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Abstract 

Recent geo-political crises, including Covid-induced travel bans and Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine, have highlighted the vulnerability of middle-class international students. China has 
emerged as a major centre for international educational mobility, with about 500,000 
international students attending Chinese universities before the pandemic, most of whom 
became involuntarily stuck abroad after February 2020. Many of the students had entered 
Chinese universities and gained scholarship with the help of migration brokers in their home 
countries. Brokers commonly did little or nothing to support those who were stranded 
abroad, while continuing to recruit new student cohorts after the travel ban to China was 
enacted. As students were waiting for China’s border to open, they experienced time as 
simultaneously excessive and scarce: Remote studies made their days monotonous and 
dreary, while seeing other youth advance professionally, form a family, or pursue graduate 
degrees they experienced a sense of urgency. The students mobilized against the notion that 
their time was disposable by organizing online under slogans such as #takeusbacktoChina to 
argue for the right to return to China. For those who were active in the movements, this was 
commonly their first experience with political mobilization. The student-led organizations 
became vehicles for information sharing, lobbying to fasten the speed and reduce the costs 
of return, and, most recently, to decide on the prioritization of different groups for 
organized return to China. This paper, based on fieldwork in Ghana and Zoom interviews 
with students in 20 different countries 2021-2022, investigates how the immobility crisis 
induced by the Covid pandemic created new needs for brokerage that were met through 
new types of organizations.  
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