that she would have to pay taxes on the money she earned. Sham told me that she 
would try to work her legal 20 hours there, but that she would try to keep her job with 
the Indian store too, for which she was paid cash-in-hand. 

Working for the Local Indian Community
Local Indian grocery stores, Seven-Elevens (often run by Indians or Chinese), as well 
as Indian restaurants, petrol stations and car washes often employ Indian students to 
work for them in the evenings. Sham, in that sense, was one of many. In the Indian 
shop in question I met about five of them over the period of one year. Some only stayed 
for a while, others had worked there for much longer and one had actually already 
completed her degree and was now working there next to her job at Coles, a nearby 
supermarket part of a much larger chain. A job in the grocery store is paid cash-in-
hand and thus (though not necessarily) less than minimum wage. But knowing that 
there are plenty of ‘other’ students who would happily take on the job for that amount 
of money is usually enough of an incentive to keep it on. The work isn’t very stressful 
and the store is located in a rather fashionable suburb; all things considered, the girls 
I met there were generally happy with their jobs. As the account, below, of another 
student called Nandesh suggests though, cash-in-hand jobs are often the result of 
unequal power relations. Employers are often aware of the financial situation students 
are in and make use of this knowledge. Students themselves often realize that they are 
being exploited and that this happens for this very reason. When trying to understand 
the ambivalent relationship Indian students and Indian community members have 
with each other, it is important to keep this in mind.

Nandesh Rao, a mature student (early thirties), doing his masters with RMIT, 
had arrived in Melbourne not knowing much about his destination. His first job had 
been as a kitchen hand. He got it not long after he had arrived in Melbourne. It had not 
been a happy experience though. “I was warned not to work for Indian restaurants 
but I did that anyway.” In total he worked there for two days, being paid eight dollars 
an hour. “They really exploit you. They fully understand that you don’t have any other 
choice.” By this he meant that as an Indian student you simply need a job not just to 
pay back (part of) your student loan but also to take care of living expenses. “They 
did not pay me for the first day because they were afraid I might not come back the 
second day.” Unsurprisingly, the job was cash-in-hand which had given the restaurant 
the option to pay less than minimum wages. The restaurant in question had been 
located in Dandenong, a suburb known for its large South Asian presence. “The work 
was hard. I never thought I would do such a job. They give you a small sink with two 
faucets and you have to do that work for five hours.” In between he had not been 
allowed to go for a break, also not if there were no dishes to be washed. “Lots of people 
want that job so they know they can behave that way.”
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 In need of money Nandesh moved on to a carwash where he started as a 
‘trainee’. The carwash was part of a petrol station, not too far from Victoria Park. He 
only worked there once though. “Indians run that petrol station. So what else can 
you expect?” Nandesh said without a hint of irony. It was very hard and tiring work 
and it was unclear how much or when he would get paid. “These experiences tell 
you what not to do in life.” After that all his jobs were in call centers, which usually 
meant selling something over the phone. As these jobs were all tax-paying ones, he 
was not able to work more than the allowed 20 hours, but as such companies would 
at least pay minimum wages, he would make more than working in a restaurant or car 
wash. 

Nandesh was telling me all this while drinking a steaming cup of chocolate 
milk that he had just purchased from a machine along the corridor. Having finished his 
classes for the day, he was planning on going to the ‘computer lab’ after the interview 
so that he could work on an assignment. In the evening he would have to go to his 
job again which involved calling customers to get them to donate money to a charity 
fund. The little free time he had he usually spent reading, watching TV and chatting 
online with family and friends, a place where he was also hoping to meet his future 
girlfriend; preferably one with an Australian residency so that she could sponsor his. He 
wasn’t sure how great his chances of this were though. Having worked for local Indian 
companies, the image he now had of the local community was hardly positive. He had 
heard others’ stories of similar experiences and it did not strike him that he would 
receive a warm welcome from a local Indian family if he were to introduce himself as 
the future partner of one of their daughters. In spite of this, Nandesh was focused on 
getting an Australian residency and, at least for the time being, establishing himself 
in Australia. No longer residing in India, and also no longer newly arrived, but by no 
means anywhere near to being a non-resident Indian, he was now finding himself in a 
phase where he was in-between all those things.

In the Area of Migrants 
Nandesh, like many other Indian students, had found accommodation in a low cost area 
of the city. Often these were suburbs with a high number of immigrants and associated 
businesses. Footscray was one such suburb that I got to know quite well during my 
fieldwork. It was not just an area where many students had found accommodation; 
Footscray is clearly a ‘migrant area’. Asian and African grocery shops dominate the 
street scene, and generally Melbournians associate this image with the neighborhood. 
A part of the inner western suburbs, the area has never been particular appealing, not 
least due to the presence of heavy industry nearby. In the 1950s and 1960s Greek, Italian 
and Croatian migrants started arriving here. The Vietnamese followed in the 1970s and 
1980s. Recently the area has become more popular with Algerian, Ethiopian, Moroccan 
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and Sudanese migrants.39 In many ways Footscray comes across as the stereotypical 
area where migrants end up, set up shop and start living their ‘migrant’ lives; lives 
which now, according to many studies, are characterized by transnationalism because 
of the many, regularly maintained, linkages between home and host-land. Travel 
agents take care of the tickets to facilitate this traveling in a practical sense, while 
grocery shops selling cheap calling cards (besides ‘products from home’), take care of 
maintaining contact on a day-to-day basis.

Although, on the one hand, clearly a place of settlement, the suburb of 
Footscray is certainly not part of how Indian students imagine their futures in Australia. 
As became clear in the previous chapter, even in that very early stage of arrival ideas 
about the imagined future are adapted to fit in more with the perceived reality of a 
situation, yet Footscray hardly fits the picture. Still the area plays an interesting role 
in the way the imagined future takes shape or gets reshaped. While it is, on the one 
hand, a well-known immigrant suburb where Indians have also moved to and set up 
shop, it is, on the other hand, referred to as an area where one does not want to live 
precisely because of what it is known for. Footscray, in many ways, is synonymous 
with a failure to make it and, similarly, the notion of having settled for something that 
was not supposed to be. 

Students would describe neighborhoods such as Footscray and Dandenong 
as areas where in the past Indians had settled but where they did not see themselves 
belonging. These Indians had set up restaurants and shops there and although they 
would often make use of such shops (to buy Indian spices, movies or simply pick up 
one of the local Indian newspapers), they equated these businesses with an ‘older 
version’ of migration. They saw themselves as being highly qualified, globally in 
demand, having come to Australia to study at Australian universities and subsequently 
apply for residency, which would, in turn, open up the rest of the world to them. 
Running a shop or restaurant was simply not something they saw themselves doing. 
Yet, as mentioned earlier, many students actually had jobs in these very restaurants 
and shops; jobs which also colored the image they had of the local Indian community. 
Given that stories of exploitation often made it into narrations on these part-time 
jobs, it is unsurprising that this was often a rather negative image. 

In order to get a better understanding of the relationship between the Indian 
community and Indian overseas students, a closer look at the history of Indians settling 
in Australia is necessary. It will be important to note from the start that this history 
does not always connect well with the current make-up of the locally established 
Indian community in bigger cities such as Melbourne and Sydney. It is not my intention 
therefore to imply a linear traceable process of Indian migration to Australia. On the 

39   See also Birrell (2001: 63)
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contrary, the history of Indian arrivals in Australia knows many ruptures and even full 
stops as incoming numbers were put on hold for long periods, sometimes decades long. 
In many ways the early migration of Indians to Australia is a forgotten one, replaced 
by images of more recent arrivals who only trace their origins back to the 1960s and 
no further. The essential point is that although there may be a longer history of Indian 
migration to Australia; it is not necessarily something recent migrants can relate to. 
Even though the established Indian community talks about the arrival of the student-
migrant as a recent phenomenon, in the context of the history of Indians in Australia, 
they themselves are also a fairly recent happening. More specifically, we will see that 
the previously mentioned discontent about Indian students studying at universities 
and colleges with poor reputations, allegedly harming the perceived image others 
have of the Indian community (highly educated, working as professionals, successful), 
contrasts in a rather puzzling way with the actual, and long-held, image Australians 
have of the Indian community. 

A COMMUNITY HISTORY

The Convict Remark
Australia, in the international imagination, is usually portrayed as a white, Anglo-Saxon 
nation. It is usually in the context of this ‘portrait’ that Australian policy makers and 
social scientists celebrate the alleged harmonious functioning of its multiculturality. 
As Marika Vicziany, Director of the Monash Asia Institute writes, talking about how 
much has changed since the 1950s when Australian immigration was still colored by 
the White Australia policy: 

It [Australian society] is multicultural rather than assimilationist. 
It gives public prominence to people of merit regardless of ethnic 
origins: for example the current mayor of Melbourne is a member 
of Melbourne’s large Chinese community. It sees the appointment 
to high office of people from a variety of backgrounds: for example 
Neville Roach, an Indian expatriate with a degree from the Mumbai 
University, was one of the advisors to the prime minister until he 
resigned over the Tampa issue. Ordinary Australians today value the 
relationship on the ground between Australia and Asia in thousands 
of different ways – we enjoy Asian food, travel to Asia, encourage 
Asian tourists to come Australia, we have a large Asian student 
population in our universities and colleges and we teach Asian studies 
at all levels of the Australian educational system. In particular the 
love for Asian food is an important symbol of multiculturalism. I say 
this because much of the community tension in large British cities like 
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Birmingham involves disputes and complaints about the sounds and 
smells coming from Asian households. And I have my own memories 
of pork versus mutton cultural conflict in Perth during the fifties and 
sixties. What we eat does not matter. (Vicziany, 2004: 181). 

The ordinary Australians Vicziany speaks of here are, of course, Anglo-Saxons; 
descendents of the first new inhabitants to arrive on Australian shores. Anglo-Saxons, in 
similar portrayals of multicultural success, are usually seen as ‘true blue’40 Australians 
– and the rest as newcomers, migrants, guests and so on. Apart from the fact that this 
ignores that Australia was of course inhabited before it became a British colony, it also 
manages to cloud the fact that the British were immigrants themselves. As Anglo-
Aussies are commonly not perceived to be (have been) migrants themselves, this 
creates the illusion that others, who cannot be called Anglo-Aussies, arrived (much) 
later; at least long after they themselves had settled and built their lives in this new 
land. Although Asians were not part of Captain Cook’s ‘First Fleet’, bringing the initial 
settlers to Australian shores, Indians and other Asians were certainly not far behind 
them, as for instance Gopal (2004: 320) shows. This Anglo-Saxon Australian image of 
being-there-first is closely connected to another interesting construct. As many will 
have it, and Indians (community members and students alike) regularly mentioned 
during interviews, Anglo-Aussies are closely connected to a ‘convict past’. Australia 
started as a penal colony at the end of the 19th century, a situation which came to an 
end in 1868 when the final groups of convicts arrived. Remarks about this convict 
past usually came up when discussing issues such as racism, exclusion and other 
instances where Australian Anglo-Aussie hegemony was experienced by members of 
the established Indian community. For instance, remarks that you could not expect 
much from a group that was descended from convicts were not uncommon.

Indians generally equate Australia with a high standard of living, a safe and 
clean environment and good business opportunities. Australians themselves are seen 
as hard working, fair and open-minded. Asked point blank, the opinions on Australia 
and Australians tend to be fairly positive. The ‘convict remark’ would only come up 
when I, as a researcher, specifically asked about negative experiences with Australians, 
or when I was simply taking part in a conversation where life-as-a-migrant was topic 
of conversation, and my role of researcher was not taken into account. At times, the 
topic of work would come up, or issues with a landlord (or something else which had 
to do with daily life), and then suddenly the ‘convict remark’ would be made. This 
was usually done half-jokingly in order to play down its all too negative air. Although 
the remark was not meant seriously – I never had the idea that people really believed 

40   ‘True blue’ is slang for totally Australian, also meaning ‘patriotic’. Originally true blue simply meant: genu-
ine. 
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that this was the root of the alleged (bad, racist, untrustworthy) behavior they had 
experienced - the remark clearly tried to contest a perceived hegemonic situation by 
mocking it. I raised this once with one of my informants (Deepa) and she painted a 
rather illuminating picture, giving the example of her own sister and her husband, also 
living in Melbourne. Deepa’s sister had come to Melbourne as an international student 
herself years ago and was now a PR holder. She had married somebody from her own 
hometown Nagpur, who had already come to Australia as a skilled migrant. Originally, 
Deepa had no interest in becoming an Australian permanent resident. Her boyfriend 
was waiting for her in Nagpur where he had a good job, and she had never come to 
Australia with the idea of PR in mind. Financially it was also not very important to 
the family because they could well afford to pay for their daughters’ studies abroad. 
The issue of PR had come up regularly at her sister’s house though. In particular her 
brother-in-law failed to understand why she was not interested in PR. “He thinks I 
am making a big mistake. For him Australia is the best place to be in.” It was not that 
she did not enjoy being in Australia, she was just not that convinced that her sister 
and husband were living a much better life than they could back in India. But the 
discussions she had had with her brother-in-law about this had showed her something 
important: “you see once you make that decision to go for that [PR], you can’t really 
go back, and you can’t also understand why others would not want the same thing.” 
When she failed to see his arguments for staying in Australia, her brother-in-law had 
almost become angry. “You see, they cannot relate to my opinion on this because once 
they do that they have to start reviewing their own position in Australia. They can’t 
allow that because that just creates doubt. They need to believe in this”.

Many students who discussed their desire for PR with me would also hesitate 
to criticize Australia directly even though many of their stories on daily life clearly 
spoke of situations in which they had felt disadvantaged. This went beyond, for 
instance, the fact that as overseas students they were not eligible for the concessions 
on public transportation that ‘regular’ Australian students received. It was much more 
about situations where they had experienced either direct racist remarks or questions, 
or more subtle situations where they had felt excluded and perceived Australians to 
have been included. Similar tensions also came to the fore during discussions and 
conversation with members of the local Indian community. Despite many of them 
actually being Australians themselves, carrying Australians passports and having 
received ‘citizenship status’ years ago, in such narrations on Australia and Australians 
they would clearly acknowledge certain hegemony. Yet at the same time they would 
be sure to stress that they were, in fact, Australians and that this was ‘their country’. 
Such arguments were usually made when discussing newcomers such as Indian 
students applying for permanent residency. Compared to them, they had been there 
‘first’, it was ‘their country’, and they were in fact ‘Australians’; something which 
these students were, in their eyes, clearly not.
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There are a number of different layers to be dissected here. Whereas for Indian 
students it is about criticizing a group which they desire to become part of, as equals 
(legal residents of Australia), for the established community this is not the issue. They 
are already legal residents of Australia. Yet in these narrations where Australians are 
connected with a convict past, certain hegemony is acknowledged; one that shows 
that Indians (whether India or Australia born, yet legal residents of Australia all the 
same) believe they are looked down on by white, Anglo-Saxon (‘true blue’) Australians. 
It should be noted though that where Anglo-Saxon or British arrival in Australia can 
be traced back to the very first days of the colony, the history of Indian migration to 
Australia is about as long. Even more overlooked is the fact that among the convicts 
that arrived in Australia, there were Indians from British India. Yet where the story 
differs is that while British migration to Australia can generally be portrayed as an 
ongoing affair from start till present, Indian migration to Australia has been subject to 
a number of clear breaks and ruptures. This led the BIMPR41 report (1995) for instance, 
to structure this history into three distinct periods: 1800-1860, 1861-1901 and 1901-to 
date. In the context of this dissertation though it is more important to highlight how, 
during the history of Indians in Australia, they have been perceived and understood. 
Although this history is not actively reproduced among Indian community members, 
it will further add to our understanding of Australia as a migration destination and the 
history of the Indian community in general.

Of Coolies, Dhangars and Ghans
Whereas British migrants were indisputably the first new settlers (colonists) of what, 
of course, was already an inhabited place, Asians - including Indians - were also a part 
of this first wave of immigration, though in rather limited numbers. In the first fleets 
of settlers and convicts that came to Terra Australis (from 1787 to 1823) there were a 
few Indians, and others followed in subsequent convict ships. (Bilimoria & Ganguly-
Scrase, 1988: 7) As de Lepervanche writes, in 1800 Governor Hunter corresponded 
with the Duke of Portland about the Indian government’s request that convicts from 
India be admitted. “Hunter did not disapprove the scheme: he had no doubt that the 
Indians ‘might be usefully employ’d here, and wou’d probably be far more manageable 
than most of those [convicts] we have now’.” (1984: 36) Officers and settlers (Anglo-
Saxon) already present were hoping to be able to ‘employ’ these offenders as servants. 
For some years afterwards, de Lepervanche writes, Indian convicts appeared on 
passenger lists of arrivals in New South Wales, which came to an end in 1816, as the 
aforementioned BIMPR report (1995: 2) also confirms.

The first true free immigration probably occurred in 1816 when William 

41   Bureau of Immigration, Multicultural and Population Research.
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Browne, a large landholder in New South Wales, brought a group of nine Indian 
laborers to work in Australia. (BIMPR, 1995: 2) As early as 1792, though, there had 
already been trade between India and Australia, as a result of which a number of 
Indians (mostly from ‘Calcutta’ and ‘Madras’) had ended up in Australia. But, as one 
can imagine, the numbers were small. From the beginning of the 19th century onwards 
trading ships delivered more and more Indian and Chinese goods to Australia, and it is 
also around this time that the first Indians arrived in the country for work. Not much 
is known about this period though. The abolition of slavery throughout the British 
Empire in 1834-1835 certainly marked a turning point in the way and manner Indians 
went overseas. The time of ‘indentured labor’ could begin, and although thousands 
made it to the plantations of Fiji, British Guyana, Mauritius, Trinidad, East Africa, and 
so on, only a relatively small number were recruited for work in Australia. 

Studies, such as the one conducted by de Lepervanche (1984), generally paint a 
depressing and harsh picture of these early days of ‘indentured labor’ schemes through 
which many Indians migrated to new destinations. Slavery may have been abolished 
but the schemes for which these men were recruited often turned them into a new 
type of slaves, ones who were still very much ‘bonded’ to their employers. The Indians 
John Mackay ‘imported’ in 1837 certainly testify to this. Having been distributed on 
arrival, 15 of them absconded which meant that Mackay lost, among other things, 
his right to import more the following year. “The escapees were apprehended and 
when they appeared before a Bench of magistrates complained of insufficient food 
and clothing and having received no wages.” (de Lepervanche, 1984: 40) The no-wages 
claim was dismissed by Mackay who said it had been agreed upon that the price of the 
fare, as well as some other advance payments, first had to be paid back before monthly 
wages would be received. The men allegedly returned to work but not before having 
received guarantees that they would have enough to eat and be paid in the end.  

Accounts such as these probably influenced Governor Bourke who was far 
from enthusiastic about importing more Indian laborers. Equally reluctant was Lord 
Glenelg who wrote to Gipps, Bourke’s successor, that this would “have prejudicial 
effect both on the interests of the Colony and on British Emigration”. The fear was 
that Australia would end up with an “inferior and servile class of persons subject to 
restrictions not generally imposed.” (de Lepervanche, 1984: 40) The Indian Emigration 
Act, adopted in 1839, was supposed to further prevent “the uncontrollable recruitment 
of coolie labourers from the subcontinent.” (Bilimoria and Ganguly-Scrase, 1988: 19) 
Yet demand from Australia did not get any less “and suggestions of limited indenture 
that required assurance of return passage to Calcutta were proposed”(Ibid). This did 
not mean that there were no ‘settlers’ from India at all. In 1840, for instance, a small 
number of couples (with a maximum of two children) were allowed in under a sponsored 
migration scheme. Yet the recruitment of laborers in India to work in Australia 
remained a matter of debate. The Legislative Council Committee on Immigration, for 
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one, reexamined ‘the whole coolie issue’ again in 1841, and the aforementioned John 
Mackay reiterated his support for the idea to import laborers from India.

Meanwhile the first ‘Afghans’ had also started to arrive in Australia. They 
were mostly Pathans (from the Punjab) or originally from the Northwestern frontier of 
Baluchistan. They were supposed to fill the demand for camel drivers, as Australia had 
started to import camels. More would follow and most were given the choice to either 
stay in Australia or to return to India. Although Indians had previously been simply 
called ‘Indians’, coolies or even Dhangars42, they were now increasingly identified as 
Afghans or simply: Ghans. They were not the only group to fall under this catch-all 
term. Aside from people from Afghanistan and India, people from Egypt, Iran, Syria 
and Turkey were also called Ghans. A simple explanation for this was that most of 
them, according to colonial authorities, looked alike. They were similar in appearance 
(many wore a turban) and it was claimed that many were Muslim. (Walsh, 2001: 23, 
see also: BIMPR, 1995: 3) Although united as one group by outsiders who couldn’t 
really tell the difference, it was a diverse group that slowly became part of the social 
landscape of, mostly, rural Australia.43 

The Imagined Asian
The 1850s witnessed the discovery of gold in New South Wales and Victoria, which 
attracted migrants from all over the world (in particular from China). This period of 
increased Asian (Chinese) migration is usually referred to as the starting point of the 
White Australia Policy. It is this policy which would not only severely limit the entry of 
Indians but of almost all non-European migrants to Australia. The increased inflow of 
Chinese would initially lead to an act passed in 1855 aimed at restricting the number 
of Chinese migrants. Besides the aggressive attitude towards the Chinese, the second 
half of the 19th century also illustrates that Indians were becoming increasingly less 
welcome in Australia. In fact, by the end of the 19th century sentiments had turned 
completely against Asian migration and legislative measures were being introduced to 
further restrict or even prohibit ‘colored’ migration to Australia. The 1901 Immigration 
Restriction Act would complete what had already been set in motion: the almost 
complete blockade of non-European (colored) migration to Australia. With the passing 
of this Act, Australia was making clear its desires to be a white European nation. This 
contrasts highly with the Australia of today which wants to play an increasing important 
role in Asia, promotes itself as being part of Asia, and celebrates it multiculturality as 

42   A caste from Maharashtra, western India.
43   “As hawkers and peddlers, the Pathans, with their heavily laden horse-pack, penetrated the remoter parts 
of the continent, supplying clothing and luxury items to settlers scattered around the country settlement” (Bili-
moria and Ganguly-Scrase, 1988: 19). Others found jobs as cane cutters in northern New South Wales and north 
Queensland. Many also ended up settling in the smaller rural towns of New South Wales, Victoria and Queen-
sland. (BIMPR, 1995: 3, see also Jayaraman 1988, p. 543) 
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an important achievement. In light of this, it is all the more interesting to read the 
justifications for the policy adopted. Part of the Migration Act demanded that new 
arrivals had to carry a landing permit with them, which was often issued overseas. 
Upon arrival, the officers of the Immigration Department “had the unenviable task of 
judging the degree of ‘blood’ in the veins of applicants for settlement.” (Jupp, 2002: 9) 
The argument for all this was basically ‘social harmony’. Furthermore, the Dictation 
Act, which was part of the Restriction Act, was one of the most important tools for 
‘testing’ whether a newcomer was welcome in Australia or not. The test required 
those seeking to enter into Australia as migrants “to write down a passage which was 
dictated to them by an immigration official in any prescribed European language.” 
(Joshi, 2000: 27) This was usually enough to keep those ‘undesired’ (‘colored’) out of 
the country as ‘which European language’ was conveniently left undefined.

The image Australians had of Indians at the time was hardly flattering. If, 
according to Yarwood, an Australian had actually met an Indian (or Sinhalese for that 
matter), he would know him as: 

[…] a hawker of imported goods in suburban and country areas (where 
he was accused of frightening lonely women into buying his wares) 
or as a farm worker (notably in northern New South Wales where he 
allegedly depressed wages and contaminated milk). Otherwise he 
might have seen him as a Lascar employed on one of the Peninsular 
and Oriental Company’s vessels, and failing that he would have 
depended for information on hearsay or on the pen portraits and 
cartoons appearing in the press. (Yarwood, 1968: 125)

The image Australians had of Indians improved somewhat after the Great War of 
1914-18 during which India had apparently left a positive impression on the Anglo-
Saxon world. “The ‘magnificent response’ of the princes and people in dispatching and 
financing overseas contingents was recorded in Commonwealth Parliamentary Papers 
in November 1914.” (Yarwood, 1968: 132) Although the general image of Indians 
may have improved, in practical terms Indians were still ‘[that] brown race, whose 
representatives scour the hinterland as pedlars and camel-drivers’, according to Lyng 
(1927: 2), as quoted by de Lepervanche, who claims that his opinion was characteristic 
of those generally held at the time. 

Historical accounts remain relatively silent on the decades leading up to the 
Second World War. Although migration from India to Australia continued in the 1920s 
and 1930s the White Australia policy was having a rather marked affect, and thus 
numbers remained low, and would continue to do so until the end of the 1950s. As 
mentioned previously, Indian students (with a British passport) were at one point 
allowed freer access to Australia. Yet this did not seem to result in an increase in 
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students coming in. And so students are largely absent from the historical accounts 
of the first groups of Indians to settle in Australia. According to Fraser (1984), the first 
private overseas student arrived in Australia in 1904. Without a doubt others followed 
but how many, who they were, and what became of them, is unknown.

The absence of newcomers, whether students or not, tells us something 
about the state of the Indian community around the time of the Second World War. 
For one, the notion of something called a ‘community’ appears to be a tenuous one. 
Such a community not only needs to be felt or experienced, among those who are 
seen as part of it, it also needs to exist in the imagination of ‘others’. The numbers 
were probably too small for that. The rural Indian community at Woolgoolga which 
Lepervanche describes (1984) had definitely started to take shape, and some Indians 
had also settled in the bigger cities, but they were scattered all over the country, 
means to stay in touch were limited, and the political climate was hardly ‘pleasant’ for 
Indians (or Asians in general) to promote themselves in such a way. 

White No More
After the Second World War, fear about Australia’s vulnerability and physical isolation 
had a particular influence on the way Australia was to deal with migration in the future. 
Billy Hughes, Australia’s seventh prime minister (1915-1923), had already coined the 
phrase ‘populate or perish’ in 1937, but now this seemed even more necessary than 
ever. Arthur Calwell, the Australian Labor Party leader at the time, quickly revived the 
slogan. Whereas the migration plans of the 1920s had been abandoned because of the 
depression, those established at the end of the 1940s continue to dominate Australia’s 
immigration politics today. (Jupp, 2002: 11) For the first time Australia started actively 
recruiting non-English speaking migrants; most of whom came from the refugee and 
displacement camps all over Europe. At the time it was mostly Dutch and Germans 
that were recruited. (McAllister & Moore, 1991: 130) India-born British citizens and 
Anglo-Indians also gained easier access to Australia however, and during the 1950s 
the country did accept a significant number of ‘mixed race’ immigrants who were 
born in Asia in the recently independent, former European colonies. (BIMPR, 1995: 3) 

One of the most important changes came in 1958 when the much despised 
dictation test was finally abolished. It was no longer necessary for newcomers to prove 
that they were able to speak/write a particular European language. Specifically relevant 
for the case at hand, though, is another change, which was announced in 1959. From 
that moment onward, distinguished and highly qualified Asians would be admitted 
for permanent residence. (Bilimoria and Ganguly-Scrase, 1988: 34) Furthermore, family 
reunions were also made easier. It would take some time before the numbers would 
really take off though. According to the 1961 census there were 14,000 Indians living in 
Australia. Most of them were of British descent or could be considered Anglo-Indians. 
Only 3,184 Indians (and Singhalese) actually fell under the category ‘overseas by race’, 



3: Some History Lessons, as well as Learning the Hard Way68

meaning that they had come to Australia during their own lifetime and had neither 
been born there, nor previously lived elsewhere outside India. 

Internally things were rumbling. The White Australia policy had become an 
embarrassment in the eyes of Australian intellectuals and others aware of how the 
policy was being criticized outside the country. Besides that, more and more critique 
could be heard on the unfair treatment of non-white immigrants. The Immigration 
Reform Group (based at the University of Melbourne) released an influential pamphlet 
in 1960, calling for reform in the immigration rules. The idea was not only to make 
things better for incoming migrants but also to improve relations with nearby Asian 
countries. The pamphlet argued for a more relaxed entry for non-white migrants who 
wanted to settle in Australia. The pamphlet also showed sympathy with students 
who wished to remain in Australia after having completed their studies. The material 
certainly was not very well received; harsh criticism followed, but it did manage to 
leave an impression and, in a way, contributed to the already growing resentment 
against the White Australia Policy at home and abroad. 

The Policy was officially dropped in 1965 but this did not automatically result 
in things becoming easier for Asian or Indian migrants. More ‘relaxations of regulation’ 
and ‘liberalisations of conditions’ for permanent residency were announced a year 
later in 1966. For one, non-Europeans who had been in Australia under temporary 
permits but who were planning on staying indefinitely were allowed to apply for 
permanent residence. Even more significant was the announcement that well-
qualified non-Europeans wishing to settle in Australia would be considered on the 
grounds of their suitability as settlers, their ability to integrate and their possession of 
qualifications useful to Australia. (de Lepervanche, 1984: 72) It should be noted though 
that even after these changes, until 1973, it was not easy for immigrants to actually 
obtain Australian citizenship. Non-European British subjects were not able to apply 
for Australian citizenship as other British subjects could, and non-Europeans could not 
obtain citizenship after three years, as others (mostly European) could. In their case 
it would still take five years. All this came to an end, however, when the Australian 
Citizenship Act was introduced in 1973 ? and non-Europeans became equals to other 
migrants. (Ibid)

Between 1966 and 1971 the number of ethnic Indians “approved for entry” 
had risen to 6,418, amongst this number were now also a substantial number of 
“professionally and technically qualified Indian immigrants.” (Bilimoria and Ganguly-
Scrase, 1988: 36) The subsequent years saw the further and complete abolishment of 
the White Australian policy and consequently it also became easier for lesser-educated 
Indians to enter Australia. One of the first acts of the Whitlam government was a 
declaration (in 1972) that race, colour or creed would no longer be a basis for immigration 
control. It was during the late 1960s that immigration into Australia peaked. In the 
end though, the Whitlam government, concerned with the ‘developmental pressures’ 
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immigration numbers were having on the major cities decided to scale back the 
program. Immigration was reduced from 140,000 in 1971-72 to 110,000 in 1973-74. 
The start of a recession gave another impulse to downsize the migration program. 
Only 80,000 immigrants were allowed in, in 1974-75 and, even less, 50,000 in 1975-
76. (Birrell, 2001: 50) Interestingly though, during this period the number of Indian 
migrants showed a definite increase. In 1972 10% of all those intending to settle in 
Australia originated from Asia (excluding the Middle East). In the period from 1971-81 
the number of Indians coming into Australia increased from 29,211 to 41,657. In the 
mid-1980s the percentage of settlers coming from Asia had increased to forty. In 1991 
this number was even higher: half of all settlers were from Asia at the time, and 5 to 6 
per cent of them were from India.44 The days of White Australia were definitely over.

Enter the Professional Indian
Those Indians coming in from the 1970s onwards were far removed from the indentured 
laborers that had once set foot on Australian shores. Whereas in the past they had 
come in as sugarcane cutters, camel drivers, or had simply found work as hawkers 
and pedlars; the new arrivals included a relatively high proportion of professionals 
such as doctors, engineers, university teachers and computer programmers. By 1991 
only eight per cent were living outside the major cities, and in addition, almost 85 per 
cent were living in only three states: almost one third in New South Wales, an almost 
similar number in Victoria and just under 19 per cent in Western Australia. (BIMPR, 
1995: 4)

Meanwhile, the abolition of fees for tertiary education in 1974, as well as 
a ‘more open competition for tertiary academic appointments, fellowships and 
scholarships’, was starting to have a visible effect on the presence of Asians on 
campuses in Australia. (Bilimoria and Ganguly-Scrase, 1988: 36) While the numbers 
of Indian students remained relatively low, overall the India born population had 
managed to become one of the highest educated groups in Australia. In the years to 
come the Indian community would continue to establish itself as a highly educated 
one. By 1996, for instance, of those Indians employed, 36 percent held administrative, 
managerial or professional jobs, compared to, for instance, the Chinese: 22.5 percent. 
Of the Chinese in Australia, 31 percent had higher qualifications; among Indians this 
was 49 percent, the highest of all Asian countries. (BIMPR, 1995: 5)

During the 1990s the Indian community continued to grow rapidly. In 2005 
there were 138,662 India-born people living in Australia. This made them the sixth 
largest foreign presence in Australia, after the UK (1,137,374), New Zealand (455,105), 
Italy (224,309), China (191,194; not included are the SARs and Taiwan Province), and 

44   See: BIMPR, 1995: 4; see also: Bilimoria and Ganguly-Scrase, 1988: 37; Jupp, 2002: 35.
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Vietnam (177,728); more than ever before newcomers established themselves in 
the states of Victoria and New South Wales, and, more specifically, in its respective 
capitals Melbourne and Sydney. In 1993-94 there were 2,643 newcomers from India, 
29.5 percent of whom ended up in Victoria, and 51.6 percent in New South Wales. By 
2003-04 the absolute number of newcomers had increased more than threefold to 
8,135. Although New South Wales remains the most popular state among Indians, 
Victoria, and more in particular Melbourne, has been gaining in popularity recently. 
Melbourne heading the polls of most-livable city in the world, as well as increased 
economic activity and lower unemployment rates than in Sydney, have certainly been 
a contributing factor. 

And this is also where we currently find ourselves: in Melbourne, investigating 
the ambivalent relationship between Indian overseas students and members of the 
established Indian community. Historically it can be said that Indian students only 
very recently started to have an influence on the formation and identity of the Indian 
community, both in terms of how the community understands this and how the 
outside world perceives it. Before 1991 there were only 378 Indian overseas students 
in Australia (Gillan et al, 1993: 1396), in 2005 this number had increased to 27,000. 
Although in the eyes of the established Indian community they may remain Newly 
Arrived Indians for a long time to come, by law they are temporary residents, born in 
India, and - because of their desire for PR - potential/future Indian community members. 
Two years will first have to be bridged though, two years when these students are not 
yet considered migrants in the statistics, yet in many practical ways they already are. 

INSIDE THE COMMUNITY

The Current State of the Indian Community in Melbourne
The Indian Voice of December 2005 announced the birth of the Uttaranchal Society of 
Australia. Its main aim: “to promote the welfare of Australian residents, originating 
from the State of Uttaranchal in India; to promote activities to foster the culture of that 
State.” A couple of months earlier World Goa Day had received considerable attention 
in Melbourne. “A grand celebration was held… in both the halls at St. Anthony’s, 
Noble Park which witnessed a night of authentic Goan culture and songs.” (Indian 
Voice, September) As the Bharat Times reported, “theme this year was promotion of 
Goan culture and heritage in their second home, Australia.” That same month the 
Indian Senior Citizens Associations of Victoria had celebrated its tenth anniversary. 
The programme of the evening was described as a ‘multicultural journey’, and the 
Bharat Times (September) reported that: “it started with the ‘Old Boys Band’ playing the 
National Anthems of Australia and India… and then the MC… took over and guided 
the audience through items of dances and music from different part of the world 
such as Philippines, Mauritius, Bengal, Sri Lanka, El Salvador, Gujarat, Fiji and Punjab.” 
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Around the same time the Punjabi Club of Victoria celebrated its annual dinner at 
the Eastern Golf Club at Doncaster; the invitees were nicely dressed up in their best 
wedding suits and saris, as the theme of the evening happened to be ‘marriage’. 
Meanwhile Club Bollywood had already seen the opening of its doors in May. “The 
venue was Inflation, one of Australia’s most famous and renowned nightclubs and the 
place to be for the first ever Bollywood club night in Melbourne ‘Hot & Spicy’ back in 
1999.” (Indian Voice, June) An afternoon of comedy was further organized by the Telegu 
Association of Australia in the same month, and Karnataka Minister of Large, Small & 
Medium Industries, Infrastructure Development & Civil Aviation, Mr. P.G.R. Sindhia, 
was warmly welcomed at Paradise Indian Restaurant, Wheelers Hill. The Kanadda 
Sangam had organized the evening and according to the South Asia Times (June), a 
large number of its community leaders and members were present that evening.

Whereas the first section of this chapter explored the question of how the 
Indian community is perceived by outsiders, in particular by Indian students, and 
what this can tell us about the relationship that exists between the two groups, this 
third and final section will turn this question around and look community-inwards 
in order to understand how the ‘community’ sees this itself. The community here 
remains that which Indian students and outsiders perceive it to be: the visible part of 
it, represented by community leaders that head the various organizations, as well as 
those who openly present themselves as being Indian: shop and restaurant owners 
for instance. It is they who are understood to be the Indian community, and it is with 
them I would often talk about Indian overseas students.

The Commercial Community
Teachers I met at the smaller colleges in the Central Business District would often tell 
me of how the interaction with Indian students had often shocked them. Contrary to 
the larger universities where the distance between student and teacher seemed much 
bigger, the smaller colleges often seemed to expect much more of their teachers in 
terms of guidance and counseling. As a result new teachers would quickly become 
aware of the difficulties some students faced. Stories of homelessness, exploitation, 
odd working hours, and plagiarism were the most common. Such stories would often 
worry them. For one, they had never realized the kind of (financial) pressure students 
are under and how this made them vulnerable to possible exploitation by third parties. 
The drive for permanent residency surprised them too. I learned of an initiative where 
two former teachers from a large and fast-growing college located in the CBD had 
taken it upon themselves to set up a support network, which at the time I got in 
touch with them was still busy setting an agenda of what they would be focusing 
on. Having received a sum of 2,000 dollars from an organization called the Social 
Development Network (SND) they had started to meet regularly, mostly to talk about 
the difficulties South Asian students were facing, and also how this could be mapped 
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more systematically. One plan was to recruit students from colleges and universities 
with a high number of South Asians to do ‘some fieldwork’ at these colleges. This way, 
it was reasoned, the network would have more detailed information about the sort of 
facilities that were present in the campus buildings and if the requirements set by law 
were being properly met. The goal of this project was not so much to report institutes 
to the authorities if they were found lacking but more to gain an understanding of 
what kind of needs, in terms of counseling, these students have. If, for instance, there 
were no student counselors employed by the college, this could be something that the 
network could facilitate. What is of interest here is not so much whether or not the 
support network was particularly successful in its endeavors but much more the sort 
of role they were trying to perform. Considering the number of overseas students (not 
just Indian but from all over the world) coming in, it is perhaps surprising that these 
services might not already be fully in place.

The ‘support network’ had also tried involving some of the more influential 
persons within the Indian community in its plans but had quickly discovered that they 
were to be of little help. FIAV’s president at the time of my research, Shabbir Wahid, 
explained that the FIAV had no official policy to deal with international students, 
though one of their member associations was the Federation of Indian Students of 
Australia (FISA). This association was not particularly active though, something Wahid 
was well aware of. He did stress that the FIAV would like to do more but he was 
quite clear that they would not be addressing visa or education issues. He argued that 
both are commercial issues, which should be solved by the students themselves. His 
comments communicated a feeling that I frequently noticed to be very much alive 
within the community. This feeling could be understood in the following simplistic 
way: they have come here on their own account / they have family back home / these 
universities have people who are supposed to help them as well / and PR is something 
that they are not entitled to: ‘we cannot help them with that.’ 

Similarly, community leaders would often stress the issue of ‘own responsibility’ 
especially in the field of migration. This is not something ‘the community’, or the FIAV 
for that matter, can help them with, it was argued. It was also felt, though never 
officially stated, that this was one of the reasons why the FIAV could not support the 
network’s initiative. As there are services that are offered to students on a commercial 
basis, such as the Universal Student Services (USS), in which Vasan Srinivasan (Victorian 
politician and influential member within the community at the time) was involved, free 
services in the form of community support could actually compete with services that 
are offered by specific community members (or even: leaders) on a commercial basis. 
The aforementioned local community papers are usually full of advertisements for 
education and migration agents, often of Indian origin, all in the business of offering 
students advice on how to apply for PR, as well as arranging legal representation if 
they are in trouble.  
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Vasan Srinivasan explains in an article in The Hindu that the services he 
offers come down to “free guidance to Indian students about the courses available 
in Australia and help in selecting the right course.” This guidance includes raising 
awareness of the admission process and arranging visas. It should be noted here that 
although the service may be free to students, it certainly is not for those institutes 
that wish to participate (for example by getting USS to recruit students for them). 
As the article, titled ‘Road shows to create awareness of studying in Australia’, also 
explains: representatives of the Universities of Ballarat, Monash, Swinburne, ACTH 
Management College and Eltham College all participated in the delegation. Senior 
executives of Student Services International (SSI) and ANZ Banking Group joined them. 
Peter Vlahos, barrister and solicitor of Universal Consultants (sharing an office with 
Vasan Srinivasan) explained to The Hindu that the option of migrating to Australia 
was not a right of international students but a privilege bestowed by the country. 
Also part of the team was Benjamin Cass45, Director of Student Services International, 
another commercial venture, engaged in “a range of support services to the students, 
from finding an accommodation to helping them seek permanent residence status in 
Australia.” The charges for this, Cass claimed, were negligible compared to the cost of 
education.46

Vasan Srinivasan came to Mel-
bour ne in 1987. He quickly developed an 
interest in politics and became a Victorian 
parliament member for the Liberal 
Party, a seat he no longer held when I 
met him in August 2005, but which he 
was sure to reclaim at some point. His 
name was regularly mentioned by other 
influential members in the community 
as a person who had a great interest in 
Indian students. His name was also often 
associated with the above mentioned 
Benjamin Cass and his company Students 
Services International. SSI could arrange 
all sorts of things connected to studying 
in Australia. For instance, they operated a 
24-hour hotline for students to call if they 
are in trouble. SSI also assisted in finding 
jobs and accommodation. An article in 

45   See for his problematic and possibly criminal role also chapter 5.
46 See for the full article: http://www.hinduonnet.com/2004/07/19/stories/2004071905290400.htm

Picture 7: First page of the article with 
Vasan Srinivasan in Seasonal Kerala.
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an Indian publication called Seasonal Kerala clarifies how the various stakeholders 
are connected to each other. In the article Vasan clearly states Peter D. Vlahos’ and 
his association with SSI, though he also explains to the reporter that running an 
educational consultancy for making money is not his objective. “We succeeded in 
Australia because we are well networked with the Indian community here. We could 
get for our students, the support of the Indian community.” Although Vasan makes this 
remark in reply to a question about whether he is planning on providing assistance 
for students from other countries as well, the remark is illuminating in terms of the 
various (community and commercial) interests involved in this business. 

Knowing the Community
Sham and Nandesh, the students introduced at the beginning of this chapter, had 
already explained that they hardly ever participated in community related activities. 
Sham sometimes went to the Sikh gurdwara in the suburb of Blackburn, but Nandesh 
claimed not even to know “who this Indian community was.” When I mentioned 
community related names, for instance that of FIAV’s president, he claimed never to 
have heard of ‘them’. Neither had he ever heard of FISA or even expected there to 
be such an organization. Not that it would have mattered because for the duration 
of my fieldwork FISA was completely inactive. I did meet its founders, Babu Akula 
(at the time also general secretary of the FIAV) and Gautham Gupta (at the time also 
Events and Publicity Director for the FIAV), but both had graduated long ago and were 
not really active within the organization anymore. There were plans towards further 
strengthening the ties between the different Indian student organizations but there 
was no evidence during my fieldwork that any of these ‘plans’ had led to anything 
concrete. 

Generally students said that they would deal with problems themselves, 
sometimes with the help of other students or family back home. Some did remark 
that it annoyed them to think that bodies such as FIAV probably got money from the 
Australian government to do ‘things’ for Indians but that obviously did not include 
‘them’ according to the community. This is of course not entirely correct as the India 
Welfare and Resource Center’s (IWRC, part of the FIAV) social worker John Russell 
reported in the India Link of December 2005. In it he describes a number of cases, 
which had been presented to him in years that he was employed by FIAV. By printing 
his contact details he was clearly trying to encourage students to come to him if they 
needed help. Yet students seemed to be largely unaware of such facilities.

During the months that I visited the Indian store in Prahran, Sham could 
often be found behind the counter late in the evening, filling the quiet hours with 
studying. At some point I did not see her for a couple of weeks and was informed by 
one of her colleagues, also an Indian student, that she had moved on to a different 
job at a call center where she was now working for 20 hours per week, selling some 
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insurance deal. When I later met the owner of the shop I asked him if he had any idea 
of what had become of her. He told me he wasn’t sure and that he never stayed in 
touch with the girls that worked for him. He mumbled that she was probably unable 
to combine the job at the shop with her new one, but the fact that she had left hardly 
seemed to bother him. Over the years he had seen so many come and go that he had 
stopped asking questions. That same evening a new girl could be found behind the 
counter where she received unpaid training so that she could run the shop herself in 
the evenings within a couple of weeks. 

Perceiving and Receiving Indian Students
Sitting down for coffee with another Indian shop owner who was also directly involved 
with organizing community related activities, one evening, I got the chance to ask 
more directly how he felt about students. Involved in an Indian organization that 
falls under the umbrella of the FIAV though, his story underlines the mixed feelings 
that exist among those members who are, in one way or the other, more directly 
involved in community activities. As he explained: “Indian students… there are two 
kinds: good and bad.” Lighting up a cigarette, giving the question some more thought, 
he added: “Studies are not so important for many. It is about PR. That is why they are 
here.” This was something that bothered him. “If they go to good unis there is not a 
problem. If these unis have some standard and some reputation then it is good. But 
about these private colleges I am not so convinced.” Moving closer, to stress a certain 
sense of confidentiality, he continued: 

Two three years there was a raid on various students. They were 
working for 40, 80, a hundred hours. Their parents had taken a loan, 
sold their properties. These overseas agents were to be blamed. They 
should have painted a clearer picture… So they raided at the airport 
where the taxis were waiting. Lots ended up at the detention center. 
Some rang me about this. I rang the authorities about it. I said that 
if my son is not at school for one day I receive a call about it; these 
students are totally overworked; now you are arresting them at the 
end of their course! So how can they get their degrees? It does not 
make sense. I said these students are definitely at fault but what 
about these institutions? 90 percent of these colleges were shut down 
after that. 

