Essay prepared for the Dahrendorf Programme 2024

Trust on Trial? Chinese Students in Europe Amid

Geopolitical Uncertainty’

Xiaona Wang

Xiaona.wang@education.ox.ac.uk

DPhil Candidate in Education
St. Antony's College, University of Oxford

February 2025

' This essay is adapted from my doctoral research, part of which will be published in: Wang, X. (forthcoming).
Ripples in Still Water: Analysing Scientific and Technology Collaboration Between China and Switzerland in
G., Postiglione, Q., Zha, & W., Shen (Eds.), Geopolitics and Higher Education: China and the World.
Routledge.



Feb. 2025 Dahrendorf Essay Wang, X.

Trust on Trial? Chinese Students in Europe Amid Geopolitical Uncertainty

Xiaona Wang

In an increasingly interconnected world, international scientific collaboration is more than
just a trend; it is a strategic imperative. However, geopolitical conflicts have added a new
layer of complexity, fuelling competition, particularly around vital resources such as talent
and fields such as science and technology (S&T) (Wu, 2019; Sun& Cao, 2024). This dynamic
is especially evident among the three major players: the US, China, and the EU. The
relationships between these entities have experienced significant volatility, evolving from the
Cold War "strategic triangle" to the "diplomatic triangle" (e.g., Ross, Tunsje, and Zhang,
2011, p.1) and more recently to a "rivalry triangle" (e.g., Halizak & Jarczewska, 2023;
Perthes, 2021; Brattberg & Le Corre, 2020). In response to diplomatic tensions with the US,
China has proactively initiated scientific collaborations with scientifically advanced nations
maintaining neutral political stances (Freeman & Huang, 2015). Amid these developments,
understanding the evolving landscape of international scientific collaborations becomes
paramount (Chen, Zhang & Fu, 2019). Consequently, China-Europe relations have emerged
as a crucial focal point in the shifting landscape of global politics and economics (Goulard,
2020), however, these relationships are marked by a complex interplay of collaboration and
contention (Geeraerts, 2019), including areas such as trade relations (e.g., Karkanis, 2018;
Garcia-Herrero, 2020), technological cooperation (e.g., Assimakopoulos & Chen, 2013), and
geopolitical concerns (e.g., De Scott, 2007; Maher, 2016; Yu, 2018). Despite the tensions,

recent research indicates no significant signs of decoupling between China and Europe.

The changing geopolitical landscape

As noted in the US-China Economic and Security Review Commission annual report (2023,
p.520), the EU and European countries are “an important locus of geostrategic competition
between the United States and China”. In 2024, during the Dahrendorf Lecture (2024), Josep

Borrell, the High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security
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Policy, emphasized in his speech at the University of Oxford that the current development
goals of the EU are social cohesion, economic prosperity, and trust, whether in values, trade,
technology, or knowledge, and advocating for reinforced security and defence capabilities

from both institutional and geopolitical perspectives, viewing Europe as a whole.

However, Europe is currently undergoing significant changes and social tensions, with the
ongoing wars being the most undeniable aspect. These conflicts have sparked debates among
EU member states regarding survival and development among different countries (Borrell,
2024). On the other side, China continues to show a strong desire for collaboration, as
evidenced by President Xi Jinping's visit to three European countries, France, Serbia, and

Hungary, in May. (Xinhua News, 2024).

Building trust among countries remains challenging. The “de-risking” policy proposed by the
EU, aimed at economic and technological engagement with China (Brinza et al., 2024),
represents the significant issues, concerns, and tensions regarding security and development
that are critically important for all European nations. As noted by Nature, “science and

politics are interlinked” (Huang, 2024, p. 293).