 
It was unclear which colleges he was referring to and whether 90 percent of such 
institutions had indeed had to close their doors was also something he could not 
really back up with hard facts. Much more important, though, is the way he frames 
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what he perceives to know about how students are doing and what their plans are. 
There is a group of students that is clearly ‘good’ in his eyes. These are enrolled at 
the more reputable universities such as Monash, University of Melbourne, Swinburne 
and Latrobe. Smaller and cheaper institutions attract a different kind of student, and 
of those there were far too many. “Some say these students give us a bad name but 
I don’t agree to that. I want to know why they behave like that though. There must 
be reasons.” With this he meant that students will do anything for a PR, and that the 
system was not designed for that. Yet he also admitted that within the community 
itself, there were those who made good use of the situation. “Students generally 
are hardworking people. They get exploited from the start they come here. They get 
exploited by agents, by restaurants and so on.” Asked if he could give a specific example 
he explained: “A student comes in with no experience. They give him training, for say 
ten days. But they will not pay him for these ten days. Then after these ten days they 
ask him to leave his number so that they can call him if they need him which they 
never do.” The picture he painted largely corresponded to what students themselves 
had told me. In this regard he was surprisingly well informed though he explained 
that he never hired students himself, as his wife and family members were well able 
to run the shop without students’ help. 
 Talking about students some more, he suddenly remarked that: “a lot of them 
go to the US in the end.” This related directly to a discussion that we had previously 
had about what the community feels about all these new additions to their already 
sizeable presence in Australia. He was quite clear that many will not stay. Asked if he 
could give a percentage of how many he expected to ‘move on’ he said he had no idea, 
really. “But many,” of that he was sure, “had plans in that direction.” In that sense he 
could never really see them as new members of the community. Meeting a different 
community leader later on – one who was also closely involved in the FIAV– a similar 
narrative came up while having dinner. This person, having been in Australia since the 
mid-90s, now had his own business in the construction field. While serving me food in 
his large house in a far-off suburb on the outskirts of Melbourne, he explained that he 
came from an educated family. His brother had also settled in Australia, where he was 
working as a chartered accountant. To him this was what the Indian community was 
about most of all. They were highly educated and hard working people who had come 
to Australia as skilled migrants and who had subsequently done well for themselves. 
“We came here as skilled migrants. We had minimum of five years to apply for 
residency. I blame this current system. Now all you have to do is get a master’s degree. 
It is as simple as that.” He had once tried to recruit an Indian student to work for his 
company. He had found two civil engineering students whom he had offered a job. 
“One left within a week and the other never showed up.” One had apparently been 
driving a taxi alongside his studies and this made him more money than the initial pay 
he would receive at his new job. The other guy was working in a petrol station and 
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had given a similar reason. It annoyed him to think that these were also Indians who 
were now legal residents of Australia. “I don’t find anything wrong with a student 
wanting a PR. It is what they do with it.” 

Not Just One but Four Different Indian Communities 
In this chapter we have learned what role the local Indian community plays in the lives 
of Indian overseas students. Indian students clearly fall in between the categories of 
temporary and permanent residents. Those Indians who had settled in Australia a 
long time ago, had hardly made them feel very welcome. With the exception of a 
few who had direct connections in Australia (often in the form of close family) before 
arriving at Melbourne airport, most had simply come on their own, without expecting 
any local help. This made them disconnected to the already established community 
from the outset. Yet in the months that followed arrival there is no evidence to suggest 
that the two groups can be seen moving closer together. Both sides remained rather 
outspoken about each other. 
 When taking a closer look at what we could broadly call the Indian community 
of Melbourne, it becomes clear that aside from the fact that there are many communities 
within the community, the term ‘community’ itself is entirely relative to what people 
perceive it to mean. Because of this at least four different ways of ‘describing’ the 
Indian community emerged: 

For the organizers and (active) members of the various associations that fall 1. 
under the header of the FIAV, the Indian community is exactly that. Many 
of them are successful business owners, highly educated, professionals such 
as doctors, dentists or accountants, who came to Australia under the skilled 
migration programs of the late 1960s and throughout the 70s, and 80s. This 
is also how they perceive others (mainly Anglo-Aussies) to see them. Indian 
students threaten this image they have of themselves and imagine others to 
have of them.
For both Anglo-Aussies and Indian students alike, perceptions of what the 2. 
Indian community actually is were mostly based on where Indians were the 
most visible in day-to-day life. This means restaurant owners, waiters, petrol 
pump operators, grocery store managers, and so on. They certainly did not 
associate these professions with being highly educated. Indian students in 
particular would often look down on this group. They considered them to be 
‘old migrants’, who had ended up in professions that they could not imagine 
themselves settling for. They sometimes even refer to this group as the Old 
India, whereas they considered themselves to be the New India.
The Indian students did not see themselves belonging to either of the 3. 
aforementioned categories. The first category of highly skilled migrants who 
had settled in Australia was a fairly unknown one to the students who often 
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had very weak linkages with people in Australia prior to leaving India. In 
addition, the students were often not so keen on participating in so-called 
community related activities, save for the odd festival such as Holi or Diwali. 
They were, however, very familiar with the second category since they were 
often employed by this group. However, with stories of abuse and misuse 
of the student labor force aplenty, they did not share particularly warm 
feelings for this category. By the same token they also did not see themselves 
belonging to this category in the future (see also 2). 
Australians (more specifically Anglo-Aussies), however, did not make this 4. 
particular distinction at all. For them there was just the Indian community 
under which they appeared to pigeon-hole everybody who looked Indian. This 
might also include other South Asians as most Australians would not be able 
to make the distinction between them. For them, the Indian community would 
often be about what they would read in the papers and see in the streets. In 
their eyes, Indians were often taxi drivers, or they would be students who 
crowded the trains on their way to work. Yet the image they had was not 
always negative. At times these Indians were their doctors, that guy at work 
(IT department) or that one friendly guy who operates the cash register of the 
Seven-Eleven on the corner. 

The separation between these four communities is mostly a cosmetic one of course. 
Yet it does help to understand the places the players in this dissertation take in relation 
to each other. Where Indian students had remarked that they had no real interest in 
the local Indian community because they were not planning on staying in Australia 
anyway – having a more ambitious plan of using Australia as a stepping stone to, for 
instance, the US – Indian community members would often also confirm this idea. 
Indian students were not only supposed to make use of certain arrangements in the 
way they did, they were in some cases also not supposed to stay. It is this notion which 
will be closer examined in the following chapters. For example, the Indian community 
could hardly ever give examples of students who they had actually successfully seen 
‘move on’ to Europe or the US. For them it was quite clear that many were simply 
staying, often continuing to work as taxi drivers, waiters and shop assistants. But 
this notion of ‘moving on’ was responsible for maintaining the distance that already 
existed between the two groups, as the local Indian community believed it was not 
worth investing time in people who would one day leave.
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04. Summer School: 

A History of Students Going Overseas

∂
Students Going Overseas Then & Now
So far I have approached the topic of Indian overseas students in Australia from a 
migration perspective. From the start it was clear that the majority of Indian students 
come to Australia with a so-called ‘double intent’: they are there for the purpose of 
both education and migration. However, this situation is not reflected in the visa with 
which they enter Australia; on paper they are simply ‘overseas students’. This is also 
how they are talked about in the press, and how they appear in statistics. This chapter 
will focus on this dilemma. While in the previous chapter these students were placed 
in a historic framework of Indian migrants arriving in Australia, in this chapter the 
focus will simply be on the history of ‘studying abroad’, and more in particular, on 
the history of overseas students in Australia. Rather than fieldwork data, a reading of 
academic books and papers published on the topic of international education of the 
past hundred years forms the basis of this chapter. Special attention will be paid to the 
issue of non-returning students; students who have come to a particular country to 
study but then decide to stay on, or who simply never return to where they come from. 
The relevancy of doing so is simple: although studying abroad is often understood 
as a consequence of increasing globalisation, it remains a rather narrowly defined 
concept by itself, leaving little room for understanding the people who fall under this 
category as anything but ‘overseas students’. Overseas students, and in particular 
those of Asian origin in Australia, are most definitely more than that. When analysing 
the historic accounts and studies of students abroad, we find that they were often 
associated with issues seemingly unrelated to the formal intent of ‘studying abroad’. 
What I am specifically talking about here is ‘the issue of non-return’. The fact that 
this issue often arises in literature on overseas students - and also, for instance, on 
literature regarding the braindrain of the 1960s and 70s - should have indicated that 
understanding of studying-abroad was perhaps a little naive. To date not much has 
changed in this regard; other outcomes of students’ time abroad are either understood 
to be anomalies (not intended that way) or as cases where students had entered 
another country with a ‘double intent’, which in turn is interpreted as something 
illegal, or at best: ‘dubious’ or quasi-legal. In light of this it will be necessary to focus 
on how ideas about studying abroad have changed dramatically over the past century 
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from a state and industry perspective. The challenge that lies in front of us is how to 
understand this development. 

AID & DEVELOPMENT

The Colombo Fifties
As Singh (1963) shows, from the 1870s onwards, small numbers of Indian students 
found their way to Oxford and Cambridge. This was partly the result of the British 
opening up their examinations for the Indian Civil Services. Besides preparing for these 
examinations, Singh also explains that in some prosperous Indian families, studying 
abroad had become the ‘thing’ to do. Studying abroad was something only the upper-
middle and upper class could afford. You needed a certain amount of influence and 
connections, but most of all a considerable sum of money to be able to send your 
offspring overseas. One early publication which deals with Indian overseas students 
was written in 1935. From this article we learn that there were about 2,000 Indian 
students in the US and Europe at the time and many times more that number in the 
UK. The main subjects these students were enrolled in were medicine and education. 
India was still a colony and opinions on Indians ranged from the pedantic to simply 
racist: 

Though there are still too many instances of students who ought 
never to have left India, there is evidence to show that the majority 
who seek admission to universities and colleges in this country are 
now on the whole well qualified to embark upon the course of study 
or training… The number of students who arrive in this country with 
little or only the vaguest idea of what course of study or training they 
wish to pursue is steadily decreasing… It is further noted that the 
Indian student community had generally gained for itself an excellent 
reputation, only occasionally marred by a very small minority who tend 
to discredit their fellow-countrymen by incurring debts, which they are 
unable or unwilling to meet, or by falling into evil ways. (School and 
Society, 1935: 84)

After the Second World War the idea of studying abroad, and who would be able to 
do so, changed considerably. Many countries in South and South East Asia became 
independent and confronted with the ‘threat’ of communism – certainly after the 
Communists took over Mainland China in 1949 – the Cold War brought shivers to the 
West. According to Rao (1979), western countries approached this problem in various 
ways. One way of dealing with it was by concluding security pacts and forming military 
alliances with countries, for instance, in East Asia. But significantly, these countries 
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had reached the conclusion that in order to contain the spread of Communism they had 
to face the reason why this had occurred in the first place. Western countries realized 
that the political stability of many former colonies was highly dependent on social and 
economic development. Besides the obvious humanitarian and economic reasons, it 
was also the political context that triggered western countries to provide aid in order 
to make sure economic and industrial development could take place in the developing 
countries. Consultants and advisors were sent, recommendations given and finances 
provided for the establishment of institutions for the training of scientists, engineers 
and administrators. In addition, some developed countries agreed to educate and train 
a certain number of students in their own institutions and at their own expense. 
(Ibid) Educational and scholarship opportunities were also opened up to unsponsored 
students from developing countries. It was, of course, made clear that these students 
had to return home after completing their studies so that they could assist in their 
countries development. 

According to Fraser (1984), the first private overseas student to arrive in 
Australia did so in 1904. Until the Second World War, it would be mostly Australian 
students going abroad instead of the other way around. This situation would only 
change after the Fulbright Agreement47 was signed in the mid 1950s and funds 
were made available to Australian students who wished to go to the US in order to 
teach, study or do research. Americans also came to Australia to teach in schools 
and universities. (Rossiter, 1957: 3) These ‘exchanges’ were mostly about creating 
friendship between countries, promoting understanding of each other’s culture and 
most of all, for ensuring that that these countries remained allies. The Fulbright 
Agreement probably remains the best-known one in this field though there were also 
other initiatives at the time.48 

The Colombo Plan, a plan for co-operative economic development in South-
East Asia, signed in 1950 after a meeting of Commonwealth Foreign Ministers, was 
also designed to help developing countries develop further, in addition to increasing 
understanding of each other and prevent countries from falling into Communist hands. 
Basically the Colombo Plan could be divided into two separate fields: economic aid and 
technical assistance. In the field of economic aid, developed countries made gifts to 
beneficiary countries in the form of equipment and capital goods. These were to be used 

47   See for the full text: http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/other/dfat/treaties/1949/14.html 
48   A non-profit agency called The Institute of International Education that was founded in New York in 1919, 
for instance, was engaged in administering the exchange of persons, programs for governments, foundations, 
private organizations and colleges and universities in the United States and abroad. At the time, over 4,500 per-
sons from 80 countries were studying and being trained in a country other than their own. Most striking was 
the optimistic view that the initiators had of these exchanges: “an important means to further understanding 
between the United States and other nations, and thus contribute to the free exchange of ideas, the advancement 
of knowledge and the cause of peace.” (Holland, 1957: 10) 
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for increasing production or improving facilities. Technical assistance, however, meant 
the provision of trained personnel who were to operate these machines, build these 
power stations and generally play a part in the development of the country’s resources. 
In some cases such personnel were provided by the developed nations; they were sent 
to developing countries to provide their services, and the bill was subsequently picked 
up by the donor nation. More important though is that ‘able young men’ were sent 
to developed countries where they would be trained and then would return ‘home’ 
to put into practice what they had learned.49 According to Education News (June 30, 
1958) some 2,286 students had come to Australia for training and experience under 
the auspices of the Colombo Plan. And a further 1,483 had already completed their 
training and returned home. 

The Colombo Plan dominated the accounts of overseas students in the fifties. 
The Second World War was fresh in everybody’s memory and Europe in particular 
was clearing up the rubble and busy rebuilding itself. Although the war was over, the 
Cold War was about to capture the imagination of voters and politicians. Communism 
was a perceived threat to freshly won world peace. Overseas students were part of a 
much bigger plan to establish worldwide, non-threatening, non-aggressive and, in 
particular, non-communist ties. The developed world had quickly ‘understood’ that 
underdevelopment could result in the greater appeal of communist thought, and the 
potential perceived threats to world peace which that entailed. Such plans may have 
leaned heavily on rather simplistic assumptions, and although they seemed naively 
optimistic about the effects they would have, they did serve a very serious political 
agenda. 

Changing Migration Laws 
What was started in the fifties saw its continuation in the sixties. Overseas students 
were seen as important ‘interpreters and translators’ for the United States; they would 
one day go home and explain to their fellow countrymen what the United States or the 
‘West’ stood for and, hopefully, this would be a cheerful tale of progress and freedom. 
For the first time publications could be found on ‘actual’ overseas students. Often these 
books were about how overseas students were fairing far away from home. (Morris 
1960; Tanenhaus & Roth 1962) Such publications often had a strong focus on how 
overseas students perceive the US in relation to their own country. This fitted nicely, of 
course, with the idea that overseas students would be, in a way, future ambassadors 
for the US once they had returned home. 

In the early sixties, the most popular student destination for India was still the 
UK, though there were increasing numbers going to the US. In Australia, in 1962, there 

49   See also: Geoffrey Sauer (editor), 2001; and Daniel Oakman, 2004. 
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were only 109 Indian students. (Education News, 1963: 20) Indian students did play 
some part in the existing body of knowledge on studying abroad in the sixties. Hodgkin 
(1963) explains that when Indians return from having studied abroad, they hope to 
enter highly paid Government and commercial positions, or to go into partnerships 
with doctors, lawyers, or accountants from their own ‘community’. Many of the Indian 
overseas students he met were from ‘the Malays’ where they formed a minority. He 
adds that it was often the practice for parents to make considerable sacrifices to send 
an elder son to Britain or Australia. When this son returns, a marriage will be arranged 
and the dowry that he will receive from the bride’s family will be enough to cover the 
cost of getting his sisters married. Hodgkin seems to argue that studying abroad was 
mostly seen as an investment; it would increase the value of the son on the marriage 
market, and thus, would make it easier to marry off his sisters. Hodgkin adds that 
when a student decides to marry a foreign girl, or a girl who has spent her own future 
dowry on overseas education, it may cause considerable social and economic hardship 
and dissatisfaction for the family.

From the mid 1960s onwards the narrative on studying abroad shifts to the 
issue of non-return by overseas students. Gradually the first publications can be found 
on the brain drain, a topic, which was increasingly worrying politicians of western 
nations at the time. Much of what has been written around this period is focused on 
the US, which much to do with the country’s changed immigration laws (1965); from an 
immigration policy discriminating mainly on national origins to one of discrimination 
based on skill, among other criteria. Other countries, including Australia, quickly 
followed suit, something which is reflected in the immigration statistics at the time.

Anchorage, Net-Loss and Non-Return
In 1968, Charles Kindleberger concludes that the attempt to help a country often turns 
out to help an individual, which then results in a ‘net loss’ of talent for that country. 
In the same year, Ritterband published a fascinating book on the problem of non-
return among Israeli students in the US. One of the major arguments he makes in 
this book is that many of the factors, which explain the motives for coming to the 
United States to study, also explain and predict the likelihood of returning to Israel. In 
addition, the likelihood that an Israeli student will, in fact, return is overwhelmingly 
determined prior to arrival in the United States. Ritterband explains, for instance, that 
older Israeli’s are more likely to return home, especially if they are married. Also, it 
is more likely that they have had some higher education in Israel and therefore, with 
better academic credentials, they are more likely to have a specific job commitment 
in Israel. Cortés (1969), writing on non-returning Filipino students, frames this in a 
term he calls ‘anchorage’. His study shows that migration of high-level people from 
the Philippines to the United States could be linked to the person’s basic attitudes 
toward the Philippines and with certain personal characteristics and circumstances. 
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Cortés summarizes that people who are weakly ‘anchored’ or loosely committed or 
attached, psychologically and socially, to the home country, tend to emigrate. Students 
who received government support, however, are less likely to emigrate. Similar to 
Ritterband’s findings, young people are more prone to emigrate than older people, 
people who are single are also more likely to emigrate – and if they have a job waiting 
for them back in the Philippines, they are less likely to become migrants. It is also 
around this time that the first publications on the medical brain drain are published; 
a result of the world at large becoming increasingly aware that more and more foreign 
medical graduates, in particular from Latin America, either migrated to the US directly 
or stayed on after completing their studies there (see for instance Margulies, 1969).

Already some subtle changes can be noticed in the way overseas students 
are discussed. Whereas first he was that guy who would help out his country and, 
in addition, promote the message of capitalism and freedom, now he was slowly 
starting to be perceived as a person who failed in both fields: the risk that he might 
not return to his home country meant he wouldn’t be able to help his country develop 
and progress, and at the same time he would not be able to bring home positive tales 
of having befriended Americans and how much he had enjoyed living a capitalistic 
lifestyle among them. In fact, by the latter part of the 1960s that second reason had 
already largely disappeared from the pages. It is hard to say why that was, however, 
and speculating about it makes little sense without elaborating on, for instance, how 
the Cold War was developing, where the Vietnam war was heading, how the Flower 
Power movement had gained momentum, and how public opinion generally was 
changing on war and peace related matters. Yet change was in the air and the decades 
to come certainly showed a whole new approach to offering education to overseas 
students. 

The Drain of Brains
In the late 1960s it had already become clear that many foreign medical graduates 
did not return to their home countries to work as doctors there. Van den Kroef (1970), 
referring to the high number of medical specialists, coming from countries such as 
Israel, Chile or the Dominican Republic, states that: “The very high contribution of 
the developing countries to U.S. medical manpower is equivalent in numbers to the 
entire output of 15 U.S. medical schools graduating the largest numbers of M.D.s in 
1967.” (1970: 221) Van den Kroef refers to one US expert who indicated that there 
was a certain paradox in the whole situation where the US would provide medical 
aid while at the same time ‘drain’ these countries of their trained medical manpower. 
Indian out-migration had also captured the imagination of those with an interest in 
the developments at the time, as the following passage shows: 
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In May 1968, a report by the Indian Institute of Applied Manpower 
Research on Indian migration to the U.S. stated that there were 
currently 16,614 Indians on the waiting list for admission under 
existing U.S. immigration laws, it is likely that the outflow of Indian 
‘professionals, technical and kindred workers’ will continue at a high 
rate. Moreover, the exodus of the skilled from India is stimulated by 
unemployment: in March 1968, for example, Kamalesh Ray, head of the 
Directorate of Scientific and Technical Personnel of the Government 
of India’s Council of Scientific Industrial Research, estimated that at 
least 20,000 Indian engineers, both university graduates and diploma 
holders, were currently unemployed – other estimates run as high as 
80,000 (out of a present total of 135,000 engineering graduated and 
180,000 engineering diploma holders in the country). (Van den Kroef 
1970: 227)  

Van den Kroef adds that, in 1968 there were nearly 15,000 Indian engineering graduates 
expected to enter the Indian job market. Already it was estimated that there were 
about ten to twelve thousand Indian scientists and technologists living on a, more or 
less, semi-permanent basis overseas. According to a survey, it was found that 245 of 
the 1326 Indian physicians working in the US had decided to settle there permanently. 
Furthermore it could be concluded that by the end of 1966 there were already 1143 
Indians in the US holding faculty positions in institutions of higher learning. (Ibid) It 
illustrates clearly the situation in which overseas students found themselves in the 
early seventies. As Ritterband (1970) also concluded at the time: 

[…] a very large proportions of the foreign students in the United 
States become immigrants (to cite but one of many such observations, 
approximately eight percent of Jordanian students never return). 
The student visa is often a device for emigration. Almost half of the 
science, technology, and medical immigrants from the developing 
nations originally came to the United States as students or trainees. 
(1970: 72)

Robert G. Myers’ book Education and Migration, published in 1972, further delves into 
the relationship between overseas education and migration. During the sixties the 
problem of the brain drain had already captured the attention of policy-makers in the 
US and elsewhere, yet the problem was largely understood in a rather narrow way, 
meaning that all the problems were attributed to the flow of professionals from the 
developing to the developed world; something to which people started referring as 
‘reverse foreign aid’. (1972:1) In another article Myers focuses on Peruvian students 
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studying in the US and argues that overseas training may be used by students as a 
springboard for more permanent migration. (1974) The article shows how big the 
impact of studying abroad was on some developing nations and how much these 
countries had come to depend on this. One of the more negative effects this had on 
Peru was that its balance of payments was suffering as parents sent money abroad 
to support their children. However, much more worrisome was the fact that many of 
these students would not return to Peru after graduation. (1974: 72) Myers explains 
that most students who were not planning on returning had already made this decision 
‘at home’, as immigrant visas typically had to be obtained prior to going abroad. 
According to Myers, the idea that most emigration among students was caused by 
exposure to a ‘foreign’ culture was. (Ibid: 79) Curiously, he seems to neither realize 
nor acknowledge that this exposure to a foreign culture or lifestyle could have already 
started at home.   It seems inevitable that success stories of family members and 
friends already studying or having graduated in the US would have filtered home. 

Alejandro Portes, focusing on the Argentinean brain drain, estimated the 
total loss of professionals and technicians to Argentina to be about 4000 over a ten-
year period. (1976: 489) To Portes there was little doubt that the brain drain was 
conditioned, at the most general level, by political and economic imbalances in the 
world system. “Emigration is, from this standpoint, the human equivalent and reflection 
of international arrangements through which weaker economies are subordinated to 
the interests and priorities of the stronger ones.” (Ibid: 491) Glaser and Habers (1974, 
1976) stated that academic benefits were still the most common reason for studying 
abroad and that the prestige of having been overseas to study is a factor to consider 
when looking into the reasons why students wish to go abroad. They deny that the 
desire to gain work experience in a developed country is synonymous with the desire 
to emigrate. In their research few students admitted that they studied abroad in order 
to explore the prospects of living there. The reasons for studying abroad vary quite a 
bit by home country and specialty. (1974: 234) Entering the debate on non-returning 
students, they conclude that students with scholarships or special grants are more 
likely to return than those who study abroad privately. They note, however, that the 
source of the scholarship is crucial. Grants from the government or employers in the 
home country often lead to the student returning after graduation, but grants from a 
university abroad are associated with emigration. “Some exchange programs based on 
loans may boomerang by encumbering the returnee with debts and by inducing him 
to seek remunerative employment abroad.” (Ibid: 237) What is particularly relevant 
about these different ‘conclusions’ that were reached at the time is that scholars did 
not just disagree but that the discussion itself had become more elaborate. It clearly 
shows that certain issues were gaining prominence. 
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Australia in the Seventies
From 1973 to 1975 the Education Research Unit (ERU) of the Australian National 
University conducted a nationwide survey of overseas students in Australia; a study 
which showed that although the countries of origin are different, the social background, 
attitudes, experiences and future plans of overseas students were often rather similar. 
(Rao 1979: xii) Lakshmana Rao, author of Brain Drain and Foreign Students – a study 
of the attitudes and intentions of foreign students in Australia, the USA, Canada and 
France – writes in the introduction that the main aim of most developed nations that 
receive foreign students through overseas study programs is still to transfer knowledge 
and skills. According to Rao, an overwhelming majority of overseas students is aware 
of this and accordingly lived up to these expectations by returning to their home 
countries after graduation. Rao adds that there were also good indications that private 
students did the same, provided that they had something to return to. Rao’s study is 
especially relevant when it comes to understanding how overseas students were doing 
in Australia in this period. He remarks that some developed countries, such as Canada 
and Australia – with vast natural resources and small populations – regarded a certain 
number of immigrants as necessary for economic development at home. The UK and 
the US “experience for one reason or the other dynamic and persistent shortages in 
fields such as science, medicine, and engineering.” (Ibid: 5) In most developed countries 
the demand for highly-qualified workers had grown so fast that the nations’ education 
systems couldn’t keep up with demand. This was generally due to the excessively 
restrictive practices followed by many professional associations with regard to entry 
into these professions from within the country. As a result, there was a need to import 
professionals from abroad. (Ibid) At the same time, national educational policies and 
structures weren’t functioning either as they produced more highly educated workers 
than jobs available for them. In addition, salary levels and wage structures were often 
unattractive and hardly reflected a person’s talent and level of education. 

Rao’s research shows similar findings to other studies about reasons for studying 
abroad which were conducted in this period. Overseas students go abroad because the 
quality of education in the home country is low, or there is a lack of proper training 
facilities, or there is a complete absence of some fields of study, or educational facilities 
are more diverse/better/superior overseas. Sometimes they go overseas for the prestige 
it will bring them at home, or for the prospect of a better job or higher pay, and last but 
certainly not least, some leave because they are discriminated against as minority groups 
in their home country. The motivations for coming specifically to Australia are different 
though: an important reason is proximity to the home country, another is the easier 
admission compared to the UK or the US, scholarships awards granted by Australian 
government and universities are also a factor, and so is a desire to see the world. What 
also figures in the decision-for-Australia-equation are colourful reports from friends and 
family and the idea of a lower cost of living than elsewhere. (Ibid: 44-46) 
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Overseas Education in Transition
In the second half of the 1970s, Australia increasingly became an alternative to other, 
more traditional, student destinations. For nearly three quarters of the students who 
were part of Rao’s research Australia was not the first choice and more than a quarter 
of the students did not even mention Australia among the first three ‘preferred’ 
countries of destination. (1979:61) Why then did these students end up in Australia? 
Was it just to be nearer to home? However likely that may sound, it is still a good 14 
hour flight from Mumbai to Melbourne. London can be reached in a little under ten. 
Rao does not really address these questions. Private students were able to apply for 
permanent residency while in Australia but still had to meet the requirements of a 
normal migrant. And as migrants were being selected based on skills, a student who 
specialized in the wrong (‘unwanted’) field would not be permitted to stay. And even 
if he was, he would have a hard time getting a job as cartel-like restrictions, imposed 
by professional associations and trade unions, could easily prevent foreigners from 
entering the country and taking up these jobs. (p. 105-6) 

Fraser (1984) relates how in the sixties Australia’s overseas student program 
was characterized by three different objectives. First of all the aim of the plan was 
to provide indirect aid to developing nations in the form of training. Secondly, 
Australia was to foster direct technical assistance to regional countries and connected 
to this, thirdly, the strict requirement that students would return home after they 
had completed their studies. This final objective witnessed some important changes 
under the Whitlam government in 1973. Overseas students were allowed to stay in 
Australia if they adhered to immigration procedures. The private overseas student 
programs also evolved as greater emphasis was placed on developing or extending 
specific cultural and educational agreements on a bilateral basis. The new programs, 
which were started in the same year, were characterized by aid, development, cultural 
exchanges and, last but not least, modified immigration. 

Not unexpectedly, considerable numbers of Chinese students from 
Hong Kong, Singapore, but predominantly from Malaysia, as well as 
students from the Indian subcontinent, made use of the newfound 
opportunity to apply for permanent residency after their tertiary 
program of studies was completed. This was characterized and 
criticized as a deliberate policy of brain drain by many of the countries 
of the Asian region. (Fraser 1984: 291)

The brain drain discussion featured high on both the political as well as the academic 
agenda in the 1970s. What had largely started in the sixties, mostly because of changed 
immigration policies in developed countries, continued to have a considerable impact 
on both home as well as settlement country. Yet the topic of the brain drain slowly 
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disappeared from the pages. Studies on overseas students continued to be published 
though. Goodwin & Nacht (1984), for instance, focused on topics such as alienations, 
affection, frustration, progress, and enrichment of Brazilian students overseas. 
A similar focus can be found in an article on Malaysian students abroad by Barber, 
Altbach & Myers (1984) and Cummings (1984) on students from Iran and Burma. 
Gerald W. Fry (1984), on Thai and Costa Rican students, does return to the seventies 
brain drain discussion; and although he argues that there is relatively little, if any, 
analytical empirical work at the macro/national level to assess the economic and 
political impact of study abroad, in the end he offers nothing new. As possible positive 
effects of studying abroad he mentions, for instance, that studying abroad can have 
the effect of social change, as students will bring home new ideas. Other positive 
effects were the development of foreign language competencies, the development 
of regional consciousness and greater sensitivity to the need for cultural democracy, 
international economic effects and foreign exchange remittances, enhancement of 
mobility opportunities through study abroad, and finally, cross-cultural enrichment 
effects. (1984: 204-8) There are also negative effects to note, however, and the first 
that is mentioned is that of foreign exchange costs. Other negative effects were, 
according to Fry, individual opportunity costs, socialization into a consumer culture, 
incorporation into the structure of the dominating center (through study abroad with 
its associated value changes and language skill development, individuals can easily be 
incorporated into the global system of transnational corporations), and the problem 
of cultural marginality. (Ibid: 208-10) 

Many of the authors previously mentioned are found in an issue of the 
Comparative Education Review published in 1984, which featured a special on overseas 
students. One article dealing solely with overseas students in Australia was written 
by Stewart E. Fraser. In it we read that in 1962 there were 12,049 overseas students 
and trainees (both secondary and tertiary) in Australia, of whom 10,903, or more 
than 90 per cent, were privately or home-government sponsored. The rest had come 
to Australia under various development-aid schemes such as the Colombo Plan. 
Two decades later the number of overseas students in Australia was approximately 
20,000, of which, again, about 90 per cent were either privately or home-government 
sponsored. It wasn’t only the number of overseas students which had changed 
considerably; in 1962 Australia had predominantly been a provider of specialized and 
technical education to nearly 70 per cent of overseas students but in 1982 Australia 
had managed to transform itself into a predominant supplier of tertiary education to 
nearly 75 per cent of private overseas students. Meanwhile the proportion of overseas 
students had gradually dropped from just over 11 per cent in 1962 to seven per cent in 
1982. (Fraser 1984: 280) Basically this could be attributed to the fact that during this 
phase worldwide student enrolments in developed nations increased considerably and, 
in fact, these enrolments grew much faster than the number of overseas students. 
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In the mid eighties the number of publications on overseas students quickly 
declined. What was being published often had the character of a manual in which it 
could be read how to deal with overseas students and how to make sure the most is 
made of the situation.50 This could all be linked to a very important development at 
that time: the commodification of higher education.

THE PRODUCT OF EDUCATION

Education as a Product 
The commodification of higher education was strongly supported by business and 
industrial groups, and served conservative political interests. In both Britain and 
Australia people who belonged to these groups were considered the ‘New Right’. 
(Jansen, 1988) During this phase education increasingly came to be seen as an 
investment; education was being valued by both individuals and governments based 
on the returns it would produce. Jansen uses Lindblom’s term ‘consumer market 
sovereignty system’ (1977) to explain what higher education was now being turned 
into. In this system the government abstains from central direction and production 
responds only to consumer demand. The argument that this will ultimately lead to 
increased efficiency, effectiveness, equity and morale in higher education, is still being 
voiced today.

In Australia, commodification of higher education came down to the 
introduction of tertiary fees, private funding of research and, most importantly 
here, the export of education services. (Ibid: 388) Yet it took a while to get there. 
The Immigrations Restrictions Acts (better known as the ‘White Australia Policy’) had 
been abolished under the Whitman (Labor) government in 1973. That year, a review of 
private overseas programs led to the decision to abandon the economic development 
criteria for entry. A limit was subsequently set of 10,000 private overseas students 
per year. In addition, applications were supposed to be rejected if a the same course 
was also offered in the home country. (See also Williams 1989: 11; Andressen, 1997) 
In the same year Whitlam took office, tuition fees were abolished, including those 
for overseas students. This led to a situation where, from 1974 until the early 1980s, 
neither local nor overseas students paid any tuition fees. 

Although the Colombo Plan had already brought the first wave of Asian 
students to Australia, it took the Australian government until the mid-1960s to 
officially endorse the growing Asian student program. Prior to that, the University of 

50   A good example in this regard is Maxine K. Rochester’s book Foreign Students in American Library Education. 
Impact on Home Countries (1986), which made some mention of the brain drain but was, in the end, much more 
occupied with the question of whether what is being taught on library education in the US is relevant for home 
countries and how improvements could be made in this field.
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Melbourne had been the first to get involved in Asian education, quickly followed by 
other tertiary institutions including Monash University and University of New South 
Wales. In 1969, the Australian university vice-chancellors formed the Australian-Asian 
Universities’ Cooperation Scheme, which aimed to strengthen the teaching, research 
and administrative capacities of universities in neighbouring countries. (Shu and 
Hawthorne 1996: 67-8) The abolition of tertiary fees in 1974 caused considerable 
controversy as it was revealed, at the beginning of the 1980s, that the ‘hidden’ 
education subsidy of private overseas students had increased significantly. (Ibid: 68; 
also Williams: 1989) Part of the controversy was over the fact that a number of recipient 
countries had achieved economic growth rates greater than those of all OECD nations 
(except Japan), thus raising the question of the appropriateness of educational aid. 
And the brain drain discussion of the 1970s had already shown that after Labour’s 
rise to power, Whitlam becoming Prime Minister and the subsequent abolition of the 
White Australia Policy in 1973, the Department of Immigration and Ethnic Affairs 
was becoming increasingly worried that study in Australia could represent de facto 
immigration entry rather than developing nation aid. Apparently, evidence could be 
presented that three quarters of the private Asian students completing Australian 
matriculation in 1969 had achieved citizenship by the end of the following decade. 
(Ibid) 

Slowly the good old days of no-fees and development aid were becoming 
something of the past; an Overseas Student Charge (OSC) of between $1,500 and $2,500 
was introduced, for instance. Another important change was that students were now 
forced to return to their home countries for two years after graduation before they 
were able to apply for permanent residency. Gradually the OSC was increased and 
by 1987 overseas students on university postgraduate awards were also obliged to 
pay this fee. Of course not everybody was as willing to accept these new changes. 
Some argued that the cost of training overseas students should be weighed against 
the creation of international goodwill, the development of cultural exchange, the 
possibilities of enhanced trade, and the inflow of funds, which accompanied overseas 
students. (Jansen 1988: 391) The Report of the Committee to Review the Australian 
Overseas Aid Programme of 1984, better known as the Jackson Report, illustrates how 
much the discussion on overseas students had changed. 

The demand for education services throughout the Asian Region is 
likely to be quite large in the next 20 years. The expansion of Australian 
education to meet this demand would encourage cultural exchange 
and tourism. It would provide jobs for Australians directly, and there 
would be multiplier effects through the provision of food, shelter, 
clothing and entertainment for students. In American university 
towns, one “town” job is generally added for every additional “gown” 
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enrolled.  The development of an education “export industry”, parti-
cularly in the graduate field, would benefit the economy directly, and 
through research it would be linked to the “high tech” and “new tech” 
industries, which Australia so strongly wished to develop. (pp. 93-4, 
as referred to in Jansen, 1988: 392)

From 1985 onwards the numbers of Asian students entering Australia skyrocket. In 
1985 there were only 16,000 of them; five years later, this number had grown to a 
staggering 60,000. Overall, however, numbers started to decline after that, mostly 
due to a fall in short-term student arrivals in response to tightening policy towards 
the entry of non-formal (short course) students. Overstaying was already considered 
a problem in Australia and the Department of Immigration and Ethnic Affairs (DIEA) 
was also considering further tightening of entry criteria for students from selected 
overseas countries. As Shu and Hawthorne (1996: 65-66) write, since the first decade 
of the Asian student program, Malaysian and Indonesian students were known to 
apply for PR after graduation. As they show, around the mid-nineties there was a 
considerable increase in the number of students who did so. 
After the introduction of an Overseas Student Charge (OSC), which had reached 55 
per cent of real course fees in 1988, the rule was introduced that Asian students were 
obliged to return home for two years as a pre-condition to eligibility for permanent 
residency. (Williams, 1989) Apparently this was not enough to curb the rising numbers 
of overstayers and non-returnees as the Goldring Report51 (commissioned by DIEA) 
argued; full charges would probably function as an active disincentive for overseas 
student enrolment, and would repudiate the original concept of broad regional aid. 
The ‘hidden’ subsidies were to remain and the OSC set at 30 to 40 per cent of real 
education costs. Postgraduate students, however, should be exempted from this. 
“Full fee payments should not be accessible to Australian tertiary institutions, given 
the need to avoid endangering academic standards and threatening ‘the quality of 
education offered to Australian students’.” (Shu & Hawthorne 1996: 69; referring to 
Goldring 1984: 5)

While the Goldring Report argued that full fee payments should not be 
allowed as it would endanger academic standards and the quality of education offered 
to Australian students (William 1989: 23; Jackson 1984), the Jackson Report did not 
exactly agree with the committee on this point. The (further) internationalization of 
Australian higher education was too important and they argued that discouraging 

51   For a rather useful overview of all the different reports and committees with respect to the Australian history 
of overseas education, please refer to the Australian University Handbook of the Australian Vice-Chancellors Com-
mittee, available online: http://www.avcc.edu.au 
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overseas students from entering would harm not only harm Australia’s foreign 
relations and deprive the community of cultural contacts but also neglect a potential 
source of export earnings. (Jackson, 1984: 12) This last ‘benefit’ was obviously the most 
important one though it seems as though the other points were given equal weight. 
The way Shu and Hawthorne elaborate on the Jackson Report is enlightening: 

The marketing of Australian higher education programme to Asia 
had the capacity to be dramatically streamlined, fast tracked and 
expanded. In the process, existing ‘excessively regulatory and 
bureaucratic’ entry conditions should be reformed and a wide range 
of fee-for-service short courses should be offered to take advantage 
of the virtually untapped training market. (Shu and Hawthorne 1996: 
69)

The recommendations made in the Jackson Report led to a transformation of Australia’s 
higher education and training sectors. (Shu and Hawthorne, 1996; Hughes and 
Goldring, 1988) As Jones (1986) indicates, it was from 1984 onwards that education 
was perceived as something that could be traded (Andressen, 1997). In 1985, the 
Australian Minister for Education adopted a new overseas student policy, one that 
largely embraced the key recommendations of the Jackson Report. The interest for 
overseas students in Australian tertiary institutions increased considerably after this. 
As mentioned before, already 75 per cent of the overseas students in Australia were 
originally from Asia. The old days of government controlling the entry of overseas 
students were over; now universities and colleges were encouraged “to increase their 
incomes (and to earn foreign exchanges) by charging full-cost fees to private overseas 
students. The institutions were given the incentive to do so by the right to retain the 
whole of the recurrent component of fees … and, from 1988, the whole of the capital 
component.” (Shu & Hawthorne 1996: 70; ref. to Williams 1989: 5-6)52

What can be observed today in India, for instance, where local papers are full 
of ads for Australian universities and regular educational fests are organized to lure 
Indian students to Aussie shores, basically found its origin in these dramatic changes. 
From 1988 onwards, almost every Australian university or college - and in particular 
short-course providers - was vigorously targeting the Asian market. The Australian 
government was quick to step in as well, providing annual export marketing grants of 
up to $200,000 to assist institutions with establishing and marketing courses abroad. 
With the easing of student visa rules the same year, all quotas concerning enrolments 
in local courses were also removed. (Shu & Hawthorne 1996: 70)

52   See also Baker et al, 1996. In particular, pages: 21-23. 
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By 1988 almost 50,000 overseas students could be found in Australia, of 
which nearly half were ELICOS53 or other short course students. More than 18,000 
students were studying for secondary/tertiary degrees. Around this time one of the 
fastest growing groups of overseas students came from China. In an article with the 
enlightening title ‘From Student to Citizen: A Survey of Students from the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC) in Australia’, Mobo Gao and Xi’an Liu (1998) write that most 
Chinese students were initially government-sponsored or exchange students. This 
started to change though when Australia launched its education export policy in 1986. 
Gao and Liu’s findings show something interesting about the situation many overseas 
students, not only Chinese, were finding themselves in. 

Since the late 1980s, a Chinese student applying for a visa to study 
English in Australia has been required to pay at least $6,000 in 
advance, an amount equal to an average wage earner’s twenty years’ 
earnings in China at the time. But students were ready to borrow 
this astronomical amount to go to Australia because they assumed 
that they would not have to return to China until enough money 
had been made in Australia to pay off their debts and make a profit. 
The students’ hidden agenda was not that only would their debts be 
paid off, but they would also return home with money and modern 
knowledge that would enhance their social status, the so-called yi 
jin huan xiang (return hometown in silk robes). Better still would be 
the possibility of staying abroad as an overseas Chinese. (Gao & Liu, 
1998: 30)

By 1989 there were about 18,000 PRC citizens in Australia, most of whom held student 
visas. By the middle of 1993, 26,000 more had come; most of whom had come as 
students between October 1989 and June 1990. (Ibid: 27-8) As the above quotation 
illustrates, Chinese students were quite willing to pay high fees in order to leave 
China and study somewhere else. This process of Asian student migration to Australia 
continued into the 1990s and continues to this very day.

Overseas Education in the New Millennium
On the brink of the nineties, slowly approaching the new millennium, we find that the 
discussion on the role of the overseas student has completely changed. In the fifties 
and sixties, and even in the seventies, overseas education seemed part and parcel of 
foreign aid and development plans. The brain drain discussion, which started in the 

53   ELICOS: English Language Intensive Courses for Overseas Students (private)
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1960s and lasted until the early 1980s, showed something different about overseas 
students though: non-return had become a serious problem, working against the ‘best 
intentions’ of developed (western/capitalistic) nations. But with increasing numbers 
of local students opting for higher education in developed countries and governments 
simultaneously facing serious budget cuts, the commodification of higher education 
slowly began dominating the discussions. Countries quickly realized that ‘selling’ 
education could have a positive effect on their own economies as well as provide 
enough funds for universities to survive. Put simply, the overseas student became a 
source of money for many countries, including Australia. A new kind of industry, one 
producing and selling education, was born.
 Full fee paying overseas students brought with them another issue: whereas 
in the past countries had not wanted their overseas students to stay-on simply 
because that would be counter-productive, now it was hardly their place to encourage 
students to go back home for the very same reason. Students were paying serious 
amounts of money to study abroad and many in the industry had actually argued that 
they were simply responding to a consumer-driven response to local undersupply of 
university places (Ziguras 2005: 99). For universities, at least, there was no reason to 
be ‘worried’ about non-return; it was simply no longer their ‘business’. At the same 
time, new studies were also conducted to find out more about students who did 
not return to their home countries after completing their studies. Throughout the 
nineties studies would appear on the subject, but with the ongoing commodification 
of education and the farewell to ideological motives for offering such education, 
studies dealing with the issue seemed to lack a certain focus. One of these studies was 
conducted by Bratsberg (1995), for which he used administrative microdata from the 
US Immigration and Naturalization Service. The data related to various years and was 
derived from 69 source countries. Basically Bratsberg reaches the same conclusions 
as Rao had done in 1979. Bratsberg refers to Apraku (1991) who concluded that the 
economic situation in the home country was the most important factor in the return 
decision; and the monetary reward to the current job the primary reason why a person 
decides to stay. This may sound like a significant research result, but in fact the author 
presents nothing new. Most brain drain authors in the 1970s already agreed with each 
other on this point. Bratsberg mentions that the propensity to remain in the US varies 
significantly between different countries, but that this variation could be explained 
by differences in economic and political conditions. In particular, students tend to 
return to rich and closed countries and to countries that value their investments in 
education highly. Yet the world was changing rapidly and related studies relied heavily 
on the assumptions of the old days when there was little evidence that the developing 
world was, in fact, developing. Meanwhile Asian economies were gearing up and the 
middle classes in the Newly Industrialized Countries now had more money to spend 
than ever before. India’s economy was opened up in 1991 and in the second half of the 
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1990s the electronic revolution got underway resulting in a start-up boom of IT related 
companies. The world was becoming increasingly connected and, to borrow Harvey’s 
(1989) term ‘time-space compression’, could speed up its dealings with each other 
to new heights. The brain drain discussion was about to enter a whole new phase, 
one coloured by new topics of conversations such as skilled migration, monetary 
remittances and transnationalism. Overseas students were about to play a key role in 
this, though it would take some time before policy makers recognized this too. 

The Australian ‘Success’ Story 
Australia’s early successes on the overseas student market had not gone unnoticed as 
a study done by Bart Zijlstra (1998) for Nuffic shows. In 1997, Zijlstra went to Australia 
to see what could be learned from their experiences so that the Netherlands could 
develop its own plans regarding overseas students. In 1996 there were 143,000 overseas 
students in Australia, and the education industry generated, in total, approximately $3 
billion in export revenue. (1998: 9) As Zijlstra explains, participating in the international 
student market was no longer a matter of choice for Australian universities as budget 
cuts and salary increases had made it necessary to attract overseas students. (Ibid: 
10) The early nineties, though, had initially seen a major setback in offering overseas 
education. Reports about unfair competition and misleading information from certain 
course providers (mostly TAFE54 colleges), had damaged the image of Australian 
education. The Australian International Education Foundation (AIEF), founded in 1994, 
was put in charge of repairing some of this damage and coordinating the generic 
marketing of institutions abroad. Through the AIEF, education providers and the 
government became partners, promoting and marketing Australia’s education and 
training services overseas. AIEF consists of counsellors overseas and shop fronts 
known as Australian Education Centres. Furthermore, a law (the so-called ESOS-act, 
see also chapter 5) was put in place to ensure that overseas students would receive 
a high standard of education and training in Australia. In addition, courses open 
to international students now had to be approved by the relevant State/Territory 
authority and be registered in a so-called Commonwealth Register (CRICOS). Finally, 
arrangements were made to ensure that money prepaid by students overseas was 
protected. (Zijlstra, 1998: 11) IDP55, founded in 1969 by the Australian universities 
as a not-for-profit company, was soon to play a key role in offering and marketing 
overseas education abroad. IDP was quick to put special emphasis on their not-for-

54   Technical and Further Education.
55   Originally IDP meant: International Development Program. The abbreviation is no longer used this way. 
People now simply use IDP in reference to the non-profit recruitment company. The meaning of the letters is no 
longer relevant or important. One could compare it to computer giant IBM. Most people will know what kind of 
company IBM is but not what the letters themselves stand for.
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profit character and profits and surpluses were fed back into education from the start. 
Currently IDP has a recruitment network in more than 50 countries; the result of 
careful planning from the mid nineties onwards. Besides recruiting overseas students 
in many countries, IDP also acts as a broker between institutions, foreign governments 
and multilateral funding agencies. International activities include project and contract 
management, fellowship administration, international education conferences, 
education promotions, exhibitions and so on.