The direct influence of such mistrust rapidly manifests in higher education institutions.
Allegations concerning the Chinese Scholarship Council (CSC) have sparked significant
discussions regarding its legitimacy and related security issues, leading some universities in
the EU to cut such collaborative programs or ban students who receive this type of financial
support. Such incidents have been reported across numerous European universities, including
in the Netherlands (Bounds, 2023; Sharma, 2024), Germany (Sharma, 2023), Sweden
(Hogan, 2023ab), and France (Sharma, 2020), etc. This situation reflects a broader
international environment, indicating that for Chinese scholars, especially those who studying

in European countries, is a particularly challenging era.
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Academic mobility in an era of uncertainty

Academic mobility has a long history, taking various forms that have been shaped by
regional and international political and economic power dynamics at different points in time
(Kim, 2009). The circulation of knowledge and scholarly exchange naturally accompanied
the mobility of academics, particularly following the emergence of universities. Modern
doctoral education originated in Germany in the nineteenth century, but as the global
academic landscape shifted, the United States gradually emerged as the leading centre for
higher education (Corson &Ben-David, 1972). Among all levels of education in the U.S.,

doctoral education is the most internationalized (Shen et al., 2013).

Within the global higher education market, international doctoral students constitute one of
the most mobile groups, making them particularly susceptible to shifts in the international
environment and geopolitical tensions. On the one hand, they represent the final stage of
higher education and serve as the next generation of research talent, contributing not only to
their host countries but also to their home countries, thereby generating broader societal
impact (e.g., Stuen et al., 2012; Bilecen & Faist, 2015). On the other hand, their high level of
internationalization facilitates their mobility while also making them more sensitive to global
political and environmental changes. Interestingly, however, recent studies suggest that
students tend to base their mobility decisions on the assumption of scientific internationalism,

placing less emphasis on geopolitical tensions as a determining factor (Mok et al., 2024).

While international doctoral students may prioritize academic considerations in their mobility
choices, the geopolitical landscape inevitably shapes their experiences abroad. Marginson et
al. (2010) argue that international students navigate safety concerns that permeate both their
private and public lives, affecting them on a daily basis. Although the fundamental structure
of these domains has remained unchanged, shifting geopolitical dynamics have introduced
new challenges that students must confront. As international tensions evolve, so too do the

risks and uncertainties surrounding academic mobility, highlighting the complex interplay
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between academic mobility, security, and global politics. Also, underscoring the need to

examine how these changes impact scholars studying and working in a new global context.

Against this backdrop, this research aims to foster the understanding of Sino-European
academic relations by focusing on the lived experiences of Chinese scientists working in
specific European countries. To address the research aim, this study is guided by two sub-
questions: First, how do Chinese scientists in European countries experience and perceive
insecurity, and how does this insecurity manifest in their daily lives? Second, how do these
experiences shape their understanding and perception of Europe? To explore these questions,
the research employs semi-structured interviews with Chinese doctoral students studying and
Chinese-ethnic faculties working in European countries in different disciplines. The
participants were interviewed during 2023-2024, and consent was obtained prior to each
interview. Some typical stories from them were selected, and they were given pseudonyms to
protect their personal information. Participants are drawn from diverse national contexts,
including Switzerland, Netherlands, Germany, France and UK. The selection of these
countries is particularly relevant in light of recent policy shifts that have reshaped the
academic landscape. For instance, Switzerland’s exclusion from the EU funding system
(SERI, 2023) has created new barriers to international collaboration, while increased visa
scrutiny for Chinese scholars in the Netherlands (Bounds, 2023) and France (Sharma, 2020)
has introduced additional obstacles to their academic and professional engagement. As only a
limited number of participants were involved in this research, the findings represent

preliminary results.

Europe as an academic refuge?

"In a real sense international students find themselves in limbo, people without a state. A
person without a state is an anathema to clean systems of security in both senses: the

security of themselves as people, and the security of nation-states" (Marginson et al.,

2010, pp. 241-242).
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This statement highlights two key dimensions of international students’ safety concerns: their
need to establish security in both public and private domains, and the broader political and
institutional forces that shape their experiences. Among these forces, immigration policies
remain one of the most unpredictable and intangible factors they must navigate. Amid rising
geopolitical tensions, international students, particularly those from China, have become
rational actors, carefully weighing their mobility decisions based on available information.
They rely not only on formal sources but also on peer networks, online forums, and media
narratives to assess potential risks and opportunities. In this context, politics has become an
inescapable element of their daily lives, influencing their perceptions and choices in ways

that were once less pronounced.

This brings to a central question: why do Chinese students increasingly choose to study in
Europe and the UK over other destinations? While motivations vary, many, particularly in
Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics and Medicine (STEMM) fields, are actively
avoiding the US due to worsening geopolitical tensions between China and the United States
(US). As the China-US relationship deteriorates, students are reconsidering their academic
trajectories, seeking environments that offer not only strong academic reputations but also
political stability and lower costs. Europe, in many ways, has positioned itself as an attractive
alternative, appearing less directly affected by the geopolitical rivalry between China and the

US while maintaining robust research networks.

A case in point is Tree, an international scholar with a PhD from Europe and postdoctoral
experience in the US. Reflecting on his collaboration with American institutions, he
described how political interference has increasingly constrained academic exchange. While
both sides were eager to share data and resources for teaching, the strained China-US
relationship made such collaboration difficult. "Everyone is being very cautious,” he
explained, noting that this climate of caution has impeded curriculum development and data-
sharing initiatives. The situation became particularly complicated when "Chinese-ethnicity

professors" were involved, creating an atmosphere of suspicion that he described as "very
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embarrassing”. Frustrated by these restrictions, Tree eventually shifted his focus back to

collaborating with European counterparts.

For some time, Europe has provided a relatively stable and neutral academic environment,
offering an alternative to the growing complexities of US-China relations. However, as
geopolitical tensions continue to evolve, both students and faculty in Europe are experiencing
a shifting political landscape that is beginning to reshape their academic and professional

lives.

China Scholarship Council

Founded in 1996, the China Scholarship Council (CSC) is a national organization under the
supervision of China’s Ministry of Education. Its core responsibilities include selecting,
funding, and managing of sponsored scholars studying abroad. Beyond financial support,
CSC also recognizes exceptional self-financed international students, collaborates with
institutions to develop international education initiatives, and accepts contributions from

domestic and international organizations (CSC, 2022).

As of 2025, the data indicate that CSC programs cover nine categories of higher education for
Chinese students pursuing study abroad. Similarly, for foreign students studying in China,
scholarships are offered at various levels, including government, local government, and
enterprise-sponsored initiatives, supporting both short- and long-term studies in Chinese

higher education institutions (CSC, 2025).

For Chinese students studying abroad, CSC funding typically includes round-trip
international travel allowance and stipend covering the approved duration of their program.
Depending on the project type, the funding duration varies from 3 to 48 months and supports
categories such as visiting scholars, postdoctoral researchers, joint training programs, and
degree-seeking students (CSC, 2025) . While financial aid provides essential support for

many students, its conditions, obligations, and political implications have sparked increasing
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controversy, which will be discussed in the next section. To understand the influence of
politics on scholarship students, this research considered the perspective of both CSC

students and related academics.

CSC experience in STEMM disciplines: funding, scrutiny, and mobility

For students in STEMM fields studying in European countries, geopolitical pressure
manifests in a nuanced but tangible way. These pressures come not only from national policy
environments, but also from targeted social media narratives and their studying environment.
Within universities, these concerns circulate informally, passing from administrators to

faculty, and eventually to students.

A principal investigator (PI) in Materials Science at a Swiss university admitted, " don't hire
them (CSC recipients) anymore." The reasons for this decision were complex. One issue
concerns CSC funding, which provides financial support for individual students, but often
falls below the minimum national salary requirements for PhD candidates in some European
countries. When CSC stipends fail to meet these requirements, the hosting research group or
PI is responsible for covering the shortfall. "So then it became less attractive because, you

know, financially, you were still having to put in a fair amount of money," the PI explained.