By the dawn of the new millennium the Australian education industry had 
become so professional and streamlined that one could almost forget about the 
overseas students who still had to say ‘yes’ to a particular course, college or university. 
Yet scholars have continuously been mapping various (prospective) markets for 
further exploration and development. A study conducted by Marika Vicziany in 1995, 
entitled India Market Research Report. The potential for exporting Australian educational 
goods, services and expertise to India, speaks volumes in this respect; it makes perfectly 
clear where the ambitions lay. A report by Tim Mazzarol et al (2001), published just 
after the millennium, had a similar approach; it explores the question of why Indian 
students choose to study in a country other than Australia. When analysing students’ 
motivations for studying in Australia, studies avoid or barely acknowledge the 
question of migration. Vicziany (1995) does mention the issue but argues that studies 
(mostly on the US situation) do not agree on the apparent link. Others appear not to 
be aware of the issue, yet it would be naïve to think that the issue had not been raised 
in the research process. The vast body of readily available knowledge on the brain 
drain and non-return should at least have indicated that when exploring the reasons 
why students go to a particular country, the option of becoming full-fledged migrants 
might well be part of the decision making process. Although it is impossible to be sure 
of this, it appears that the market-oriented researches on overseas students were very 
much aware of the difficult position they were in. Admitting that migration could be a 
motivation for studying abroad could be dangerous, especially if it could also be seen 
as a marketable asset. It would not only show that students were interested in more 
than just education, but that they, as an industry, were considering diversifying into 
different non-education related activities. It is an issue that the industry still grapples 
with. And so the issue of non-return remains awkwardly absent from the market-
oriented researches that were conducted in the 1990s and the early years of the new 
millennium. 

Overseas Education in the Shop Window
Studying overseas has become a tradable commodity. It is something you can buy, 
invest in, take out loans for – it is something which comes with marketing and 
promotion strategies, with laws to guarantee its quality, and organizations to look 
over the shoulder of those who are ‘producing’ and ‘selling’ it. At the same time, the 
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overseas student has evolved. From a rather sorry figure  wanting to help his country, 
travelling down dusty roads from his native village where his family have waved him 
goodbye, not knowing where he would go but full of hopes for safe return and a 
better future; this very same student has been transformed into a highly informed 
and sophisticated customer, one who knows that there is fierce competition in the 
education market, one who searches the Internet for the best deals, visits education 
fairs and local education offices where umbrella organizations do everything they can 
to convince him that their country is the best place to go. He has become a consumer 
who discusses options with online friends all over the world, visits banks to discuss 
loans and pay-back schemes, and most of all feels that he has the advantage of a 
buyer’s market where he can make, and is expected to have, certain demands.

What started in the 1980s with the commodification of higher education 
increasingly became an issue in the later phases of the 1990s and remains so to this 
very day, as recent articles show.56 The number of overseas students entering Australia 
continued to grow into the new millennium (Andressen 2001) and the country now 
has the second highest proportion of overseas students after Switzerland (Ziguras 
2005: 99). Around 2002 Australia was the third largest exporter of education, after the 
US and the UK. (Marginson 2006: 9) The numbers of Indian students in particular had 
grown rapidly. In 1990, before the liberalisation of the Indian economy took place, there 
were 378 Indian students studying in Australia. Just a few years later this number had 
increased to several thousands, and around the new millennium it was estimated that 
there were more than 10,000 Indians studying in Australia. Yet this is only a quarter of 
how many there were enrolled in onshore Australian institutions in 2007.
The US still remains the preferred destination for most nationalities, but the other, 
newer ‘destinations’ such as Australia, Canada and New Zealand continue to develop 
rapidly, offering tailor-made courses that appeal directly to particular/local needs, as 
well as courses that might appeal to future migrants (though they are rarely ever 
marketed in this way). Meanwhile Asia itself is also busy developing an education 
industry. China is in the process of setting up universities and colleges that will one 
day appeal to a much greater group abroad than it does now. Already students from 
India go to China for medical degrees and though the numbers are still low and the 
initial reviews of the quality on offer not very favorable, many within the industry 
agree that it is only a matter of time before China will be a serious competitor as 
a cheaper alternative to more traditional study-abroad destinations. In April 2006 
Australian education minister Julie Bishop already predicted that the rise of China 
would trigger a shake-up of Australian universities. She went on to encourage the 

56   See for instance: Steven Grineski (2000) and Toby Miller (2003).
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‘university chiefs’ to enter into strategic alliances with other universities, as well as to 
consider mergers, in order to stay competitive. (The Australian, 19 April 2006)

Overseas Students in a Broader and More Complex Context
If we look at more recent publications on studying abroad, we find that nowadays 
studying abroad is often placed and understood in the context of globalization. As 
Ravinder Sidhu (2004) argues, the international education industry in Australia is 
premised on an imaginary of the globe as a free market of tradable commodities. She 
argues that in the Australian case, universities operate in a “discursive space where 
selling education to international students works with a neoliberal text to make 
universities financially independent from governments and globally competitive.” 
(Sidhu 2004: 56)57 As with any other company that wants to be financially independent 
and remain globally competitive, what is being sold depends on the market out 
there. On being asked what his core business was, a director of a perfume company 
once argued that he was selling dreams; perhaps a university can argue the same. It 
certainly has to grapple with questions such as, what is it that we are selling; what is 
it the market expects from us? In the past the answer would simply have been ‘quality 
education’, but knowing that students have all kinds of motivations which play a 
part in the decision making process, universities now have marketing departments to 
figure this out for them. Advertisement campaigns for universities located in and near 
the Gold Coast and Brisbane clearly zoom in on the surfing and beach cultures in those 
areas, whereas universities located in the inner cities of Melbourne and Sydney tend to 
put the fast-paced action of city life much more to the fore. 

On a more general level, Australia as a country, not traditionally known as an 
educational power, also needed to establish itself as a credible brand in order to become 
a successful player in the highly competitive global education market. The marketing 
image of Australia that is now being used, and one that appears to work well, is that 
of Australia as a safe, friendly, multicultural, non-racist and non-violent country. (See 
also Sidhu 2004: 57) In particular, the image of being a multicultural country is a 
new marketing gimmick being used; a sort of Benetton inspired happiness that makes 
any kind of overseas student feel welcome to the country. The idea that there are 
other students from a range of different nations; that one is not alone as a foreigner 
in a ‘white country’ is apparently becoming more important in the decision-making 
process of overseas students. At the same time multiculturalism is often associated 
with less positive ideas and Australia is no exception as recent articles by, for instance, 
Robert Lewis (2004) and Michael Singh (2004) show. As Ravinder Kaur Sidhu observes, 
“references to international students in the Australian media tend to reinforce their 

57   The author refers to: Kenway & Langmead, 1998; Marginson, 2000, 2002; Van Damme, 2001
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position as ‘the other’ by textually linking students with illegal immigration (No entry 
under false pretences), organized crime and declining academic standards (Marking 
inquiry exposes glitches, Marks and Sparks).” (2004: 61)58 It goes without saying, of 
course, that these images never make into the promotional materials used at education 
fairs organized in countries such as India.

The image that is being sold to overseas student is often at odds with the 
image that locals in the receiving nations ‘receive’ through their own media. I will not 
analyse here what is currently being used as promotion material by, for instance, IDP 
but it is safe to say that Australia is being touted as an almost mythical world, which 
would fit well in an early episode of Star Trek. It basically comes down to the following: 
Australia is multicultural, friendly, safe and cosmopolitan. The message communicated 
is one of ‘being in the right place’ and one of ‘this will be your first step towards a 
successful career’. One sees pictures of (mostly white) Australian students mingling 
with overseas students, studying in a leisurely environment where the sun always 
shines, the palmtops wave lusciously and the grass is always green. Indian students 
find themselves in this make-believe world when they start orienting themselves on 
the study abroad options in Australia when still in India. It is an idea that greatly 
appeals to the Indian middle classes, who often already have certain fictionalised ideas 
about countries such as Australia. In this sense such images tend to reinforce each 
other and it will be no surprise that such ‘Disneyfied’ ideas of Australia sometimes 
lead to great disappointments.  

The Education Industry in Practice 
And so we find ourselves in the ‘here and now’ where Australia considers its education 
industry one of its most important export industries, on which thousands of jobs 
depend, and universities are increasingly relying on money from full fee paying 
overseas students. In the past such countries were seen as in need of development aid 
in the form of overseas education; now they have become lucrative sources of income 
for the further development of economies of already highly developed countries. And 
not just that; the economic developments in such countries are closely monitored to 
evaluate the way markets are developing. An economic crisis in, for instance, China, 
resulting in dropping rates of students coming in, would seriously affect universities 
with a high percentage of Chinese students.
 At the end of 2006, the Australian education industry was estimated to 
be worth 9.8 billion Australian dollars. (WA Business News, October 9, 2006) It was 
estimated that overseas students spend an average of $ 517 per week; not included 
in this figure are airfares, remittances and funds used to purchase property. (Business 

58   See also the taxi driver issues as described in appendix III.
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News, 9 October, 2006) An earlier study in 2005 had already showed that most 
students (72%) earned less (not more than $200) than they spend on a weekly basis 
(The Australian, 30 November 2005) and thus it is no surprise then that they have 
a fairly positive effect on the country’s trade balance. (ABC Online, October 4, 2006) 
Indian overseas students spent $585 million dollar in 2005, an article in The Australian 
(March 26, 2006) reveals. Various Australian States had meanwhile also made their own 
calculations. As The Daily Telegraph reported on November 21 (2006) overseas students 
had injected $553 in the local South Australian economy. Adelaide, the state’s capital, 
was meanwhile attracting record numbers of new overseas students. Besides tuition 
fees, students spent their money on accommodation, transport and shopping. In the 
state of Victoria, and it’s capital Melbourne, the situation was no different. Already in 
2004-5 the education industry was worth $2 billion in exports, attracting almost 35% 
of all overseas students coming to Australia. (The Age, November 11, 2006) 
 Yet, there was also reason enough for caution. In January 2006, Australian 
federal opposition warned Curtin University not to rely too heavily on funds paid by 
overseas students. Already the university had earned over 24% of its revenue from 
overseas students in 2003, and this percentage had likely increased since then. This 
reliance on overseas students’ money was seen as putting the university at risk. Yet, 
the increased income had also enabled the university to establish additional services 
and facilities that would otherwise not have been possible. (ABC Online, January 6, 
2006) Macquarie University was in a similar situation with a quarter of its income 
coming from overseas students and 32 percent of its students originating from other 
countries. (The Age, January 12, 2006) In total six universities, among which RMIT, 
already relied on overseas student fees for more than 20 percent of their income in 
2003. (The Age, January 6, 2006)
 Such dependency on foreign money of course had more practical downsides 
too. As a report in 2006 had noted, there was an incentive for universities to allow 
less competent full-fee paying overseas students to proceed with their courses with 
lower English levels than would normally be required for entry. Others were warning 
that rumors of eroding academic standards would eventually lead to a decline in the 
demand for seats at Australian universities. (SMH, September 18, 2006) In addition, 
competition from other countries was increasing rapidly. And indeed, at the end of 
2006 it clearly seemed as if overseas students’ enrolments were down, causing alarm 
among the vice-chancellors of Australia’s top universities. As professor Glyn Davis 
said in an interview with The Australian, “[i]t’s not that we’re doing anything wrong, 
it’s just that students who once could go to America, Britain or Australia can now 
go to about 150 different countries offering English-language courses at prestigious 
institutions.” (The Australian, January 2, 2007) Private operators in Australia itself, 
meanwhile, were also perceived as becoming serious competitors, offering complete 
vocational programs and even degrees through partnerships with universities. 
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(The Australian, January 10, 2007) In terms of Indian students, there was now also 
an additional worry: around 40 foreign universities (many from the US and Canada) 
had recently announced an interest in setting up campuses in India itself, targeting 
students that might otherwise have opted for university seats in Australia. (Business 
Standard, November 29, 2006)

Over Dependency and Connected Dangers
In practice overseas education had become a serious business; and that business brings 
an interesting paradox. On the one hand, the growth of Asian economies means more 
business for Australian universities. Besides the fact that more Asians are actually able 
to afford overseas education than ever before, many Asian countries simply do not 
have the educational infrastructure to meet the demand for higher education at home. 
On the other hand, the fact that some countries are now discovering the potential of 
having an education industry of their own is perceived as a threat to the future of 
many Australian universities. And this is where the old developing ideals have finally 
gone bankrupt. There was a time when this would have been perceived as exactly as 
what was being intended, the developing world developing (with the help of neatly 
returning overseas students); now though, students no longer coming, because of 
developments at home, is considered a major set-back for an industry worth billions 
of Australian dollars. Today’s overseas students come to Australia because Asia is 
developing rapidly and its middle classes have more money to spend than ever. And it 
is this development that Australian universities have come not only come to depend 
on but also, in a sense, can no longer function independently of.

The over dependency of Australian universities on income from overseas 
students will continue to play an important role in the following two chapters. The 
next chapter will specifically deal with how the education and immigration industries 
are dependent on each other and how this leads to situations where academic quality 
is questioned, and doubts are raised about whether the right type of skilled migrant 
is being recruited. Analyzing this situation will bring us closer to an understanding 
of the main questions raised in the first chapter. How do students move through a 
process where they are both students and migrants at the same time? Who else is 
involved in this process and most importantly: who else benefits from this situation? 
 The aim of locating mobility in-between is not only about finding a middle 
ground where migration and transnationalism meet; it is also about problematizing 
the difficult situation of finding oneself in the middle of various roles. This wearing 
of different hats depending on the situation, sometimes wearing multiple hats at the 
same time, feeling the pressure of obligations coming from various directions (having 
to pass one’s units, do well on exams, make enough money to survive, start paying 
back your loan and making sure one meets the requirements for PR when the time 
comes), is further colored by gray zones that are the result of multiple interpretations 
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of rules and regulations. The historical overview as it was presented in this chapter is 
particularly useful for understanding the wider context in which these developments 
have taken shape. It basically shows that overseas education is no longer just about 
studying abroad, and, in fact, it probably never was. This, then, not only creates space 
to further examine aspects of overseas students’ lives in this context but also questions 
whether our understanding of migrants has been too limited. What about the other 
identities/roles a migrant can have? The case of Indian students shows that people 
with strong migration plans may never appear as migrants in the statistics since they 
enter a country under an entirely different category. The consequences this has for the 
way we understand the realms of migration and transnationalism will become clearer 
in the following chapter.
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05. Third Semester: 

Learning How to Work In-Between Legal and Illegal Realms

∂
The Hyphen In-Between Student-Migrant
Now that we have arrived in the third semester, the group of students we will focus 
our attention on is one comprised of people who have found their way and are used to 
living in Australia. This means that most of them have found part-time jobs and have 
formed their own social circle with whom they interact and hang out. In chapter one 
the focus was typically on that very early phase of ‘arrival’ where everything was still 
new; and chapter two focused on how newcomers and ‘outcomers’ meet and interact; 
this third ethnographic chapter will work with the assumption that for most Indian 
students these things are now a ‘given’. They know what they can expect, what is out 
there, and what they have to do in order to survive from day to day. They are no longer 
new arrivals, and no longer simply newcomers. Yet at the same time they certainly 
have not arrived yet in the sense of having achieved all they came for. And for the 
Indian community, organized in associations falling under the umbrella of the FIAV, 
it remains uncertain if this is a group of people which will stay or not. This confirms 
their place as a group which falls in-between all sorts of categorizations that feature 
in more traditional studies of overseas students or migrants. In this instance, the term 
student-migrant, often used in literature for students transferring from one university 
to another, as well as for students likely, one day, to become full-fledged migrants 
(either having planned this from the start or because it evolved that way), also turns 
out to embody an interesting statement about the way such students live their lives 
on the way to becoming migrants. In the case of Indian students in Australia, it is the 
hyphen in-between which appears to determine the way they live and perceive their 
(own) lives. In particular, it is the legal and illegal dimensions of this in-betweenness 
(symbolized by a hyphen) that this chapter will examine in greater detail. What does 
this hyphen – this in-between zone – tell us about the road to becoming more mobile? 
How does this concept of in-betweenness problematize the understandings we already 
have of often-encountered actors in the world of migration and transnationalism?

Finances as Primary Reason
For many Indian students, Australia does not just offer an interesting study-abroad 
opportunity with an option of becoming a permanent resident, but also, quite 
simply, an opportunity to work. In contrast to other countries, which often do not 
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allow students to work off-campus, Australia allows it overseas students to work a 
maximum of 20 hours per week during semesters, and an unrestricted number of 
hours during the summer and on public holidays. For this reason, the student at work 
will be central to this chapter. In particular, what it means to operate in-between 
legal and illegal spheres will be analyzed. Students regularly admitted to working 
more than 20 hours per week, also finding this quite normal. On the one hand, they 
were perfectly aware that they were not supposed to do so, but, on the other, they 
argued that it was a necessity and that ‘everybody else’ was doing so too. In this sense 
they argued a certain ‘normalcy’ about what they were doing. This normalcy not only 
related to the financial pressures they were under but also to what they saw as ‘being 
normal’ for a migrant. As one student pointed out during an informal chat on campus 
one afternoon, “who do you expect would otherwise manage these Seven-Elevens at 
night?”

From the work place we will then move on to the university campuses: on 
paper at least the prime reason why these students have come to Australia. Here 
we will encounter a different but awkwardly similar discourse on the way legal 
and illegal activities are perceived. Working many hours in often rather tiring jobs, 
studying is certainly not on every student’s mind all of the time. Yet failing a particular 
subject or unit has serious consequences. Australian universities generally do not 
offer opportunities to ‘re-sit’ an exam, meaning that a student will have to take – 
and also pay for – the whole subject again in the next semester. With the already 
mounting pressure of the loan taken out, this is something that students will try to 
avoid at all costs. This, of course, also puts pressure on lecturers who are often aware 
of the situation these students are in. The fact that this leads to peculiar situations 
where various interests are in conflict with each other will also be dealt with in this 
chapter.

And then finally, the way the education industry functions in practice will 
be addressed, and in particular the very practical side of student recruitment; the 
way the education industry deals with that what it knows about students’ reasons 
for coming to Australia. It will be argued that it’s not just students who often bend 
the rules in order to fit the situation, but the education industry too. When recruiting 
students in India these agencies are well aware of the fact that many students intend 
to apply for PR after graduation, yet with the law prohibiting them to ‘sell’ anything 
but education, they cannot recruit students with other ‘incentives’. This does not mean 
that they do not know what the market is about; it simply means that on paper it does 
not seem to play a role in their recruitment strategies. In practice, of course, it very 
much does. With the over-dependency of (some) universities on the money overseas 
students bring in, this also puts the Australian government in an awkward situation. 
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WORKING THE INDUSTRY

Back from Work
Rajneesh was still sleeping when his friend Anish opened the front door and let me 
in. In the living room a number of filthy looking mattresses lay on the floor, one that 
was occupied by Rajneesh who had partly covered himself with an equally filthy dark 
green bedspread. He himself was fully dressed in a worn-down pair of jogging pants 
and a sports jacket. He had not shaven in a while and clearly not found the time or 
energy to shower either. When he woke up he apologized for the mess. Anish had 
already informed me that the house would probably be like this and that he himself 
was moving out later that week, no longer able to deal with the mess.

None of the other housemates appeared to be at home; they were all at work. 
Rajneesh had meanwhile gone into kitchen to wash his face, asking Anish if there 
was anything left to eat in the fridge. While catching up on the latest housemate-
stories (there was always some problem, some misunderstanding) Rajneesh started 
preparing an omelet. Cockroaches were crossing the kitchen floor at a relaxed pace, 
seemingly unperturbed by us. From the living room, where he was busy putting on 
a Bollywood movie he had been meaning to show me, Anish commented on some 
of the recent stories. Rajneesh rummaged through the cupboards in search of some 
massalas to spice up his egg. Standing in the doorway, watching him cook, listening 
to his complaints about his job, I became more and more interested in the way he 
was managing his life in Melbourne. It had been far from a smooth ride, I knew that 
much. 

After he had finished his lunch, Rajneesh asked if we could go outside to a 
nearby park, which doubled as a golf course, so that we could talk more privately. As 
he lit himself a cigarette, he started talking about his first year in Melbourne. Born in 
the state of Bihar as the oldest son of a business family, he had grown up in the state 
of Haryana. Before coming to Australia though, he had lived in Delhi where he had 
completed a diploma in fashion management and had worked in the textile industry 
for a while. Having a job which paid him a net salary of 15,000 rupees a month, he had 
realized he was doing okay but that most of his friends, many of whom had completed 
MBAs, were making even more money. Slowly the idea of going abroad to study had 
been born. He had hoped to find a ‘professional’ job, one in which he could use the 
qualifications he had gained in India, but in Australia the reality of having to pay 
the bills and the high cost of studying had quickly led him to accept a job in a petrol 
station. In fact, he had shifted jobs several times, each time working as a console 
operator in similar 24-hrs petrol stations. The previous semester, he explained, he 
had usually worked shifts for three consecutive days a week, alongside, of course, 
studying. 
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I just did not sleep for three days. The first day I would start uni at nine 
and finish at five thirty. Then it would take me one and a half hours 
to get home and then on to my job. So I would start that job at eight 
in the evening. I would finish at seven in the morning and at nine uni 
would start again. And then again I would do the nightshift. Often I 
would work more than 20 hours. It was all cash in hand so that was 
not a problem.

He had recently switched jobs once more, and was now working for a different petrol 
station, one which he claimed was a better paying one. They now paid him 18 dollars 
an hour and he was no longer just working night shifts. The hours were by no means 
guaranteed though. “There is this Hyderabadi guy who works there, also a student. He 
makes 12 dollars per hour. There is a lot of competition in these jobs. So that guy will 
just work for less and he will get the good shifts. Sometimes they even work for five, 
six dollars.” According to Rajneesh, such petrol pump owners (also migrants) know 
that Indian students like him need the money and, when desperate, will do anything 
for it. Rather angrily, he commented: “That Hyderabadi guy spoils it for all of us.”

Rajneesh displayed an interesting way of reasoning. For one, overseas 
students are not supposed to work more than 20 hours. That many of them do so 
anyway became perfectly clear from the stories of other students as well and, in fact, 
working more than the permitted maximum was quite common.59 And like Rajneesh, 
many students also considered it quite a normal thing to do. Working more than 20 
hours would almost always be done cash-in-hand, meaning that no taxes were paid. 
Practically speaking that was also the only way because if one did pay taxes, it would 
show up on official records. As with most other student-visa violations, if caught the 
visa will be cancelled; all the more reason to not leave a paper trail. 

The petrol station Rajneesh was now working at had an unwritten policy of 
only hiring Indian students. “They all come to him for training or work”, Rajneesh 
explained. “The guy has good contacts, people know that.” Usually students would 
hear about job openings with this particular employer from friends. Clearly the fact 
that one can work much more than the maximum number of hours, was attractive to 
many. Although the migration authorities conducted regular raids on employers of 
overseas students, there were all sorts of ways to make sure that it all looked perfectly 
legal. Rajneesh was now doing three shifts per week, which amounted to about 20 
hours. Sometimes, though, if there was more work, he would take it. This ‘sometimes’ 
turned out to be the rule rather than the exception; he had been working much more 

59   As an overseas student in Australia one is only allowed to work a maximum of 20 hours per week during 
semesters. This rule is dropped during semester breaks when one is allowed to work an unlimited number of 
hours. The rule was put in place to prevent students from coming to Australia only to work. 
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for months now. “But I won’t be in trouble”, he said. “For 15 or 16 hours I am on TFN60, 
so that can be used as proof if they ever raid the place.” He estimated that 90 to 95 
percent of Indian students work under similar arrangements. “But,” he reasoned “at 
least we are not stealing or something.”

Stories such as the one narrated by Rajneesh were indeed common, though 
there were also plenty of students who stuck to the 20 hours rule and only worked 
on TFN (Tax File Number). Usually these were students who had somehow managed 
to find a steady call center job, which paid relatively well. But even they would work 
as much as possible, sometimes even doing two full-time jobs during the summer 
holidays when the maximum number of hours rule was dropped. Almost everybody 
seemed to be aware of the various ways there were “not go on TFN”. In Rajneesh’s 
case he would simply pay taxes based on 15 hours, the rest was cash in hand. But 
there were other ways as well. A student would, on paper, get paid legal minimum 
wages for, say, 15 hours, but in reality would have to work 30 hours for the same 
money. Petrol stations, Seven-Eleven supermarkets, and Indian or Chinese restaurants 
regularly appeared to adopt this practice. According to students such as Rajneesh this 
had a lot to do with the fact that ‘others’ knew about the financial pressures ‘they’ 
were under and exploited that. As some would also remark, it was seen as something 
an Indian migrant simply had to put up with. When narrated like this, it was hardly 
ever seen as something normal for an overseas student though; it was typically seen 
as something belonging to the world of migrants.

The Normalcy of Doing Something Illegal
Having been in Australia for more than a year now, Rajneesh was well aware of the 
options he and others had. Talking about his work, and the way he dealt with various 
rules and regulations it was quite interesting to note the ease with which he talked 
about ‘breaking the law’. His student visa clearly came with a set of rules, which he 
was not supposed to break; doing so could have serious consequences. Yet this had only 
played a marginal role in the decision making process of actually involving himself in 

60   A frequent reply to the question of whether or not this would cause problems with uni-related work and the 
successful completion of exams was that you could always show a sick-leave note from the doctor, stating that 
you were unfit to attend class, finish a paper, or complete an exam. Many students had a special address (often 
a trusted Indian GP) where they knew they could go for such notes. Of course, universities would sometimes 
discover such practices. Faced with a high percentage of Chinese students (one in four) routinely applying for 
special consideration with a doctor’s certificate to postpone exams or assignments or with marking of work, the 
university had been forced to propose a new policy which would mean that students would have to wait until the 
following year to sit exams they had missed through illness (medical or psychological). In addition, the university 
was planning to charge students a fee for applying for special consideration. Part of the reason for the proposal 
had been suspicion over local doctors who appeared to sign off on a high number of medical certificates for Chi-
nese business students.  (The Australian, July 19, 2006) See also reports on Flinders University and the University 
of South Australia in The Advertiser, 15 July 2006.
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such activities. It simply seemed the normal thing to do. It may be illegal, but at the 
same time it seemed like there was no other option. While the loan played a central 
role in this, it was not solely about repaying loans or taking care of living expenses 
and semester fees. In Rajneesh’s and others’ narrations, the highly commercial and, 
in their eyes, often-exploitative education industry, which used ‘their’ rupees to fund 
Australian universities, also played a part in this. Where they perceived the industry to 
be profiting from them, and in some cases not particularly delivering what had been 
promised (see also the following chapter), they saw this as a way to make (‘take’) some 
of the money back. Yet how could it then be that other Indians were enjoying their 
studies (often studying at the same university, sometimes even enrolled in the same 
course), and were not breaking visa rules, also claiming that this was not necessary? In 
other words: why were some so worried, where others (in a similar financial situation) 
did not talk about this in the same way? The answer to that question appears complex 
and I argue that the best way to understand this difference is in terms of personal 
differences (in the sense of sensitivity to stress, self-assuredness etc.), exposure to 
cultures of migration (as discussed extensively in chapter two), and motivations for 
coming to Australia in the first place. It does not seem unreasonable, perhaps, to argue 
that having come to Australia purely with the intention of becoming a PR holder 
makes spending time and money on education seem more of a waste than for those 
students who value their education and who may also have chosen to enroll in the 
better colleges and universities. 

Talking about such matters, sitting on a green bench in a small park, 
occasionally interrupted by the sound of a golf ball being hit, I was reminded of what 
Ranabir Samaddar (1999) describes on the first pages of his inquiry into transnational 
migration from Bangladesh to the state of West Bengal in India. Rethinking the very 
clear physical border between the two territories he recalls his amazement about how 
the border was nothing exceptional to the people who lived on both sides of it. Even 
if it was, people had found ways to deal with it; after sunset cartloads of goods and 
vegetables would start crossing the (‘legal’) border, something that, if it meant ferrying 
goods without due leave, was clearly illegal. “But there were ways to normalize such 
a situation. In other words, the illegal no longer remained exceptional if it could be 
adapted as part of the ‘normal’.” (p. 53) For Samaddar it felt as if he had walked into a 
“twilight zone of legality and illegality, exceptionality and normality.” (Ibid) 

Overseas students - and this much should be clear - are not illegal migrants. 
They are in fact not even migrants, at least not on paper. It is surprising, then, that 
activities and situations often associated with illegal migration can be connected to 
a group of perfectly legal, though temporary, Australian residents. Such activities do 
not limit themselves to working more than allowed but also include, for instance, as 
the papers reported in November (2006), overseas students having no other option 
but to work for the sex industry to pay for their degrees. (ABC Online, November 10, 
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2006)61 The article explains that women end up in the sex industry because their visa 
restricts them to working just 20 hours per week and they need high paying jobs to 
survive. An informal interview with a psychologist on whose report the newspaper 
article was based had already taught me that in this case it mostly concerned Chinese 
students and that Indians did not appear to be involved in such matters. Yet the news 
certainly fitted in with a wider picture of exploitation and rather extreme ‘choices’ 
that all seemed to be connected to the pressure of financial obligations. Not long 
after the news about overseas students working in the sex industry, the same paper 
reported that Brisbane restaurants had been exploiting overseas students, and that 
this time it did concern Indian students. According to one Sarosh Mehta, president 
of a shopping street association in Brisbane, some ethnic restaurants and cafes were 
reportedly preying on students who did not understand their rights. Some students 
were working for only 8-9 dollars per hour, others even just for a meal and a place to 
sleep. (ABC, 26 November 2006) Although this concerned something that happened in 
Brisbane, the situation itself was not particular to only that city. In Melbourne similar 
stories were very much part of the general buzz among students. 

In-Between Legal and Illegal Spheres or: “Everyone is doing it!”
Indian students enter Australia as ‘overseas students’ and do so in a legal way. Yet not 
everything they do is ‘perfectly’ legal. Illegal migrants can often be found working 
without having the proper permits, and thus also not paying any taxes or being properly 
insured, and Indian overseas students often do the same. Such activities are definitely 
illegal, though not criminal. An illegal activity though, whether criminal or not, is still 
one that goes against state regulations. This is also what seems to be defining it. As 
Abraham and Van Schendel (2005) point out, it is typically the perspective of the state, 
which defines the division between what is legal and what is illegal. Illegality, in this 
sense, may be defined as a juridical status that entails a social relation to the state; as 
such, migrant ‘illegality’ is a preeminently political identity.” (De Genova 2002: 422) 
It is with this, and in line with Heyman and Smart’s argument (1999: 3) – that state 
law inevitably creates its counterparts, zones of ambiguity and outright illegality – 
that it can be argued that, to a large extent, states determine what can be labeled as 
illegal activities. That in reality this label might be contested is illustrated by the way 
people still engage in such activities and do not always perceive this in terms of doing 
something illegal.

The way illegality and illegal activities are understood in day-to-day lives 
remains a matter of perception and one that knows a rather flexible interpretation 
depending on the particular situation. Analyzing everyday realities of people living 

61   Interestingly a similar report had already come out about New Zealand. See Stuff, May 12th, 2006. 
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in Naples (Italy), Pardo (1995) explains that most ordinary Neapolitans conduct their 
lives without always strictly abiding by the law. “Small transgressions such as those 
against traffic laws are common, and so are various activities that according to formal 
definition fall in the gray area between legality and illegality or are unequivocally 
illegal.” (p. 47) A wide range of activities are covered by this so-called gray, anything 
from evading taxes to purchasing smuggled or stolen goods. What defines something 
as illegal is a legal as well as social process. The legal and the social might provide 
different opinions about what can or should be considered legal or illegal. In this sense 
a distinction can be made between state perspectives, which work largely with the 
dichotomy of legal-illegal spheres, and how people see this themselves, namely often 
in terms of licitness (‘legitimate activities’) and illicitness (‘illegitimate activities’). 
Bibler Coutin (2002) frames this division in legitimate and illegitimate social spheres, 
arguing that individuals who are located in an illegitimate domain survive, at least in 
part, through unauthorized and, what she dubs, ‘quasi-illegal practices’. Such quasi-
illegal practices show some serious overlaps with the concept of informal activities, 
which Kloosterman and Rath use to describe activities “aimed at producing a positive 
effect on income (for the person executing the activities and/or for the person receiving 
the results), for which the terms of legislation and regulations (planning requirements, 
social security legislation, collective labor agreements, and the like) applicable to the 
activities are not being met.” (2002: 27) Although in their understanding thus against 
the law, knowing that immigrants often have difficulty accessing regular jobs, such 
activities might very well contribute to their social and economic advancement. 

The public at large also, on occasion, seems to understand it this way. 
Activities that migrants are involved in might very well be in conflict with the law, 
yet they are seen as normal when it involves persons with apparently limited options. 
Once when I was discussing the difficulties faced by Indian students’ on the work 
floor, recounting stories of exploitation, an Australian who happened to work in social 
sciences simply commented that Indian migrants are used to such conditions and that 
they always manage to find a way to deal with it. This belief in Indian immigrants’ 
capacities to cope with difficult circumstances (abuse, exploitation, illegality) went 
hand in hand with the belief that there was nothing abnormal about them having to 
face such circumstances; it was seen as something normal, something that came with 
the territory. The fact that, in this case, Indian students were legal, though temporary, 
residents of Australia did not seem to matter. The work they were perceived to be doing 
was almost by definition understood to be of an illegal nature; that this could lead to 
exploitative circumstances was seen as equally normal. Students themselves would 
often also frame it like this: “this is what we Indians face abroad”, as one student once 
commented during an interview. ‘Everybody’ else was going through it, so ‘you’ were 
not alone in that, he added. 

And so it all directly connects to individual strategies and what is perceived as 
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being ‘normal’ for a migrant. Such perceptions of normalcy are hardly ever formed in a 
social vacuum. It is because of this that the issue can partially be understood as one of 
‘moralities’; the way moral ideas shape people’s understanding of social information, 
and the way they respond (personally or collectively) to other people (see Heyman 2000: 
635). As Heyman and Smart have previously concluded (1999: 3-4) in understanding 
why people engage in particular (‘illegal’) activities, informal processes of influence 
through subcultures and peer networks often have an influence on this. Particularly 
relevant seems the idea that ‘everyone is doing it’; something that also regularly came 
up during interviews. Working more than the allowed number of hours was seen as 
something one was not alone in doing; ‘everybody else’ was doing it as well. And this 
‘social knowledge’ worked two ways: on the one hand it provided legitimacy to an 
illegal activity and on the other it also managed to create peer pressure, in the sense 
that students often felt stupid if they were not making ‘much more’ money, as ‘others’ 
always seemed to be doing.

The quasi-illegal practices Bibler Coutin (2002) spoke of, as well as other 
discussions on the social perception on legality and illegality, directly link with what 
Bailey (2001) argues about the flexible strategies migrants employ which result in 
dichotomies - such as forced vs. voluntary migration, temporary vs. permanent - 
invalid as the practical reality often contests these. While an Australian student visa 
comes with the condition that a person is only allowed to work a maximum number 
of hours – meaning that students should not come to Australia with the idea that 
they can simply work an unlimited number of hours and maybe not even show up for 
their studies at all – students themselves actually often perceive these 20 hours as an 
extra incentive to come to Australia. They are, in fact, allowed to work 20 hours. Other 
countries do not offer the option of working off-campus (Canada) or only restrict this 
to certain professions (Malaysia). Some Indian students had already calculated back 
in India that they would probably be able to finance part of their studies by working 
part-time. Others had even been convinced that they would be able to make some 
extra money, thus making a ‘profit’ by coming to Australia. Such plans are of course 
legal though the intention itself can be understood as dubious. 

PROCESSING STUDENTS

Producing Results
While sitting in the park, Rajneesh explained why, after having studied in Australia for 
one year, he had decided not only to change courses but also universities. Back in India, 
when he still had to make the choice for a particular course and university, he had 
called in the help of a so-called education agency. This was a privately run company, 
with an office in Delhi, that claimed to represent most Australian universities. Having a 
clear interest in textile and fashion management, he had asked them to advise him on 
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a university that offered courses in this field. The agency had suggested one university 
in Melbourne, which they had claimed to be the only choice available. “I could have 
gone to a TAFE college62 but they did not tell me about that.” He admitted that he 
could have done more research himself but argued that he had hired this agency to 
do the work for him. “I had this Indian mindset thinking that an agent would take 
care of it.” Looking back on it he regretted the trust he had put in the agency. “Those 
agents, I will tell you, they are just there to make the money, they just give you the 
most expensive option and that’s it.”

Despite having paid them 4,000 rupees, his student visa had been granted 
two months late, because of which he arrived long after Orientation. Once in 
Melbourne, things went far from smoothly. He was behind on two months of lectures 
and assignments and as most of these were in fact group assignments – groups that 
had already been formed – he found himself in a situation where he had to figure most 
things out by himself. The support the university was willing to give him was sparse, 
claiming that it was his own fault that he had arrived late. Frustrations mounted 
and his results were below average if not simply poor. One teacher, whom he had 
got into a conflict with early on, regularly threatened him that if he did not perform 
better she would report him to the migration authorities, who would then deport 
him back to India. Although it is important to stress that poor academic results in one 
class alone are never grounds for deportation, it is true that, on occasion, universities 
report students to the authorities if they have poor attendance or consistently fail 
subjects. Rajneesh mentioned the threat of deportation casually, shrugging it off as if 
the teacher didn’t know any better (he didn’t have a particularly high opinion of her 
anyway), yet he was also clearly still angry about it. He had paid to be in Australia 
and he was of the opinion that they had messed up. In his opinion the university in 
question had hardly been there for him and it struck him as rather paradoxical that 
they were now making claims about his results not being up to the mark.

Rajneesh had not been able to change universities before the end of his first 
year and in the meantime he had tried to compensate as much of the money he had 
spent on his education by working in the aforementioned petrol station. Here he 
had also often felt exploited, but at least now it seemed like he had found a way to 
do the same, breaking the rules by working more than allowed. He was well aware 
that this could lead to deportation, but it was not something he was really afraid of. 
The risk simply came with the situation he was in, he reasoned. Although he had 
every intention to stay on in Australia after graduation – wanting to start an import 
business – he was unsure if he would meet the requirements and so wanted to make 

62   TAFE stands for Technical and Further Education. TAFE colleges are geared towards vocational training. Study-
ing at a TAFE college generally leads to a diploma. More and more TAFE colleges have now entered into partner-
ship deals with universities in order to offer programs that will eventually lead to full degrees. 
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as much money back on the investment he had made. Besides that, he jokingly argued, 
Australia was profiting enough from him as it was, being a full-fee paying overseas 
student who had basically wasted one year of education at an expensive university. 
He was now no longer using family money to pay for his fees but his own, which he 
had earned working locally. This seemed the most sensible thing to do. That this came 
with a certain amount of risk, he figured, was only normal.

The Threat of Detention
The interesting point about Rajneesh’s story is that the threat of being sent to a 
detention center as a result of having violated student visa rules came from two sides. 
On the one hand he working more than allowed (and partly being paid cash-in-hand) 
and on the other his results were poor, and as a result his teacher had threatened to 
report him to the authorities. As an article in The Age (July 9, 2006) shows, threats 
made to overseas students regarding visas or related matters are not uncommon. In 
the article in question we read that two former presidents of the (failed) Melbourne 
University Student Union were accused of ripping off international students, 
“threatening future applications and claiming debt collectors would chase them back 
to India.” In this case, two student union leaders (Benjamin Cass and Darren Ray) had 
subleased a number of houses to Indian students, which had subsequently turned out 
to be substandard. Sandi Logan of DIMIA63 was quick to point out that “civil agreements 
between two private parties had “no bearing” on a person’s ability to meet character 
requirements in visa applications”. That this was an issue to begin with makes it, 
of course, a rather interesting case. The three Indian students who had lodged the 
complaint were all accounting students at Deakin University, and accounting happens 
to be one of the courses that fetch the highest number of points when applying for 
PR. Indian students generally understood that studying accounting was a straight 
and very secure choice. The two Australian union leaders had apparently been aware 
of this and had threatened these students that failing to pay the bills would lead to a 
negative character assessment, which is part of the PR procedure.

A number of years earlier, the Melbourne-based community newspaper Indian 
Voice had carried a story on three Indian overseas students who were being detained at 
the Maribyrnong Immigration Detention Center. “While they sit traumatized behind 
the razor wire fence waiting for the outcome of their individual appeals, they are 
billed A$ 225 per day,” the Indian Express article states. (Indian Express, July 4, 2004) In 
another article, it was reported that the students were still being held at Maribyrnong 
in September 2004. Alexandra Kaur Bhathal, an Australian Greens candidate for a 
Federal seat in the elections at the time, had taken up their cause and was busy raising 

63   DIMIA = Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs. 
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public awareness about the case. “These people have spent a lot of money to come to 
Australia as legitimate students and then, due to a combination of administrative and 
bureaucratic complexity and bungling and Australia’s brutal immigration regime, they 
find themselves in indefinite detention in what is effectively a high security prison 
environment.” (Indian Voice, October 2004) While the way Australia deals with illegal 
immigrants has been harshly criticized in recent years, it is not, of course, without 
reason that these students had ended up at Maribyrnong in the first place. As the 
Indian Express also noted, illegal jobs are common (mostly involving working much 
more than 20 hours per week) and “among Indians in Melbourne and Sydney they are 
described as ‘endemic’.” (July 4, 2004)

In fact, the case never caused much of a commotion in the Australian media. 
Protests against Baxter and other detention centers were regularly occurrences, 
but the general consensus seemed to be of one in favour of having such detention 
facilities. Someone who was still working on the topic in 2005 was Michaela Rost, a 
Melbourne based freelance journalist. The first time she had learned of students being 
detained was during a casual visit to the Maribyrnong detention center, located in 
a suburb of Melbourne with the same name. She had received a list of people who 
were being detained and had picked a random name to visit. Michaela’s interest was 
really sparked though when she learned that this student had been found working 
illegally. Such a ‘crime’ led to a visa revocation, and subsequently deportation if the 
person in question did not leave the country voluntarily. The case was more complex 
than she had initially thought though. An agent in India who handled the affairs of 
a small college located in the centre of Melbourne had recruited this student. The 
college was cheap yet judging by the website it appeared to be a rather professional 
type of place. Located in the heart of the city, it had given the impression that it was 
located in one of the flashy skyscrapers that dominates the Melbournian skyline. That 
the college was actually located on the first floor of a rather old, worn-down and 
poorly maintained building hiding out in the shadows of one of these far more fancy 
skyscrapers, the website was less clear on. And not only that: when the student had 
arrived in Melbourne, he had discovered that the college itself did not offer any degree 
programs but that it was simply a TAFE institute which offered diploma courses. It 
was explained to him in the first couple of weeks that these courses would then help 
him prepare for enrolling in a degree course. The course was useless as he already had 
a bachelor’s degree. By the time he realized this, however, it was already too late to 
enroll for another program. As it is not possible to change providers within the first 
year, the student found himself stuck with the college in question. After a year he had 
asked his college for a so-called ‘release letter’ which would allow him to enroll with 
another institute. When he received the letter it came with the news that he had also 
been reported to the migration authorities for poor academic results. While it was 
true that he had not visited the college regularly he disputed that his results had been 
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Pictures 12, 13 & 14: Examples of small col-
leges advertising with imagines of the CBD 
of Melbourne.



5: Learning How to Work In-Between Legal and Illegal Realms122

poor. He argued that his results had not been registered properly, but to no avail. While 
awaiting the decision of the tribunal, he had applied for a bridging visa (which costs 
$3500) that allowed him to await the decision out of detention. Unfortunately he was 
not allowed to work or study. Not having enough money to survive on he ended up 
working illegally. This was subsequently discovered and he found himself once again 
detained, this time in the far-off Baxter Detention center, located in the desert of South 
Australia.64

Although a rather extreme case, it does show that the risks students take 
can have severe consequences. The danger, in fact, comes from two sides. On the one 
hand there is the danger of getting caught working too much, and on the other hand, 
working too much may also impact on studies, with the possibility that a student is 
reported for poor academic results. Being asked to leave Australia has very serious 
financial consequences. Firstly, such a student is unable to finish his degree, meaning 
that the money that has already been spent on fees will be wasted; and secondly, that 
student no longer has the possibility of staying on as a permanent resident in order to 
pay back the loan that was taken out to finance the plan in the first place. 
 
‘Being Serious’ about Education 
In practice, stories about the threat of detention or deportation were only told in 
the margins of more general narratives that were about ‘how to get PR’ and how 
to study as well as work part-time and make enough money necessary. Almost all 
of those I spoke to were of the opinion that (university) assignments, as they were 
generally referred to, should not suffer under the pressure of other matters. In that 
sense, most students were quite serious about their education. However, this same 
‘seriousness’ would often lead to confusing and contradictory discussions on where 
priorities exactly lay. For many the most important thing was to get PR. Yet, this did 
not mean that education was not important. For one, they simply wanted to do well 
(thinking of their futures when they would need a solid degree, but also of their past, 
that they had been brought up in a middle class environment which valued education 
highly); and two, failing a subject was a rather pricey business, entailing having to re-
enroll and re-pay course fees. Yet ‘being serious’ about education was often challenged 
by negative feelings of not getting the quality of education they desired. Interestingly, 
this seemed to characterize discussions among students who had enrolled with the 
better universities even more than those who had signed up with the cheaper players 
in the field. Of course, when universities make claims about being among the best in 
particular fields it raises expectations. Moreover, marketing presentations that focus 

64   According to an article in South Asia Times, the Australian government presented him with a bill of $97,000 
for his imprisonment. This amount was calculated on the basis of the number of days he spent in detention. (Vol. 
2, No. 7: February 2005). 
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on Melbourne’s fast-moving lifestyle, where universities are supposed to be as dynamic 
as the Australian economy itself, creates even more of a desire to be part of such an 
exciting world. Just like cosmetics that promise to return your youth in a matter of 
weeks, marketing messages and other ‘generated’ feelings often face a reality check 
once bought and in-use. A friend once commented on the assignments he was asked 
to do for his course; he jokingly claimed that he was doing a degree in Google Search, 
implying that what he had to do was far too easy and irrelevant. Buyer’s remorse65 is 
a common – and perhaps integral – part of the situation where students are clearly 
perceived and understood as consumers.

As the narratives provided by Rajneesh and others have shown, having paid 
a considerable sum of money for their education, as well as having taken out loans 
which not only put pressure on them but also on their families back home, they have 
become rather critical consumers with a very clear opinion about the ‘product’ they 
have bought. Although many Indian students come to Australia with the specific 
intention of becoming permanent residents, these same ‘migrants’ are still required to 
study in Australia for at least two years and have often based their choice of study on 
the way universities have presented themselves in India. Most of the time universities 
and colleges will have presented themselves as quality institutions where education 
matters, the staff is helpful, and whose courses will ultimately lead to a very fine 
future. Rajneesh was quite cynical about the way the agency had guided him in finding 
the right course and university. Although he now felt he was enrolled in a much better 
institute, he hardly ever mentioned studying when telling his stories about life in 
Melbourne. 

As it was getting colder in the park and the noise of sticks hitting golf balls 
started getting on our nerves (not to mention the eerie feeling that at some undefined 
moment one of these balls might actually find its way to our heads) Rajneesh suggested 
going to a nearby pub for a beer. Inside the pub, a rather loud and elaborately decorated 
place doing a quaint imitation of an Irish joint, we continued talking about studying 
and living in Australia. Rajneesh was of the opinion that a lot of his friends didn’t 
care much about their studies. He agreed with Anish that they were all ‘obsessing 
about PR’ all the time. Education was also pretty much for sale at the uni itself, or so 
it seemed. Some students had turned doing assignments for others into a lucrative 
business. The rates that such students charged depended either on the time involved 
doing the assignment or the risk of getting caught. The penalty for getting caught 
was usually that both would have to take the whole subject again (and having to pay 
for it). This happened regularly and although generally seen as a waste of money, it 
was also seen as a risk that simply came with the situation many were in. The time 

65   Buyer’s remorse is a marketing term which refers to feelings of doubt a person might feel after having bought 
a product. Buyer’s remorse is about whether or not one should have really bought that product.
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won by somebody else doing one’s own assignment (this of course not solely being 
limited to the time spent on the assignments but also on going to class etc.) and thus 
being able to work more (or at least being more flexible about it) was certainly seen 
as worth the money.

Soon after having finished our second pint some of Rajneesh’s other housemates 
arrived at the pub and we left to do the necessary shopping for dinner. One of them 
had been busy looking for a job all day, he explained while Rajneesh started cooking, 
but he had not been very successful. He had come to Australia through ‘some local 
agent’: “I first went to IDP but I got no proper response from them. Then I went to 
some local agents. I paid the fees and got the visa. My agent knew how to process it. 
IDP did not tell me even why I was rejected. They were so bad at that.” He claimed that 
he had lost six months because IDP had not been honest with him and had not wanted 
to help him with anything. The private agent he had approached after IDP had also 
made some mistakes. “They had missed some copies of my passport and such things.” 
Still annoyed about this he added grumblingly that:  “they are only there to take your 
money from people.” In total he had spent about 7,000 rupees on the process.66 ”I 
ended up going through yet another agent… Then I lost all hope I would ever get that 
visa but in the end God had mercy on me.”

About half of the students I met during my stay in Melbourne had come to 
Australia through IDP Education, the biggest Australian recruiter of overseas students, 
operating on a non-profit basis world-wide, and jointly owned by 39 Australian 
Universities and representatives of all education sectors. The rest had come through 
private agencies, some very large and others one-man businesses, virtually unknown 
outside the region in India they operated in. When enquiring about education agencies, 
whether that would be big or small ones, it would often seem as if this had been their 
first introduction to the Australian education industry, with the emphasis on ‘industry’. 
While these agencies had guided them in finding the right courses and universities, 
and of course with the necessary paperwork, it was clearly understood that these were 
companies that were in it for a profit. Many agencies actually did not charge anything 
to the student directly. Often they simply made their money through the commission 
that they got from the universities for bringing in students. Working for free often 
gave the impression that students were dealing with not-for-profit operations that 
would not be influenced by the ‘wrong’ commercial interests. Yet besides the larger 
operators in the field such as Planet Education and IDP, many agents appeared to 

66   See also a Business Line article titled ‘Applying pressure’ by Priyanka Jayashankar (January 13, 2006). “Forget 
the course fees, even the process of applying for foreign universities is getting more and more expensive, what 
with increasing transcript charges, visa fees and the high cost of application forms, not to mention consultation 
charges.” Many of the agencies the author mentions in the article have direct tie-ups with local Indian banks such 
as Bank of Punjab, State Bank of India and the Union Bank of India for the necessary education loans. On average, 
the author estimates that students spend around four 4,000 rupees on visa processing and documentation.
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only offer courses with a limited number of institutes. This was not only a question 
of less work, but also that certain deals had been closed where such ‘dedication’ was 
compensated in a proper way. During interviews with students enrolled at institutes 
with the lowest fees it became clear that such students almost never came through 
organizations like IDP. They would almost always have been ‘advised’ to attend such 
an institute by an agent who had only a limited number of alternatives. Usually such 
an agent would also advise them on which course to take in order to ‘secure residency’. 
Thus it became clear that the entanglement of education and migration extended well 
across Australia’s border and far into the urban centers of India.

PRODUCING RESIDENCIES

An Ethical Business
Housed on the first floor of a neat office building in the center of Melbourne, The 
Gupte Education Agency sees a coming and going of Indian students throughout 
the day. Chandra, the Indian lady in charge, is in her thirties. Two of her sisters are 
also involved in the business; one helps her with office related matters in Melbourne 
while the other manages the office in New Delhi where most of the actual student 
recruitment takes place. The family has been active on the Australian market since 
September 1991, soon after the Indian economy was liberalized. “My father entered 
this business back then.” Before that he had mostly been in the business of sending 
students to the UK or US. “So I knew a lot about this business through him.” When her 
father passed away Chandra took over the business. In all, the family has been in the 
business of student recruitment for over 30 years.

The agency now sends around 150 students to Australia per semester. “They 
all come through our Delhi office.” At the moment they no longer charge students 
for the services they offer. In the past this was different, but as most agencies have 
stopped charging they were forced to do the same. The office in Delhi is mostly 
involved in advising students what might be the best course to enroll in. “Based on 
their background we try to guide them as much as we can.” They go through what the 
student in question has studied before and what kind of expectations they have. Then 
they make some suggestions of universities that might be an option. “But,” Chandra 
was quick to add “we never push them into anything. It has to be their own choice.” 

‘It having to be their own choice’ was an often-repeated statement when 
talking to people in the business of student recruitment. Like Chandra’s business, 
most of the agencies active in the recruitment business specialize in a number of 
universities but as Chandra also explained: “we act as a representative for all of 
them.” The money the agency makes comes from the universities. “They pay us for the 
students we enroll with them.” How much they receive differs though. “The amounts 
vary between five hundred and a thousand dollars.” Chandra added that those who 
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charge the students more - the more expensive universities and colleges - usually also 
pay more commission. But this may be directly related to the fact that, in general, 
the amount paid to the agency is a percentage of the first semester’s college fees. 
“But it really depends,” Chandra added vaguely. Within the industry education, agency 
commissions are a closely guarded secret among all parties involved. A safe estimate 
(based on the accounts of several informants) is probably an average of 10 percent 
of the first year’s fees (see also Sidhu, 2006). But as a 7: Report revealed on Australian 
television (03 April, 2007), some agents take as much as four to five thousands dollars, 
sometimes as much as 35% of a year’s tuition fees. “We don’t take it into account when 
we guide students though.” It was important to Chandra that this was very clear. “We 
are an ethical business and we like to keep it that way.” The family business had been 
operating for over 30 years now and was proud of its solid reputation. “If a student is 
not happy and he finds out that he has been tricked in taking a certain course then he 
will tell others and after a while you don’t get any students at all.”

As an education agent, Chandra was very clear on how she felt about certain 
recently established institutes which charged rather competitive fees for providing 
education, and seemed to focus specifically on courses that were attractive to those 
with an interest in permanent residency. As she often had students come in to change 
courses or universities, she had heard her share of stories about these institutes and 
commented: “These institutes are just in it for the money; Nothing else.” According 
to Chandra they did not care about the students at all. And not only that: “I probably 
should not be talking about this but I firmly believe that they fail students on purpose 
just for the money. They are just in it for the money really…” The agencies that did do 
business with such institutions, Chandra argued, were in fact really migration agents. 
“They are not education agents like us. They guide these students to these institutions 
of their choice for the money. It will get them PR.” She refrained from giving any PR 
related advice herself, adding that universities generally did not like it when agents 
do both. “We follow the ESOS act and there is a very fine line between migration and 
education in it. So we stick to that.”

A Very Fine Line, Indeed
Chandra was very convincing in her description of some of her competitors who were 
flouting the rules she so obediently followed. Yet her agency appeared in the exact 
same local Indian papers and the way they advertised themselves was pretty much 
the same. They were specifically targeting students who were unhappy with their 
educational institutions and wanted to change to another one. Among these students 
were those who simply wanted to change courses in order to improve their chances of 
a PR. Chandra knew exactly what went on in the world of migration even though she 
was not providing any assistance with applying for PR. She was, in fact, walking the 
very fine line in the ESOS act which she had referred to earlier. 
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The ESOS (Education Services for Overseas Students) Act is supposed to regulate the 
education and training sector’s involvement with overseas students studying in 
Australia on student visas. In principle the ESOS act, and associated legislation67, is 
meant to protect the interests of overseas students by providing tuition and financial 
assurance. Closely connected to the ESOS Act is the National Code68, the purpose of 
which is to provide nationally consistent standards for CRICOS registration69 and for 
the conduct of CRICOS-registered providers. The Code has proved to be especially 
relevant when it comes to understanding the thin line walked by education providers, 
education and immigration agents, and others when dealing with, and making money 
from overseas students. Under the bracket of ‘marketing and student information’ 
the Code states that the CRICOS-registered provider70 is responsible for ensuring 
that marketing of its education and training services is carried out with integrity 
and accuracy. Important here is that the code also stresses that it must uphold the 
reputation of Australian international education and training. A little further on, the 
Code states that: “recruitment of overseas students must be conducted in an ethical 
and responsible manner.” Significantly, when it comes to recruitment agencies it 
stresses that, “the registered provider must not accept or continue to accept overseas 
students recruited by an agent… if they know, or reasonably suspect the agent to 
be: engaged in dishonest practices, including suggesting to overseas students that 

67   There are four pieces of law which form the ESOS legislative framework:
Education Services for Overseas Students (ESOS) Act 2000 •	
Education Services for Overseas Students (ESOS) Regulations 2001 •	
The National Code of Practice for Registration Authorities and Providers of Education and Training to Overseas •	
Students (National Code) 
Education Services for Overseas Students (Registration Charges) Act 1997 •	
ESOS Assurance Fund Act•	

68   When the National Code was updated (revisioned) in 2006 it elicited considerable protests from education 
providers and agents:  “New Federal Government rules on overseas students are extremely confrontational and 
will cost universities millions of dollars to set up and administer, vice-chancellors warned. But the greater cost 
could be the loss of students, as the charges are passed onto them.” Changes included checking students’ atten-
dance at all lectures and tutorials and making sure they meet with visa requirements. The AVCC calculated that 
the changes would cost universities up to AUS$41 million extra. (SMH, May 31, 2006)
69   The ESOS Act requires providers of courses to international students to register their institution and the 
courses they offer with DETYA (Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs). The State Office of Higher 
Education (OHE) and the Education Minister approve registration before a code is allocated and the details re-
corded on the CRICOS register. Providers and their agents must not promote a course to overseas students unless 
it is registered on CRICOS. See also: http://cricos.dest.gov.au 
70   It doesn’t matter here whether this is (actually) conducted by (i) the provider, (ii) their agents, or (iii) those 
involved in the provision of a course under an arrangement with the registered provider.
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they come to Australia on a student visa with a primary purpose other than full-time 
study.”71

‘A primary purpose other than full-time study’… in the case of Indian overseas 
students it is clear that coming to Australia is not only about studying. And this is also 
known in India, as The Hindu (9 April, 2006) reported recently: “Most Indian students 
are looking at a return on investment and… outcomes are better in Australian than in 
the U.S. & U.K.,” as Racquel Shroff, Manager, Chennai branch of IDP Education Australia 
was quoted as saying. As was noted earlier, IDP, like other agents recruiting students, 
is not supposed to ‘talk’ about migration. But the manger of IDP in Chennai clearly 
refers to the desire for PR here. It shows how the two (migration and education) are 
inextricably linked. Interviewing a number of teachers (five in total) all belonging to 
the same department at a large university in Melbourne one afternoon, it became clear 
that the reality of migration was known to all of them. Some of them had been on 
so-called ‘road shows’ to India in order to recruit students for the university and had 
soon realized that the most important question on most students’ minds was: will this 
course get me PR? Most admitted that answering such questions was ‘pretty much’ 
unavoidable and that you had to find a way to deal with it. The teachers were aware 
that they were not supposed to recruit migrants but students, yet they also knew that 
with ‘selling education’ came something else that students wanted as well. And it was 
not just wanting, some explained. These teachers frequently found themselves faced 
with questions relating to how to get a student loan and associated pay-back schemes, 
as well as students wanting to know what their chances were of getting a job in their 
field in Australia and what their potential earnings would be. In fact, the course itself 
was not something potential students wanted to know all that much about, having 
often already spent a lot of time online, comparing course programs and universities. 
Other teachers and university staff I met at the Australian International Education 
Conference (AIEC) 2005, held at the Gold Coast Exhibition Centre in the state of 
Queensland, painted a similar picture of these road shows. All had been overwhelmed 
by questions relating to PR and career opportunities in Australia while touring in India. 
The university and the courses themselves were often of limited interest to students. 
The conference itself avoided the subject though. Most sessions dealt with recruitment 

71   See also: University and their Students: Principles for the Provision of Education by Australian Universities, which 
was published December 2002 by the AV-CC. “Universities should ensure that Australian Diplomatic Missions and 
relevant government education agencies overseas are fully cognisant of their involvement in promoting, market-
ing and delivery of education to international students and that such involvement meets all official in-country 
rules and regulations… Universities should ensure that their promotions and advertisements, including those 
involving third parties, truthfully and accurately describe the education services, including the nature of courses, 
facilities and opportunities available to international students. Statements about the merits of courses offered by 
other universities, or about the universities themselves, should be fair and not misleading or malicious.” (p. 29) 
Similar rules and regulations can also be found in earlier publications such as A Guide for Providers of Education 
and Training Services to Overseas Students (1999) which was based on an earlier version of the ESOS act (1997).
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related practices, from how to built a successful website to what type of information 
needs there were travelling around in ‘source countries’. Migration almost seemed 
a non-topic, something that those in the business of education knew they were not 
supposed to talk about. Some even claimed that by law they were not allowed to do 
so. Some also referred to the ESOS act and National Code. This also meant that they did 
not have brochures or sections of their (agents’, colleges’, or universities’) websites 
devoted to answering detailed questions about PR. IDP, the biggest recruiter in the 
field and co-organizer of the conference, even seemed to have an official policy of 
not engaging in answering questions related to PR. Some students’ had already told 
me this and so it was no surprise. Yet standing in a huge conference centre where 
hundreds of people had come together to discuss the business of overseas students - of 
which India is the second biggest source country - it was fascinating to observe how, 
on the one hand, everybody seemed to know that migration was an integral part of 
the business, and somehow had found ways of dealing with this in practice; while on 
the other hand, everybody had also found ways of avoiding the topic in public.

Marketing Education (and Migration)
Meeting Jake, a well-muscled, suit-clad, smooth talking senior marketing officer for 
one of the bigger universities in Australia, clarified that, even higher up the ladder, 
universities are very well aware of what the industry is producing. Most of Jake’s 
job consists of looking at markets, figures and predicting, for the university, how 
things will develop over time. In addition, he was also closely involved with setting 
up marketing programs to lure more students to his university and interacting with a 
team of people who travel to the ‘source countries’ regularly. Jake was hesitant about 
talking PR at first. As he initially put it, “India is a price sensitive market. Many of the 
students are also interested in PR.” He added that he thought that Indian students 
had always been interested in PR, but that they were now much more aware of it. “We 
don’t push the PR issue however; it is not something we advertise with.” Asked why, 
he explained that actually they are not allowed to market the PR issue. “We look for 
other avenues. We want to offer a distinguishing product. We underline the prestige 
of the degree.” Yet talking about the issue a little more he also admitted that at times 
they do try to encourage faculties to changes their programs so they come closer to 
what the market demands (i.e. providing courses which meet criteria for achieving 
PR), but that it takes time to change a program. Referring to CQU, for instance, he 
added that such universities “are what we call picking the low hanging fruit; it does 
not help the industry at all to behave in such a way.”

The interview took place in a meeting room, sitting at a large expensive looking 
mahogany table. About half an hour after Jake and I had started talking, his colleague 
Jason joined us; another well-dressed marketing officer in his early thirties with a 
dazzling smile. Jason introduced himself as being responsible for the recruitment team 
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at the university in question. He explained that in his previous job (with a different 
university) he had regularly headed “the India missions”. For about five years he had 
been in out and of India all the time. “We would go there on these three week missions 
to recruit students.” They would talk to the students and their parents and everybody 
else involved during such missions. “We would organize these educational fairs there. 
But also do these interview programs, and we would provide training to agents.” In 
addition to such activities his team organized information sessions. When I asked him 
what sort of questions students generally asked he replied: “You will be surprised 
to learn how few questions they had.” In Jason’s opinion, Indians really stood out 
in that respect. But he also added that there generally isn’t much time to answer 
detailed questions. According to him, the biggest problems these students experience 
are (“above all else”) related to paperwork (visas etc.). The issue of PR was certainly 
not unfamiliar to him either. “They are very focused on PR, at least some are.” But he 
was quick to add that universities are basically supposed to provide education. “But 
students are mostly outcome driven so you cannot really ignore the fact that they 
come here for that reason; they see it as a pathway to something.” And with that he 
added: “And the government is clear that it wants migrants.” But here Jake, who had 
stayed silent for a while, was quick to reassure me that they were not involved in 
actually recruiting migrants, posing the almost rhetorical question to Jason: “but we 
don’t promote it, do we?” Indeed, Jason agreed, “we don’t promote it as such but we 
try to answer questions as best we can.” Yet talking about this a little more, Jason also 
remarked that: “some say this is a migration market.” However, he felt that this wasn’t 
necessarily the case, given that it is a lengthy process (having to study in Australia for 
two years). Also because he thought that students don’t actually really want to stay in 
Australia. “They just see it as a way to extend their network. Some go straight back to 
India after graduation and others move on to the US.” 

Jason was surprisingly well informed about the motives of Indian students 
coming to Australia. Yet PR and student recruitment continued to be awkward (if not 
illegal) bedfellows in the world of overseas education. It reminded me of a casual 
meeting I had had a couple of weeks earlier with an Australian couple who had been 
professionally involved with the recruitment of overseas students. They remarked 
that they would regularly buy ‘business reports’, which mapped out the Asian, and 
therefore Indian, market. Unfortunately I was not allowed to look into these reports as 
they had signed an agreement that they would be the sole users of the information. 
They were convinced that other stakeholders in the business also had access to such 
reports, and hinted at how straight talking these reports were about the business they 
were all in.

The ambivalence between Jake and Jason, sometimes correcting themselves or 
each other when they felt that they were saying something out of turn, given the rules 
and regulations in place to regulate the industry, made the interview a particularly 
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interesting one. It showed how complex and at times confusing an environment it 
can be to work in. As Jason made quite clear: “It is a civil offense to give advice on 
PR.” He added that one could only do so when one is a registered migration agent. 
“But we can give the information that is on the website or a referral to the website of 
DIMIA of course. Individual situations tend to be different but it is fine to give basic 
information.” He was of the opinion that his university also did not need to use PR 
in marketing material, as the Indian students already seemed to know everything 
about it. In addition, there were other markets to recruit from, which were also quite 
lucrative. These markets were much less focused on PR. “Some of the more erudite 
old families with money, they send their daughters to do arts, communication or law. 
They are not interested in having their children get PR here.” As Jason put it, they had 
no reason for being interested in PR. Life was much better for them in India itself. Yet 
he had to agree that these students were far outnumbered by Indian students enrolled 
in courses such as accounting and IT, and that for these students the primary reason 
for coming to Australia was PR. Jason seemed to think that not being able to use PR 
as a marketing tool was actually working in his favor. The marketing department 
was perfectly aware of which courses would be of interest to students. Promoting 
these courses was the daily reality for a student recruiter abroad. These courses 
were directly linked with migration opportunities. However, also knowing that the 
conditions for obtaining a PR regularly change, the university did not have to commit 
itself to anything. They were not in the business of migration; that the industry was 
actually producing migrants was not their problem (or responsibility) and in fact could 
not (fortunately) legally be so. 

Knowing the Market
Jason’s knowledge of Indian students’ motivations for coming to Australia was 
interesting but certainly not uncommon. Most Australians who were in the business 
of student recruitment produced similar accounts. Jason worked for a large university 
with a solid reputation when it comes to education and research. The general narrative 
on what those within the industry generally refer to as ‘dodgy providers’ usually 
concerned much smaller, newly established colleges, often located in city centres, and 
often catering to students from one particular country (China, India, Malaysia) or region 
(East Asia, South Asia or South East Asia). One such ‘college’ was located in the CBD 
not too far from Flinders Street Station, Melbourne’s central station. The institute had 
appeared in articles in a number of local Indian papers, as some of the students who 
had been enrolled there had ended up in detention centers because of visa violations. 
In 2005 the institute had 65 students enrolled. Recruitment had been down for a while 
but as they were developing new courses they expected business to pick up soon. 
Asked about the courses which they had on offer, mostly accountancy-related, and thus 
fetching the highest points when applying for PR, the director – a balding guy in his 
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early fifties – laughed loudly and remarked: “we have quite a bit of experience with the 
MODL list sure.” In the past the institute used to run courses in marketing and IT but 
as “these are now fifty points occupations; there are no students in them anymore.” 
He admitted that most of the students that attended his college came to Australia 
for migration purposes. “They have borrowed a lot of money. And they have come 
here with falsified documents. So they know the risk they have taken.” He added that 
in a way: “they have mortgaged their lives.” Pointing to a room where a number of 
students from Andhra Pradesh were working on some kind of computer program he 
casually remarked that: “they have to pay back their loans before they can stop living 
like a coolie, that’s the problem.” Some students who overheard him smiled somewhat 
reluctantly but didn’t really seem to mind, as if they were used to such remarks. The 
director himself was actually quite cynical about the type of migrants the education 
industry was producing, referring to it as a “complete new underclass,” adding that: 
“they can do the shit jobs for us. We don’t want those jobs anymore, do we?” 

The college this director had helped established had been in the business of 
overseas students for over eight years already. As he put it, he had always refused 
to do the ‘MODL courses’ but that there was “no escaping it anymore.” He added 
that he had always believed in education. “I guess I was too idealistic; the numbers 
were not growing at all.” In order to get more growth the college had now ventured 
into providing graphic arts courses. “And from January onwards we will be starting 
cookery courses; that will be Indian cooking, professional cooking and all that.” He 
continued: “The trend is now that only MODL courses make it; students want the 
seventy-five points and so they choose courses that offer that.” And if that is not an 
option “they will go bush” as he put it, referring to the option of studying in a regional 
area for which students will be able to claim bonus points. “Or they do NAATI72,” he 
finally remarked, referring to the possibly of claiming extra points by becoming a 

72   National Accreditation Authority for Translators and Interpreters.

Pictures 10, 11: Example of a college offering courses that lead to PR.
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certified translator. “But with 75 points you don’t have to worry about that at all.” And 
he was specifically aiming his products at this group of students now; those who did 
not (seem to) care much about the type of course they would be doing in Australia, as 
long it ultimately led them to an Australian residency. 

A similar college, located a couple of blocks further from Flinders Street train 
station, appeared to view the business of education in similar terms. Calling itself 
‘an institute of technology’ it seemed to be suggesting an association with RMIT, 
the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology; a large and well-respected university 
located nearby. This particular institute of technology had no affiliation with RMIT 
though, not with any of the other ‘institutes of technology’ such as Melbourne 
Institute of Technology (MIT), which is generally referred to as the Melbourne campus 
of the University of Ballarat. The institute was a relative newcomer in the field of 
international education and the man in charge of its daily running was quick to 
point this out, in between answering calls, dealing with students who walked into 
his office and a desk full of paperwork that needed urgent attention. The institute 
had become registered in late 2003, and had been fully operational since March 2004. 
The first students had started arriving from July 2004 onwards. It was founded and 
jointly owned by three men (one Australian, two Indian) all of whom had international 
education related backgrounds. The director in charge of daily affairs used to be the 
international director of a large TAFE college; the two Indians were both education 
agents with offices in both Australia and India. The institute had grown so rapidly 
that it was already looking for a new location at the time of the interview. In July 2005 
they had only 40 students, the director explained. Only half a year later this number 
had grown to 300, almost all Indian (about 97%). This was also where the institute 
focused most of its marketing efforts on. “PR is what is driving it”, the director offered 
as an explanation for the institute’s recent success. “We are caught by surprise about 
it ourselves really.” Although he sounded convincing it was clear that he was polishing 
his story somewhat. His Indian business associates both had a long history of student 
recruitment in India and had operated immigration agencies as well. The two Indian 
partners had not been in competition with each other in India though. Where one 
focused most of his activities on the Punjab; the other recruited most of his students 
from Andhra Pradesh, and the city of Hyderabad in particular. This was also where 
most of their students came from now. Although the institute referred to itself as 
an institute of technology they had, in fact, stopped offering any technology related 
courses soon after the institute had opened its doors. All of the current students were 
enrolled in cookery courses that led straight to PR. One of the four classrooms had 
previously been a computer room but management had recently decided to remove 
the computers as nobody seemed interested in the institute’s IT courses. The institute 
was now totally dedicated to offering cookery courses; and a practice area had even 
been arranged in a local Indian restaurant. 



5: Learning How to Work In-Between Legal and Illegal Realms134

Compared to other colleges and universities this particular ‘institute of 
technology’ was one of the most price competitive colleges around, making studying 
in Australia available to an even wider group of Indians than ever before. This was also 
the market they were aiming at. Yet this also appeared to be a group for whom it was 
less common to speak English, making it sometimes difficult to meet the necessary 
IELTS requirements. In addition, the director had experienced that the lack of English 
sometimes caused problems when dealing with particular student issues. For this 
reason he was now also looking to recruit Indian teachers with fluency in languages 
such as Punjabi (spoken in the state Punjab) and Telegu (spoken in Andhra Pradesh). 
These teachers would then be able to better explain things, “highly necessary to keep 
things running smoothly,” he laughed. Whether it be a college which had recently 
realized that the market they were in was PR-oriented, or a college that seemed 
primarily set up to cater to the market for Australian residencies, jointly owned by 
businessmen with stakes in both migration and education businesses, these ‘operators’ 
were no different in their knowledge of the market than the previously mentioned Jake 
& Jason, working for the international marketing department of a university with a 
rather prestigious reputation. Both sides were aware what the market was about and 
both had found ways to deal with, and profit from this, as well. 

The PR Factory in Production
A report by the Centre for Population and Urban Research (Monash University) 
published early in 2007 found that in recent years there had been a spike in the 
number of overseas students enrolling in courses such as cooking and hairdressing. 
(Birrell, 2007) “Many students simply saw a cheap cooking or hairdressing course as an 
easy path to a permanent visa, even if they had few skills in those trades or interest in 
doing the job”, the report said.73 Moreover, it was found that only a minority worked 
in those occupations once they had graduated. Besides reporting on a failing skilled 
migration program and the fact that the need for cooks and hairdressers was far less 
than the numbers coming into Australia to learn these trades, many newspapers 
were highlighting that other categories were not attracting anywhere near the same 
numbers, though demand was supposedly much greater (trade occupations in for 
instance metal, electrical and construction industries).  Attention was also paid to 
situations where smaller colleges were clearly profiting from opportunities created by 
the immigration law. When describing how some students were becoming Australian 
residents by completing a course in cookery or hairdressing, the media began using 
phrases such as ‘cutting corners’, ‘exploiting a loophole’ and ‘rorting? Australia’s 
skilled migration program’. (Ibid; also ABC, 28 March, 2007) Bob Birrell, one of the 

73   This particular quotation could be read in the SMH, The Age, and several other papers on March 27, 2007.
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authors of the controversial report, even explained it as: “the whole system [having] 
been hijacked by the migration industry…” In an article for People and Place (2006) 
I had already argued something similar, and even given such colleges a name: PR 
factories, a term often used among Indian students themselves. Yet the practice itself 
– of considering migration rules and regulations when offering particular courses to 
overseas students – was surely not limited to these colleges. Although CQU, as well as 
some other universities, has a reputation among Indian students for catering towards 
students who are primarily in Australia for residency purposes, my own fieldwork 
showed that probably all universities in Australia have to come to terms with this 
aspect of the ‘overseas students market’, and have, in fact, often already found ways 
of dealing with this.

It is worth recalling how Julie Bishop, Science and Training Minister, reacted 
to Bob Birrell’s report on the English language capacities of overseas students in 2006. 
In response to Birrell’s claim that a large percentage of Asian overseas students do not 
seem to meet the necessary language requirements, she called this “an extraordinary 
attack on our universities.” This remark seems especially relevant when it comes to a 
final understanding of how different people (students, employers), agents (education, 
immigration) and institutions (colleges, universities) operate in and out of spheres 
of legality and illegality. Education and migration have now become so intertwined 
that it is almost impossible to separate them from each other anymore. The financial 
dependence of Australian universities and colleges on overseas students has become so 
high that the Australian government has no other choice than to take matters related 
to the education industry into account when making changes to its skilled migration 
programs. Christopher Ziguras (2005: 99) argues that if international education 
were to be discouraged by governments (with, as a consequence, declining overseas 
students numbers), “the financial viability of many Australian universities would be 
threatened”. However, it could just as well be argued that discouraging students to 
stay-on in Australia and become permanent residents (by introducing stricter rules) 
might ultimately result in (vastly) declining student numbers from source countries 
such as China and India, making it hard for certain universities to survive.

Gray Zones: The Question of Liminality and In-Betweenness
In an article on Salvadoran and Guatemalan immigrants’ in the United States, Cecilia 
Menjívar speaks of a ‘gray area’ of liminal legality. In her work she deals with the in-
between ‘area’ that is created by black and white conceptualizations of documented and 
undocumented migration. Referring to Victor Turner’s work, she argues: immigrants’ 
uncertain legality transforms them into transitional beings who are “neither one thing 
or another; or maybe both; or neither here nor there; or maybe nowhere… and are at 
the very least ‘betwixt and between’ all the recognized fixed points in space-time of 
structural classification (Turner 1967: 96).” (Menjívar 2006: 1007) Menjívar’s concern is 
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mainly with ‘uncertain legality’ which then further shapes social and cultural aspects 
of immigrants’ lives. For Indian students this is of course slightly different since they 
do have a legal status, yet it is their uncertain future status as possible permanent 
residents that is affecting their lives. The liminal legality that Menjívar speaks of 
expresses the temporariness of such a situation yet it must also be noted that for 
many Central Americans in the US this has extended indefinitely. (p. 1008) 
 The concept of liminality as introduced by Turner (1967) more than 40 years 
ago turns out to be a useful way of further understanding not just how in-betweenness 
characterizes Indian students’ lives in Australia, but also how this further connects 
with the entanglement of education and migration in the Australian case in general. 
A liminal phase typically involves one or all of three kinds of separation: spatial, 
temporal, and social/moral. As Guobin Yang notes, “liminality can be seen as in an 
inverse relationship with bureaucracy… a liminal situation is characterized by freedom, 
egalitarianism, communion, and creativity.” (2000: 383) In organization studies such 
as the ones conducted by Christina Garsten (1999) and Tempest et al (2004) the concept 
was further used to make better sense of the situation temporary workers are in and 
the way their temporariness challenges the old boundaries of industrial society.
 Liminality or the liminal phase can be understood to be almost the same 
thing as my concept of in-betweenness, save for one major difference. The concept 
of liminality urges us to think in terms of a free space where ‘temporarily’ the (old) 
rules no longer apply. Those who are in that space form a strong community and revel 
in that new, temporary, freedom. Yet the concept of in-betweenness is characterized 
by exactly those binding rules and regulations which have to be renegotiated to 
temporarily fit a situation. In-betweenness does not mean freedom from; in fact it 
could be argued that it means completely the opposite. In-betweenness means being 
locked in-between certain very narrowly defined realms. Menjívar, of course, realized 
this too when she studied the case of Central American immigrants in the US. These 
Central American immigrants were far from free; they were very much prisoners of 
very narrowly defined rules and regulations. 

In the case of Indian students a further complicating factor in their in-
betweenness is the entanglement of education and migration. This is in terms of 
there being both an education industry as well as a skilled migration program that 
recruits from the pool of freshly graduated overseas students. This entanglement was 
of course already nicely captured by the hyphen in the concept of the student-migrant. 
Yet this entanglement also has a habit of creating the kind of fog that makes certain 
in-betweenness situations so slippery and unclear. In particular, we could argue that, 
in the Australian case there is a certain gray zone where what can be considered legal 
and illegal are renegotiated to fit in with the reality of the situation students, agents, 
educational providers and even the government are faced with. 

A gray zone is thus typically an in-between space where the strict 
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interpretation of what is legal and illegal is reworked into categories of licitness and 
illicitness. Students know that working more than 20 hours per week during semesters 
is not allowed. Yet, the in-betweenness that characterizes their situation as student-
migrants creates a zone where they can argue that there is a certain normalcy to what 
they are doing. It is understood to be okay, not that strange, certainly not weird; as 
part and parcel of their position in Australian society, what it means to be an Indian 
migrant, an Indian on the way to better times. At the same time this is also what 
the industry and the government does. Universities need overseas students for the 
money they bring in. The government needs them for the potential skills they bring 
to the country. Yet the government has also made the rule that universities are not 
allowed to recruit students for reasons other than education. Knowing, though, that 
a large number of overseas students come to Australia for residency reasons, and that 
universities are now over-dependent on the money they bring in, all the stakeholders 
now operate in gray zones where what is strictly ‘not legal’ is reworked into terms 
of it being ‘acceptable’, ‘not that strange’, ‘simply a consequence’ and so on. One 
student once remarked, when commenting on the situation of working more than 20 
hours, ‘everybody was doing it’, it would appear that the education industry and the 
Australian government are basically arguing no different. 

The Nation-State Has Died; Long Live the Nation-State!
The challenge transnationalism makes to the nation-state is a well-known one (see for 
instance Willis et al, 1998). The debates, which focus in on this question, link up with 
the ones in a volume edited by Wilson & Donnan (1998) on the topic of border identities. 
In their very first chapter, the authors refer to scholars who claim, “that we are living 
in a world where state borders are increasingly obsolete.” (p. 1) They continue that, 
“this view holds that international borders are becoming so porous that they no longer 
fulfil their historical role as barriers to the movement of goods, ideas and people, 
and as markers of the extent and power of the state.” (Ibid.) In their understanding, 
the ‘anthropology of borders’ refers not only to how people cross borders but also 
step-over/renegotiate borders. In particular, they refer to the dialectical relationships 
between borders and their states, relationships in which border regions often have a 
critical impact on the formation of nations and states. (p. 3) 
It could very well be argued that such ultimately physical border regions are in essence 
not that different from the much less specifically defined transnational spaces in which 
the migrants of today operate. As is the case with Indian students, the border region 
that frames their lives is one that can be located in-between India and Australia. It is 
this space that functions as an organizing principle in their lives. Yet for this space (or 
‘realm’) to operate in a functional way, its ‘borders’ have to be constantly renegotiated. 
As Anderson & O’Dowd also argue, “the functions and meanings of borders have always 
been inherently ambiguous and contradictory…” (1999: 594) And although they speak 
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of physical, map-traceable, borders here they do not hesitate to connect this to claims 
about emerging ‘borderless worlds’ and the ‘space of places’ giving way to the ‘space 
of flows’. Thinking along those lines also brings us closer to the question of how the 
border can be understood both as a physical, as well as a mental, presence which is 
a ‘social’ reality for many people in countries such as India. When Indian students 
decide to make use of certain routes out of India, they do so by contesting certain 
perceived borders that seem to limit them to where they already are. A permanent 
residency ‘elsewhere’ is a direct contestation of these borders. With a PR it will be 
much easier to cross borders, to leave India, to stay on in Australia, as well as move on 
to different, as yet undefined, shores.

When we place the desire to become mobile somewhere ‘in-between’ the realms 
of migration studies and that of transnationalism, we find that the in-betweenness 
this produces can be understood as the source from which all other instances of in-
betweenness spring. The answer to the question that this chapter began out with 
(what this hyphen, this in-between zone, tells us about the road to becoming more 
mobile) is also to be found here. It shows that making use of traditional categories no 
longer works when analyzing people whose objectives are tied into imaginary arrival 
points that are built on numerous different objectives (being mobile, highly educated, 
globally successful, in a profession that meets middle class expectations etc). Indian 
students move in-between such categories, never quite following the straight lines 
that the old migration studies would draw between different roles, locations and 
goals; instead wearing different hats, assuming different identities, which support 
and enable their desires to be mobile. This will be revealed even more strongly in 
the following chapter as we try to understand how a final semester on the way to 
permanent residency takes shape in practice and how the ultimate moment of arrival 
is then understood in this regard. How do people deal with setbacks and failures on 
the road to full transnational lives? And what does it mean to have one particular 
trajectory come to an end, with or without a PR? In the final semester failure and 
success will shake hands in more than one way.
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06: Fourth Semester: 

Graduating as a Migrant 

∂
Into the Great Wide Ocean
It is a cold, windy day in September; the wind joyfully plays with the women’s saris 
while it causes the thin fabric of kurta pyjamas to flap nervously around shivering male 
legs. We are all watching the spectacle from the pier: two men in snow-white kurtas 
are making their way into the ice-cold ocean water, carefully balancing a beautifully 
decorated clay idol of Lord Ganesh over their heads. When they are barely able to keep 
their heads above the water they submerge the idol in the water. There is applause, 
pictures are taken, but most of all relief is in the air as we can all go back inside now. 
Spring may be on its way but on this cold Saturday afternoon, it still seems far away. 
When I make my way back into the community center of Seaford, a distant suburb 
about an hour by train from the CBD, I notice that the place is already packed with 
Maharashtrians. Waiting in line for the traditional sweets that are being handed out 
I chat a bit with Rajesh, one of my regular informants. Although he came to Australia 
as an overseas student, once arrived he discovered that he could have already applied 
for PR back home (‘offshore’), as he already met the necessary requirements (having 
the right skills and a required number of years of work experience). Rajesh was 
planning to go back to his studies at some point, but now that he was working full-
time, he wondered whether it would ever be the right time to do so. I noticed that 
the neck problem he had developed as a result of heavy manual work at a car parts 
factory, working mostly night shifts, was still there. Rajesh dismissed it somewhat 
halfheartedly. It was annoying, he agreed, but on such a happy day as this one there 
was no reason to complain. Having a job, making money, living a relatively secure life 
was providing enough satisfaction for now. In the future, he was sure, he would get 
an opportunity to do more with his IT-skills. He firmly wanted to believe in this, but 
there was also doubt in his eyes.

We have ended up in the fourth semester which means that a long journey 
is about to come to an end. Some students will simply finish and return home, others 
will confidently fill out the forms for permanent residency, and then there will be 
those who want to apply for PR but are not able to just yet. The fact is that for many 
‘the time of PR’ is very near and more than ever before it will be a stress factor in 
their lives. This chapter will deal with that ‘last’ semester that leads up to the final 
application for PR and asks the question how students deal with the insecurities that 
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come with this phase, taking into account, in particular, that they once imagined this 
stage to be a moment nearing arrival. Investigating this question also means taking 
into account that migration processes are gendered and that narratives produced by 
different students might be colored by this. By the same token the dimensions of class 
will be further examined. Although the vast majority of Indian students hail from 
middle class backgrounds, the Indian middle class is a broad concept and internal 
differences of caste/class backgrounds are expected to influence the way students deal 
with, for instance, issues relating to success and failure. 

Recently the concept of class has been introduced to studies that focus both 
on gender and migration. A good example here is a study conducted by Batnitzky 
et al (2008) on young Indian hotel employees who hail from middle class families. 
They convincingly show that class and gender take up a central place in analyzing the 
dynamics at play when migrating to, and building a new life in, a new country. In this 
chapter I will elaborate on this argument by bringing in the narratives of a number 
of different Indian students from middle class families. I will show that being middle 
class in the Indian context does not always mean the same thing. Students might 
describe themselves as coming from middle class families but often use subcategories 
such as new or old middle class, lower/middle or even upper middle class. The 
category should, therefore, be treated with the necessary caution. Caste differences, 
educational backgrounds, income and even transnational linkages further complicate 
matters. Expectations and obligations from family members back home, as well as 
personal ideas on ‘arrival’ will almost certainly be influential. Yet we should not forget 
that these are all equally gendered and that together they make up the sum that could 
be understood as the basis for how students imagine their own future.  

In the first section ‘the process’ of applying for PR will be dealt with. We will 
meet students who are either about to or already have applied for PR. We will also meet 
immigration agents who guide students in making the ‘right’ decision, thus making a 
profit out of providing such advice. The focus will initially be on those who have run 
into trouble with their applications and who are now going through all the different 
options available to them. These ‘options’ are also central to the next section of this 
chapter, which will closely examine how these different options translate into different 
(‘individual’) strategies. Although for many obtaining a PR is what they have been 
aiming for for so long, it doesn’t always bring with it the kind of change in (quality of) 
lives and lifestyles that one perhaps expects. This then serves as an interesting bridge 
to the final part of this chapter (‘the return’) in which the camera will zoom in on those 
who have PR now. How they narrate future expectations, as well as experience their 
own failure and/or success, will lead to a conclusion on how to understand such early 
‘mobile’ lives. Flexibility will be a key term; not only for practical reasons but also in 
understanding how their experiences of being ‘abroad’ relate to the dreams they once 
embarked on this plan with. Have plans and imaginations been rewritten as a way to 
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cope with everyday ‘migrant’ reality? The answer may seem obvious (‘yes, of course’) 
but this would then cloud the many layers that can be dissected in the way this has 
happened. It is the small details, in particular, that are the focus of this chapter. 

THE PROCESS

Wanting But Not Being Able To
I had learned of the Ganesh Chaturthi74 celebrations the day before when Geetha had 
casually inquired, in her usual precise way of speaking English75, if I was planning 
on going or not. She was unsure about going and as it turned out, in the end she 
didn’t attend. In the train, en route to Seaford, she had messaged me that the weather 
(imminent threat of heavy rainfall and a brooding storm) was convincing enough to 
keep a Pune girl like herself safely inside, with a good book and mug of hot cocoa. 
The previous day it had already been quite rainy. We had planned to have pizza at 
an Italian restaurant but first met up at the house she stayed at with two other girls 
in Glen Huntly. When she opened the door she was dressed in an over-sized sweater 
and thin girly-like jeans, which somehow made her look skinnier than she really was. 
Fixing up a quick snack in the kitchen, she complained that she was not able to gain 
weight from anything really. Once she had tried it but it did not work out very well. 
“I just ate and ate but all the food made me just feel really sick.” She was longing for 
some well-prepared home-cooked Indian food. The thoughts of home were appealing 
in that sense. 

Now in the final semester of her masters in health administration, her time 
in Australia was almost up, as she phrased it herself. She would miss the regular trips 
to the small city campus Latrobe University operates just behind Victoria Market; she 
was sure of that. Back in India she had completed a ‘bachelor of homeopathy, medicine 
and surgery’. In Australia, however, she had initially done a graduate diploma in 
business administration at Victoria University. At the time, there was nothing in the 
field of health care that she could enroll in and so she had decided to do a partial 
MBA. Once she had figured out her options in the health care field she had found a 
course that fitted her interests. All in all, she said, it had been a huge process. “I had 
completed my bachelors in 2000. But I wanted to do more; I wanted to do something 
in management.” She had been clear on the area she wanted to work in but had her 

74   Ganesh Chaturthi is celebrated all over India. Traditionally, prayers are offered to Lord Ganesh, the elephant-
headed God, and finally the clay idol is submerged in the sea. The festival is particularly big in the state of Maha-
rashtra and in the cities of Mumbai and Pune in particular. 
75   Geetha attended Indian Cambridge Secondary Education when she was young. It had been renamed Indian 
Council Secondary Education now, according to Geetha. “My father was always very insecure about his English so 
he wanted me to learn it at a proper school. So he really wanted to teach us good English. It is a private school. 
Quite expensive. When the invoice arrived my dad used to say: your love letter has arrived.”
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doubts about whether she would be the right person to treat patients. She figured 
she would probably do better in a management position. “My first idea was to go to 
the US, to the States. And I had also short listed some universities there.” But then 
(December 2001) she met her now ex-husband, which changed everything. “He was 
an Indian but with a Canadian passport.” At the time Geetha was supposed to go just 
for her GRE/TOEFL76. “But then I got engaged to this man.” He was staying in Canada 
at the time and so she decided to apply for some universities there as well. Things 
did not go well with her applications though. One university rejected her outright 
and another was only willing to admit her if she would first come to Canada for an 
interview. “Then mid 2002 I got married to him.” The ceremony took place in India, 
after which her husband returned to Canada to make the necessary arrangements 
there. “He was a green card holder. But he had not applied for mine yet.” She hardly 
heard from him during those months and early in 2003, on a briefly visit to India, 
he suddenly announced he wanted to divorce her. “He was extremely religious. Or 
actually his parents were. He wanted me to follow that as well.” She was convinced 
that this had been part of the reason. “Because I am not like that at all.” It had been 
a terribly emotional period during which she not only lost a husband – albeit one 
she had never shared much of a life with – but also a future outside of India, one she 
had already invested quite a bit of time, money and hope, in. “So then I decided to go 
to study in Australia.” That was in April 2003. Geetha managed to get admission in 
less than a month, meanwhile filing for divorce (“which happened to be on our first 
anniversary”), and arranging other matters such as plane tickets and a visa. The first 
time Geetha and I met she had happily announced that she had just celebrated her first 
‘divorce anniversary’. Now, having a pizza, sipping on a chilled glass of Chardonnay, 
all that hardly seemed to matter anymore. As she had mentioned earlier that evening, 
her time in Australia was almost up and a return to India seemed unavoidable within 
a matter of months. 

“Bang from the start I knew I would not get PR with this course.” She added 
that she had also never wanted to do a course for that reason alone. That was not her 
thing. “You know, get a PR and then do some menial job. I could not see myself doing 
that here.” She also thought that this was exactly why she would often hear Indian 
students complain about their studies in Australia. “They crib a lot about it. These 
students only come here for PR, they are not doing something they really want to be 
doing.” Coming from an upper-caste community, referring to her jati (subcaste) as CHP 
(Chandra Hasta Kayastha), she had been born and brought up in a rather ‘learned’ 
environment. Her father was an architect who used to have his own business that also 
employed six other architects. He had recently scaled back his business considerably 

76   Graduate Record Examination/ Test of English as a Foreign Language.
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because of his retirement. Her mother had been a housewife most of her life, never 
having done much (‘in the work sphere’) with her bachelors degree in arts. Her only 
sister was still in India, doing a bachelors in engineering. Geetha described her family 
as “higher middle class” people. “Money was never an issue in our family. We have a 
bungalow in Poona and four cars at home.” In addition to that there is a farmhouse. 
“My father loves farming. He built that house.” Her paternal grandfather used to be 
in the local government working for the railways. “My maternal grandfather was one 
of those landlords. He had lots of land and did lots of farming.” That side of the family 
was “pretty well off”, Geetha admitted. He also used to write articles for newspapers. 
Her maternal grandfather’s brother even had a PhD. Both her grandmothers also did 
bachelors in arts. “Both used to work for this tribal development organizations.” The 
family was clearly used to the idea of highly educated women with careers. Geetha did 
not expect that they would demand that she get remarried right away after she got 
back, but she was sure the issue would come up at some point. Marriage was always 
an issue in India; there was no point in denying that. She agreed that this was simply 
something you were faced with as an Indian woman abroad. There would always be 
certain expectations that men probably did not have to deal with. 