However, financial concerns are not the only factor at play. Another PI, working in Biology,
pointed out that students supported by CSC funding increasingly face visa restrictions in
Germany, the UK, and the Netherlands. "It’s likely that students coming through CSC like
this will face difficulties getting visas and may even be directly rejected,” he observed. "This
situation has caused unnecessary shocks to the academic world, particularly affecting

Chinese students. Honestly, that’s the reality."”

His comments reflect a broader pattern of restrictions on Chinese researchers, particularly

those working in "sensitive" STEMM fields. These measures, justified on national security
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grounds, have led to reported increases in concern among Chinese students and scholars

regarding potential visa rejections or cancellations.

One example of this trend came from ETH Zurich, which became the first major European
university to explicitly acknowledge that an applicant’s country of origin and institutional
affiliations were factors in its admissions screening process. This transparency sparked
widespread criticism, with many arguing that it may discriminate against Chinese applicants
(Peng, 2024). Critics warn that these measures risk politicizing academic spaces and

alienating talented students under the guise of security concerns.

As a result, many Chinese students are re-evaluating their study destinations. "I came here
because of the deteriorating relationship between China and the US", explained Stone, a
physics post-doc who has studied in both France and Switzerland. His sentiment is widely
echoed among Chinese scholars who perceive Europe as a refuge from geopolitical tensions.
They see Switzerland’s political neutrality, in particular, as a protective buffer in the fields of

research and technology.

However, this sense of security is increasingly being challenged, "everything could happen”,
Stone remarked after completing his postdoctoral fellowship in Switzerland and deciding to
work in China. What was once perceived as an academic refuge is now becoming another
contested space in the broader geopolitical landscape. As national security concerns continue
to shape academic and professional pathways, the boundaries between scholarship and
politics are blurring. For many students, this raises unsettling questions about their future

mobility, career prospects, and the long-term sustainability of international collaboration.

CSC experience in Social Sciences: stability and obligation

Although the exact number of CSC selection is not publicly available, the process remains
highly competitive. Sunny, a social sciences PhD student in the UK, recalls the intensity of

the application process as a "highly competitive process. You can never be sure you'll be the
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one until the results are in." For her, the uncertainty was eventually replaced by triumph, she
was selected and finally had the opportunity to pursue her academic dream. Yet, securing the
scholarship required months of meticulous preparation. The process itself, she noted, felt
similar to applying for a PhD, as it demanded extensive supporting documents. "Every step of
your academic background counts"”, she emphasized, explaining how she sought guidance

from past recipients to improve her chances.

One of the most debated aspects of CSC is the requirement for recipient to check in at local
Chinese embassies and submit periodic reports about their academic progress, research
achievements, and published articles. The close relationship between the recipients and
Chinese government institutions has raised concerns about political oversight, with critics in
Germany and others European countries questioning whether the program facilitates

surveillance or political influence (Sharma, 2023; Clark, 2023; Sharma, 2024).

When asked about these concerns, Sunny responded, "I need the money. I couldn’t afford this
PhD without the scholarship, it’s just too expensive here." Her words highlight the financial
realities facing many Chinese students, particularly in disciplines like the social sciences,
where securing alternative public funding is difficult. CSC is a vital means of pursuing
academic ambitions while remaining entangled in broader geopolitical debates about Chinese

academic mobility.

This tension is also felt by Ming, a PhD in Netherland, who described a shift in how CSC
funding is perceived. "It used to be an honour."” she said. For Ming, receiving CSC
scholarship was a significant moment to her whole family. As the first in her family to pursue
a PhD, her parents, both civil servants in China, viewed her selection as a mark of distinction,
a validation of her academic success. In her early years abroad, she took pride in her
sponsored scholarship, which covered tuition and living expenses, ensuring that she could
focus on research. However, the mandatory progress reports to the embassy soon felt like an
obligation rather than an academic exercise. Yet, despite the bureaucratic demands, the

embassy also provided a sense of community. "Doing a PhD is tough and lonely", she

9
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admitted. Through CSC-organized events, she built friendships and even found a romantic
partner. For Ming, CSC network was both a support system and a reminder of the obligations

attached to her funding.