These casual remarks about what was being expected of her fascinated me. 
Where male students would often remark that their family had certain expectations 
regarding financial (and connected social) success which would flow from having a 
son abroad (preferably in some job that matched Indian middle class imagination), 
female students frequently framed expectations of home in terms of obligations that 
they would simply have to fulfill. Often this referred to marriage (and thus marrying 
a suitable partner back in India) but it was often also about what was perceived to 
be ‘suitable’ for an Indian woman. Living alone, unmarried, in a far away land, was 
not deemed proper. Being from a wealthy upper middle class family with highly 
independent and equally highly educated women seemed to have little bearing on 
this. True, Geetha’s family had no issues with her going to Australia to study, live on 
her own, make a living by herself, doing all of that unmarried without any supervision. 
This was not something that had ever been up for debate. Yet, this did not mean that 
in the end there were still certain expectations to be fulfilled. And this also played a 
part in her reluctance to return to India. The question of marriage would undoubtedly 
be raised; if not by her direct relatives than certainly by the wider circle of family and 
friends. 

Geetha had certainly contemplated finding a suitable candidate in Australia 
but had also realized that not many succeeded in this. At some point she even joked 
that she was disappointed to hear that I was already taken. She would not have minded 
an Australian man either; it would certainly give her the opportunity to continue with 
her career in Australia. When pressed on her future plans she remarked that she had 
her fingers dipped in many pies. “I want to utilize my degree to the fullest.” The most 
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important thing was to get more experience. She was still contemplating ways to stay 
on in Australia, even though she knew it would be very difficult. A sponsorship would 
be ideal but not particularly easy to arrange. Her job at the Alfred Hospital, where 
she worked in the administration department, was close to her field of studies but 
wouldn’t result in any such sponsorship; she already knew that for sure. Not having 
taken out a loan to pay for her education, however, certainly shielded her from the 
financial pressures many other students were experiencing; pressures which had led 
some of them to make rather difficult decisions regarding their studies.

So there we were. The pizzas finished, the waiter at our table asking if we had 
some room left for desert. The restaurant had a freshly prepared sticky date pudding 
we could share while we finished off the last bit of wine. Outside it was pouring with 
rain. Geetha’s family would like to see her settle in Australia as well, she mentioned, 
scooping some of the whipped cream of her dessert. But living (‘settling’) abroad was 
hardly a normal thing in her family. “I have some distant cousins in the US; there are 
quite a few of them there.” But she was not in touch with any of them really, and only 
close to her direct cousins in India itself. “We were never concerned with going to the 
US.” Their lives had always been comfortable in India, she explained. There had never 
been any (logical, rational) need to settle abroad. For her it was different now. In Pune 
it would be very hard to find an appropriate job in her field. She would probably have 
to relocate to Mumbai or Bangalore to find a hospital that could really make use of her 
skills. But that aside, she felt that her life was in Melbourne now. It was going to be 
very hard to say goodbye to that. She smiled and said that she doubted she would be 
able to finish the whole dish herself, encouraging me to take a bite as well. Her plate 
was indeed quite full, but manageable for now, with several options still left to be 
explored. Although nice to know, the dessert was probably the sweetest it was going 
to get in the coming months.

Geetha’s case shows, first of all, that not everybody succeeds in becoming a 
permanent resident in the end. By the same token it shows that certainly not all Indian 
students are willing to go so far as to, for instance, change courses in order to meet the 
requirements. But more importantly, Geetha’s case shows how complex trajectories of 
leaving/migrating out of India can be. A case can have numerous dimensions that are 
specifically applicable only to that one. These dimensions influence and shape the way 
a person works towards imaginary arrival points. Geetha was certainly not the only 
divorced student, I met during my fieldwork to, have come to Australia for a ‘second 
chance’. At least two other girls I had come across had arrived in Australia for similar 
reasons, having gone through a failed marriage back in India. And such narratives did 
not limit themselves to women. There were also men who had arrived in Australia as 
recent divorcees. Although the connection between divorce, marriage and migration 
will not be further examined in this dissertation, it is clear that individual migration 
histories can have multiple starting points that eventually get entangled with each 
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other and start forming one narrative on how a particular person decides to go 
abroad.

Class and Gender in a Community Setting
While sitting next to Rajesh and his girlfriend Rani, just before the clay idol of Lord 
Ganesh was submerged in the ocean, listening to the feverish chanting of those around 
me, I had noticed that the small mandir (temple) that was standing on the podium 
upfront was empty. It was later explained that Lord Ganesh had left his luscious 
mandir earlier that day and was now outside, on the roadside, where people would 
find him. God will have been made into its essence of what he needs to be and in 
this form gives people what they need, the speaker who had taken the stage droned. 
Dressed in a beautifully embroidered sari the woman continued in a monotonous, 
almost hypnotizing, voice that the theme of the celebrations was destruction. But, 
she warned, it was not destruction in its physical form that this day was about. It was 
more the philosophical side of destruction, and in particular that of de-construction, 
that of making things whole and new again. And then came the time to bring the God 
to its destiny. The crowd slowly got up and some men moved forwards to the carry 
the mandir on their shoulders. Cheerfully the rest followed into the stormy weather 
outside. Rajesh quickly took the opportunity to introduce me to his two housemates 
with whom he had recently teamed up to rent a house in a different part of town. They 
were both still studying and had only recently arrived in Melbourne. 

I had met Rajesh and Geetha initially through Gouri, an immigration agent 
who had been introduced to me by a mutual acquaintance. Gouri was also there, I 
noticed. Dressed in a beautiful blue sari, golden slippers underneath, her make-up 
impeccable, a whole range of expensive looking bangles around her arms, dangling 
happily while she shook hands with the many people she seemed to know there. 
Geetha had explained earlier that she was in regular contact with Gouri regarding her 
options to stay in Australia. Rajesh had managed to get his PR through her; others, 
whom I noticed among the crowd all seemed to know her as well. Her father-in-law 
ran a well-established education agency in Pune, and many Maharashtrian students 
had come to Australia through this agency. As Geetha explained, “I remember that a 
friend had long ago said that there was this guy who helps with getting admission and 
immigration.” People would often end up with this agency through word of mouth, 
and generally there was not much need for marketing efforts, as students seemed to 
find their way to the agency themselves. Geetha also claimed to have received much 
emotional support from Gouri in Melbourne. Her parents had become good friends 
with Gouri’s father-in-law since she had left. It also turned out to be the perfect way to 
stay in touch. “There is always a student coming back to India [on holiday or because 
of some other reason] that has gone through them.” There was always somebody 
bringing back personal news. The network had become quite expanded that way. 
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Gouri’s network also appeared to have brought the necessary security for the 
families who had let their daughters go to Australia. The other female students I would 
meet through this network were all from what could be defined as upper middle class 
backgrounds. Money was usually not an issue for these families. It was uncommon to 
find student loans among this group.77 However, this did not make PR less important. 
PR was just not tied to financial obligations. For the girl we met in the third chapter, 
working in an Indian grocery store, and for many of her girlfriends, this was quite a 
different matter. It had been agreed that she would pay the loan back by working in 
Australia. It is noteworthy that, in general, PR took on a different meaning for men 
and women. For one, the very strong imaginary arrival points based on stereotypical 
images of the successful, transnationally mobile, globally active, middle class India, 
were much less part of female students’ narratives on expectations of the process 
of migration which they were undergoing. For female students PR was much more 
connected to the freedom to live one’s life the way it pleased them. Often their parents 
had already provided them with the kind of freedom others did not have in India. Yet, 
they had also realized that this freedom had limits. Marriage always turned out to be 
an engaging topic which brought this point out. Whenever it came to marriage, these 
girls would say that they had been on the lookout for local boys to marry. They felt 
reluctant to go back to India, something they equated with having to give up the kind 
of freedom that they had obtained by coming to Australia. It was here that I observed 
gender and class giving each other an awkward handshake. Class had given these 
girls the opportunity to go to Australia, where gender had not worked in their favor, 
yet now gender was pushing them to stay on and apply for PR, where class would 
have preferred them to return to India. The two were working in tandem, yet also 
contradicting each other. Where class pretended to be modern, gender functioned as 
a ‘correcting’ factor on this.

Of Others Getting There, Making It, and (You) Missing the Boat
Meeting Gouri on a number of different occasions had provided me with a rather in-
depth insight into the workings of a dynamic, well-organized transnational network 
with a prominent sender (Gouri’s father-in-law) on one side of the (Indian) border, 

77   Generally I did not get the impression that female students were less burdened by their loans than male stu-
dents. The amounts they had borrowed also appeared to be similar. However, I did get the impression that when 
it came to eventually paying back the loan, some girls appeared to be less bothered. It was their duty, sure, but 
not something that could not be resolved otherwise if need be. It is important to stress though that that there is 
no hard data available on this and it remains an elusive matter. I never quite managed to get to the bottom of how 
certain girls’ family had figured out alternative plans should the migration plans of the girls fail. One possible 
answer is to be found in the way Indian families seem to have fewer expectations of their daughters in terms of 
careers – and thus do not anticipate her to make any money, though if she does it would greatly be appreciated. 
Unraveling the gender dimensions of student-migration was never a very central item in my research, possibly 
other researchers will be shed more light on this in future.
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and a highly active receiver (Gouri herself) on the other (Australian) side of the fence. 
Whereas the father-in-law focused on the education side of the business, Gouri focused 
solely on the immigration details once students had arrived in Melbourne. 

Rajesh and Gouri were still in regular touch. It had been because of her that 
he was now a permanent resident, a process in which her father-in-law had also been 
involved in. As the application had to be done offshore, based on his Indian skills, he 
had had no other option than to go back to India earlier that year to get the necessary 
stamp in his passport. This is something Gouri’s father-in-law had helped with. Rajesh 
now had a job in a factory, working six to seven hours a day. He combined this job with 
working for Pizza Hut a couple of hours per week, but there was also talk of another 
factory job that would give him yet more hours. Considering his family’s background 
Rajesh was now – in Indian terms – doing work he would never have contemplated for 
a minute had he stayed back in India. And not just that, it also did not fit in with the 
education he had already received. He was rather overqualified for the work he was 
doing. Oddly, it had been the skills he was no longer using which had made it possible 
for him to work the number of hours he currently did. Being a PR holder he could do 
whatever pleased him in terms of work, no longer being bound by the 20-hour work 
rule. 

Discussing all this with him, Rajesh was quick to explain that he was still 
looking for a job in his own field. Although having relevant work experience, and 
having received an Australian permanent residency through its skilled migration 
program, he had not been able to find work in his own field yet. “Companies ask for 
two, three years of experience, or local experience. That’s the problem.” Not being able 
to work in his own field was making him nervous, as he put it himself, for another 
reason as well. “They are making big news that they want 80,000 IT people from India. 
I read that in the India Express some time ago,” he added. Meanwhile he kept hearing 
stories from other migrants in Australia that they were not able to find work in their 
own fields. “I have a friend from Dubai. He has four years experience but still there is 
no work for him.” It was confusing. Rajesh was not sure what Australian employers 
were looking for. Why would they want 80,000 IT guys from India? “You can get half 
of that number here.” In fact, Rajesh had already applied to all the major IT companies, 
but without success. They all want local experience, he repeated, sighing once again. 
But as nobody seemed to be willing to give him ‘a break’ he was not getting any 
experience either. “All students say the same about that,” he added. “It is all about 
luck.” Thinking about it a little more he commented: “The problem is: they want ready-
made people most of all.” 

‘Ready-made’ was not something Rajesh considered himself to be. With a loan 
of ten lakhs, half of which he had already used up; his first concern now was to get 
the ease his family’s financial burden. But talking about his family a little more he also 
admitted that as his parents were fairly well off there was certainly no immediate 
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pressure. He just felt it was his duty to do so. He was the eldest son and he had 
promised to take care of his family. It were these same obligations (the very same 
promise) that was now keeping him from taking too many risks, such as giving up his 
day job and dedicating himself fully to the search for a more fitting job. His general 
pride and optimism were standing in the way of truly seeing himself as a failure, I 
knew, but it was something that was on his mind. It was a problem Paresh, a student 
from the city of Hyderabad, was familiar with as well. Talking to Rajesh and some of 
his friends at the Ganesh Chaturthi festival, reminded me of the struggles Paresh was 
going through, having just applied for PR but knowing that it was unlikely he would 
actually get one. Now on a bridging visa, awaiting a decision from the migration 
authorities, he was dedicating all his time and attention to finding a job in his field of 
study (IT) with an employer that would also be willing to sponsor him. He knew his 
chances were slim but he was very determined. 

Paresh had dropped by one evening at the house of one of my regular 
informants (Kishore). It was a house that newly-arrived Indian students regularly 
stayed in for short periods, while they looked for a place to live themselves. That week 
a bunch of new students had come in and Paresh had dropped by to say hello to the 
newcomers as well as recount the most recent developments in his struggles to find 
the right job. I had the sense that these visits were actually annoying my contact a 
little. For Kishore applying for PR was still a long way off and he did not want other 
people’s worries to become part of his own daily reality. (See also chapter 3 on the 
negative ‘culture of migration’) This did not mean PR was not part of his plans though. 
“With a western passport it is easier to have lots of opportunities. PR gives you all 
these opportunities.” With ‘opportunities’ he mostly referred to the US and its ‘huge 
economy’. “And there is a huge demand there, so I want to go to the US in the end.” 
He added that “with a PR I won’t even need a visa,” which underlined even more what 
the value of it was for him. “But then I will also look for Australian citizenship.” That 
way, he was sure, the liberty of going wherever he wanted to would never be taken 
away from him. In that sense, being an Australian was much more attractive than 
being an Indian.

These were also things that had been on Paresh’s mind, but PR was a much 
more ‘urgent’ issue for him. He needed PR because soon his loan would have to be 
repaid and, like many others, Paresh had taken financial risks based on his hopes of 
getting a PR in Australia. While standing in the kitchen, cooking for his housemates, 
Kishore commented that PR was not so important in that sense for him. He had taken 
a loan but his family was able to repay it without him having PR. If it really didn’t 
work out he would simply go back to India and start a business there. “The ones who 
don’t make it explain it like they lost lots in life.” It was something he found hard to 
understand, and something that bothered him. “They show helplessness that way.” 
Referring to Paresh he said: “He has to go home next month. His depression strikes 
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me; you get influenced by that.” The way he saw it Indian students could largely be 
dissected into three different groups. There were those who were simply from very 
rich families and then there were those who had come to Australia for PR. “And then 
there is this group in between. They get fooled by lawyers.” He had heard stories of 
how students had been told that they could make most of the money needed to study 
in Australia by working (more than) part-time. So that way they wouldn’t really need 
any money at all. “That’s what the agents say.” To some extent Kishore included Paresh 
among one of the ‘duped’ here. He had been fooled into thinking it would all work out 
easily. Yet I wondered what he actually meant with that group in between. Kishore 
was attending a much better university than Paresh. And it was also clear that the 
money issues Paresh was dealing with would never be a problem for Kishore. Class 
backgrounds were certainly playing a role here. And I wondered if, to a certain extent, 
the situation could also not be understood as ‘gendered’. Here there were two male 
Indian students who each had come to Australia with their own expectations. These 
expectations also related to what family back home was expecting of them. Kishore 
understood all too well that Paresh was not only failing to migrate but by doing so was 
also failing his family in terms of monetary securities. Times ahead were going to be 
tough and Paresh was, in a sense, to blame for this. 

Meeting Paresh a couple of weeks later, it seemed he had become even more 
depressed. Sharing a house with some other Indians who were all PR holders hardly 
seemed to be helping him either. A friend, who had just dropped by when I walked in, 
had completed a TAFE course in catering and hospitality management with William 
Angliss College a couple of year earlier and had become an Australian resident not 
long after that. Having been a chef with a large restaurant for 3 and a half years he 
had recently moved on to start up his own export business, dealing mostly in lentils 
and sugar cane. The business was going well though he would sometimes still work 
as a chef at bigger functions to make some extra money. While he summed up his 
achievements in the span of about 15 minutes I noticed Paresh look at his friend with 
a rather blank expression. It was what he wanted as well but his plan of getting PR 
was failing and he had no idea what to do next. Yet it would be too simplistic to think 
that Paresh wanted exactly the same. Paresh wanted to work as an IT professional for 
a high-tech company in Australia. This is what he believed he was capable off and also 
what he deemed fitting for a hard-working, young, English-speaking, middle class 
student. He equated what his friend was now doing with something that belonged 
to a different (and maybe also older) form of migration. It reminded me of the stories 
I had heard of two Indian students who had graduated from Swinburne a couple of 
years earlier and who now operated an Indian grocery store near the campus where 
they had studied. Although I had met them myself the stories other students would 
tell me about them interested me much more. The disdain expressed over the choices 
these students had made was never hard to miss. It was a popular anecdote about 
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how one could fail to make it after having received one’s PR and I would hear the story 
on many different occasions.

The Struggle of Becoming What One Had Imagined 
Having arrived in Australia in August 2003, Paresh had recently completed his masters 
in business information systems. After completing a bachelors of science with Osmana 
University, he had come to Australia right away. His first reason had been to set up 
a business for himself in the future. “I will get more money if I stay here so that I 
can save some for that.” The second reason he had was that the work culture was 
(“much”) better in Australia. He had learned about this doing research online in India 
and hearing others talk about this. “And my third reason was that I had never been 
out of home.” He had relatives all over the place in India, as he put it, but none living 
abroad and certainly not in Australia. “I wanted to get exposed to that,” meaning 
life abroad. “The struggle is important in that,” he commented. “That struggle, from 
that I will learn a lot.” He added: “it’s the struggle that makes you strong.” What he 
did not understand though was why they were making it so hard for him. “Because 
the rules changed it is tough getting PR these days.” The year he arrived, (2003), in 
Australia, some of the migration rules changed, and specifically those applying people 
wanting to convert their student visa into an Australian permanent residency. What 
it came down to, Paresh felt, was that they (meaning Indian students planning on 
coming to Australia) had been given the impression that if you undertook a two-year 
course you would automatically get a PR. “But they betrayed us with that.” The rules 
had changed, and his course was no longer fetching the MODL points it once had. “I 
have even written a letter about it to the minister. I got a reply back from one of her 
secretaries.” In his letter he had asked her why they had taken the option to become 
an Australian resident away from him. Didn’t they know that he had based his plans 
on what had once seemed so easy? He was of the opinion that they should have 
warned him properly. “My masters education won’t be recognized in India,” he fumed. 
“Education is much ahead there.” He claimed to have no idea about this before he left. 
“They have all these fancy names for these courses.” But it had turned out, at least so 
Paresh claimed, that most of these courses had little or no contents. “But I was not so 
bothered about that really.” He claimed to have come for “the business side of things” 
in Australia. His Australian education should have led straight to a PR after which he 
would have been able to set up his own business. These plans were off for now. 

All he could do in the months to come was to try to convince a company to 
sponsor him in getting a work permit. But at the same time he claimed there was 
hardly any work available, “at least not in my field.” He had ‘heard’ that it would pick 
up in about eighteen months though. Many of his friends were voluntarily going back 
to India, he suddenly remarked. “All the work is going there I mean. It is all there now.” 
Yet, he couldn’t picture himself there. He had worked hard to get out of India and 
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going back was not something he was truly willing to consider, even if the prospects 
were good there. Coming from a “very middle class family” things were going to be 
difficult financially. What this being ‘very middle class’ was supposed to precisely 
signify confused me a little but the way he said it reminded me of how other Indians 
I met also usually used phrases such as ‘typically middle class’ or simply ‘middle 
class’, without an adjective like ‘lower’ or ‘upper’. It basically signified the upwardly 
mobile middle class that only recently started having the money to spend and invest 
in something like studying abroad. And this certainly fitted the picture I had mentally 
been able to make of Paresh’s family back home. His father, a retired supervisor with 
an electrical plant where he used to supervise the accounts division, and his mother “a 
simple housewife”, the family had been able to send their son abroad but not without 
the help of a lot of other people. “We have taken money from all the friends we have; 
family friends, personal friends.” In total the loan was 12,000 Australian dollars. “All 
the expenses were paid with that, including my first semester.” The other semesters 
he had taken care of by working alongside his studies. “I used to work all seven nights; 
as a console operator at a fuel station.” During holidays he would work between 40 
and 60 hours per week. “During my college days between 20 and 25 hours. Sometimes 
I would work 30 hours.” Most of it would be TFN though, he added. 

“I am quite frustrated by that whole PR thing. I had planned it that way - that 
I would get it.” It had been his most important reason for coming to Australia. He 
mentioned that he could also have gone to Canada. “It would have been much cheaper 
that way.” He had friends who had done so. “They have grants there for international 
students. Here you don’t get them so easily.” Now that he had applied for PR, knowing 
in fact that he wouldn’t get it, he was living on borrowed time that was quickly running 
out. Because of all the time he was investing in finding an employer who would be 
willing to sponsor him, he hardly had time to do any real ‘paid’ work. He had not told 
his parents about the trouble he was in just yet. “They think I am good, I am okay.” 
He had felt little need to keep them fully informed about his troubles in Melbourne. 
“It might just worry them you know.” And they would also not being able to do much 
for him. All he could do now was dedicate as much of the time he had left to finding a 
solution for the situation he was in. 

The Male Migrant
As many have argued before (for instance Pessar & Mahler, 2003: 812), gender is one of 
the oldest organizing principles of daily life. As such it also influences migrants’ lives; 
there is no denying that. However, the project of bringing gender into the study of 
migration (or transnationalism for that matter), often led to highlighting the female 
side of migration, making women far more visible than they had been before. Yet as 
Pessar & Mahler also argue, at some point: “the pendulum shifted so far in the opposite 
direction that the male migrant as study subject disappeared almost to the same degree 
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as the female migrant had previously.” (p. 814) It is perhaps rather ironic then that in 
their own overview paper Pessar & Mahler pay little attention to specifically male 
aspects of migration. Migrants are, indeed, often male, and frequently go through 
migration trajectories among other male migrants. This is not to say that women are 
not also sometimes part of these very same trajectories; it is just not always the case 
(the same goes for the other way around, by the way). This notion of being among 
other male migrants – being a male migrant – is something that studies purporting to 
include gender often seem to ignore. 

Previously I have argued that some of the girls belonging to Gouri’s network 
hailed from upper middle class families. This class background had enabled them to go 
to Australia as independent women working on something that would enhance their 
future careers. Yet I also showed that certain gender infused expectations at home 
created a complex field where applying for a PR became not just about career options 
but also about no longer having to meet some of these expectations. I subsequently 
concluded: ‘Where class pretended to be modern, gender functioned as a ‘correcting’ 
factor on this.’ Among male Indian students, however, class and gender seemed to 
be entangled in a slightly different way. Paresh was clearly failing in his attempt to 
migrate. For Kishore this was not yet an issue, though it should also be noted that 
he argued that his background – hailing from a wealthy Malayali family in the South 
– also made it less necessary for him to eventually get PR. If he did not get one he 
would simply return home and start a business there, he argued. For Paresh this was 
different. Paresh was also middle class yet the class he belonged to back in India was 
much more an upcoming one for whom ‘having money’, in the sense of being able 
to spend it on studying abroad etc., was a rather recent thing. In addition, it had 
meant that his family had taken out a heavy loan, something Kishore had not needed 
to do. Rajesh seemed to fall in-between Paresh and Kishore in that sense. Rajesh had 
taken out a loan, though a particularly large loan had not been necessary. It was also 
not an immediate problem for Rajesh if he could not pay back part of the loan every 
month. Class wise, then, it was Kishore who scored highest so to speak, followed by 
Rajesh, and finally Paresh. All three were Indian middle class, yet there was a definite 
hierarchy among them. 

I realize that framing it these terms is somewhat simplistic, not least because 
it ignores caste backgrounds. Paresh was from a Brahmin family and Kishore from a 
trader’s caste. Rajesh on the other hand was from, what could be understood as, a 
warrior caste. I suggest the fact that all three of them were from a clearly upper caste 
background makes caste less relevant in this particular case. Most Hindu students in 
Australia were of an upper caste background. Their specific middle class backgrounds 
did appear to make a difference though. Following Batnitzky et al (2008), though, class 
intersects with gender in a particular way here, especially when trying to understand 
how success and failure are understood in a migration process. Paresh was failing, 
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Rajesh had managed to get PR, and Kishore was not sure if he would get one but also 
argued he did not really need one. Whereas Paresh was failing to get a PR, Rajesh was 
failing in another way; although he had been successful in obtaining a PR based on his 
skills early on he had subsequently dropped out of university and had not been able to 
find a job that matched his skills. He was working in a factory and a pizza place. Yet 
for some reason he seemed to be doing something that still fitted in with what was 
expected of someone in his situation. Despite Rajesh not being able to find a proper 
job, Kishore argued that he was at least taking care of his loan by making money in 
a factory. Paresh in his eyes, however, was making things unnecessarily difficult for 
his parents by not generating any money and on top of that probably also failing to 
get a PR. Rajesh was doing what a male Indian migrant was supposed to be doing, 
irrespective of his class background: he was taking care of his family and meeting 
his obligations. Kishore was glad he did not have to go through what both other 
guys were going through though. The way Paresh was handling himself was shameful 
according to Kishore. He understood the complaining Paresh brought to the house 
mostly in terms of somebody who did not work hard enough and should take the 
example of somebody like Rajesh who had embraced the consequences of his earlier 
decisions and was now doing what so many other migrants were doing; working hard 
and hoping for the better. In the following sections we will further examine how class 
and gender play out in the case of Indian students. 

THE OPTIONS

Visiting Agents and/or Lawyers 
In order to be eligible for a PR a student needs to score 120 points on a so-called points 
test. That is, if you do not have somebody sponsoring you directly. As most immigration 
agents I met agreed, the issue for most students is achieving the final five points. As 
one well-known immigration agent who often appeared in the local Indian media 
(where he regularly published articles on changing rules and regulations) mentioned: 
“Right now you have a lot of students changing from IT to accountancy because IT is 
no longer fetching them enough points.”78 It was something Gouri also agreed with. 
The ‘five points issue’ was in fact a direct result of DIMIA (the immigration department) 

78   In the course of 2005 there were regular advertisements in the local Indian press urging students to change 
courses. The most eye-catching was the advertisement by one Prabhat Sharma, a registered migration agent who 
had his office in Preston, Victoria. Highlighting the fact that “many 60 point qualifications will not make you 
eligible for PR” in his advertisements, he encouraged students to contact him so that he could help them change 
their field of study to horticulture! “Some horticultural trades are listed on the Victorian Government’s Skills 
Demand list. People with these qualifications are eligible for migration under the Victorian State Government 
Sponsorship. This qualification opens up multiple options for migration including Temporary Skilled-Independent 
Regional (SIR) Migration Visa assessable at 110 points and State and Territory Nominated Independent (STNI) as-
sessable at 70 points (current pool mark).” (See for instance: India Link, Vol. 4, No. 5, February 2005) 
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having increased the pass mark for the Skilled Independent Overseas Student visa 
subclass from 115 to 120 points for students applying after May 2005. The rule change 
was announced on the first of April 2004, when many students who were banking on 
getting PR were already in Australia, or so far on in the process of coming to Australia 
that it no longer made sense to simply abandon plans. Getting these 120 points is a 
fairly straightforward and easy process as long as one meets the criteria. Generally 
this works as follows: if a student is below 30 years of age when applying he receives 
30 points for age. Another 20 points can be gained by successfully passing the IELTS 
(International English Language Testing System) test at level 6. Most Indian students 
meet both requirements easily. Once they have completed their two years of full-time 
education in Australia they can collect another five points. The real problem comes 
with the particular skills category. The skilled migration program is divided into three 
different categories, worth 40, 50 and 60 points, respectively. Professions such as IT and 
engineering were included under the 60 points category at the time of my research. 
A profession such as accounting, however, was mentioned on the MODL (Migration 
Occupation in Demand) list and thus received an additional 15 points, totaling 75. 

As mentioned earlier, Paresh was falling short on points. He had already 
visited a number of different immigration agents and they had all painted the same 
picture: he would have to find a way to claim additional points. But time was running 
out and it was time that most available options required. One way to claim extra 
points was through completing six months of fulltime work. Gouri: “So that means 
twelve months of part-time work.” This requirement may subsequently be completed 
in 48 months, which is actually twice as long as an Indian student is usually enrolled 
in a postgrad program. It is also important to realize that not just any kind of work 
experience will do. The work experience that actually generates points is the type 
that is classified as ‘in demand’. Another option students often consider is marrying 
somebody (a fellow student) who already has PR or who may not find it hard to get one. 
However, Gouri had not met many people who had been able to make this work, as she 
was also aware of the sometimes-ambivalent relationship between Indian students 
and Indian community members (see also chapter 3). Another interesting option for 
claiming extra points was, unfortunately, of rather limited use to students. If a student 
managed to make a fixed capital investment of at least AUS$100,000 dollars for one 
year, five bonus points could be claimed upon application. Yet, Gouri had observed 
that this was probably only a real option for about two percent of the Indian student 
population. “I have two clients now who want to do that.” Though at the time she was 
not sure if they would really be able to pull it off. A far more interesting option turned 
out to be the NAATI test, which would lead to certification as a legal translator in one 
of the Indian languages. “Some of my clients have tried this.” It still turned out to be 
far from easy though. “I know somebody who marks these papers and the pass rate 
seems to be disappointing.”
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Well-known immigration agent, Bikkar Singh Brar, who regularly published 
his thoughts on these matters in a local Indian paper, advised that “applicants who 
are unable to claim five points now may see the option of extending their course 
for another semester by leaving (or failing) one odd subject, provided they are able 
to extend their visa and education providers accept it.” (Indian Voice, May 18, 2005) 
During this extra semester the student could then study for NAATI or gain Australian 
work experience. Yet, Gouri added that: “if during the initial consultation I think that 
it is just not going to happen I will say so.” She had no problem doing so, being 
fully aware that the rules are strict and there is little scope for negotiation with the 
authorities if an application fails. “But students go through at least three, four agents 
before they make up their minds. They will get second and third opinions from other 
places.” Even some of those students who had come to her via her father-in-law would 
do so. She was fully aware of that. The only thing she could rely on (a little) in her 
business was her reputation as an honest agent.  She was unwilling to risk a student’s 
future by giving him unclear or unfounded information. “They will have to go back 
if things don’t work out”. It was quite a responsibility to make sure they received the 
right information. Yet, she also knew that even if applications failed, many still did not 
go back. “Eighty to ninety percent will find a way.” With the option of now getting a 
temporary residency visa for a regional area, there was yet another way of postponing 
having to go back. “Any student fulfills those criteria.” However, Gouri was also quite 
cynical about this option. “Indian students will take these SIR [Skilled Independent 
Regional] visas out of desperation.”

Waiting for PR News To Come In
Strategies to make sure that PR is a safe-bet from the start sometimes lead to rather 
innovative schemes that craftily make use of gray zones that exist between what 
the rules and regulations say and what the objectives of these very same rules and 
regulations are. In a way it could be argued that such schemes make use of something 
that is purposely left unresolved. While overseas education is not supposed to encourage 
migration, overseas students do get the option to become permanent residents if they 
meet the right criteria. And ‘the right criteria’ are equal to all. Let’s zoom in for a 
minute on the case of Gurpreet, a 25 year old Punjabi who had come to Melbourne 
to do her masters in IT in Australia, already having completed an MBA back home in 
India. Having no prior experience or, for that matter, interest in IT, her choice could be 
perceived as an odd one. Before she came to Australia she had completed a bachelors in 
commerce with Punjab University and then went on to do a master’s degree in the hill 
town of Dehradun. This she completed in 2000 after which she went on to do an MBA 
in human resource management with Punjab Technical University (Jullundur), which 
she finished in 2002. After that she had quickly found a job as a senior executive with 
a large company. It was also around this time that she met her now ex-husband.
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Asked about how she had ended up in Australia she said: “It was not really 
my decision to study here, it was partly my husband’s decision.” She had actually been 
quite content with her life in India and had no desire to go abroad. “But he wanted to”, 
she said, nodding her head towards the bedroom door where her husband was sleeping, 
having worked at night driving a taxi. Her husband had come as a ‘dependent’ of her. 
“Most friends have done it this way,” Gurpreet added. “They apply for a student-visa, 
is what they do.” This visa allows their husbands to enter the country as well. “It is 
usually the girl who applies for the visa.” She had a simple explanation why this was 
so. “If a guy applied he does not get full working rights. He will be the student then 
which means he is limited to working 20 hours.” Now that she was doing her masters, 
her husband was able to work fulltime. “If you come to do your bachelors here it 
is different. Then your husband can only work 20 hours per week.” Gurpreet was 
talking about herself and the situation she was in rather paradoxically. Her husband 
had wanted to go abroad, and although she had had a good job back in India and 
was reluctant to follow him, she had eventually agreed. It was something that felt 
natural to her. Their marriage had been a ‘love’ match, and she felt it was important 
to obey her husband and to see his reasoning as superior to hers. At the same time 
the migration now depended on her since she was the one who had made it possible 
for her husband to go abroad. Although on paper she was in charge of the whole 
affair, the weight of responsibilities she was now carrying was set in motion by her 
husband. Referring back to Geetha, we are now able to observe that whereas men 
carry particular responsibilities and obligations that are tied-in with what is expected 
of them as Indian men, female students may also have the same ‘ultimate’ objective 
(an Australian PR), yet the way they carry certain responsibilities and obligations may 
have different underlying meanings. These meanings may well be connected to what 
is typically seen as proper for an Indian female.79

Initially Gurpreet had chosen to do a masters in IT. Having enrolled with MIT 
(Melbourne Institute of Technology) she had soon realized that it was not her ‘thing’ 
though. She had heard from others that it would not be hard to do a masters in IT with 
MIT without any background in IT, but it turned out not to be that simple. She ended 
up changing to ‘information systems’, a course with less programming content. Yet it 
had still turned out to be far from easy to complete her course without having to do a 
lot of extra work. It would have been nice if she had known about this beforehand but 
her agent in India had been quite convincing. “He was just one person. He only sends 

79   A narrative of close friend of Gurpreet’s was remarkably similar. This girl was studying at the Melbourne 
Institute for Tourism and Hospitality at the time, not too far from the campus where Gurpreet often followed 
classes. Her husband had also been the main reason for coming to Australia. At the time he was doing a security 
job at Coles, a supermarket chain that has shops all over Melbourne. The marriage had been a love marriage and 
Nandini explained that she had simply wanted to be with him. When they heard of Gurpreet and her husband 
going to Australia as well, her husband saw an opportunity to do the same.
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people to CQU and Ballarat [MIT].” It had seemed like the most sensible thing to do, 
as their plans were clearly to settle in Australia. “He also gives advice on PR.” Yet, she 
claimed, he was not very well informed. “He passes on mixed up information.” That 
was also probably why she had not received proper information on whether or not 
she would be able to complete a masters in a field she had no prior experience in nor 
any real talent for.

With hindsight there had been much easier ways to get into Australia, in fact. 
Having recently discussed her options with an immigration agent, she had found out 
that her Indian experience with, and degrees in, accounting actually qualified her for 
applying for PR almost right away. In that way her case was quite comparable to that 
of Rajesh whom we met earlier in this chapter. Gurpreet’s next step was to get her 
Indian education assessed with the National Institute of Accountants (NIA). The results 
of this assessment meant that she would be able to get exemptions for eight subjects. 
“But you need nine to apply for PR.” So she decided to do one subject with another 
university in Melbourne for which she had received the results (‘a pass’) recently. “So 
now I will send this to NIA again and they will give me that exemption. That will all 
be sent to DIMIA.” She had already decided what she would do once she received her 
PR; she would give up her studies at MIT. “If I had full working rights without the PR I 
would be doing that anyway,” she said, being of the opinion that her degree with MIT 
would not be worth much anyway.

For months Paresh and Gurpreet were basically in the same situation. Although 
they had never met each other before they both belonged to a network of Indian students 
and other people that were somehow, through educational histories, jobs and other 
factors (‘weakly yet closely’) connected to each other. Paresh was basically waiting 
for DIMIA to tell him to leave the country, knowing that he had only submitted the 
forms because it would buy him some extra time, but definitely no longer entertaining 
the illusion that he would actually get a permanent residency. Gurpreet, on the other 
hand, knew she met the qualifications set by the Australian government, yet had no 
idea how long it would take for her application to be processed, and in turn when she 
would be able to stop her education for which she was paying using borrowed money. 
Although the PR process had been set into motion long ago, Gurpreet kept stressing 
that it had never been her choice to come to Australia. “I still want to go back to India; 
I just want to go back to my own country.” But she also understood that the choices 
had more or less already been made for her. Not only because her husband (who had 
completed a degree in pharmacy back in India) had a dream of starting a business in 
Australia, but also because the money they had so far invested in the process would 
have to be made back one way or the other. Her husband was now earning well (at 
least relative to what he had been able to bring into the household in India), and they 
had been able to start repaying the loan a little. But the PR process itself had also been 
quite costly. The fee they had to pay to DIMIA was AUS$1,935 dollars, and the agent 



6: Graduating as a Migrant160

fees were AUS$2,100 dollars. Most agents/lawyers would charge the same. An agent 
that I interviewed one afternoon in November summed it up as follows: 

PR application costs including agent’s fee:  
Application fee:  $1935
Lawyer fee, ex appeal:  $1750, includes $80 consultation fee
Health checks:  $300
Police clearance  $36, Australia

    $42, India
    ––––––––––––
    $4063

Gurpreet herself also counted the extra expenses of taking an additional accounting 
subject at another university in order to complete the requirements the assessment 
body had asked of her. In total, she estimated that she had spent in between seven and 
eight thousand dollars on the application so far. The degree she was doing now would 
be of little or no value. She had no intention of ever working in the IT sector. When 
she realized her Indian skills were almost sufficient for an application based on skills 
she had realized that there was a much more ‘fitting’ way to become an Australian 
resident. For that matter she wasn’t waiting for graduation to come along so that she 
could apply for PR and start making money, precisely the opposite; she was waiting for 
her PR to arrive so that she could give up her education, and start making money. 

The Options Further Examined
While Paresh and Gurpreet were in the middle of their application process, waiting for 
agents to get back to them, regularly contacting DIMIA on progress updates; others 
were occupied with figuring out how to get the necessary final points in the first 
place. Jaganath was one such person. Busy downloading a Bollywood movie from the 
Internet, and having me go through his already burned-to-CD catalogue of recently 
viewed ones, he explained that he had gone to see an immigration agent the other day 
who had basically told him the same as his friends had. Having done his bachelors in 
computer application at a university outside Delhi, he had come to Australia to do a 
masters in computer science with Monash University. He had abandoned earlier plans, 
such as going to the UK and the US, having realized that graduating from “a third 
degree kind of place” wasn’t going to help him much. “Then I applied with IDP because 
I knew they could help me out with this one.” It wasn’t just that the UK and US would, 
in his opinion, be hard to get into, he also felt they were too expensive. “My father 
is a government servant.” Yet he added that for Indians the US would always be the 
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first preference. “I knew Australia only as an alternative to that.” Permanent residency 
in Australia certainly played a part in this. “Then you still needed 115 points.” The 
passmark having been raised from 115 to 120 he was now in the situation so many 
others were in: five points short. “I am now planning on doing my translators course 
at Ballarat.” He was referring to a course that the Melbourne Institute of Technology 
(MIT), a ‘subsidiary’ campus of the University of Ballarat, had recently started to offer 
and with which they were regularly advertising in local Indian papers, clearly targeting 
Indian overseas students who needed extra points for their PR applications. “It will 
cost 5,000 dollars and it will be for four months which is good.” It was also the only 
real option he had left now. Some of his friends had already started taking the courses, 
“so I am just waiting to see how they are doing and if they are doing well I will do that 
too.” Some of his friends had also taken the exam without doing any proper studying, 
thinking that as more or less native speakers of Hindi they would be able to do it 
‘easily’. In fact, many had failed. 

The ‘five points issue’ had been a stress factor in Jaganath’s life almost since 
the day he had arrived in Australia. Not long after he had arrived in Australia the rules 
had changed. Students from similar business family and caste backgrounds, some 
of them quite wealthy, dominated the house he had lived in at the time. “They can 
repay these annual fees just like that.” He added that: “they can just take that money 
out of their father’s businesses and it is no problem at all.” He was quite sure that 
some of these students who lived there were going “for the 100,000 dollar thing.” A 
problem for them was going to be showing that the money was white though. I knew 
some of these students myself and was aware that that was exactly what they were 
struggling with. One of the students Jaganath had ‘not quite’ hit it off with had also 
faced this problem when financing his study abroad plans. He had taken out a student 
loan for the full amount but had not really needed one. The family had ‘more than 
enough’ money but being involved in all sorts of business ventures, much of it was 
black money. The loan had actually come in handy for laundering some of this money. 
Yet there were now also agents who were able to help such students out with their 
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“100,000 dollar thing.”80 Jaganath was of the opinion that it always worked like that; 
there was always some way to circumvent the rules. 

‘Going Bush’: Not an Option
An option Jaganath was most definitely not considering was going to a regional area 
on a SIR (Skilled Independent Regional) visa. The SIR visa is a provisional visa that is 
marketed as something that international students can apply for when they don’t 
meet the normal criteria for PR. It involves working and living in a regional area 
for a number of years, after which they can consider applying for PR if they meet 
the requirements.81 In order to attract more people to the state of Victoria, and in 
particular to its more provincial areas, the Victorian State Government launched a 
website called ‘Living in Victoria’ in May 2005, to make it easier and more interesting 
for potential migrants to migrate to Victoria. The website was launched at RMIT and 
by doing so the State Government was making it perfectly clear who they saw as 
potential candidates for the SIR visa. The questions that came from the audience also 
made perfectly clear that for many the option of applying for SIR came with ‘ideas’ 
to make it work anyway. One Chinese lady in the audience asked: “does my husband 
have to live in the same regional area?” The answer was that ‘yes, he does’ causing 
a disapproving murmur among the crowd. Clearly this question had been on other 
people’s minds as well. The officials present, however, were quick to point out that 
‘these regional places are really not that bad’ to live in. They had apparently perceived 
from the crowd that what they were offering them wasn’t exactly the most appealing 
prospect. The meeting took a more aggressive turn when an Indian student demanded 
to know why the Australian government had first given them the impression that it 
would not be hard at all to get a PR, and that now they kept on making it more difficult 

80   As reported on the FISA website (http://www.downundernewslinks.com/?p=2369) more than 200 Indians 
were suspected of fraudulently securing residency through this scheme. At the time (November 22, 2007) they 
were running the risk of deportation: 

“The alleged scam was uncovered after the bank found discrepancies in loans issued by a now-suspended 
manager. The Australian Federal Police has been called in to investigate as the bank tries to recoup $22.7 
million it fears may be lost. Documents lodged in the Federal Court allege ex-Moorabbin East business bank-
ing centre manager Akshay Batra admitted to the bank he provided 227 $100,000 loans to Indians so they 
could get a general skilled migration visa. The Indians allegedly used the loans to buy government-issued 
bonds, which, until recent changes, earned them five points towards the 100 that were required to get the 
visa. Documents filed in court alleged investigators had found an absence of written applications for the 
loans, loans were issued to unregistered companies and correspondence was returned marked “addressee 
not known”. The bank told the court it was looking for the Indians and would offer them free legal advice in 
the hope that they would confirm that the $100,000 of bonds they each owned belonged to the bank. Maybe 
NAB will let all these Indians work off their debts? after all, NAB does seem to like giving all the Australian 
jobs to India.” 

81   See for an interesting study on the needs of regional areas: Rural and Regional Australia: Change, Challenge and 
Capacity. By: Mission Australia. 
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with increasing passmarks and taking skills off the MODL list. This was a question that 
those launching the website had clearly not anticipated and showing a complete lack 
of understanding, the speaker bluntly remarked that a student visa was not designed 
to lead to PR. That was something they simply had to accept. There appeared to be no 
sense of irony that they were launching this website in a university among overseas 
students (see also chapter five). Another subsequent question was about how long you 
actually needed to live in these regional areas. The inquirer asked as if he was talking 
about a prison sentence; the answer came back that he was to be assured that there 
was nothing wrong with living in these areas. A muffled ‘whatever’ could be heard 
and a number of students decided to leave out of protest. 

Talking to students who were in similar situations as Jaganath, it seemed 
that although nobody actually wanted to live in a regional area, many were still 
‘inquiring’ about it, giving it ‘some thought’, maybe seeing ‘an opportunity there’. Yet 
for almost all it was way down the list, along with the option of investing a hundred 
thousand dollars and marrying a ‘local girl’. The most common worry expressed about 
committing to a life in a regional area was that, besides the fact that it might be hard 
to get a job there; it also meant living an isolated life in a state of uncertainty about 
when one would be considered a real resident in Australia with full rights and benefits. 
Students, who already felt disappointed by the education they received in Australia, 
or by Australia simply having changed the PR requirements, are especially likely to 
see moving to the countryside as an extra slap in the face. Agents were also far from 
eager to recommend the option. “Some go for regional. But that is a poor deal really.” 
An immigration agent whom I met one bright and sunny afternoon was particularly 
clear on this. “Nobody of my client base has gone for that so far.” He felt it was just 
not a very good deal. “The numbers who have gone for that are very disappointing I 
have heard.” He added that he was of the opinion that “they haven’t really thought 
that SIR visa through if you ask me.” Preliminary data from DIMIA available in 2005, 
also suggests that, at that time, the number of applications for SIR visas was still 
limited. In the period 2004-05 only six SIR visas had been granted to Indians, alongside 
four invalid applications and four others which were still being processed. In the case 
of Chinese applicants the situation was not much different: 22 granted SIR visas, 2 
invalid, 1 refused, 5 withdrawn and 10 still in hand. It is unlikely that the situation 
changed very much after that.82 It is highly relevant that many students decided not to 
go for a SIR visa but found other ways of staying on. That said, it is also a little odd as 

82   See also: Indian Voice, June 2005, in which Rory Hudson, immigration agent, writes: “It has been found that 
the new Skilled Independent Regional (SIR) visa, announced with much fanfare recently, has been a dismal failure. 
This is another result which I predicted, and is not at all surprising to anybody who thinks about the issues, since 
the visa includes so many restrictions on a person’s freedom and so doubtful a prospect of permanent residence 
even after two or three years of hardship. The new changes do nothing to address these fundamental problems, 
and so it is my prediction that the SIR visa will continue to be a failure.” 
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so many had at some point considered SIR, giving it a serious spot on their options-list 
for a while. It illustrates the desperation many students were feeling, a desperation 
that was not only related to financial pressures but also to very clear ideas (dreams, 
aspirations, imaginations) about (a continued, permanent) life outside India (see for 
instance Paresh’s case). 

THE RETURN

A Return to a Departure Point
Half a year later I am waiting for Paresh at the intersection of two busy roads in 
downtown Hyderabad (India). I receive a message saying he can see me standing in 
front of a drugstore, and that he is near a gas station on the other side of the crossing. 
I call him but can barely hear him over the usual rush hour noise. Apparently he is 
waving at me, but I can’t see him and neither can I see a safe way to cross the road. He 
shouts that I should stay where I am. Dressed in loose fitting kurta and Levis and with 
the latest Nokia in his hands he greets me, shouting enthusiastically, competing with 
the incessant honking of some trucks which are trying to get the rest of the traffic to 
ignore the red light. “Very different from Melbourne, ah?” I can only nod in agreement 
and follow him through the traffic. On the one hand what we are doing feels suicidal, 
yet on the other also exciting, as we avoid a scooter trying to get ahead of the game, 
and a rickshaw which suddenly decides to change lanes. “It is all so alive,” I shout at 
Paresh, thinking of how quiet Melbourne could be sometimes. He nods, but his eyes 
betray a different sentiment. When we finally reach the sidewalk on the other side, 
Paresh suggests first greeting his parents who live nearby and then heading for dinner 
at a hotel a little further down the road.

Paresh had no option other than to return home at the end of the year, as no 
company was willing to hire, and thus sponsor him. It had not been a simple decision 
but it had, it seems, been unavoidable. Now he was back in India trying to figure 
out what to do next. The rules had very recently changed again though (announced 
December 2005) which could very well provide Paresh with a safe return to Australia. 
Whereas in the previous two years IT had been off the MODL list, mostly as a result 
of the slump in IT worldwide and a surplus of IT workers in Australia itself, it had 
recently been re-added. The IT profiles that were on the list were quite specific, and in 
addition he would have to show relevant work experience, but Paresh knew that he 
could probably meet the requirements. 

When we enter the small but comfortable family apartment, his mother, 
dressed in sari with the remote control in her hands, busy changing channels, quickly 
moves into the kitchen to make a cup of coffee and some snacks. His father who was 
taking a nap is woken up and comes out of the bedroom to greet me cheerfully. He 
has heard about me, knowing that Paresh and I used to be friends in Melbourne, and 
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is curious to hear what my business in Hyderabad is. Now that he is retired he spends 
most of his time practicing yoga and praying, he explains, somewhat apologetically. 
The family is Brahmin and the holy cord is resting comfortably on his wiry frame. 
While I drink my coffee his father moves into the kitchen and opens the pooja cabinet, 
lighting some incense sticks and paying respect to Lord Ganesh. 

His father soon forgets my presence and I am able to take in my surroundings. 
It is an apartment like so many others, clearly home to a typical urban middle class 
family in India, one of which the media constantly says form a new market of millions 
of affluent consumers. Yet the impression I get from the apartment is not one of 
wealth. Compared to the many other families I had visited in India (not necessarily 
for this research), and who also referred to themselves as middle class, I realize how 
diverse this category really is. My observations of the apartment also take me back to 
discussions I observed between Paresh and Kishore. It now seemed more clear than ever 
to me that Kishore knew exactly where Paresh came from. It seemed that the financial 
obligations Paresh carried with him, and that Kishore could operate relatively free of, 
were not the only thing that had played a part in the difficult (at times friendly, yet 
often strained) relationship the two had with each other. There was also a middle class 
struggle going on here where one felt clearly superior to the other. Paresh’s Brahmin 
caste could hardly compete with Kishore’s upper-caste trader’s background. Under the 
old system Paresh’s background might have been ranked higher, but the family was 
new to the world of money unlike Kishore’s. In this often unspoken ambivalence that 
existed between them, gender obligations almost certainly played a role too. Whereas 
Kishore was taking care of himself by working in Australia, and making serious plans 
to create a tourist business between the two countries (from which the family would 
one day profit), Paresh was failing to do what he had set out to do and had actually 
made things worse for his parents. That they were both eldest sons had a strong 
impact on the way they experienced their migration trajectories. 

Paresh lets me finish my coffee and then ushers me out of the door to a 
restaurant nearby. When the food arrives we quietly focus on our biriyanis. Paresh is 
busy doing some additional courses in IT, I know. He is trying to gain some extra skills 
before returning to Australia and entering the job market there. But we both know 
that a number of other obstacles have to be overcome first. Paresh calls the waiter over 
and in rapid Telegu asks for a bottle of mineral water, as he does not trust the water 
in the jug. I ask him what his plans are now. I know that he is planning on returning 
to Australia, but how? He explains that because of his PR application DIMIA had put 
him on a bridging visa, which allowed him to leave and return to Australia within 
the period it was issued for. He returned home early December no longer believing he 
would get a PR but still hoping the rules would change. Then suddenly they did. It was 
something he had already heard some rumors about but staying on in Australia was 
simply becoming too expensive. He felt he had no other choice at the time. Fortunately 
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his bridging visa was still valid so now he was going back to Australia to lodge a new 
PR application. The new requirement to show relevant work experience was not going 
to be a big problem. He had found a way to show this (on paper), and as he still meets 
all the other requirements he should have enough points to actually get a PR. “And then 
a job of course,” he adds. A job is very necessary as he has a high student loan to pay 
off. There are still about 12,000 Australian dollars left to repay and already his parents 
are paying six thousand Indian rupees interest per month; about his father’s monthly 
pension payments. He mentions it all as if it’s nothing though we both know that he is 
in trouble. In fact, the need to stay on in Australia had already been confirmed before 
he actually arrived there, at the moment he had taken out a large loan and knowing 
that repaying that loan in India would be difficult, to say the least. 

After we have said our goodbyes, and I hail a rickshaw to take me to the bus 
station. I can’t help but let my memories run free, and follow them all the way back, 
three years earlier, to an apartment complex located on the Outer Ring Road, on the 
outskirts of Bangalore. It was there that I had my base from where I did fieldwork 
on Indian IT professionals. At the time this group was receiving more and more 
global attention as the Indian economy seemed to be going through the roof, and 
Bangalore increasingly became the Silicon Valley of the East. The lives of these young 
professionals were colored by the global economy, influenced by IT developments in 
the US and most of all determined by the rigid deadlines of the 24 hour economy. 
While many were constantly on the look-out for better jobs with different companies, 
there were three things they almost unanimously agreed on: now was the time to 
be in IT; Bangalore was the place to be; and India was going to be the world’s next 
economic superpower. Suddenly, I realized that Paresh had never actually expressed 
a wish to work in the Indian IT industry. It seemed as if it had never been an option 
he had genuinely wished to consider. He would soon be leaving India again, heading 
for a new future in Melbourne, where he was hoping to find a job in the Australian 
IT industry, an industry which I knew a great number of people, many of whom were 
Indians who had arrived a couple of years earlier, were having a hard time finding 
a job in. Paresh knew this too, yet he still had every intention of making it there. 
What precisely was the attraction? I wondered. Did I actually have an answer to that 
question? It all seemed so paradoxical and contradictory. 
The Question of Permanent Residence 
As Khoo et al (2008; see also 2007: 499) recently argued, for some migrants an 
application for PR may not necessarily mean permanent migration to Australia. 
“Migrants in the survey had commented that permanent residence status would 
make them independent of employer sponsorship and give them more flexibility in 
the labor market.”(p. 207) In a way this places them right back in the old ‘push and 
pull’ models that migration theories made use of long ago. Once again the migrant 
is reduced to a homo oeconomicus, precisely what Fog & Sorensen (2002: 2-3) argued 
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against.  Everything they (read: migrants) do is the result of very tangible and mostly 
rational reasoning: become an Australian permanent resident is useful because it 
makes it easier to get a job, it allows access to unemployment benefits, to health 
care, school fees at local Australian rates etc. Certainly, these were things that were 
mentioned to me during interviews. Yet as the cases of Geetha, Jaganath and Rajesh 
show, there is much more going on. Their tales are colored by much less rational and 
tangible ideas of what it would mean to become a permanent resident. Leitner & 
Ehrkamp (2006) also raise this issue by arguing that recent academic debates on topics 
such as transnationalism, migration and citizenship have largely ignored migrants’ 
perspectives on this. They argue that the “dominant discourses of liberal democratic 
citizenship and migrants’ situated positions condition and mediate in complex ways 
their imaginings and practices of citizenship.” (p. 1615) In this sense citizenship from 
a particular country is a meaningful tool in their struggle for mobility across the 
border. 

The lives (ex-) students such as Geetha, Jaganath, Paresh and Rajesh were 
aspiring to, clearly had a rather general transnational dimension that had yet to 
crystallize into a more specific one. The way they imagined this was closely related 
to the newly ‘bought’ freedom an Australian PR had or would come with. They would 
finally be able to go where they wanted to. That many were simply staying on in 
Australia repaying loans, traveling back to India only to visit family and friends after 
long periods of absence, sometimes getting married and then bringing back a wife to 
Australia, was highly understandable. For many it was simply that their student-days 
were over and, in that sense, they were now about to start their professional, and 
‘grown-up’ (adult) lives. Families back home would be expecting that too, as many 
explained. They were expected to get married, settle down, buy a house, and have 
children. In many ways, until this point, India had been kept from the door because 
of student-like-obligations, having part-time jobs, making ends meet. Now, having to 
graduate, these days were over. They would no longer be able to refer to themselves 
as ‘students’, and family back home would also no longer be able to think of them in 
this way either. Now that the student component of their lives had come to an end, 
the migrant one was what they were left with. How would they be able to equate 
this migrant existence with the idea of the successful fast-moving, globally-active and 
highly mobile Indian that seemed integral to the image many had of what it meant 
to be truly successful outside India? For now though, they had their PR’s, that’s what 
they had come for, the rest of all that was imagined would either materialize, become a 
reality; or simply get reworked along the way in order to fit the situation. Success has 
always been relative in that sense. 
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Gendered Imaginations of Success and Failure
This chapter reproduced the narratives of a number of different students all of whom 
were on the brink of applying for permanent residency or was beginning to realize that it 
was never going to happen. Special attention was paid to class and gender dimensions 
as they were hypothesized to influence the way this final phase is experienced. In 
the introduction I drew attention to a study by Batnitzky et al (2008), which clearly 
showed how class and gender are interrelated in migration decisions and experiences. 
In their study of young middle class men working in a London hotel they demonstrate 
how the process of migration: “both challenges and reinforces migrants’ gender and 
class identities in the country of destination by challenging monolithic assumptions 
about Indian men, as well as Indian notions of class-based masculine identity. (p. 52) 
Indians who find a job in what they (apparently) consider the glamorous hospitality 
industry of London (p. 51) are to a certain extent comparable with the Indian students 
I investigated in Melbourne. Like Indian hotel employees, they developed an interest 
in studying in Australia because of appealing imagery, which plays both a verbal and 
physical part in Indian middle class lives at home. 

Yet this would forego some of the more practical reasons why students 
migrate this particular way. And this is where I find Batnitzky et al’s analysis somewhat 

Picture 8, 9: 
Examples of globally 
successful Indians in 
India Today,  
January 13, 2003.



6: Graduating as a Migrant 169

limiting. When they argue that what it means to be an Indian male migrant is based 
on signifiers that are tied to class status back in India, they leave little room for an 
understanding of success and failure in the migration progress, which partly operates 
independent of this. I would specifically like to highlight that the way migration-
decisions are made is highly dependent on earlier experiences of success or failure. 
Among Indian students in Melbourne this was an important topic of conversation 
since many had applied for an American study visa before they made the decision to 
go to Australia. Australia was often second or third choice when it came to preferred 
study-abroad decisions. A number of students had also attempted to get into one of the 
top institutes in India itself; something they felt outranked even studying in the US. 
In this way, studying in Australia is often perceived as a failure to make it elsewhere. 
Australia then becomes a second chance to, for instance, still make it into the US. 
These ‘perceptions’ of success and failure have their roots in Indian understandings of 
class and gender. What constitutes a successful migration path for an Indian male is 
highly dependent on what is perceived to be appropriate for an Indian male. Simply 
zooming in on a point when a migration decision has already been made (working in a 
hotel London, studying in Melbourne) temporally freezes something which is actually 
a very dynamic process which began long before the actual migration decision was 
made, and will likely continue to unfold further in the coming years. What it means 
then to be a middle class Indian becomes a more dynamic question about the way 
this is related to gender and class based expectations and experiences. A further 
complicating factor is the idea of success and failure, which is often informed by 
transnational understandings. Class dynamics in India are constantly in motion under 
the pressure of visual success in terms of making money, going to the right institute, 
migrating to the right country and so on. When understanding migration routes out of 
India as gendered and class-based, we need to understand that issues such as success 
and failure operate as semi-independent players in this. Although gender and class 
of course influence ideas about future points of arrival, they are also influenced by 
western and/or global images that further color what migrants such as these young 
middle class Indians work towards. In that sense I do follow the argument that class 
based gender identities change across time and place (Batnitzky et al 2008: 53) but 
also argue that we should not understand Indian middle class identities purely as 
‘Indian’ but  also, equally, as ‘global’. And these identities are influenced by the stories 
numerous already migrated family members, friends and acquaintances bring home, 
as well as western TV programs, movies and the Internet.

The following chapter will build on this argument by attempting to frame 
these findings, and those of the other chapters, in a theoretical approach that might 
aide further research into new forms of migration. What we need to take with us 
is are these gendered class and gendered experiences of failure and success and ask 
the question how they relate to the earlier introduced concepts of in-betweenness 
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and arrival points. Finally we will have to investigate how class and gender influence 
‘imagination’, as in the way the imagined future takes shape, and also changes, over 
time. This will lead us to an understanding that has it roots both in the local (India) 
and the global (Australia and beyond). 







 173

07: Arrival:

Imagined Mobility

∂
Understanding Student-Migration
This research started with the question of how Indian students experience the process 
of migration through studying abroad. It aimed at treating this process as a new 
form of migration, one that, thus far, literature has not been very concerned. True, 
issues such as the braindrain and that of non-return had been discussed, but with the 
commercialization of education and the explosive numbers of full-fee paying students 
going overseas, the issue of migration seemed largely off the table. Yet there should be 
no doubt that the two are intricately linked in the case of Australia. Studying student-
migration through the lenses of either migration or transnationalism studies poses 
serious difficulties though. It seems especially difficult to locate agency in studies of 
transnationalism. In particular this is problematic when trying to understand these 
as entailing (individual) processes of transnationalization which people do not just 
‘undergo’ but also have ideas and expectations about what the process will eventually 
lead to. How people imagine their lives abroad and how such imaginations change 
over time are questions that these studies do not really have answers for. In the case 
of Indian students in Australia one could argue that what we are dealing with here is 
‘starting’ transnationals who one day imagine themselves living (and of whom it could 
be imagined that they will live) the kind of lifestyles that the study of transnationalism 
describes. At the same time, though, perhaps it is too easy to think that they see 
this as an end-goal; ‘ultimate arrival’ does not just work the way horizons keep 
receding, the fixity-to-place it assumes is simply not something that these starting 
transnationals strive for. In that sense it reminds us of the tourist-concept introduced 
by Zygmunt Bauman. For Bauman, this figure of the tourist was the quintessence of the 
post-modern condition: “The life of men and women of our time is much like that of 
tourists-through-time: they cannot and would not decide in advance what places they 
will visit and what the sequence of stations will be; what they know for sure is that 
they will keep on the move, never sure whether the place they have reached is their 
final destination.” (1995: 268-9) It is this idea, which needs to be further incorporated 
into the way we understand the (individual) process of transnationalization. 

The way Basch et al (1994) framed transnationalism worked as a window 
through which it could be observed. It not only offered a window of opportunity for 
further research, it also created a rather neatly bordered view that made perfectly clear 
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what the object of the study was about. One could look at it, describe it according to 
certain clearly set parameters, and then point at it and say: “that’s transnationalism, 
there it is, see!” Although transnationalism was presented as a most flexible concept 
- one that, one could argue, almost by nature depended on the idea of ‘flexibility’ (not 
only of interpretation but most definitely in terms of the way transnationals were 
observed to behave) - there was something distinctly ‘idée fixed’ about the whole 
approach. For one, Basch et al had spoken of a ‘process’, thus creating the assumption 
that people were active, creating social relations across borders and so on. But instead 
what their definition did was formulate borders that more or less trapped those to 
whom the definition was supposed to apply. Only those who fitted the criteria of 
transnationalism, as the definition had it, could be labelled as such. This certainly 
had to do with the study’s obsession to set itself apart from the study of migration, 
the scholars of which were more than ready to question the newness of the idea of 
transnationalism. 

The Indian students that featured in this dissertation are not transnationals 
(yet). They are not even migrants, since legally they are students. Yet there is every 
indication that they are aiming for something that one day might be labeled a 
transnational lifestyle. For this reason I have structured this dissertation as a learning 
process, zooming in on both what students learn on the path to permanent residency 
(PR) and how their ideas of the future change. This dissertation showed that the 
meaning of Australia – of having an Australian PR – and associated expectations of 
the future vary overtime, often adapting to the reality of the situation at hand. In 
order to understand how this works in practice we constantly had to keep in mind 
that these Indians fall in between rather narrowly defined categories (student-
migrant, adolescent-adult, legal-illegal, India-Australia, East-West etc). This state of 
in-betweenness turned out to characterize the journey to becoming an Australian PR 
holder. And it was, in the end, these instances of in-betweenness that characterized 
the individual chapters as well. 

This final chapter aims at bringing these instances of in-betweenness together 
and to rework them into analytical concepts that will prove useful for understanding 
other (new) forms of migration. My advocating a more comprehensive use of the 
concept of in-betweenness has its origin in my argument that the way we understand 
migration and transnationalism is often too static and basically ignores the wider 
process that influences the decision to live abroad. True, migration studies often do 
focus on the question why people migrate, but all too often this still comes down to a 
very rational and functional analysis of push-and-pull factors. It is also true that many 
scholars have already rejected focusing merely on push and pull factors – arguing 
that there are many more intangible factors affecting the decision making progress to 
migrate abroad – yet the way people imagine life abroad is still often omitted from the 
equation. I therefore argue that imagination plays a key role in the decision to attempt 
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to make it abroad. And not only that, it remains influential while migrants are building 
a new life in the country of destination. This means a rather decisive move away from 
more rational explanations that underlie the push-and-pull models. 

A Middle Class Dream of Going Abroad
Now that Indian middle classes are profiting from India’s economic boom, the type of 
air travel that has been common to western middle classes for years, has also become 
an option for many of these families. For that reason, crossing borders has become 
much more tied up with certain expectations of desired lifestyles. Yet as the previous 
chapters also showed, while Indian money may now buy a ticket out of India, an 
Indian passport still does not guarantee an easy passage across the border. Young 
Indians are clearly aware of the limitations of an Indian passport. Yet this is certainly 
not the only thing they are aware of. Indian students have been exposed to stories of 
life outside India (read: in western countries) for as long as they remember. And in a 
similar fashion, information about migration has been around them for years before 
they came to Australia. When I asked them to give me examples, they could come up 
with numerous scenarios. This was something they had clearly given some thought 
to at some point in their lives; in the sense of imagining such a scenario and where 
they would then end up themselves. As Castles noted: “even those who do not migrate 
are affected as relatives, friends or descendants of migrants; or through experiences 
of change in their community as a result of departure of neighbors or arrival of 
newcomers.” (Castles 2000: 270) Although Castles is generally talking about poor 
people in search of better livelihoods, the situation is such that, in many countries like 
India, people know how other people have migrated. In some cases this has led to the 
situation where particular areas have become highly transnational, with remittances 
coming in from afar and almost everybody having a friend of relative somewhere else 
on the globe. As Levitt (2001) describes in her book The Transnational Villagers, not 
only do such people send money home but also ideas, so called social remittances. 
According to Levitt’s observations, these remittances influence people and lead them 
to picture themselves abroad. 

Understanding and dreaming up a particular ‘elsewhere’, under the influence 
of returning migrants and transnationals, in combination with information flows that 
have become faster and more all-encompassing than ever before, has a clear impact on 
the idea of the mobile/global person in the minds of young people who are still fixed 
(stuck, as they would have it) to a particular location. It must be noted though that 
the global flows generated by popular media often bring information on lifestyles that 
bare little relation to local wage levels. Yet it is only natural that the media adds to 
the imagination of particular lifestyles. As Portes argues: “this process simultaneously 
pre-socializes future immigrants in what to expect of their lives abroad, and increases 
the drive to move through the growing gap between local realities and imported 
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consumption aspirations.” (As quoted in Al-Ali & Koser 2002: 2) In addition Portes 
argues that this affects the working and middle-classes in particular, as they are 
frequently exposed to marketing messages and cultural symbols, emanating from the 
West.

Being part of and having grown up in an Indian middle class family most of 
the time means that ‘abroad’ was present in one form or other; either because of direct 
links with family, friends or acquaintances abroad, or because of other people belonging 
to the same circle (caste, community, social layer). Ideas on (the quality of) life outside 
India often seemed to gain an extra dimension by the frequent romantization of it in 
the (Indian) media, most notably Bollywood movies. The way students would narrate 
their imaginations of ‘abroad’ was often framed in sentences such as ‘everybody was 
always talking about it’, ‘we would hear about it all the time,’ and ‘you always wanted 
to go there.’ An interesting case described by Chakravartty (2006: 170) shows how 
this works in another but comparable situation. Working on the topic of highly skilled 
Indian migrants in the US, Chakravartty makes mention of a person named Krishan, 
who himself was the first person in his family to find a job in the US. This did not 
mean though, that he did not already know people in the US and that he was not 
aware of what sort of life he could expect there: “he had friends from college who 
were “already” in the U.S. and felt he had a clear sense of the “American lifestyle” 
from stories in college, his online research on the subject and from conversations with 
people who had worked abroad.” Networks of friends, family and colleagues who were 
already in the US had certainly helped with the migration process and because of this: 
“news and details of the American lifestyle were everywhere before the actual journey 
to the U.S. even began.” (Ibid) 

For many Indian students it was much the same, describing how news and 
details were part and parcel of their lives long before they had actually got on the 
plane and left. In a way, one could argue that such students had been part of ‘a culture 
of migration’ (Kandel & Massey, 2002; Deléchat, 2001; Tsuda, 1999; Massey et al, 1994; 
Gardner, 1993) for most of their lives. In an article on Mexican migration, William 
Kandel and Douglas S. Massey (2002: 981) speak of a culture of migration in the sense 
of international migration becoming so deeply rooted that migrating almost becomes 
a normative thing for young people to expect to happen at some point (and in the 
case they describe this is about migrating to and living in the US). Other studies such 
as the one conducted by Katy Gardner (1993, 1995) on Sylheti (Bangladeshi) migration 
and Japanese-Brazilian immigrant workers in Japan by Tsuda (1999) show something 
similar. Yet in the case of Indian students, this culture of migration was a much 
less concrete presence in the sense of a clearly established migration network that 
can facilitate ways out of the country and into another one (often connected to job 
prospects). While they had been influenced by it, it was clear they had to find a way 
out of India themselves.
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Emma Mawdsley, analyzing the various ways the Indian middle class is depicted, 
writes that according to certain accounts the India middle class is “a transnational class 
of people who are bound up in the cultural and economic transactions of contemporary 
globalization, and who have more in common and closer relations with parallel classes 
in South Africa, Australia and the USA than with the parochialized ‘have-nots’ of their 
own nation.” (2004: 85) A similar argument was made by Mario Rutten (2001) who – 
after having analysed what happened in Gujarat regarding aid provided by various 
Indian groups after the state had been struck by a severe earthquake (2001) – came 
to the conclusion that the Indian middle class seems to be less and less interested in 
what happens to the poorer segments of Indian society. This indifference, according 
to Rutten (2001: 3359), takes place within a specific context of globalization. Because 
of globalization large sections of the Indian middle classes have been able to look 
across the border and connect with the people they see there. “Television, transport 
of people, and more recently Internet has brought the middle classes of different parts 
of Asia closer together and closer to the middle classes in other parts of the world.” 
Rutten also adds that, in this regard, the Asian middle classes have developed a strong 
transnational perspective. “They feel more at ease with their counterparts in other 
Asian countries and in western societies than with the poorer sections in their own 
society.” (Ibid)

It is often argued that one of the ways the Indian middle class thinks about 
and perceives their place in Indian society is influenced by their contacts abroad. 
Diaspora communities seem to play a crucial role here. The desire students show to go 
abroad, however, is certainly not just the result of close contact with family members 
abroad, since many actually do not entertain very long and strong ties with them 
(see chapter two and three). Yet their talk of how life outside India was supposed to 
be better seemed to be highly influenced by images of and ideas about ‘abroad’. In 
this sense ‘abroad’ played an intricate part in their lives in India. When asked how 
they knew that, for instance, quality of life would be so much better in Australia, 
they would reply that they had looked it up on the Internet, or seen it on TV. Some 
also remarked how everybody was always talking about this. One thing was clear 
though; among such students ideas about life outside India were constantly floating 
and buzzing around them. Not only did these stories inform them of lifestyles abroad, 
but also created the idea that it was desirable to live abroad. As one student put it: 

When you come from families such as ours there is this idea that it 
is all so much better abroad. People talk about that. They will say: 
oh wow such and such person is abroad. Even my father, you know. 
Now that I am here, he will tell everybody about this. When he goes 
somewhere people will talk to him with a lot of respect because of 
this. They are all impressed with that.
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Leela Fernandes argues that: “the notion of ‘abroad’ in middle-class discourses operates 
as a sign of a desire for class-based privilege.” (2000: 612) She further states that: 
“hence, the notion that ‘abroad is now in India’… signifies the potential realization of 
middle-class aspirations of consumption, one that can now take place within India’s 
borders.” Although Fernandes is mostly referring to consumer products here, I argue 
that it is certainly not limited to this. ‘Abroad’ is a constant in Indian middle class 
lives, even if they do not have direct family members residing overseas. Talking about, 
dreaming of, planning a life abroad is ever present in Indian middle class families. 
When talking to Indian IT professionals83 it would often strike me how inherent ‘going 
abroad’ was to their ideas about the future. Although many had gone on training or 
short assignments abroad, most were actually thinking of applying for residencies in 
countries such as Australia and Canada. Hanging out with them, simply talking about 
nothing in particular, the topic would always come up, one way or another. Indeed, 
when Indian overseas students described this in Melbourne I instantly recognized 
how unavoidable the topic had been. The idea of going abroad and belonging abroad 
had been present a large part of their lives.

Imagination in the Process of Transnationalization
Migration studies sometimes hint at the way diaspora or overseas communities 
‘imagine’ their homelands. The way they are doing this is increasingly influenced by 
technological innovations such as the Internet, video and satellite television (Kaldor-
Robinson 2002: 177). Axel even speaks of a ‘diasporic imaginary’ in this sense. (2002: 
423-4) He argues that “rather than conceiving of the homeland as something that 
creates the diaspora, it may be more productive to consider the diaspora as something 
that creates the homeland.” (p. 424) An argument made by Sandhya Shukla that 
“imaginaries, in social life or fictional narrative, are a central fact of diasporas”, (2001: 
522) also fits well here. Often one finds that the media plays a particularly important 
role here. As in the case of Singh’s research on Indo-Caribbeans, about whom he argues 
that their “imagination of India is strongly informed by Hindi films (Bollywood) and 
Hindi film music.” (2003: 226) I argue that this works the same way for young middle 
class Indians in the way they imagine their future lives abroad. Internet and cable 
TV play a crucial role in shaping the imagination when it comes to this. Bollywood 

83   For my masters research in 2003.
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and Hollywood further fill in the gaps in this imagination.84 While doing fieldwork in 
2005 the Bollywood movie Salaam Namaste came out. The movie dealt with Indians 
Downunder, a number of whom were students. The story was as usual a rather simple 
one. Successful Indian cook falls in love with loudmouth Indian girl who works as a 
DJ for a local radio station. Australia is an imaginary version of itself where the sun 
always shines, life is carefree and the Australians themselves generally relaxed (though 
also a little stupid). Movies are what they are and so there is little sense in criticizing 
them for their factually incorrect contents. Yet it does not take much to imagine such 
images being or becoming part of a much wider constellation of fictional images of 
abroad. And such images also impact how the western world is further imagined. 

It is important to realize, though, that Australia, as a specific country, only plays 
a relative role in this. Students would often remark how Australia had been a second or 
even third choice when it came to choosing a study-migrate abroad destination. This 
probably had something to do with what Madan, for instance, argues that: “except 
for media coverage of international cricket, Australia has had little exposure in India, 
and as a result it has not figured prominently in the Indian imagination on in Indian 
popular culture.” (2000: 23) What in the end matters the most about Australia is the 
residency the country has to offer at the end of their studies. Such a residency might 
open doors that would otherwise remain locked. In this ‘abroad’ is what appeals, and 
not so much Australia in particular. Obviously this does not mean that Australia does 
not appeal to the imagination, it is just that Australia is part of a bigger idea about 
how lifestyles are better outside India. And of course this is not limited to the Indian 
middle class. As Margolis writes on Brazil, “middle class and urban immigrants are, as 
are most Brazilians in New York City, predisposed to the lifestyles of the industrialized 
world, particularly those of the United States.” (2001: 206) And just as the Indian media 
does, “Brazilian television and magazines transmit an unending stream of idealized 
images of American patterns of consumption and style, with an oblique message of 
their superiority to the home-grown variety” (Ibid), thus influencing and triggering 
the imagination of life lived elsewhere.

Although both migration studies and transnationalism try to cover the 
spectrum of people crossing borders and building a life abroad, both fields largely ignore 
that, in all likelihood, more and more people are aware of how they could, in theory, 

84   In a study on the culture of migration among Muslims in Hyderabad, Syed Ali writes: “The culturally rooted 
desire to migrate was often enhanced by such things as enjoyment of Western music and lifestyle depictions 
through various Indian and Western media, including MTV and the pan-Asian satellite channel ‘Channel [V]’. 
Western soap operas, the widespread showing and popularity of Western films in cinemas (shown in English and 
also dubbed into different Indian languages), and the depictions of Indians living in Western countries in Hindi 
films (one of which featured the hero and heroine dancing in a suburban office parking lot), all built up familiarity 
with Western popular and entertainment culture. It was also common to see this desire reflected simply in the 
adornment of their motorcycles with stickers of American, Canadian, British and Australian flags.” (2007: 48-9) 
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live such lives. This ‘imaginary life’ abroad indicates that the sort of lifestyles social 
sciences have been describing for decades might now actually be a desired outcome 
of a particular migration strategy. It gives way to the idea that people in countries 
that have a history of out-migration (such as India), have not just acquired knowledge 
on how to leave one’s country, but also how to combine permanent settlement 
‘elsewhere’ with a mobile life across and between borders. In this idea, leaving (India, 
home, family, friends, business, work) and arriving (abroad, in Australia, successfully 
setting up a new ‘local life’ there) have taken on an entirely different meaning. They 
are likely to have become flexible concepts, and are also understood as such. Although 
this hypothesis could be used in the context of understanding a migrant’s decision 
to go abroad, I wish to use it to understand how this further influences the process 
once a migrant has actually crossed the border. In the case of Indian students, then, 
the question is about how their previous imaginations of life abroad influence the 
way they now experience this life overseas. In addition, this provides an opportunity 
to ask how this then influences and changes the way they themselves imagine their 
own arrival points: imaginary moments when they will have achieved what they 
set out to achieve. What these questions do is hint at rethinking the ideas we have 
about temporary and permanent migrants. As the following sections demonstrate, it 
becomes increasingly difficult to understand both in terms of what their definitions 
tell us.

The End of Permanency
In migration studies the issue of permanency has been challenged in a number of ways 
before. Yang (2000), for instance, did so by bringing the sojourner hypothesis back into 
play and argued that Chinese immigrants in America were actually sojourners who 
intended to make and save money but who would, at some point, return to their 
home villages. It is not unthinkable that Indian students leave with similar ideas, yet 
common spoilers, such as the infamous myth of return, usually stand in the way of 
such reasoning. The myth of return relies heavily on the process of migration being, 
in the end, a permanent one, though simultaneously admitting that this goes hand-
in-hand with imagining it as being temporary. Fixity seems to be an integral part of 
this, meaning a sort of inescapability of the whole journey. Takeyuki Tsuda, writing 
on Japanese-Brazilian migrants, argued that “[a]lthough many of today’s sojourners 
still end up settling in the host country, the initial intention to remain abroad only 
temporarily has a significant impact on their willingness to migrate.” (1999: 1) Put 
simply, people are more willing to migrate if it is perceived to be a temporary matter. 
Studies on migration and diaspora communities show that return often does not 
happen, however, they appear to make no further attempts to understand how ideas 
about this future non-return impact on how life is lived and perceived in the host 
society.
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The issue of non-return was highlighted in a very different light in chapter 
four which referred to the case of overseas students who were meant to return to their 
home countries but in the end did not do so. And although the days of the Colombo 
Plan and similar initiatives are long gone, the emphasis in public discourse on the stay 
of overseas students is, as Kuptsch (2005: 152) also notes, by definition on it being 
temporary. Judging what has been discussed so far one could argue that this assumption 
bares some similarities with the ‘rotation and return myths’ common to (earlier) guest 
worker schemes. In the same way that guest workers of the past often did not seem 
to return to their home countries, although having (apparently) every intention of 
doing so, overseas students also frequently stay. And as with the guest workers, one 
wonders if these myths were not, above all, certain concepts social researchers had 
started to believe in – as ‘typical of migrant behaviour’ – while migrants themselves 
may never have actually (‘truly’) believed in this themselves, knowing very well that 
the intention was to settle elsewhere. The temporary-ness of their chosen paths 
(entering as guest workers, overseas students) probably dictates the ‘myth of return’ 
more than the actual way the most ideal form of ‘arrival’ is imagined. In short, a guest 
worker translates his fears of having to return into a desire in order to cope with the 
possibility. In reality, however, he is perhaps hoping for a more permanent stay abroad 
which would leave the option of return open. In addition, the idea of possible return 
might even make permanent settlement a more acceptable reality. 

The guest worker schemes of the past have now been rewritten and ‘reworked’ 
into what is commonly referred to as ‘skilled migration’ programs, through which 
mostly highly or specifically skilled migrants are recruited. Much more than the old 
guest worker schemes such programs have a habit of being constantly revised, adding 
a much more temporary ‘feeling’ to the way such programs are experienced. Skilled 
migration programs are supposed to be in tune with what the market wants (the 
needs of the labor market); at the same time they should acknowledge (in terms of 
policy) what the public at large feels and thinks. More than ever such programs have 
a very clear political dimension. Discussions on skilled migration programs generally 
link up with other discussions such as those on the state and quality of education in 
a particular country, the courses young ‘locals’ are enrolling in, and also with more 
demographically related issues such as the ‘graying’ of the local population, associated 
welfare-state issues and even what the nation should be about. What about ‘our’ 
national culture? How should we define this culture? Should migrants be expected 
to integrate into this culture? These are questions that this particular study did not 
deal with but which certainly fit in with the larger picture of a mobile world where 
migrants, on the one hand, seem to offer specific solutions to particular ‘national’ 
problems, and on the other challenge what is understood as national, defying and 
contesting the ‘nation’ at its core. 

The desire to be mobile, as expressed by Indian students, challenges the nation 
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in a similar way. Yet at the same time permanent residency somewhere else is needed 
in order to establish mobility. The Indian students in this dissertation were still very 
much in the process of realizing this. They were not there yet; rather they were busy 
finding ways to cross the border, and then staying, building a life there, ensuring that 
going back to India remained an option rather than a threat. Their aim was flexibility, 
the type required to be able to regularly move back and forth between both home 
country and their chosen destination. Once one is free of India, or more accurately, 
free of an Indian passport, the world is perceived to be open (and to a certain extent 
also: welcoming, waiting, in anticipation). It is clear that this desire to be in charge 
of a mobile life has blurred the boundaries between permanent and temporary stays 
abroad. ‘Temporariness’, in this regard, may come across as a confusing term but in 
reality it is not. What starts out as a two-year stay abroad will in the end become 
an indefinite period. And this ‘indefiniteness’ provides the students with a sense of 
agency that they previously did not have. They can now decide themselves how long 
they will stay abroad, away from India, in another country, and so on. And this was 
also how it is often experienced: while they have the means to stay in Australia as 
long as they want, it was usually also perceived as a temporary matter. Yet it is this 
temporariness that they are now in control of.

Mentally and Physically Arriving 
With the introduction of the study of transnationalism, the concept of arriving had 
already captured a whole new meaning. ‘Arriving’ might still take place in the sense 
of physically arriving in a new country of settlement, however, mentally the idea of 
arriving seemed increasingly less about actual settlement. In studies on the lives of 
transnationals, it was frequently observed that people who fall under this header retain 
and maintain (regular) contact with relatives, friends and other (business) relations in 
their home country. As the large body of literature on this topic also shows, many 
migrants regularly send money (remittances) back home; remittances on which the 
family that stayed behind (partly) depends. It was argued that this was an integral part 
of the reason for migrating in the first place. With newcomers settling in areas where 
other migrants already live, migrant businesses were observed to have mushroomed, 
busy importing products directly from countries where their customers originate 
from, often making use of networks that have connections in both countries. Calling 
cards, DVDs from the countries of origin, religious products, otherwise unavailable 
vegetables, spices and other foodstuffs were all found to be easily available in areas 
with sizeable migrant populations. 

It was because of such findings that we slowly started to understand that 
the idea of ‘arriving’ is much less about arriving in a new country and much more 
about arriving in a locally operating migrant community that caters to all the ‘new’ 
migrants’ needs. The argument that this is exactly what prevents migrants from 
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integrating into a local culture has its origins in such observations. Yet, where such 
groups are not integrated in ‘the local’, studies on the topic of transnationalism show 
that such migrants are very much part of ‘the global’. It is for this reason too that 
new migrants are often referred to as transmigrants or transnationals; people who 
haven’t just moved to a new location, but who also “forge and sustain multi-stranded 
social relations” (Basch et al, 1994) between host country and country of destination. 
Furthermore, with the world connecting on all multiple and diverse levels, it has been 
observed that more and more migrants from the same country of origin, but living 
in different countries, are connecting with each other, staying in touch, establishing 
business links and so on. In this sense the label of transmigrant (or ‘transnational’) has 
very much come to stand for lived experiences that transcend the boundaries of the 
nation-state (see Bailey, 2001).

There is an obvious and very clear ‘but’ to this kind of reasoning however. 
Inevitably the situation is far more complex. Favell et al argue that despite market 
forces, “the control functions of states do continue to pose obvious obstacles to 
poorer international migrants.” But: “when the focus turns to the movement of 
highly educated and talented migrants, many assume there are likely to be fewer 
barriers…” (2000: 1) This is particularly interesting in light of the assumptions made 
by global city theorists such as Castells (2000) and Taylor (2004), that “the virtual 
‘space of flows’ on which new global networks of capital and trade are based, must 
also be peopled by mobile persons who… are embodied by the world’s growing cadre 
of international highly skilled migrants.” (as discussed in Favell et al, 2000: 2) Leslie 
Sklair (2001), for instance, refers to this group as the ‘transnational capitalist class’. 
While it is true that for highly-paid managers, IT workers (of special significance) and 
others85 who could logically be expected to fall in the same category, nation-states 
have made special arrangements (fast visa processing etc.), they only comprise a small 
segment of those who can be grouped under the heading of highly-skilled or educated 
migrants. Many with the desire to go (work/live) abroad, still have to endure lengthy, 
difficult and expensive visa procedures that often require the help of professionals 
(migration agents and lawyers), especially if they are from countries not considered 
part of the ‘western’ or ‘developed’ world. And thus an interesting situation presents 
itself. Whereas on the one hand globalization seems to have (made) an impact on day-
to-day life all over the world, making the world smaller, physically going ‘elsewhere’ 
is actually becoming harder for many. Theoretically, cheaper air travel, easier access 
to information (through technological innovations such as the Internet), as well as 
increased spending power among the (mostly Asian but also South American) middle 
classes, should make it easier to travel/visit/go to other countries, however, stricter 

85   See Jonathan V. Beaverstock’s paper (2005) on the British highly skilled inter-company transferees in New York 
City’s financial district for more on this group of people. 
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visa rules and other obstacles put in place to prevent people from entering, are actually 
making it harder. 

The ‘physical’ limits that come with having an Indian passport create the 
desire to live a more flexible life in terms of being able to cross particular borders. It is 
this flexibility which Indian students are aiming for that produces a rather paradoxical 
narrative on arrival. Arrival, a certain imagined point in the future, not only relates 
to a permanent settlement elsewhere, but also to the idea of ‘permanency’ providing 
flexibility towards in-betweenness and temporariness. ‘In-betweenness’ in this sense 
should be read as not having to commit oneself to just one country. At the same 
time, one should not confuse this with more orthodox ideas on transnationalism that 
portray this in terms of a certain fixed number of countries (usually two or three) with 
which clearly traceable networks are formed. No, the idea of in-betweenness refers to 
not having to commit to any one country in particular.

Imaginary Arrival Points 
In order to better understand the reasons and motivations young (new) migrants have 
for choosing studying abroad as a way of leaving India and, moreover, how they then 
further experience this process, the concept of ‘arrival points’ makes a particularly 
useful tool. When people enter a particular migration process they do so with an idea 
of arrival in mind. They imagine themselves arriving somewhere not just in a physical 
but also in a ‘mental’ way. This mental arrival is about a point in the future when 
one has achieved what one had set out to do. Looking at Indian students one could 
argue that this imagination of arrival is often highly influenced by examples of Indians 
who have already made it in the global field. These are the Indians who work for 
transnationally operating companies, travel a lot, reside abroad yet are also frequently 
to be found in India where they are also still at (and have a) home. 

At the same time though we should be aware that, as the previous chapter also 
showed, the idea of the arrival point also comes with certain gender implications. The 
successful, globally active transnationally mobile Indian is on the whole still imagined 
as a male concept. The way he is represented by the media and the way he features in 
everyday stories among middle class families, he is in essence a he. This may be slowly 
changing but it remains a significant factor when trying to understand where Indian 
students are heading and should not be forgotten. The kind of lifestyle, which needs 
ultimately to be flexible, is in that sense also one that is still rather an exclusively male 
affair. Indian women may also strive for such a lifestyle but are much more bound by 
certain gendered expectations that revolve around ideas of starting a family, getting 
married and so on. The independent kind of living that comes with a global lifestyle 
is, in Indian terms at least, primarily something men do. Research in the coming years 
will have to show how women can or do create spaces for themselves in the way 
global lifestyles are understood (in India). 
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Imaginary arrival constantly needs to be reworked along the way as students 
are faced with the realities of everyday. Changing rules and regulations certainly play 
a part in this. But also not being able to find the right part-time job, issues with 
accommodation or disappointments with the education being offered influences this 
future self-image. Even more though, having to make it in a new country means a re-
evaluation of the self. Who am I? What am I worth in a global playing field? Coming 
from a middle class background with money to spend, being considered part of a 
group who will make it in the world, Indian students in Australia often find themselves 
associated with low paid jobs such as working in restaurants, petrol stations, car 
washes and supermarkets. He is that highly educated taxi driver who has a funny 
accent and is just not quite able to dress the way Australians do. He is an outsider and 
certainly no longer associated with the sort of global success stories he stepped on the 
plane with. Having left with the idea of getting closer to that ultimate point of arrival, 
it now seems further away than ever before. What happened? And what now?
 The concept of arrival points delivers a way of understanding why 
ultimate arrival can remain the kind of future happening that it is presumed to be. 
Disappointments and failures along the way do not mean that one gives up and 
returns home but simply that the imagination of ultimate arrival needs to be rewritten 
under current conditions. The imagination that arrival is still possible means that 
those things that do not fit the bill (driving a taxi, waiting tables, standing behind 
a cash register at Seven Eleven) become acceptable. They are merely staging posts 
along the way to the end destination where true arrival will be experienced. Like the 
Indian students of this research, most migrants nowadays will only have a rather 
general idea of when they will have landed at a point when they can claim to have 
truly ‘arrived’. Yet it is precisely this flexible idea of ‘arriving’ that plays a crucial role 
in understanding how young/new migrants deal with new situations along the way. 
Not only can a current situation be understood as temporary through an imaginary 
arrival point in the future, the current situation itself also has a habit of continuously 
influencing the way ultimate arrival is imagined. In the case of Indian overseas 
students it is important to understand the way most imagine arrival to take place. 
This is not so much in terms of getting a PR and being allowed to stay on in Australia, 
but as exactly the opposite: to be free of having to think in line with such thoughts. As 
argued previously, ideas of permanency and temporariness play awkward roles here. 
Having a permanent residence means one can consider a stay in Australia as ‘only 
temporary’. At the same time, where an overseas student had no choice but to think 
of being in Australia as a temporary matter because of a lack of a PR, now the situation 
is exactly opposite: having a PR gives one the freedom to think of it as temporary. The 
temporariness which gave so much cause of concern and triggered so many feelings 
of insecurity and stress now does the complete opposite.

It is here that I wish to argue for the incorporation of the concept of ‘mobility’ 
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in order to better understand what it is these young/new migrants aim for in life. 
More specifically, I would like to locate mobility in between the concepts of migration 
and transnationalism in order to bring a clearer sense of agency to the process where 
people are observed to be at the start of what one day could be understood as a 
full transnational life. This mirrors the renewed interest the concept of mobility has 
recently received from scholars such as John Urry who even introduced a 
mobilities paradigm. (2007; see also Sheller & Urry 2006) Urry puts the issue of 
propinquity central and argues that too often the social sciences have let themselves 
be guided by geographical communities that communicate face-to-face. This clouds 
the fact that there are multiple forms of imagined presences through which objects, 
people, information and images travel. This approach urges us to rethink what was 
previously understood as fixed, static, not in motion, as principally being in motion; 
mobile. People are in motion, are mobile, move and go places. Their desires and 
imaginations are also connected to this. It is interesting to recall a number of Urry’s 
five ‘mobilities’ (2007: 47) here, as they give substance to social life across distances: 
the corporeal travel of people for work, leisure, family life, pleasure, migration etc; the 
imaginative travel through images of places and peoples appearing in print and visual 
media; and the communicative travel (phone, instant messaging, Internet etc). 

Although imagination plays a part in Urry’s analysis of mobilities, he mostly 
seems to understand it as something that contributes to the overall picture of what 
could be understood as ‘mobile’. Traveling, for instance, also occurs through seeing 
pictures of other places and thus imagining elsewheres. And in that sense this 
contributes to the idea that everything and everybody is connected in thin networks 
of connections and that nowhere can be an isolated island. (Sheller & Urry 2006) 
Structure, however, seems to take the upper hand in such understandings of mobilities 
and because of this imagination is not given its proper breathing space. I argue that 
imagination itself triggers mobility, as people imagine themselves being or becoming 
mobile. Globalization plays an important part in this as it also makes it so much easier 
to imagine life elsewhere. At the same time, with debates on migrants becoming 
increasingly about ‘keeping them out’, ‘having them go back’, ‘making sure only the 
right ones come in’, and so on, the border (and crossing it) has taken up a much more 
central role in people’s lives in countries with mainly outmigration. 

A Transnational Gaze 
One of the main points of this dissertation has been to show that Indian students 
are in-between; they are neither here nor yet there. Their quest for mobility is an 
ongoing one that urges us to look beyond the borders that have framed the way we 
have understood migration and transnationalism so far. New migrants of today may 
cross borders with a specific idea of arrival in mind; in practice they will often not 
quite do so. And this is also what characterizes the way they live and perceive their 
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lives ‘elsewhere’. From the perspective of the state this is also where the greatest 
challenge lies. Although the nation-state is far from obsolete, defining to a large extent 
what is possible in terms of living transnational lives, it is also the challenge such 
not-yet-arrived migrants pose that puts them in a very difficult and often awkward 
position. Migrants are often seen as ‘solutions’ to national problems (the skills crisis, 
the ageing of the population) yet they also challenge ‘the national’ by living lives 
transnationally which is at odds with what the nation-state is supposed to stand for. 
With more and more commercial interests tied up with such desires (dreams, fantasies, 
imaginations) of mobile lives, the challenge facing ‘the national’ and ‘the local’ seems 
more complicated than ever.

This dissertation showed that to understand the way migrants experience 
life abroad, we must approach the topic as an ongoing process, one which does 
not necessarily have a clear beginning, lacks a clear end-state, and is, above all, 
characterized by individual strategies that can largely be understood as a desire for 
mobility (in the sense of being able to cross borders, either for political, economic, 
social/cultural reasons or simply because ‘others’ can). This process of (personal/
individual) ‘mobilization’ is highly colored by the involvement of all sorts of institutions, 
organizations, government bodies and commercial enterprises that are also aware of 
people’s desire to be (able to be) mobile and who draw up their own plans to benefit 
from the situation. This dissertation investigated how ‘migrancy’ comes into being, 
in the way DeMaria Harney & Baldassar (2007) conceptualised it. Migrancy, as they 
understand it, privileges movement, and this urges us to pay more attention to the 
interconnection between movement in both space and time. In addition, migrancy 
decentres the nation and brings the agency of migrants back into the story. Yet most 
important of all, it privileges the notion of movement and process rather than stability 
and fixity. (p. 189) This also gives proper weight to the concept of in-betweenness, 
which I have demonstrated is relevant to understanding the process and transformation 
these students undergo. Ralph Grillo (2007) probably phrased this in the most original 
way by speaking of the ‘betwixt and between’ state of transmigrant trajectories. 
These ponderings also connect to what Fog & Sorensen (2002) argued about ‘mobile 
populations’: people do not necessarily migrate to start a new life elsewhere; rather 
they do so to seek out new opportunities that could enhance and diversify livelihoods 
practiced and valued back home. (2002: 1) Although the focus is here on the impact 
back home, I argue that this also counts for the individual fulfillment along the way, 
already having crossed the border.

Imagination is key in all of this. People have certain imaginations about 
the way they think it is all going to work out. Fog & Sorensen advocate shifting the 
analytical focus from place to mobility. They argue we should not so much focus our 
attention on place of origin and destination but more on the movements involved 
in sustaining a ‘mobile livelihood’. (2002: 10) A better understanding of migration 
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and transnationalism, then, calls for an incorporation of the concept of mobility. 
Yet mobility should not only be understood as merely physical, but also as having 
a mental dimension, one that is heavily embedded in how people imagine life 
elsewhere. One could speak of a ‘transnational gaze’ here which is already part and 
parcel of new migrants’ lives long before they actually decide to leave. We should be 
constantly aware when understanding reasons and motivations of how the process of 
individual ‘mobilization’ is imagined. We should also be conscious of the fact that the 
way ‘mobilization’ is expressed, narrated and ultimately ‘imagined’ will not always 
be through the analytical concepts that researchers make use of. This means that 
when it comes to studying migration and transnationalism, we should keep in mind 
that being a migrant, a transmigrant or, for that matter, a transnational are not just 
observable end-states where people meet the definitions attached to them. These 
are processes in which people are on their way to imaginary arrival points that are 
constantly rewritten under changing circumstances. And finally then, this is also how 
we should understand the very practical process Indian students undergo on their 
way to Australian permanent residency.
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Appendix I:

Data, Dilemmas and Doing Fieldwork the Ethical Way

∂
From Bangalore to Melbourne
My interest in Indian overseas students has its origins in earlier research that I 
conducted for my MA thesis in 2003. At the time I was interested in the question how 
working in the Indian IT industry of Bangalore (a highly modern and transnational 
work environment) influences life outside the office and vice versa. For this reason 
I had rented an apartment in the HSR-Layout86, close to Koramangala, a hip and 
upcoming neighborhood in Bangalore, famous for its numerous IT companies. The 
complex itself was located on the Outer Ring Road, a very busy and dusty road that 
led to all sorts of construction sites nearby. At one such site a fly-over was being built 
to alleviate the busy traffic coming in and out of the city via Hosur Road. I would often 
pass by this site, either by auto-rickshaw or on foot, on my way to an interview and 
notice how the whole project was taking shape everyday. Here, I realized, India was 
‘developing’; here it was ´growing´, ´happening´. On the corner of the same crossing 
where the fly-over was being built Indian computer giant WIPRO had one of its many 
offices. The company’s main campus was located at Electronics City though, which 
could be reached from there in about half an hour by auto-rickshaw. Electronics City 
houses a number of other important IT companies, the most famous being Infosys. At 
WIPRO’s campus construction was progressing well. The company had outgrown its 
facilities and was in need of a new addition. Around the same time, Infosys announced 
it was hiring again. The slump in IT which had hit the industry hard, worldwide, had 
also left its mark on the Indian IT industry, though many would tell me that the lay-
offs had not been as bad as they had been elsewhere. Companies were hiring again, 
the government seemed to be tackling Bangalore’s many problems, and generally it 
seemed as if people were very proud of being part of all the excitement. All in all, it 
seemed to be an excellent time to be in Bangalore. This was certainly something I, as 
a researcher, felt and I imagined that my research participants experienced it the same 
way. It was here that my first important research question started mushrooming into 
one that eventually guided my subsequent fieldwork. The question was, simply: why 
leave?. Why leave India when now seems to be the time to stay? Eventually I came to 

86   HSR stands for Hosur Sarjapur Layout. The neighborhood is located between these two busy roads. 
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rework this question in relation to what studies on migration and transnationalism 
had already attempted to explore in this context. I was convinced, however, that both 
studies were not able to fully grasp the dynamics at play here. By investigating the 
output of both fields of study, combining this with an historical survey of what had 
been published on the overseas students so far, I became aware of the following: 

Studies on migration often stopped where those on transnationalism - 
began;
Where studies of migration were able to highlight certain processes - 
that migrants undergo; studies on transnationalism often assumed the 
process to become ‘transnational’ to be already over;
Both studies did not really seem to be able to deal with people who, - 
irrespective of the framing of what they were supposed to be (migrants 
or transnationals), had their own ideas about this and would follow their 
own course;
This came particularly to the fore when looking at the case of overseas - 
students; literature had often dealt with them, and even hinted at 
the problem of non-return, brain drain and double intent, yet actually 
viewing them as people who were consciously migrating or opting for a 
transnational existence, was ignored completely. 

These ‘early’ conclusions triggered me to go beyond the book, and treat these Indian 
students as a new group (of migrants) altogether; a group that had previously received 
little or no attention in the literature. They were new migrants, having left their 
home country with the idea of becoming transnationals, yet at the same time never 
making use of that term themselves. The way they explained it they were becoming 
more mobile in the sense of being able to cross (mostly western) borders. These were 
obviously not just conclusions I simply left Amsterdam with; they were thoughts that 
became more concrete along the way.

In this first appendix I will provide an in-depth analysis of the way I conducted 
research among Indian students. I have made a very conscious decision to keep this 
out of the methodological considerations as expressed in the first chapter. The reason 
for this is simple: many of my fieldwork considerations, decisions, and ponderings 
are not relevant to the general argument this dissertation makes. Yet I do feel that 
my fieldwork and everything that happened before and after is relevant for current 
anthropological research as it shows a number of problems that I believe more and 
more anthropologists will be faced with. Broadly, these problems fall into five different 
categories: (1) big city research and related issues of mobility and multi-sitedness; 
(2) falling in love with someone in the field; (3) issues of privacy and the private; 
(4) research the ethical way, and (5) online research among affluent, highly educated 
people. 
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Big City Anthropological Research
One of the central problems while doing fieldwork for me was where to locate the field. 
What was I supposed to understand as my research field? The campus of Latrobe 
University was at least an hour away by public transportation from the city center, 
and the same went for the Sikh gurdwara located in the suburb of Blackburn, but 
then in a completely different direction. Monash University where I was a research 
fellow myself had four large campuses, two of which would mean a daytrip to visit 
them. Doing fieldwork in Melbourne meant spending excessive amounts of time on 
public transport, going from one location to another. It provided me with a sense of 
urban distance that I had never been familiar with before. Coming from Amsterdam, 
a city with barely 700,000 inhabitants, where any location can be reached on a 
bicycle, to living in a city where going from one corner of the city to the other can 
take hours by train or car, was simply a novelty (not to mention a nuisance at times). 
The sheer size of Melbourne, locations being spread out all over the map of a city 
with many hearts (all beating for different reasons, and in different rhythms), gave me 
the type of experience which Indian overseas students might also experience: that of 
desperation, loneliness, being overwhelmed by what lies ahead, of not quite getting a 
clear sense of where it starts and where it ends. In that sense, spending time in trains 
and trams – going from one appointment to another – provided me with the sort of 
very practical notion of in-betweenness that is so instrumental to being a migrant. It 
may even seem rather romantic, spending time in trains, staring out of the window, 
watching suburb after suburb pass by, rethinking research ideas, reworking research 
questions, meanwhile feeling the sun on your face and knowing that you are heading 
somewhere. But often it wasn’t quite like that; often time simply seemed too short to 
spend so much of it on the road, in-between locations and in-between data; no longer 
at that starting point where everything is still largely unclear, yet also not quite there 
yet: that point of arrival when all that one needs to know to finish one’s research is 
there. That moment, looming on the horizon, but with the emphasis exactly on that 
(‘looming’), was what made it both a fascinating as well as a difficult process. I would 
often dream of shrinking Melbourne to the size of a quaint fishing village, somewhere 
on the Konkani coast, where villagers would leave by boat in the morning, return in 
the evening, following a clear pattern, it all taking place in a geographical location of 
which I could draw a clear (though clumsy) map; the way I had seen in so many classic 
ethnographies; the anthropology of my imagination, the romantic type; and of which 
I also realized that less than ideal tales could be told. 

What I did could be labeled ‘big-city anthropology’. And with more people than 
ever before living in big cities all over the world, questions of how to do such fieldwork 
the best way possible is going to be one with which fieldworkers will be confronted 
in the coming years. Research into one particular neighborhood, in that sense, will 
increasingly have to make way for research in ‘multiple localities’, or it will mean simply 
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(as was in my case) having to let go of the idea of particular localities all together. The 
Indian students I did research on lived all over Melbourne, sometimes close to their 
campuses, sometimes more than an hour away. Sometimes they would live in areas 
with other Indian migrants, but often also not. It is this haphazard spread of ‘locations’ 
which anthropological literature on fieldwork still deals very little with. Yet, I firmly 
believe it is a situation more and more anthropologists will be confronted with. 

A simple conclusion would be that such fieldwork entails making some 
difficult choices from the start but I would argue the opposite. Choices would imply 
fixed locations, limiting the researcher to a research population defined by clear 
parameters. Of course that could work, but doing so would disregard an element of 
surprise that has often been instrumental to anthropological fieldwork. I decided not 
to let my fieldwork be guided by too many – already and maybe even irreversible - 
choices. I gave the field (huge and amorphous as it was) control and simply followed 
where it took me. And in an odd way that actually made the field more legible; not 
that I would be able to use a red pencil and draw the borders on a map, but by letting 
it locate itself, it at least took me where I needed to be. 

Where studies such as the one by Marcus (1995) describe the emergence of 
multi-sited fieldwork, and Gille & Ó Riain (2002) address the topic of global ethnography, 
such research and ethnographies often still seem to be about fixed locations, yet spread 
globally. Fieldwork the multi-sited way has become en vogue recently and seems to 
be in line with the ‘mobilities paradigm’ as set out by John Urry (2007). People are 
mobile, on the move, not bound to a particular location, and this is something that 
we should incorporate in our fieldwork. Yet being mobile should not necessarily just 
be understood as a crossing-border phenomenon. The lives of migrants, for instance, 
are certainly not always transnational. Often they are simply in one location, at least 
seen from a satellite’s point of view. Such a location, as was in the case of Melbourne, 
may know countless different locations where migrant-life takes place. On the one 
hand there is the neighborhood approach where, for instance, migrants from an area 
such as Southall are put central (Baumann 1996), yet on the other when we follow 
lives in the kind of multi-biography way as I present it here (see also Marcus 1995: 
109-10), we have to understand multi-sitedness on an individual’s level, mapping 
what they do and why they do it, and also where they do it. With mobility increasing 
everywhere, ‘following lives’ will pose a considerable challenge to our understanding 
of anthropological locations and fields (see also Gupta & Ferguson, 1997).

Love and Longing in Bangalore
Doing fieldwork in Bangalore among IT professionals in 2003, I learned for the first 
time of Indian students going overseas to Australia. Yet something else important 
that intersected with this happened as well: I felt in love with an Indian who was 
planning to go to Australia. We met one evening (early 2003) at a party at a recently 
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opened lounge bar on MG Road and have been together every since. That very first 
evening that we met he told me that he had recently finished his IT degree and that he 
was now waiting for news to come back from IDP about the universities in Australia 
that would admit him. While having a beer, watching guys dance on the dance floor, 
I wondered out loud why he would bother going to Australia. As a Dutch person I had 
come to equate going to Australia mostly with eighteen-year olds who would go there 
on their first major trip abroad. The stories they would bring back were mostly infused 
with tales of all-night parties, lying on the beach, and looking for jobs (sheep shearing 
being a favorite) to make ends meet. 

Rithesh, my then-to-be partner, explained that he was intending to stay on in 
Australia since the Australian government provided an option to apply for permanent 
residency after graduation. So you are migrating there? I remarked. This certainly 
made sense to me, being gay in India is far from easy. I would have done the same had 
I been born (gay) in India. We finished our beers and ordered another round. As quickly 
as the topic had come up, it was off the table again. Some friends were interrupting, 
a new song was being played, and it was only weeks later that I thought of the 
conversation again. Meanwhile Rithesh had been busy filling in the forms, talking 
to IDP, communicating with banks, and so on. It was initially because of him that I 
developed an interest in Indian students going to Australia. It seemed there were quite 
a number doing so and now that it was on my mind I started noticing the aggressive 
recruitment going on; advertisements in the papers, banners in the street announcing 
some education fair, the guys smoking outside the IDP building in the center of town. 
The attraction of Australia seemed mostly about migrating there, I realized. Rithesh 
confirmed this. But they certainly weren’t all gay, I reasoned. Why were they so keen 
on leaving then? What was all of this about? Eventually these questions would form 
the foundation for a PhD research proposal that would provided me with a four-year 
scholarship with the Amsterdam School for Social science Research (University of 
Amsterdam), starting April 2004.

It is probably one of those few romantic notions about ‘doing anthropology’ 
that might actually hold a bit of truth to it. While the idea of the ‘noble savage’, 
of primitive villages bathing in golden sunlight, fishermen returning to shore with 
the catch of the day, of proudly dancing warriors calling upon the Sun God to give 
them strength, or of whatever other notions associated with anthropological settings; 
falling in love with a member of the research population seems to be something that 
keeps happening time and again. In my case it happened on a Sunday evening when 
I had no intention of going out, or meeting up with anybody, as I was still recovering 
from a hang-over caused by a little too enthusiastically participating in the lives of my 
research population (Indian IT professionals) the previous evening. 

It is one of those ways you end up in the field, I guess. I met Rithesh that 
evening, and a little more than two years later it was Rithesh who picked me up 
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from the airport when I arrived in Melbourne. Meanwhile the research I had been 
planning on doing had gone through a number of different phases. An important quest 
from the start had been to understand why these young Indians were leaving. This 
question seemed to connect to my reasons for having engaged myself in research on IT 
professionals earlier. Where India had long been associated with underdevelopment, 
with stifling bureaucracy and mind-boggling corruption, slums reaching far into the 
horizon and poverty beyond imagination, slowly India was emerging as a modern 
nation (at least in the eyes of the media) with a high-tech IT industry and thousands 
of software programmers busy solving problems such as the ‘millennium bug’ and 
working on the latest version of Microsoft Windows. Confronted with such contrasting 
images I had wondered how that works out in practice when one is living on the right 
side of the fence. What does it mean to be middle class yet to live among the teeming 
masses that have virtually nothing? How does one understand your own country’s 
development in light of the knowledge that there is still so much to be done? My 
experience was that the Indian middle classes, especially the ones living in cities such 
as Bangalore, had everything they needed to deal with life’s annoyances; bad roads 
sure, but a decent car to drive over them; no drinkable water from the tap, yet a water 
filter to take care of that; no water pressure, no problem, with a water tank on the 
roof; power cuts, very annoying, but a generator that kicks in the moment the lights 
go off; air-conditioning to deal with the heat; cable connections that bring more than 
a hundred channels into a household; servants to wash, cook and do the lawn. It is 
not bad to belong to the affluent middle classes although, as my informants would 
sometimes grumble, one still had to live in India. 
 I realized that the way I saw/observed/perceived India was probably not the 
same as an Indian itself would. I was a visitor, able to leave whenever it pleased me. 
India was the oriental ‘other’ for me; I could romanticize India, seeing no apparent 
point in leaving the country. I had wanted to be there! That is also why I had come 
there; of my own free will. The realities of day-to-day life in India were only my 
problem for a couple of weeks a year. I came from the West, the so aspired and desired 
West. I knew I had to let go of the question of why leave. The question said too much 
about me as a researcher, seeing India as place where I wanted to be because of all 
the wonder and mysteries it offered. India was home to a religion (Hinduism) that 
had fascinated me for years, it was the country that produced literature that I had 
consumed by the truckloads (Naryan, Rushdie, Chandra, Seth), and it was the place 
that inspired me to think beyond my own (Dutch) borders. I was in love with India and 
thus could never understand why anybody would want to leave. The question of why 
leave was about me. From an independent researchers’ point of view it made sense to 
detach myself from that and ask different questions, such as how these young, middle 
class Indians experience migrating abroad. How do they experience the shift in social 
status? What are they trying to get out of it precisely? What, to put it simply, was I 
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missing? And so the research took me away from India and to Australia; a country 
I was only marginally interested in. Although as a child I had had a brief love affair 
with Australia – fascinated with everything Australian, ranging from cuddly koalas, 
hopping kangaroos, glimmering opal stones, and the fairytale Sydney opera house – 
my desire to go to Australia was virtually absent. For a change this absence of wanting 
to go there seemed exactly the best reason to actually do so. 

Privacy & the Private Anthropologist
While reflecting on one’s behavior in the field has become more and more the norm 
when writing a dissertation, reflecting on what one, purposely, did not do, is much 
less common. The course of the fieldwork, the way it was conducted, is both an end 
product of the peculiarities of the field and the fieldworker himself. Usually one 
tries to give both as much thought as possible before actually commencing with the 
fieldwork. In my own case I knew one thing for sure: doing anthropology the hard way 
– the way it is often fantasized about (living with one’s research population, learning 
their language, getting to know their culture, participating in all their activities, truly 
attempting to become ‘one of them’) – is not my thing. Although most people will 
probably describe me as rather outgoing, talkative, ‘friends with many’, I am at heart 
a rather private person and the idea of actually living with my research population, 
not being able to close the door behind me, at least for a while, makes me nervous. It 
is simply not my thing, and knowing that it is not my thing I knew I had to find a way 
‘to do anthropology’ differently. 

Fortunately there was an easy way out, or should I say: an easy way in. By the 
time I reached Melbourne, Rithesh had already been in Melbourne for a year and as 
my plane landed the  lease on his student room expired, and thus were we able to look 
for a place together; Rithesh being an overseas student, and an Indian for that matter, 
made things easier in a certain sense. Yet Rithesh is also a rather private person and 
although he had always shown great interest in my research, he was adamant about 
me not turning him into an entry in my notebook. I remember looking at him, quietly 
nodding and realizing that that was going to be very hard. He was after all an Indian 
student, he had gone through the whole process of coming to Australia, and he was 
going to be around a lot, to say the least. He would be there in the morning when I 
woke up next to him, and he would be there at the end of the day when I would return 
from fieldwork. How could I detach him, as my partner, from the fact that he had also 
come to Australia as a student and with the intention of getting a PR? 

When I arrived early February, summer was still going strong (some of the 
hottest days were yet to come). My fieldwork began with the kind of considerations I 
described earlier. Looking back on it, it was a confusing period where I spent massive 
amounts of time in trains and on trams, traveling from one campus to another, 
trying to get a grip on where I was, what I could make of it and how I was going 
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to make use of the data I was gathering. It was in many ways a very bewildering 
experience. Melbourne was huge! Although I had already mentally prepared myself 
for that, actually experiencing a city where the suburbs have the nightmarish quality 
of never seeming to end, and where everything else seems big too, from multiple-
lane highways intersecting the city to the muscles of the guys parading on Chapel 
Street, was truly a new and confusing experience. And then there was the Australian 
education industry: bold, boisterous and, as I realized fairly quickly, in deep trouble. 
Universities had become highly dependent on overseas students and the motto of the 
day seemed to be ‘get more money out of Asia’.

As the months progressed and I got more of a grip on the whole situation 
I got to know more and more about the lives of Indian students. As best as I could 
I tried to keep my word and not turn my partner into one of my research subjects. 
He quickly became an important informant though, commenting on and criticizing 
what others had told me, and, of course, my interpretation of things as a (Dutch) 
researcher. Yet, this is also what he remained: a commenter and criticizer. In a similar 
fashion he will also read this section about him and, probably, comment on it and, if 
necessary, provide the necessary criticism. He never introduced me to anybody, never 
took part in any my research, and he stayed as much in the background as he felt 
was necessary. Being gay certainly played a part in this, knowing that India is still a 
rather homophobic country, but it also had to do with not wanting to live life under a 
microscope; my anthropological microscope so to speak. 

During the day I would usually be on the road, visiting campuses, meeting up 
with informants, interviewing students, or simply gathering information in some other 
way. I would return home in the evening, type out my notes and have dinner. Sometimes 
I would wonder if it would make a difference if I lived with a group of Indian students, 
as so many of these students seem to be doing, but then my partner would interrupt 
these thoughts by saying something, and I would realize that although I was keeping 
a private life far removed from my fieldwork, some of the worries these students had 
not so far removed from some of the things I was worried about myself. My partner 
and I had decided that after my fieldwork we would move to the Netherlands and so 
he was going to need residency there, something which turned out to be a long and 
difficult process. While my fieldwork was about understanding the difficulties Indian 
students face when planning a more permanent life abroad, at the end of the day I 
would return home and be faced with the practicalities of ensuring that my partner 
and I could continue our lives together on the other side of the planet.

Ours was a strictly private life, which in almost every way was directly related 
to my fieldwork yet at the same time was never supposed to be part of it. Not knowing 
how my research contacts would react to the fact that I had a relationship with a 
man, I kept this fact completely hidden from them. Among Indian students, at least, 
it is not uncommon to share a house with a close friend, and for instance sleep in the 
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same bedroom, and in this case I was living with a very close friend whom I had met 
in Bangalore a couple of years ago. In fact, it often turned out to be a useful thing to 
say (that I was sharing a house with a fellow Indian student) as that would then open 
up the other person, as we suddenly had something in common. Clearly, what I know 
about the world of Indian students in Australia has greatly been influenced by what 
my partner has told me. Still, I do not refer to or mention him on the pages that make 
up this dissertation. He never wanted to be ‘one of those students’ I interviewed, and 
this is also something he never became. 

Ethical Ways of Ignoring / Doing Research the ‘Ethical’ Way
In order to get an Australian research visa I was invited to become an honorary research 
fellow with the Monash Asia Institute (MAI), part of Monash University (Australia’s 
largest university). What I, as a Dutch researcher, had not realized though was that 
I would have to undergo the procedure of getting ‘ethical approval’ for my research 
by a so-called Ethics Board. Although the whole idea annoyed me intensely, having to 
fill in numerous forms, and basically having to postpone my actual fieldwork, it was 
certainly also an experience in itself, albeit a slightly bewildering one.
 I realize that more and more countries are resorting to so-called ethics 
procedures to ‘check’ if a research meets the ethical requirements stipulated by the 
university in question (often in conjunction with the local Government). Australia 
already has such regulations firmly in place, but so do countries such as the US, South 
Africa and the UK. Most of these ethical rules seem to be inspired by medical research, 
which has worked with informed consents, consent forms and specific guidelines for 
informing research participants for years. A cynic would argue that most of these rules 
and regulations are there to prevent liability claims but they probably also do express 
a genuine concern for a research populations’ well being. From discussions in recent 
years I have never been quite able to take one particular clear position on the matter. 
Although I share the concern for the well being of a research position, knowing how 
easy it is to get carried away in local interests, party politics and the maze of local 
power play, rules and regulations also have a habit of making what was once ‘out in 
the open’ go into hiding or pretend to be something else. Perhaps coming from the 
Netherlands and having an office on the outskirts of the infamous Red Light District 
makes me specifically aware of this dilemma. Prostitution was initially condoned in the 
Netherlands and then recently the profession was legalized, since there seemed to be 
no point banning a profession that had and (probably) will always be there. Although 
I will not go into the debate here if this particular policy has been successful or not, it 
shows a certain reasoning which appears to run counter clockwise to the debate on 
ethical rules and regulations. Increasingly research is indicated as unacceptable, too 
risky, not in the interest of the research population, and so on. The question now is 
who benefits from these new policies the most.
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 In early 2005 I attended an Indian classical music concert at a school about 
a ten-minute drive from Monash University’s Clayton campus. Most of the attendees 
were Indians who had lived in Australia for many years. Interestingly some of the 
members of the audience were Australians who, through their work (often for local 
universities), had developed an interest India. During the break I met a couple of them 
outside. While they were having a smoke I told them about my research and the ethical 
procedure I had to undergo. It turned out that they (three in total) were anthropologists 
themselves, working in different regions in Asia. One had recently started research 
in the border region of Thailand and jokingly informed me that according to the 
research proposal he had submitted to the ethics board, he was doing something else 
altogether; something with poor people and NGO’s, or similar. Laughingly he added 
that it was always pure coincidence that he would end up with interesting ‘border’ 
material. His casual narration of fooling the local overseeing bodies reminded me not 
just of how easy it was to ‘fool’ such a serious organ yet also how easy it is to shroud 
certain practices in a curtain of fog and haziness, basically shielding them from the 
public eye. In a sense it was not that different from banning prostitution; it had never 
made prostitution go away, it had simply made it go underground because of which 
nobody quite knew what went on anymore.
 Although Monash University clearly instructed me to stop doing fieldwork 
while I already had started doing so, I must admit that I never quite complied. For one 
I had already started my research long before I arrived in Australia. I had met people 
online whom I had discussed my research with and who had introduced me to their 
friends. Besides that I was squeezed between the interests of two institutes. Monash 
wanted me to do things the (Australian) ethical way, whereas the Amsterdam School 
for Social science Research simply trusted me to protect the privacy of my informants 
and wanted me to do things the (Dutch) ethical way; the way I had discussed it with 
my supervisors in preparation for my fieldwork. I knew what Monash demanded 
would limit me too much. They wanted me to give each and every person I met in 
the field an ‘explanatory statement’ and have them sign a ‘consent form’. Although 
I was always absolutely clear to anybody in the field where my interests lay, I could 
not imagine myself turning every situation into one where forms had to be signed. 
Knowing how much anthropological research depended on informal situations, it 
struck me as odd, to say the least, to formalize these settings by having people sign 
forms that were supposed to protect their interests. I would, for instance, always 
tell them that I would never use their real name in any publications, and if that did 
not suffice, in terms of confidentiality, I would even change more than that (place of 
origin, university studying at, you name it), as long as it still reflected the situation 
that I wanted to describe. Yet now they had to ‘sign’ for this; something that made 
them feel more vulnerable than not having to do so. This was something I got back in 
the feedback at the start, when I would very carefully begin every interview with the 
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explanatory statement and the consent form. My informants did not appreciate it at 
all and in some cases they plainly refused to sign. They were more than willing to talk 
but they were not going to sign anything. 

In the end I did things mostly relying on what I myself, as a researcher, 
thought was ethical. This meant not asking anybody to sign any form yet assuring my 
research population that I would never do anything that would get them into trouble. 
Most of the things they told me weren’t things that would get them in trouble in 
anyway. Of course there were issues that were a bit more problematic. At times, for 
instance, I would be told not to write something down. I would simply comply though 
also knowing that they could not control my memory. This approached seemed to 
work. By spending massive amounts of time among and with my research population 
I gained their trust and eventually this is, of course, all that matters. No form can ever 
make a difference there.

Logons and Continuations; Research into the Future
To a large extent, my research concerned what I call ‘following lives’. I would try to 
understand how these students would move through life, experiencing the things 
regarding education and migration that came on their path. This ‘following lives’ also 
knows an online dimension that is increasingly becoming a new zone of research. The 
way lives are lived online – or even if we cannot so much speak of actual living, then at 
least the way people make use of the Internet to enrich their lives (gather information, 
create new identities, etc.) – can produce important supplementary data. I have been 
a long time user of the Internet, and have come to rely on it as a rather useful research 
tool. I find it especially useful when it comes to making initial contact with people 
who are potential research informants and/or participants, or people who could 
introduce me to others who might be interested in the research. Before my fieldwork 
had started I had already become a member of a number of Yahoo groups87. Through 
these groups I was able to quickly gather quite a bit of information about the world of 
Indian students. Often I would simply ‘lurk’ in the background and follow members’ 
discussions. Sometimes I would openly recruit participants for my research. Especially 
in these very early phases it turned out to be useful to do quick interviews by email 
with students I had ‘met’ online. Most of these students were still in India, and thus 
busy gathering information about studying in Australia. Some had already made the 

87   Some of these groups: AccountingAustralia, Australia2005IDPDelhi, Australia2006, Australian_immigra-
tion, Australian_universities, AustraliaNZMigrate, Deakin_university_Melbourne, Idp2004, Idp_ahmedabad, 
Idp_chennai2006, Idp_students_connect2004, Idpblr, Idpsummer2005, Immigrationtoaustralia, Indian_rmit, 
India_to_rmit2006, India_to_rmit_2003, Indiainaustralia, Indian-students-to-AU-Nz-2003, Indian_monash, 
Indians-Australia, Indians_australia2006, Indians_in_Griffith, Indians_In_Monash, Indians_to_Australia, Indi-
auz, Monash_Chinese, Oz_indian_students, Ozemigrate, RMIT-BROTHERS, RMIT_IND_2005, SIR_Visa_Australia, 
Southindiansinaustralia, Yuvaatmonash.
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decision, paid the fees, filed all the documents and were waiting for their student 
visas to come through. I would approach them with the request if I could ask them 
some questions for my research and often these students would say yes. My questions 
would mostly be about where they were from, where they had graduated and what 
had led them to decide to go study abroad. As can be expected from interviews by 
email the answers were usually rather short but still they provided a glimpse into the 
world of studying abroad. I stayed in touch with some of these students for longer, 
asking them more detailed questions about their families, future expectations, and 
related matters. And finally there were a number of students with whom I was able to 
meet up in Australia as they arrived there more or less around the same time as I did.

While my fieldwork was in full swing I kept participating in many online 
communities and as I gathered more information in the field, I also became more active 
online, giving students advice or simply explaining in general what I was working on. 
An often recurring theme in my interviews was that these students felt they had, in 
a way, been misled about things. They felt they had not received correct information, 
or, at least when it came to PR related issues, had not been able to get the correct 
information. Reading the many posts on the many different Yahoo! groups I noticed 
a pattern. Many questions that were being asked seemed related to this problem. As 
quickly became clear, getting the right information was no easy matter in India, and 
as a result students relied heavily on the Internet, and such online communities for 
answers. Although I had no intention of being their ‘savior’, I could not help but feel 
awkward about the whole situation. I could clearly see that students were making 
decisions based on less than half of the information they needed. At the same time, of 
course, this was also an important ‘fact’ for my research. I cannot say I had a particular 
plan to deal with such issues beforehand. It simply depended on my mood, and on 
what I had come to know the previous days (via interviews and conversations) and 
how this had, for instance, amazed or shocked me. Although these were people making 
important life-changing decisions, they were also (young) adults and thus responsible 
for their own actions. I knew it was not my place to ‘help’ them but could not always 
stop myself for wanting to and sometimes doing so. 

After I finished my fieldwork in February 2006 I stayed in regular contact 
with a number of my informants. Among these were about ten Indian students and 
a similar number of non-Indians who were all, in one way or another, connected to 
these students’ world. Because of this I was able to keep gathering data, though I 
also realized that if I were to finish my dissertation in a reasonable amount of time 
I would at some point have to stop gathering (or at least using) new data as well. It 
is because of this reason that some of the newer developments have not made into 
this dissertation. One way I stayed in touch with my informants was via email and 
Facebook. Many kept updating their profiles on Facebook over the years and because of 
this I kept informed about who got married, who changed jobs, who moved where, and 



Appendix I: Data, Dilemmas and Doing Fieldwork the Ethical Way 201

so on. By subscribing to Google Alerts I was also able to stay abreast of what was being 
published on the topic in magazines and newspapers. All in all this created the feeling 
that I was not as far away from the field as the distance on the map suggested. 
 In July 2008 I returned to Melbourne to attend a conference and give a couple 
of lectures (in Sydney and Wollongong). I was able to meet most of the informants 
I had stayed in touch with again and even ended up staying with one in Canberra 
for a couple of days. I was invited to participate in a class in a college located in the 
center of Melbourne where the issue of PR seemed more serious than ever before. 
The sense I got from being in Melbourne, interacting with students, was that the 
situation had become grimmer and harsher at the same time. There had been a huge 
taxi strike in which hundreds of taxi drivers (most of whom were (ex-) Indian students) 
had participated after a driver had nearly been stabbed to death (see also appendix 
3). FISA (the Federation for Indian Students in Australia) had also finally become more 
active. Issues of loneliness, abuse, exploitation, plagiarism, depression and suicide 
were all widely discussed in the newspapers. It made me aware of how ongoing the 
topic of my research was and how many dimensions there were to it that deserved 
more attention. And so I will not only continue to follow my informants in the coming 
years, but at the same time I will attempt to keep myself updated on what is going on 
in the field itself. 
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Appendix II:

Detailed Fieldwork Data

∂
In Addition to Chapter 1
My fieldwork in Melbourne (Australia) started in January 2005 and ended one year 
later in February 2006. As mentioned before, I gathered data on, in total, 230 people, 
a 130 of whom could be labeled as Indian overseas students, and a further 100 who 
were all, in one way or another, connected to these students’ lives. Here I would like 
to provide more insight into this group of a 130 Indian overseas students. 

Table 1: Students Enrolled in which Universities

These students were enrolled in: 
Top universities: University of Melbourne (8), Monash University (50)- 
Mid-ranging universities: Deakin, Latrobe, RMIT, Swinburne (30)- 
Lower-ranked universities and institutes: CQU, MIT, Victoria University, and - 
Other institutes (42)

N=130

There is a reason for presenting it this way. First of all, this is how Indian students 
perceive the standing and ranking of Melbourne based universities themselves. For 
them, University of Melbourne is the absolute elite, a university hard to get into 
with a very prestigious reputation. In second place comes Monash University, which 
is seen as a high quality-university with a good international standing; followed by 
universities such as Deakin, Swinburne and RMIT. Indian students generally do not 
differentiate between these institutions. Deakin is slightly better known for business 
studies, Swinburne for technical studies, and RMIT for its international reputation. 
Much lower ranked are institutes such as Victoria University, CQU (Central Queensland 
University), Melbourne Institute of Technology (University of Ballarat) and other 
colleges. The other reason for presenting the data in this way is that otherwise it 
would seem as if my data is mainly on students from Monash University. This is not 
the case. The reason why I interviewed so many students from Monash University is 
two-fold. For one, I was able to use Monash’s own channels to recruit students by mail. 
This generated a number of interesting replies, most of which came from students 
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who were either doing Research Masters, Mphils or PhDs. Interestingly, hardly any 
students doing Masters by Coursework replied to my mails. The group doing masters 
by coursework (and thus without any form of scholarship) is estimated to be ten times 
greater than those doing a research master or PhD. The second reason is that I already 
had a number of contacts before I arrived in Melbourne. One such contact was enrolled 
in Monash University and was able to quickly introduce me to a number of his friends 
who in turn were able to introduce me to their friends. Usually these friends also 
attended Monash University.

Knowing that some of these institutions, such as CQU and MIT, were enrolling 
very high numbers of Indian students and that Indian overseas students and others 
involved in the education industry sometimes referred to them as PR (permanent 
residency) factories, I knew I would have to use my network of contacts in such a way 
that more data would be generated on these institutions. I also knew that it would 
probably not be possible to do as many interviews as I did at Monash with these 
students. It would mean focusing much more on a small group of students who would 
then give me regular updates (sort of repeat interviews) on what was going on in 
these institutions. 

By far the largest number of Indian overseas students is enrolled in Masters 
by Coursework (‘postgrad’ as they are often referred to) programs. Among the students 
I gathered data on this was no different.

Table 2: Course Level of the Students Interviewed

Of the students I gathered data on: 
10 were doing their PhDs (scholarship)- 
7 were doing their Masters by Research (scholarship)- 
94 were doing their Masters by Coursework- 
11 were doing their undergrads- 
8 were doing a diploma (TAFE) course - 

N=130

There are a number of reasons why Indian students show such a strong preference 
for masters programs. For one, such programs generally attract older students. 
Parents often feel more comfortable sending somewhat older (19+) children abroad 
than younger ones. Second, a masters program is usually shorter than an ‘undergrad’ 
(bachelors) program. A master’s degree can generally be completed within two years, 
whereas a bachelors takes three. Most importantly, though, is something related to 
the duration of the programs: In order to claim points for having studied in Australia 
when applying for permanent residency, one has to study a minimum of two years in 
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Australia. For the many whose prime reason for coming to Australia is migration, it 
makes sense to enroll in the cheapest possible course. 

Table 3: Indian Overseas Students Enrolments 2004

Indian Overseas Students Enrolments 2004  Enrolled/Enrolments88

Central Queensland University    1914 / 9201. 
University of Ballarat    1513 / 8272. 
University of Southern Queensland  675 / 3313. 
Victoria University of Technology   663 / 4634. 
Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology  584/ 3155. 
Latrobe University    496 / 2396. 
University of South Australia   492 / 2437. 
University of Technology, Sydney   397 / 1978. 
Monash University    380 / 2229. 
Griffith University    359 / 205   10. 

(See Birrell, 2005)

In addition to Chapter 2
It is important to realize here that not all students automatically choose or have 
chosen for a course that leads to PR. Neither do they always enter Australia specifically 
with this idea in mind. As I described in chapter two, students are not always ‘exactly’ 
aware of what it takes to get a PR. Sometimes they are aware that their course will 
not fetch enough points but they have reason to believe that this will change at some 
point in the future. 

Table 4: PR desirability among Indian students (interviewed)

PR desirability among Indian students: 
58 said their prime reason for coming to Australia was PR- 
32 had already applied or were in the process of applying for PR- 
26 said that they might apply when the time comes- 
14 clearly stated not to be interested in PR- 

N=130

88   Enrolled means the total number of students enrolled at the time; enrolments the number of students who 
had enrolled that particular year.
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In general, courses in accounting and hospitality management (incl. professional 
cooking, bakery etc.) are seen as straight paths to PR. The popularity of IT courses 
at the time of my research was largely due to IT having been on the MODL list for a 
number of years before that. Although the course no longer automatically generated 
enough points to be eligible for PR, many students still believed or counted on this 
being changed in the near future. Chapter six showed that this was not an altogether 
unrealistic hope.

Table 5: Course enrolments (of students interviewed)

Course Enrolments: 
Accountancy:     8- 
Banking & Finance:    8- 
IT & Engineering related courses:   48- 
MBA programs (various):    19- 
Textile management:    6- 
Hospitality management etc.:   7- 
Other:  34 - 

N=130

As I regularly mentioned throughout my dissertation, the bulk of Indian students 
coming to Australia are products of the so-called middle class. A relatively high 
number also mentioned one of India’s major cities as place of origin. It is interesting 
to note the small number of students coming from Kolkata. In all likelihood this has 
something to do with the absence of IDP89 from the city at the time. Nowadays there 
is a much stronger focus on recruiting students from this city. According to newspaper 
clippings and other sources, the number of students coming from the smaller (other) 
cities was on the rise (2007-8). These included students from cities such as Amritsar, 
Cochin, Coimbatore, Gwalior, Ludhiana, Manipur, and others. 

89   The largest non-profit recruitment company, jointly owned by Australian universities.
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Table 6: City of Origin (of students interviewed)

City of Origin: 
New Delhi: 30- 
Mumbai: 14- 
Chennai: 13- 
Kolkata: 1- 
Bangalore: 6- 
Hyderabad: 9- 
Poona:  7 - 
Ahmedabad 4 (thus big city total: 84)- 
Other:  46- 

N=130

Many of these students are also of an upper-caste background. Only a rather small 
number of students I encountered in Australia were of a lower caste or other religion. 
It must be noted though that the Sikh religion is not seen as a separate religion from 
Hinduism per se. The most striking thing about my data is, in my opinion, that I was 
only able to meet three students (out of a 97 Hindus in total), who had their origins, 
in what are often referred to as, lower-castes. I realize though that such a term is 
politically charged and I do not wish to assume any kind of hierarchy with which I 
agree with here. The situation, though, is that hierarchies such as upper-lower and 
forward-backward are still very much in use. 

Table 7: Religion/Caste (of students interviewed)

Religion/Caste: 
Hindu Upper-caste: 94    - 
Hindu Lower-caste:  3 - 
Punjabi Sikh:  10  - 
Christian:  4  - 
Muslim:   7  - 

N=118

Among the Hindu upper-castes, there is certainly quite a bit of variety though. 
Regional differences by themselves already indicate that it is hard to simply compare 
all these jatis (subcastes) with each other. I simply followed the way students would 
talk about this themselves. When I asked them what caste they were, they would 
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often only mention their varna (Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya, Shudra). If I pushed them 
for more details on this they would often use the word ‘upper’ or ‘forward’ to describe 
their position in the hierarchy. This was an important finding for me as it made clear 
that these were not students who could have profited from the reservations system. 
Although I could have dug deeper by gathering all their jati names I did not feel that 
this was particularly relevant to my research. What was relevant, however, was how 
they talked about this themselves, and how they connected this to particular class 
backgrounds. 

Extremely relevant were the educational backgrounds of the parents, in terms 
of better understanding the kind of families they came from. The following table 
speaks for itself in that regard. It shows that Indian overseas students mostly come 
from educated families. This illustrates very clearly that we are dealing here with the 
established (and upwardly-mobile) Indian middle class. 

Table 8: Level of Education of Fathers/Mothers of students interviewed

Of the (94) fathers:     Of the (92) mothers:
4 had done a PhD   - 6 had done a PhD- 
26 had a master degree   - 24 had a master degree- 
46 had a bachelor degree  - 32 had a bachelor degree- 
6 had finished year 12   - 8 had finished year 12- 
8 had only completed year 10  - 15 had only completed year 10- 
4 had received no real education- 90  - 7 had received no real education

Appendix III:  The End and Beginning of a Migration System

90   Some of them had just finished year six or seven. Other students explained that they were not aware what 
type of education their parents had received. None were unable to read or write though. 
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Appendix III:

The End and Beginning of a Migration System

∂
Changing Rules and Regulations in a Perpetuum Mobile
During my fieldwork I observed how Indian students creatively made use of migration 
rules and regulations in a way they were not designed for. When I ended my fieldwork 
and returned to Amsterdam to write up my dissertation, I kept in touch with many of my 
informants, as well as remaining active on the Internet in several online communities. 
In addition, I published two articles in People and Place (2006,7). Because of these 
publications, as well as remaining in touch with informants and other contacts, I was 
able to follow how the system that students had so creatively made use of over the 
years, ‘responded’ to all of this. 

Although when I started my fieldwork in 2005 there were no clear signs that 
the system might be given a serious overhaul within a number of years, in April 2007 the 
end of this particular route into Australia (through student-migration) was announced. 
It signaled the end of an era; at least that was how it was initially perceived. No longer 
would it be possible for overseas students to simply get a permanent residency based 
on having studied in Australia. From the 1st of September (2007) onwards they would 
have to complete 12 months of work experience in the field in which they studied, 
working a minimum of 20 hours a week91, in order to be eligible for a PR. The changes 
were highly influenced by a number of academic publications, as well as other reports 
and articles, that dealt with issues such as permanent residency factories (educational 
institutes that seemed mostly in the business of migration), ‘unemployable’ skilled 
migrants (language problems, poor reputation of institutes) and exploitation of the 
system (by the various parties involved).

It cannot be denied that Bob Birrell (and co-authors) played a rather influential 
role in the government’s decision to ‘overhaul’ the system.92 The first report (2006) 
that dealt with the issue reported on the results of English language tests sat by 
12,116 former international students who had recently graduated from Australian 
universities and had received a permanent resident visa in 2005-6. The tests were 
required by the Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) as one of the 
preconditions for the issuance of a permanent residence visa. A third of these former 

91   See for instance Brisbane Times and News.com.au on April 7, 2007.
92   See also my reaction to these reports in People and Place, 2007. 
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students did not reach level 6 on the IELTS test. Such students would not have been 
able to enrol in the Australian university they graduated from had they shown such 
poor language skills when first applying for a higher education student visa. One of 
the main questions the study asked was: how did students with poor English language 
skills get into Australian universities, and how did they manage to graduate? Birrell claims 
that: “…some Australian universities offered courses, particularly in accounting and 
computing, designed to require minimal English”. (The Age, 29 March 2007) In other 
cases, students coped using means ranging from engaging tutors to plagiarism. A 
running theme in most of the press coverage93 of Birrell’s report was the issue of ‘soft 
marking’.94 Professor Gerard Sutton of the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee 
(AVCC) “rejected any suggestions universities had lowered standards to allow fee-
paying overseas students – who contribute around 15 per cent of university’s revenues 
– to graduate.” (SMH, January 29, 2007) Yet in the same article Greens senator Kerry 
Nettle was referred to as having said that “the government’s systematic underfunding 
of universities and promotion of the user-pays philosophy had led to the use of 
overseas students as cash cows to prop up university budgets with little concern for 
quality.” (Ibid) The education spokesman for the Opposition was reported as saying 
that “under-resourcing of universities increased the danger that some of them are 
now so dependent on student fees that they might drop standards.” (The Australian, 
31 January 2007)

A second publication (Birrell 2007), which appeared in the Monash-based 
journal People and Place, further added fuel to the fire. The title of the article, ‘Cooks 
Galore and Hairdressers Aplenty’, already betrayed some of the cynicism that had 
crept into the analysis and perception of the way the system was working (out) in 
practice.95 There was little evidence that Australia was getting back from the system 
what it had intended to generate: highly skilled, employable, self-financed and (thus) 
locally trained migrants that would strengthen the local economy. Instead, many such 
students seemed to be ending up in professions in which there was no shortage at 
all, or studying in fields purely for the migration points, without ever really having 
the intention of actually working in these fields. Taxi drivers were the most visible 

93   The Age, January 29, 2007; see also The Australian, January 29, 2007; and several other papers.
94   Soft marking generally comes down to being less strict with certain students (in this case ‘overseas’ students) 
when grading papers or exams. A month later The Australian reported that research (conducted by Dr. Tracey 
Bretag, senior lecturer with the University of South Australia’s School of Management) was able to confirm that 
academics had “been going soft on fee-paying international students”.
95   Not everybody seemed to pick up on the irony of the situation though. Happily a reporter at the time writes 
in The Australian: “To migrate to Australia as a skilled independent overseas student, applicants must pass a 
60-point skills assessment that is weighted towards certain professions. Filmmakers cannot reach the required 
number of points; hairdressers can. ”It did not take long for the reporter to find a student who was willing to 
explain why he was following the course: “Rupesh says almost 90 per cent of his fellow trainee hairdressers are 
international students doing the course to obtain residency.” (March 6, 2005)
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examples of these. Yet it was not so much their failure that was announced but that of 
the system itself.

The need for skilled migrants had continuously received attention throughout 
the years the system of migrant-recruitment from the pool of fresh overseas student 
graduates and post-graduates was in place. And regularly attention was drawn to 
research which showed that Australia (or some regional area in Australia) faced some 
form of ‘endemic shortage’ of certain types of skilled migrants (accountants, doctors, 
engineers). The findings in a report that came out in 2006, co-authored by Bob Birrell 
and Virginia Rapson was, for instance, widely discussed in the Australian papers.96 In 
the report the authors engaged in a debate on the way higher education is meeting 
workforce demands in Australia. A report, which the duo in question published a year 
earlier (2005) on ‘migration and the accounting profession’, links up with it in a rather 
interesting way. Both reports show how the system is not providing what the market 
needs.97 The system (or maybe I should say ‘production lines’) can be altered to produce 
different outcomes though. And also in 2005, as well as subsequent years, regular 
changes were announced to accommodate the needs of the market in a better way.98

Inherently denied – or ignored for that matter – is the fact that systems such 
as the one where skilled migrants are recruited from a pool of overseas students, 
actually does not just serve only one purpose. While the system is supposed to serve 
the market, by itself this very purpose has created a connection between education and 
migration that implies a certain dependency on each other. It is this that we observed 
in detail in the previous chapters. For many students this ‘reality’ was known before 
they even arrived in Australia. They had attended education fairs and road shows 
themselves with questions not just, or only, about education; but with many related 
ones such as those on employment prospects in Australia, how much one would be 
able to earn locally and so on. And the education industry they had encountered in 
India was one of ‘highly skilled’ businessmen, eager to sell them the fulfillment of 
such dreams.  

96   The Australian, October 30, 2006. See also: The Age (October 28, 30), SMH (October 30) and News.com.au (Oc-
tober 30). 
97   See also Dale et al, who in a paper for the AIEC conference 2006 write that: “In the period since the introduc-
tion of immigration selection reforms in 1998, accounting has been a popular course of study for international 
students to study in Australia… Despite the large number of international students enrolling in accounting 
programs the shortage does not seem to have reduced.”(Dale et al, 2006: online).
98   As The Australian reported mid April 2005: “Foreign full-fee paying apprentices and tradesmen will be lured to 
regional Australia in a record skilled migration intake unveiled by the Howard government yesterday… shortages 
among bricklayers, electricians and engineers.”
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An Extraordinary Attack on ‘Our’ Universities 
Now that changes have been implemented we can look back on a period where we 
were able to observe a system-change. Let’s refer back to the moment when Bob 
Birrell’s report came out in which he argued (based on statistical data) that overseas 
students often do not make the language requirements when applying for permanent 
residency. Chinese students, in this sense, scored the lowest, but as much as 14% of 
the Indian students were also not able to meet the necessary requirements. The media 
was stunned. How had these students been able (allowed) to enter Australia in the first 
place? And how had they managed to graduate from Australian universities? The most 
interesting reaction came from Education Minister Julie Bishop: “This has been an 
extraordinary attack by Professor Birrell on our universities.” (SMH, January 29, 2007) 
She went on to argue that international education is Australia’s fourth largest export 
product “it’s in the interest of our universities to maintain very high standards because 
there is international recognition at stake.” (See also ABC, January 29, 2007)

Bishop’s reaction was interesting on a number of different levels. First of 
all she called Birrell’s report an ‘extraordinary attack’, as if Birrell was not merely 
criticizing what was happening but was also set on damaging the reputation of 
Australian universities. And this makes the second part of the quotation even more 
peculiar: this interest in maintaining high standards is apparently not something one 
achieves by recognizing there is a problem. That, if we follow her line of reasoning, 
it will only cause harm to the reputation of these universities; and as money coming 
in from overseas forms an integral part of the budget of any Australian university, 
damaged reputations may have severe consequences; all in all, a typical reaction from 
somebody whose business is at stake. Reports such as Birrell’s cause loss of business, 
cost market share, mean that marketing departments will have to make an extra effort 
and so on. 

The tone had already been set though. The question of how ‘such students’ 
pass exams in the first place, was hardly a new one. It had been a topic among 
university lecturers for a while as my own research in 2005 had shown. Now that the 
papers were picking up on this report, there was an avalanche of stories that would fit 
in with the picture Birrell had already painted in his report. The Sydney Morning Herald 
reported that a recently retired academic had claimed to pass overseas students who 
handed in work he would never have accepted from domestic students. “And a former 
teacher at the University of Central Queensland’s Sydney campus said exams in the 
legal course were open book and multiple choice so they were easy enough for the 
overseas students to pass.” (January 30, 2007). Even more ‘shocking’ was the story of 
John Forge, a philosophy science lecturer who had worked at different universities in 
the states of New South Wales and Queensland. “If you failed more than 25 per cent 
you had to explain yourself… the assumption was, if they got in they must be up to the 
standard, so if you want to throw out more than a quarter there’s something wrong 
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with the admissions process and they’re not going to admit to that.” (Ibid) At Central 
Queensland University the situation was no different. A lecturer there estimated that 
half of her class plagiarized assignments. “I found about 40 students of mine that 
had plagiarised but I was told by a colleague, don’t fail that many, they’ll just target 
you.” (Ibid) With more and more stories coming out of teachers admitting to having 
been put under pressure to pass students who, based on their exam results should 
have been failed, the Minister was demanding to see hard evidence. (The Australian, 
31 January, 2007)99 
Less than a month later The Age reported that an investigation had been announced into 
the alleged rip-off of foreign students at a private education provider in Melbourne.100 
(February 23, 2007) Allegations were made that the International Business and 
Hospitality Institute in Melbourne may have been involved in exploiting overseas 
students101 and other criminal conduct. The article went on to explain how those who 
had recognized the problems with(in) the institute were not properly heard and how 
the regulating bodies seemed to have clearly failed. A couple of days later The Age 
returned with a follow-up to this article. “Two Chinese men – the leader just 22 years 
old and with no education experience – established a training institute in Melbourne 
and recruit overseas students willing to pay thousands of dollars for a qualification.” 
(February 26, 2007) A month later, The Age was able to report that aforementioned 
institute had finally been de-registered. “Documents lodged at the Victorian Civil 

99   See also The Courier Mail, February 10, 2007. “A leading Queensland academic quit his university post in dis-
gust after being told to pass fee-paying overseas students he had intended to fail.” He claimed to have been put 
under enormous pressure from senior academic staff. “They had not even come close to passing.”
100   The problems with smaller colleges strongly reminded me of incidents almost two decades earlier. “When 
recruitment of full-fee foreign students was first made possible, some institutions engaged directly or indirectly 
in some doubtful marketing practices. Those practices due to inexperience will diminish and those due to the 
reliance on marketing models used for some types of consumer durables will be checked by the imposition of 
codes of conduct.” (Williams 1989: 23)  See also Sidhu: “The deregulated, trade-dominated focus of international 
education ran into problems quickly with the collapse of several English language schools, concerns about a 
‘corporate cowboy’ approach to recruitment, and accusations of immigration fraud. By 1991, the shortcomings 
of the deregulation policy were starkly evident, and in a bid to reign the excessively entrepreneurial practices 
of some Australian educational institutions, the government introduced the Education Services for Overseas 
Students (ESOS) Act.” (2006: 37)
101   “Former IBH student Ivy Xu from China told The Age that, despite paying $6000 for a cookery course, she 
was told to take business studies. She said those classes ended prematurely last year and she was told to take a 
long holiday. Another former IBH student, Wendy Meng Ying, said she was told to take long holidays after being 
taught the same lessons repeatedly.” (The Age, February 23, 2007) 
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and Administrative Tribunal allege the institute was set up with the sole purpose of 
offering foreigners a pathway to a permanent residency visa.” (March 21, 2007)102

Around the same time, the Sydney Morning Herald managed to stir up even 
more commotion writing that CQU has been accused of being a front for an elaborate 
immigration racket. “Central Queensland University, which is based in Rockhampton, 
specialises in information technology and accounting courses, which earn students the 
most points towards gaining permanent residency in Australia.” (Sydney Morning Herald, 
March 21a, 2007) Michael Jones, a migration lawyer who has acted on behalf of CQU 
students was claimed to have said that the students attracted to CQU were generally 
more interested in the qualification than the education itself. In the article he was 
quoted as having said that: “[t]he students are here for the purpose of a visa.” (March 
21b, 2007) He also claimed that CQU allowed students to keep failing their courses until 
they had been attending the university for a year, after which they were allowed to 
change education providers by law, but that on doing so CQU would report them to the 
DIMIA for poor academic results. Meanwhile, students had apparently protested again 
in Melbourne and Sydney over high failure rates earlier that month. According to one 
staff member it was virtually impossible for the students to find employment in their 
chosen fields because of their poor English language skills and because the breadth of 
their skills was so narrow. “Yet the education agents who recruited them for Australian 
universities all but guaranteed them jobs if they came to Australia.” (Ibid) According 
to the staff member in question the students had felt duped. “Through talking to 
these people you can see the anger [because], in their view, the Government has been 
lying to them. They believe they were promised jobs, they were promised this utopia, 
this multicultural country.” (Ibid) CQU was of course quick to reject any claims that 
it was flouting immigration laws and not doing enough for failing students. “Acting 
vice-chancellor Angela Delves says the accusations are false and any student who is 
failing is offered additional support.” (ABC, March 22, 2007) According to The Age, CQU’s 
spokesman, Marc Barnbaum, had said that the university was unfairly singled out. “All 
universities in Australia do exactly what we do, yet because we’re the largest provider 
and we have downtown campuses, we’re somehow seen as special.” (March 22, 2007) 
He further argued that “the sandstones”103 do the same. 

102   The article itself was actually about a different institute, Melbourne International College in King Street, 
which faced an audit by the Victorian Office of Training and Tertiary Education after having received complaints 
from former staff, Adam Morton reports for the paper. (Ibid) One former community welfare teacher claimed to 
have been told by the management of the college in question to pass students who did not come to class. “The 
teacher said the students claimed they had been asked to pay extra so they would not have to turn up.” (Ibid) The 
college itself denied all claims. A day later The Age announced that “the Victorian Government’s higher education 
director had quit amid accusations his office is failing to act on complaints of exploitation and corruption in pri-
vate colleges.” (March 22, 2007) Educators and overseas students had apparently complained that the Victorian 
Office of Training and Tertiary Education had neglected complaints.
103   The Sandstones in Australia are what the Ivy-Leagues are in the US.
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A Hunger Strike, To Make a Point
 ‘The sandstones were doing the same’ it was argued. And referring back to earlier 
chapters in which it was shown that students at the better universities are also faced 
with the migration question, we can agree with the CQU spokesperson here. Scrolling 
back a little in the reporting on the CQU-case we may just have missed something, 
something that in my opinion is actually a far more interesting statement. Here was a 
staff member belonging to CQU who argued that students are angry, they felt duped, 
and the Government had been lying to them. They thought they would get jobs, that 
Australia would be a utopia, that it would be a multicultural country. The creation of 
this particular image of Australia must have occurred in India itself; yet having talked 
to many CQU students (both in formal interviews and in more informal sessions), it 
is safe to argue that the actual suggestion to migrate did not come from CQU itself. 
None of the students I met were ever encouraged to come to Australia because they 
would be able to get an Australian permanent residency (PR) afterwards. All those 
students for whom PR was the main reason to come Australia had started looking 
into the Australia-option with the intention to migrate. In order words, the intention 
to migrate was already there. And this intention had been fed with images of abroad 
that had indeed corresponded, albeit vaguely, with the picture that this particular staff 
member was painting here. The image of abroad was already there and the marketing 
campaigns of education recruitment agencies or universities such as CQU in particular 
probably just further colored in a picture that by itself actually already had quite a bit 
of detail. 

But this is not the only thing which makes this particular quotation interesting. 
Of further interest is that a staff member would say such a thing in the first place. It 
shows how much the worlds of education and migration have come together and 
how staff members such as the one quoted in the article are part of an in-between 
zone where it is almost impossible to separate one thing for another. CQU is probably 
also the most extreme example in this regard; it is a particularly successful recruiter 
of Indian students, so successful even that it has won several export awards. (The 
Australian, July 1, 2006) Offering courses at competitive prices, and having a well-oiled 
recruitment apparatus working in India, the Melbourne city campus in particular has 
seen its numbers of Indian enrolments skyrocket in recent years. The university has 
regularly made headlines in the past few years because of problems on its Melbourne 
and Sydney campuses. In March 2006, for instance, a group of Indian students 
announced that they would go on hunger strike because they felt the university was 
treating them as cash cows. “A representative of the 60 master students said CQU 
treated the Melbourne campus like a bank rather than an education institution that 
was concerned about its students.” (The Age, March 14, 2006) Apparently 62% of the 
students had failed a tax and accounting postgraduate course, but they claimed that 
they were tested on material not covered in the lectures, and had subsequently been 
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denied the option to challenge their marks. Interestingly, former Victorian premier 
John Cain was quick to respond saying that, having done research on city universities, 
indeed the facilities were not adequate for a tertiary institution. One thing that clearly 
came to the fore was the problem that the campus was clearly run like a private 
company. Others joined in the discussion as well. As another newspaper article (ABC 
Online, 15 March, 2006) shows, more and more university campuses sign franchising 
agreements with private companies. Such companies are then responsible for the 
daily running of a campus. It did not take long for other protests to erupt. On March 
17 (2006), The Age reported that a second group of overseas students had protested 
against high failure rates and treatment by CQU. This time the students were located 
at the Sydney campus. It was found that a total of 71% of the Sydney students who 
sat the same exam had also failed. Meanwhile CQU maintained that the university 
met high academic standards and that there was nothing to worry about. In another 
article in The Age (March 18, 2006) University of Melbourne’s vice-chancellor Glyn Davis 
described the global higher education market as an ´arms race´ for international 
students. The article commented: “It’s a deliberate choice of words. The $2 billion in 
revenue the students generate for Australian universities is the margin universities 
now survive on.” Professor Debbie Clayton, Director of International Development and 
Services at CQU, had meanwhile flown to Melbourne to talk to the students. “She said 
while CQU had bent over backwards to help the students, it would not be blackmailed.” 
(The Advertiser, March 16, 2006). The trouble was far from over for CQU though. In April 
2007 Indian students again protested against CQU, pretty much arguing the same and 
warning future students not to come to Australia (see for instance Times of India, 26 
April, 2007). In May 2007 the trouble continued. As The Age (May 19) reported, students 
claimed that CQU had given them “less exam advice, fewer multiple-choice questions, 
fewer sample questions and fewer chapter lists from recommended textbooks.” The 
goal, as was insinuated in the articles (see also Hindustan Times, May 19, 2007), was 
to have more students fail as this would mean more students would re-enrol, thus 
generating more money for the university. 

Murder and Mayhem in Multicultural Melbourne
In August 2006 the killing of an Indian taxi driver in Melbourne sparked a protest of 
over 500 taxi drivers who demanded better security measures (see pictures by Adam 
Chàndaraaphày). According to several newspapers, the taxi driver’s name was Rajneesh 
Joga, 27 years old, originally from Hyderabad (Andhra Pradesh) and an accountancy 
student with the Melbourne Institute of Technology (MIT). According to the police, 
Rajneesh was in the wrong place at the wrong time. He died after having been seriously 
assaulted and thrown out of the taxi by a 20 year old man whom he had picked up as 
a passenger earlier that evening. Although people were shocked by the taxi driver’s 
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In August 2006 the killing of an Indian taxi driver in Melbourne sparked a protest of 
over 500 taxi drivers who demanded better security measures (see pictures by Adam 
Chàndaraaphày). According to several newspapers, the taxi driver’s name was Rajneesh 
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death, they were even more shocked by the enormous protest104 taxi drivers staged in 
the center of Melbourne. The Age, trying to answer ‘why these drivers are upset’ talked 
to several drivers among whom were (named in full) 25-year old taxi drivers Manwinder 
Bhattal and Dayajot Singh. (August 13, 2006) Another article in The Age even had a 
picture of the victim. Dewi Cooke, author of the piece, writes: “he was likeable, friendly 
and a good student, all things his parents, at home in Hyderabad, central India, could 
be proud of.” It is further noted that the Indian community had been mobilized to 
raise money to send the body back to India because the family was not well off and 
“Mr Joga used to send money home regularly.” (August 13, 2006b) The Telugu 
Association of Australia had meanwhile already raised seven thousand dollars. 
According to Dattatreya Gunturu of the abovementioned association, the family will 
definitely benefit from the money as they are likely to be left with the burden of the 
bank loan they have taken out to finance their son’s study abroad plans.

Although the news was shocking, and resulted in a lot of (press) attention 
about the safety of taxi drivers, one thing most of the articles published did not pick 
up on was that almost all taxi drivers taking part in the protest were Indians. And 
not just that, most of them turned out to be overseas or ex-overseas students. Among 
Indian students and others belonging to the Indian community this was of course 
widely known. An Indian taxi driver, who was suspected of murdering a passenger 
in 2005, had certainly already added to feelings of ‘unsafety’ among those working in 
the taxi industry. One Rajbinder Sigh Shahi was charged with murdering 17-year old 
Xavier Salmon at the time. It was alleged that Rajbinder had run over the customer 
after a heated exchange in the taxi just before the incident. Rajbinder himself denied 
the charges and claimed that the passenger (and his friends) had been throwing 

104   See picture. These pictures were available on the web for a while (http://www.flickr.com/photos/agentfare-
evader/212563168/in/set-72157594364562895/) but after a while could not be found anymore. For this reason I 
have also not been able to contact the photographer in order to ask him permission to use these. Since I am using 
them for non-commercial usage here I hope he agrees with my decision to use them anyway. 

Pictures 15, 16 & 17: Protesting taxi drivers.  Picture by Adam Chàndaraaphày, available 
online.
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‘stubbies’ (beer bottles) at his car because of which he had tried to quickly drive away 
(and subsequently ran over the guy).

The taxi driving profession seems to have become a symbol of failed migration. 
Although the actual migration itself obviously had not failed, the fact that such a 
person had become a taxi driver was seen by many (overseas students and community 
members alike) as a failure to make it. In this sense the road towards ultimate arrival 
was prematurely abandoned in order to settle for a ‘typical’ migrant job that, as most 
would have it, pays well but certainly is not something one should aim for. From the 
interviews with Punjabi students it showed that many of them were already aware of 
the money one could make by driving a taxi in Melbourne, as well as already having 
been introduced to the Melway (Melbourne’s phone book thick roadmap) in India 
itself. Some also admitted that that was what they had come to Melbourne for, having 
heard that ‘driving taxi makes good money’. In general though, the profession was 
frowned upon. 

More Protest (to come) 
On the 10th of May (2008) the Herald Sun reported that a total of 40 foreign students 
had died since June 2007. One of the reasons for reporting this alarming number was 
the stabbing of “student taxi driver Jalvinder Singh” two weeks earlier which had 
sparked another huge protest of fellow taxi drivers in the center of Melbourne. It 
was further stated that, according to the Federation of Indian Students of Australia, 
13 Indian students had taken their own lives after struggling with the cultural and 
financial pressures. 

Although Indian students come to Australia of their own free will and are 
free to leave if they don’t like being there, as we have seen before, the loans they have 
taken out (and thus the financial pressure they are under) further complicates this 
situation and often generates the feeling that one no longer has a choice in the matter. 
One has to get a PR to pay back the loan taken out to get that PR. It is this particular 
paradox that contributes to feelings of disappointment and dissatisfaction. Above all 

Picture 16 by Penny Stephens, The Age, 1 May, 2008
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though, situations such as the one where students threaten to go on hunger strike 
to voice their disapproval indicate how complex the situation has become. They are 
students, yes, yet also migrants. True, they have been made promises; yet they also 
know that there is nowhere to go if such promises are not met. 

Obviously the earlier mentioned protests are not just about education; they 
are about the in-between situation in which many of them have ended up. Public 
outbursts such as the taxi drivers protesting in the city center of Melbourne can be 
seen in line with the meeting I attended at RMIT in 2005, during which a new migration 
scheme specifically designed for students who did not pass the points test for a normal 
PR was unveiled (allowing them to go bush, as they would have it), and where Indian 
students walked out because they were angry that the government was seen to be 
reneging on its original deal and offering an inferior alternative. These protests are 
about quality of life, safety, multiculturality, fairness, opportunities and so on. These 
are things which students feel they have been promised; whether this is actually the 
case is irrelevant. It is perceived this way and gives strength and weight to how they 
influence each other, not only in the way migration becomes a reality for those who 
had initially not thought along those lines, but also in how these newcomers see and 
perceive Australia and the way they got there. 

The previous sections also show how close the business of student-migration 
has come to the realms of human smuggling and trafficking. True, it does not involve 
the participation of clearly criminal actors, yet the outcome, the debts that are the 
result of the quest for mobility (see Friebel & Guriev, 2004, for their take on this), and 
the additional, non-financial, pressure that also comes with this, certainly creates an 
atmosphere which is not that fundamentally different. What clouds this, though, is 
that we are dealing with highly–educated, middle class students here. Such a group is 
usually not associated with the harsher forms of migration. Yet for human smuggling 
and trafficking, one also needs money, not to mention knowledge of how to make this 
work. While I want to keep on emphasizing that, by no means, do I wish to equate the 
situation Indian students are in with the much harsher realities of ‘human smuggling 
using containers’, ‘forced prostitution’ and other ‘slave-like labor conditions’, what 
we need to understand is that the business of human mobility itself knows many 
shady sides that challenge our perceptions of what we find ‘normal’ for migrants. That 
‘what is considered’ normal has already made an impact on the way Indian overseas 
students in Melbourne perceive this, as is evident from the case studies presented in 
this dissertation. 
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Postscript: 

Curry Bashing (Indian Students)

∂
An Increase in Racist and/or Opportunistic Attacks
Because of an increase in racist and/or opportunistic assaults and attacks on Indian 
students in 2009, the topic of Indian students in Australia has recently made headlines 
around the world. News channels such as Al Jazeera, BBC World News and CNN all 
covered the large protests that erupted after a number of violent attacks on Indian 
students. The incidents happened when my dissertation was already finished and 
there was thus little I could do with the topic itself. Yet I feel it is still important to 
make mention of some of the things that have happened in order to show that the 
situation has become much more aggressive and violent than it was in 2005-6. Issues 
of racism were hardly a topic of discussion among students in that period while these 
days the papers are full of questions about whether or not the attacks were racists, if 
Australians are racist and what place Indian students take up in Australian society. The 
beating up/attacking of Indian students even has a name now: curry bashing, referring 
specifically to an activity in which some (mostly young) Australians engage in. 

One of the more recent cases that became headline news in Australia was the 
beating up of Sourabh Sharma (21) on a train in Melbourne. The footage of the security 
camera in the train quickly found its way onto the Internet and caused widespread 
alarm among Indian students. “The footage shows [the] victim… being beaten after 
being asked for a cigarette by a group of thugs who descended on him as he travelled 
alone along Melbourne’s Werribee train line on May 9 [2009].” (The Australian, May 21, 
2009) Many Indian students travel regularly by train to the colleges and universities 
they attend as well as to their part-time jobs. Since many students have jobs that 
require them to travel late at night, working in Seven-Elevens (small supermarkets, 
open 24 hours per day), petrol pumps, car washes and restaurants (often Indian), 
feelings of being in a vulnerable position were considerably heightened. Sourabh 
was taken to the Mercy Hospital in Melbourne where he was treated for a fractured 
cheekbone and a lost tooth.

The news of Sourabh triggered a whole avalanche of reports on the safety 
of Indian students. One striking example was that of Rajesh Kumar (25) who had 
become the victim of a petrol bomb hurled through the window of the home he shared 
with other Indian students in the suburb of Harris Park, Sydney. “The explosion and 
subsequent fire left Kumar, 25, with burns to a third of his body.” (SMH, May 25, 2009) 
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Five days later the newspapers reported another incident. This time it concerned a 
17 year old Australian boy who was charged with attempted murder of four Indian 
students. He had been part of a group who had gate crashed a party and had then 
attacked one of the students, Shravan Kumar (25), with a screwdriver. (The Hindu, May 
30, 2009) While his friends took him to hospital their house was burgled and everything 
of value was stolen. According to Gautam Gupta, President of the Federation of Indian 
student Association (FISA), “They have no clothes or anything left in the house and 
the students are really feeling insecure and unsafe.”(The Times of India, May 28, 2009) 
Shravan remained in critical condition for days afterwards until the papers were able 
to report that he had come out of a coma and was able to move his hands, according 
to one of his friends. (SIFY, May 31, 2009)

Around the same time Baljinder Singh, another student, was stabbed by two 
men at Carnegie train station in Melbourne. According to the papers he had gone 
there after work on Monday night when “two knife-wielding boys, aged around 20, 
approached him.” While he looked for his purse in his bag the guys had stabbed him 
in the stomach and he fell down on the floor. Apparently the guys had just laughed 
and had then left. (SIFY, May 31, 2009) This story was quickly followed by the news of 
Kamal Jit (23) who had gotten beaten up for the second time in a fortnight by a group 
of Australian boys. He was found unconscious and bleeding; in an early occasion he 
had been pelted with eggs by several masked men after getting off a late night train 
at St Albans station. This time, though, he had to be treated in hospital where he 
received seven stitches for having received a blow with a steel rod. (ExpressIndia.com, 
June 8, 2009) 

ABC then started reporting that students at the University of Newcastle 
(Sydney) were living in fear because of a recent spate of racist attacks on campus. It 
also became clear that the attacks were not completely limited to Indian students: 
“Vietnamese student was set upon by a gang as he left the university’s library… 
One international student from the Philippines has been assaulted three times…” 
According to Superintendent Max Mitchell most cases were related to robbery. “So 
they’re carrying cash; they’re carrying other equipment such as IPods, mobile phones, 
etc that are easily taken by those who are responsible.”(ABC May 21, 2009) And thus 
the news kept coming. Nardeep Singh (21) from Ludhiana was attacked by a group of 
males demanding cigarettes and money. A nursing student at Chisholm Institute in 
Dandenong was slashed with a box-cutter knife in broad daylight. And in addition a 
vandalism spree at a Sikh temple in Shepparton, Central Victoria, was reported. (The 
Age, June 2, 2009)

According to the Melbourne police, the number of assaults was up 1477 
from 1083 around the same time the previous year. Police Chief Commissioner Simon 
Overland was quoted as having said that indeed the figures show that robberies and 
assaults on Indian people had increased by a third in a year. (South Asia Times, June 3, 
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2009) Meanwhile the assaults seemed to increase everyday. Parminder Singh (24) was 
badly bashed up in his taxi on Friday in Narre Warren South for asking fare from his 
passengers the fifth of June. He had asked for the remaining fare, the rest had already 
been paid upfront. Two of his teeth were broken and blood was oozing out. The same 
day Amrit Pal Singh (20) from Haryana was attacked in Melbourne by a group looking 
for money and cellphones. (Hindustan Times, June 5, 2009) The media managed to find 
more victims who had been recent victims. (ABC, June 3, 2009) Two Indian men who 
were allegedly assaulted by a group of Lebanese men at Harris Park in Sydney, for 
instance. (The Australian June 9, 2009) There was also a news report on racist graffiti 
and swastikas being scribbled on the walls of a Sikh gurdwara in Shepparton, a small 
town 90km from Melbourne. (The Times of India, June 3, 2009) Other attacks involved 
one Sourabh Sharma having been attacked at Laverton Station (coming back from his 
work shift at KFC) and Shravan Teerthala, also at a train station, this time Glenroy. 
(The Age, June 4 2009; Bharat Times Online, May 29, 2009) A car set light in the same 
week was seen as yet another example of hate crime. (Herald Sun, June 8, 2009) One 
community leader in Sydney, Yadu Singh (cardiologist), revealed that in the month of 
May alone twenty racial attacks had been reported. Another report apparently had it 
that there had been more than a hundred attacks on Indian students in the past twelve 
months. (Times of India May 30, 2009) A name for these happenings had quickly found 
its way into the papers and common speak: curry bashing.

Time to Take (Reclaim) the Streets
On the 31st of May the Federation for Indian Students in Australia (FISA) organized a 
peace rally in the center of Melbourne to draw attention to the attacks of April-May 
2009. According to various news reports, thousands of Indian students rallied that 
day, demanding justice for victims of recent attacks. The Times of India even spoke 
of 5,000 protestors who walked down to the Victorian Parliament House on Spring 
Street, holding placards with slogans reading ‘We want Justice’, ‘We are the economy 
builders’, and ‘End racist attacks.’ In the same article FISA representative Gautam 
Gupta was quoted having said that they (at FISA) believe in Gandhigiri and peaceful 
ways to present the demands of the of the student community. (The Times of India, 
June 1, 2009) SBS reported that the police was present in rather large numbers as well. 
Apparently about 200 police surrounded the protesters, using heavy-handed tactics 
including pressure points, to break up the rally. The police subsequently came under 
fire in the media because of having used excessive force to break up the all-night 
rally. Victorian Police Commissioner Simon Overland, however, blamed a group of 
trouble makers for what he phrased as hijacking a peaceful demonstration, bringing 
in alcohol and weapons. According to Overland, most of the protesters weren’t Indian 
at all and the situation had gotten out of control because of ‘others’ using the protest 
to serve their political agenda. (SBS, June 1, 2009) One sitting protestor was knocked 
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unconscious by repeated punches to the head by a policeman. (The Australian, June 1, 
2009) In total eighteen arrests were made that day. (Herald Sun, June 1, 2009)

One week later, Sydney became the site of several days of protests. The Sunday 
after the bashing up of Kamal Jit (see earlier) hundreds of students rallied in Sydney 
to protest. (ExpressIndia.com June 8, 2009) Rumor quickly had it that a group of Middle 
Eastern appearance (‘Lebanese’) were involved. A crowd on Wigram Street (western 
Sydney) quickly grew to about 150 people, all chanting and protesting about the rise of 
violence against the Indian community. Police said a smaller group of about 70 men had 
then made their way to Parramatta police station to complain about recent treatment 
of the Indian community. (The Age, June 9, 2009) Again heavy police had been present. 
According to Monider Singh of the United Indian Associations the attacks were almost 
daily in occurrence. “The biggest applause went to Navjot Singh (29) who said he 
had been attacked recently and demanded that the many police watching the rally 
should go and do their duty.” According to Navjot, virtually ever house where Indians 
lived (in the inner western suburb) had gotten robbed at some point. (The Australian, 
June 8, 2009) Protests continued throughout the nights afterwards. Indian students 
took to the street of Harris Park and increasingly ‘Middle Eastern’ men were pointed 
at as the one to blame for recent attacks. (The Australian, June 11, 2009) Yet with the 
continuing protests also came voices of discontent. Both the Indian consult-general 
Amit Dasgupta and the Lord Mayor Tony Issa of Parramatta appealed for calm in the 
Harris Park area. According to Tony Issa the community was suffering from all the 
protests; businesses were loosing business, and restaurants missing out on bookings. 
Their comments certainly also had to do with the fear of retaliation: “Up to 200 men 
of Indian background, some of them armed with baseball bats and hockey sticks, last 
night rallied in the main street of Harris Park, protesting what they say is a pattern of 
violence against students and migrants.” (SMH June 1, 2009)

A Bollywood Style Uproar & Hindu Fundamentalists Against Australia 
Meanwhile the news of the attacks and protests had reached Indian shores as well. 
International general secretary Praveen Togadia of the Vishwa Hindu Parishat (VHP) 
criticized the Centre with making no serious effort to protect Indian students in 
Australia. (The Australian June 11, 2009) Head of the Shiv Sena, Bal Thackeray, demanded 
that all Australians leave India, including the removal of Australian players should be 
removed from the Indian premier league until ‘the blood of innocent Indians’ is no 
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longer being shed Australian soil. (Financial Times, June 4, 2009) And a protest in Delhi 
included the burning of effigies of Australia’s Prime Minister Kevin Rudd. Students at 
Panjab University chose a different approach though. “They got hold of a bunch of a 
number of firangs and gave them a good lesson in Indian hospitality, giving them food 
and dressing them up in garlands, claiming that guests should be treated as God.” (The 
Times of India, June 3, 2009)

A completely different reaction came from Mumbai based Federation of 
Western Indian Cinema Employees who called on Hindi film producers to avoid 
Australia. (The Age, June 4, 2009) Amitabh Bachchan, one of India’s best known actors, 
had meanwhile decided to turn down an Australian honorary doctorate from the 
Queensland University of Technology (Brisbane) as a mark of protest. Captain of the 
Rajasthan Royals and world-famous Australian cricketer Shane Warne went on record 
saying: “I think it is atrocious what is going on with Indian students.” (News.com.
au June 5, 2009) Indian Foreign Minister S.M. Krishna reminded Australia about its 
responsibility to ensure the well-being and security of Indian students studying in 
the country. (The Times of India, May 27, 2009) Australia’s Prime Minister Kevin Rudd 
argued that the attacks threatened to impair good relations with India. (News.com.
au, June 3, 2009) Rudd’s senior national adviser, Duncan Lewis, was then appointed 
to head a new task force formed specifically to respond to what was then commonly 
referred to as the race-related violence. (Herald Sun, June 3, 2009)

Australian Opposition leader, Ted Baillieu, who had been advocating the 
issue of Indian students in Australia for years, blamed the Victorian government for 
neglecting the issue for long. “We’ve been raising these concerns for nearly three 
years and the problems got worse, not better. Scores of students have been attacked,” 
he said in an article The Hindu (May 30, 20009). Meanwhile the Deputy Prime Minister, 
the Foreign Minister and the Premier of Victoria had all (also) stepped forward with 
statements expressing their deep concern. As a way to help students further, the 
Victorian authorities also established a hotline to assist them with their concerns. 
These hotlines are staffed by people fluent in Hindi and English.105 Trade Minister 
Simon Crean went public saying the Australian Government was working very hard to 
make sure both students and Australia’s reputation were safe. He prided Australia for 
being a welcoming, tolerant country. (Australia Network News, June 8, 2009) In addition 
it was announced that a police team would visit various Indian cities to hold sessions 
on personal security with aspirants before they come to Australia for education. 

105   According to a press release from the Australian High Commission in New Delhi (29-05-2009). See also: ‘Hel-
pline just in time for Indian students.’ Bharat Times Online, May 29, 2009. “The FIAV acknowledged St. George’s 
Institute for Professionals for agreeing to sponsor the 1800 342800 number, while iASCEND Tafe and VISA would 
volunteer in manning the telephone lines and Victoria Police would continue to support this community initia-
tive.”
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(The Age, May 13, 2009) FISA, meanwhile, announced Art of Living and Self Defense 
workshops.

Some New Research Questions…
In part it could be argued that the protesting students had China to thank for many 
of the measures being taken by the government. The Chinese government had gone 
public with concerns about violence against its own students in Australia (though they 
were Chinese students among those attacked); something that raised fears that the 
incidents could damage diplomatic relations with Australia’s main trading partners. 
(The Age, June 4, 2009; Telegraph.co.uk, June 4, 2009) It shows once again how many 
money is involved in the business of overseas education and how this thus also looked 
upon by officials.

It is thus clear that the situation has considerably changed the past five years. 
The recent happenings in Australia also make clear that more research is necessary to 
come to an understanding how things could develop, and spiral out of control, the 
way they did. Questions that seem relevant asking are: for what reason have Indian 
students become targets of racism, what effect does this have on students (planning 
on) coming to Australia, and what are the consequences for Australia’s imaginations of 
being a multicultural nation? Obviously these are not the only questions that emerge 
out of this situation yet they offer a starting point from where to argue and think 
further.
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Dutch Summary 

(Nederlandse Samenvatting)

∂
De interesse onder Indiase studenten die afkomstig zijn uit de Indiase midden klasse 
om in het buitenland te gaan studeren is enorm. In het bijzonder is Australië daarbij 
een steeds belangrijkere bestemming geworden. Aan het begin van 2009 telde 
Australië zo’n 97,000 Indiase studenten waarmee het land de VS definitief inhaalde 
als belangrijkste bestemming. Zoals studies als die van Bob Birrell (2006) en mijzelf 
(Baas 2006, 2007) eerder al lieten zien, Indiase studenten komen niet alleen naar 
Australië voor het kwalitatief hoogwaardige onderwijs dat het land aanbiedt maar 
ook omdat ze van de mogelijkheid gebruik willen maken na afloop van hun studie een 
verblijfsvergunning te bemachtigen. Deze dissertatie gaat over dit fenomeen en stelt 
de vraag hoe Indiërs dit migratie proces ervaren waarbij ze zowel student als migrant 
zijn.

Om deze vraag te beantwoorden stelt deze dissertatie drie met elkaar verbonden 
concepten centraal: verbeelde mobiliteit, aankomstmomenten, en ‘ertussen in vallen’. 
Verbeelde mobiliteit gaat over de manier waarop jonge, hoogopgeleide migranten het 
zichzelf verbeelden dat ze op een bepaald moment transnationaal mobiel zullen zijn. 
Een Indiaas paspoort wordt hierbij vaak als een belemmering ervaren omdat men voor 
veel (vooral westerse) landen lange en ingewikkelde visa procedures moeten doorstaan 
om de grens over te steken. Een Australische verblijfsvergunning zou het antwoord 
kunnen zijn op dit probleem. Dit impliceert dus ook dat Australië niet specifiek als 
eindbestemming wordt gezien maar meer als springplank naar nog betere landen 
zoals Groot Brittannië en de Verenigde Staten.

Om beter te begrijpen hoe jonge Indiase studenten/migranten zich dit proces 
van transnationaal mobiel worden kijken, is het tweede concept van aankomstmomenten 
belangrijk. Dit zijn imaginaire momenten in de toekomst waarvan migranten zichzelf 
verbeelden dat ze dan bereikt hebben wat ze wilden bereiken door een bepaald 
migratietraject te kiezen. Zulke aankomstmomenten functioneren als fata morganas: 
ze lijken bereikbaar maar gedurende het proces gebeuren er allerlei zaken waardoor 
het einddoel toch nooit helemaal bereikt kan worden. Door dit concept centraal te 
stellen zijn we beter in staat te begrijpen hoe migranten succes en falen ervaren 
terwijl ze bezig zijn hun doelen te realiseren. 

Het derde concept van ertussen in vallen schetst daarbij het grote dilemma 
waar deze studenten mee te maken hebben. Zij ze nu student of migrant, of allebei? 
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In deze studie zijn ze zowel bezig te studeren en te migreren. Ze zijn dus nog niet 
transnationaal mobiel. En ze hebben dus ook nog niet hun ideale aankomstmoment 
bereikt. Ze zijn alleen al wel vertrokken van huis. Ze zijn uit India weggegaan met 
het idee dat ze uiteindelijk een Australische verblijfsvergunning zullen bemachtigen. 
Het concept van ‘ertussen in vallen’ gaat dus vooral over onderweg zijn, een proces 
ondergaan, en dus ook een transformatie.

Indiase studenten zijn pas sinds midden jaren negentig van de vorige eeuw als 
groep in opkomst in Australië. Daarvoor ging het steeds maar om een paar honderd. De 
toename van het aantal Indiase studenten in Australië heeft twee redenen. In de eerste 
plaats is met de groei van de kapitaalkrachtige Indiase midden klasse, die zich vooral 
inzette na de liberalisering van de Indiase economie in 1991, een grote nieuwe markt 
potentiële buitenlandse studenten ontstaan. Australische universiteiten, die sinds de 
midden jaren tachtig steeds meer te maken kregen met korting op hun budgetten en 
daardoor aangespoord werden om buitenlandse studenten binnen te halen, begrepen 
dit maar al te goed. Middels organisaties als IDP, een van de grootste wervers van 
buitenlandse studenten voor Australische universiteiten, werd er stevig ingezet met 
agressieve marketing campagnes op de Indiase markt. Daarnaast speelden Indiase 
banken ook een rol in dit gebeuren. Zij begonnen al snel studentenleningen tegen 
competitieve rente tarieven, die naadloos aansloten bij de studenten visum eisen van 
Australië, aan te bieden. Hierdoor werd studeren in Australië voor een zeer grote groep 
midden klasse Indiërs een optie.

Buiten deze ontwikkelingen om vond er nog een andere plaats. Steeds meer 
jonge Indiërs die zich bezig waren te verdiepen in studeren in het buitenland in 
het algemeen kwamen erachter dat Australië een groot voordeel bood ten opzichte 
van andere landen en dat was dat na afloop van de studie een verblijfsvergunning 
aangevraagd kon worden. De regels hiervoor waren duidelijk en overzichtelijk en de 
slagingskans leek maar van een beperkt aantal zaken afhankelijk. Zo moest men beneden 
de 30 jaar zijn, een Engelse taaltest succesvol doorstaan en als laatste afstuderen in 
een vakgebied dat Australië geoormerkt had als eentje waar veel vraag naar was. In 
eerste instantie waren dit vooral studies in bijvoorbeeld computer programmeren, 
maar later veranderde dit en kwam de focus meer te liggen op accounting, sociaal 
werk en kapper.

Onder de lokale Indiase gemeenschap, die naar Australië kwam vanaf de jaren 
zeventig nadat de White Australia Policy afgeschaft werd, hebben deze studenten dan 
ook de naam gekregen van profiteurs. Ze maken gebruik van regelgeving op een manier 
waarvoor dat niet bedoeld is, zo stelt men. De lokale Indiase gemeenschap heeft dan 
ook de neiging om op deze studenten neer te kijken. Ze zien zichzelf als geslaagde 
migranten die als hoogopgeleiden naar Australië kwamen en daar een respectabel 
bestaan opbouwden waarvan zij zich verbeelden dat Australiërs ze daarmee ook 
associëren. Indiase studenten bedreigen dit imago door baantjes te nemen in functies 
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zoals taxi chauffeur, schoonmaak werk, achter de kassa van kleine lokale supermarktjes 
of bij pompstations. Daar komt nog bij dat veel Indiase studenten zwart werken. Ze 
hebben hier voor twee redenen. Aan de ene kant maakt dit het mogelijk om meer dan 
het toegestane twintig uur per week te werken, en daarnaast hoeft de werkgever 
dan geen rekening te houden met het minimum loon dat ze anders moeten betalen. 
Opmerkelijk genoeg werken veel Indiase studenten juist voor Indiase werkgevers 
(eigenaars van restaurantjes, lokale supermarktjes en autowasserettes) en lijken die 
er niet veel moeite mee te hebben Indiase studenten tegen elkaar uit te spelen en 
degene in te huren die het laagste uurtarief vraagt. Indiase studenten hebben daarom 
zelf ook een ambivalente relatie met de lokale gemeenschap omdat dat deel van de 
gemeenschap waar zij mee in aanraking komen (winkel en restaurant eigenaren) juist 
degene zijn waar de Indiase gemeenschap zichzelf niet mee associeert. Zij zien zich 
eerder als dokters, tandartsen en geslaagde zakenmensen. Lokale organisaties die de 
belangen behartigen van Indiërs in Australië reflecteren dit ook; de leidende figuren in 
dit soort organisaties zijn bijna allemaal dokters.

Wat Indiase studenten proberen te bereiken met het behalen van een 
Australische verblijfsvergunning ligt tegelijkertijd wel degelijk in het verlengde van 
hoe de Indiase gemeenschap zichzelf verbeeld. Indiase studenten zijn vaak van jongs 
af aan geconfronteerd geweest met bepaalde positieve beelden van het buitenland. 
Veelal hebben ze zelf of hun vrienden en/of familie contacten in het buitenland, iets 
dat de wens om zich zelf ook in het buitenland te vestigen gevoed heeft. Daarnaast is 
het beeld dat er internationaal bestaat van India de laatste jaren ernstig veranderd. 
Werd het land decennia lang geassocieerd met armoede, milieu problemen, hindoe-
moslim geweld en sociale ongelijkheid, nu wordt India steeds meer gekoppeld aan 
beelden van economische groei, de IT industrie en gezien als opkomende economische 
en politieke macht. Dit heeft ook effect op hoe jonge Indiërs naar zichzelf kijken en 
de mogelijkheden die ze hebben. Steeds vaker lijkt daarbij het beeld een rol te spelen 
van de succesvolle Indiër die internationaal inzetbaar is, een verblijfsvergunning 
of paspoort elders heeft, maar daarnaast wel regelmatig teruggaat naar India, daar 
een woning en familie heeft, en zichzelf zeker ook nog als Indiër beschouwd. Onder 
Indiase studenten was dit een regelmatig terugkerend beeld dat ze opvoerden om te 
beargumenteren waarom ze voor dit proces gekozen hadden. En ook leek dat vaak 
een reden te zijn om de mindere kanten van het proces te accepteren; hard werken in 
laag betaalde baantjes, slechte leefomstandigheden en allerlei andere ongemakken. 
Het werd gezien als noodzakelijk kwaad onderweg naar een geïdealiseerd toekomstig 
bestaan.

Indiase studenten in Australië leven midden in de Australische samenleving 
maar lijken er tegelijkertijd ook volledig buiten te staan. Ze leven met andere Indiase 
studenten in kleine appartementjes, werken voor Indiase Australiërs, gaan naar 
scholen en universiteiten waar ze vooral andere Indiërs tegenkomen etc. Hoewel ze een 
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Australische verblijfsvergunning ambiëren hebben ze ook lang niet allemaal de ambitie 
om in Australië te wonen. De vergunning is wat dat betreft vaak belangrijker dan het 
verblijf. Toch hoeft de natiestaat nog lang niet failliet verklaar te worden, zoals sommige 
studies op het gebied van migratie en transnationalisme zich soms suggereren. Maar 
het is zeker wel zo dat dit soort nieuwe migranten de natiestaat confronteren ziet met 
een behoorlijke uitdaging. Waar kennismigranten vaak gezien worden als oplossing 
voor bepaalde nationale problemen, stellen ze met hun transnationale levensstijl ook 
vaak vragen bij wat de natiestaat (nog) voorstelt. Nu steeds meer commerciële actoren 
zich ook bewust lijken te zijn van de mobiliteitswensen van migranten lijkt de puzzel 
waarmee het lokale en het nationale wordt geconfronteerd steeds gecompliceerder.

Deze dissertatie laat daardoor zien dat waar het gaat om het begrijpen hoe 
mensen het ervaren om in een ander land te leven, dit vooral als proces benaderd moet 
worden. Dit proces is nog steeds gaande en het is soms moeilijk vast stellen waar dat 
proces ooit mee begonnen is. Kenmerkend voor een dergelijk proces zijn individuele 
strategieën die vooral gaan om de wens (transnationaal) mobiel te worden. Dit proces 
van individuele ‘mobilisatie’ wordt gekleurd door allerlei instituties, organisaties, 
regeringsafdelingen en commerciële actoren die er hier (vaak conflicterende) belangen 
bij hebben. Hierbij is verbeelding het centrale concept om te begrijpen hoe dit in de 
praktijk uit pakt. Daarbij moet dit verbeelden van een (transnationaal) mobiel leven 
gezien worden als een proces waar constant veranderingen zich aandienen die geënt 
zijn op de realiteit van alle dag. Dit argument stelt daardoor heel duidelijk dat mensen 
zelf bepaalde ideeën hebben over hoe ze in de toekomst minder beperkt willen worden 
in hun transnationale mobiliteit. 
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