Bonding and obligations: between support and restriction

For many CSC-funded students, the primary tension lies in the post-graduation requirement
to return to China for at least two years. While this is not an issue for students like Sunny and
Ming, who had always planned to return, it was a dealbreaker for others like Feng. As a
doctoral student in Germany, Feng deliberately chose not to apply for CSC funding to avoid
this obligation. Instead, he relied on family support and is now actively seeking job
opportunities in Europe. Once considered an unquestioned privilege, the scholarship is now

carefully weighed against career aspirations and mobility constraints.

Overall, for STEMM students studying abroad, the environment of trust is more fragile due to
national security concerns, yet they often enjoy greater funding flexibility and more diverse
career options. Many can transition to non-CSC funding sources or alter their study
destinations. In contrast, for students in the social sciences, while their research typically does
not involve the dual-use applications of knowledge that attract security scrutiny, they still
experience wider geopolitical tensions manifested in the programme's design and within
European universities more generally. Additionally, they often have fewer funding
alternatives and more limited post-graduation opportunities, making some them highly
dependent on CSC support. Ultimately, while the CSC scholarship provides vital financial

support, it also profoundly shapes scholars’ career trajectories.

Navigating the tensions: mobility programs and geopolitical pressures

“The totality of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of
society, the real foundation, on which arises a legal and political superstructure and

to which correspond definite forms of social consciousness.” (Marx, 1859/2010:92)

10
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Placing the individual experience within a wider context, education is never isolated from
broader political and economic forces. In recent years, higher education has increasingly
become a space where global politics and international relations directly influence academic
agendas. As part of the internationalization of higher education, academic mobility and
exchange programs have often been seen as tools of public diplomacy (Scott-Smith, 2020)

and mechanisms of soft power to shape global influence (Nye, 1990).

Historically, initiatives like the Fulbright Program in US, the Marie Curie program, and
Erasmus in Europe have played significant roles in advancing transnational academic
exchange. Originally designed to strengthen international ties in response to political
tensions, these programs have served as instruments of soft power, fostering cross-border
collaboration and the global exchange of knowledge (Medalis, 2012; Juska, 2024) . However,
higher education institutions, the very hubs of these programs, are now at the centre of new
geopolitical tensions, making international collaboration more complex and politically

charged.

China’s growing economic influence and rapid scientific advancements have attracted
significant attention from the Western world, leading to increased scrutiny of its academic
collaborations. While it is often assumed in China that European higher education
institutions, with their long-standing traditions of academic autonomy, remain insulated from
political pressures (Cai & Zheng, 2024), recent developments suggest otherwise. European
universities are increasingly adjusting their policies on partnerships with China in response to
government-driven geopolitical concerns, seeking to mitigate potential reputational and

security risks (Shih et al., 2024).

This shift is particularly visible in STEMM disciplines. As Xia (2024) points out, the EU and
China diverge in their approaches to generative Al due to differences in core principles,

ethical regulations, and the relationship between government and industry. However, despite
these differences, shared concerns: such as disinformation, data sovereignty, and responsible

Al development could create opportunities for dialogue and collaboration. The intersection of

11
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higher education and international politics is thus not only a site of conflict but also a

potential space for strategic engagement and knowledge exchange.

Rethinking relationships in global academic collaboration

For many Chinese students who choose to pursue higher education in Europe, the region has
long been regarded as a stable and attractive destination. However, in recent years, shifting
political dynamics, together with increasingly stringent visa regulations and heightened
screenings, have introduced new and often unexpected barriers to international academics.
These challenges have contributed to a "chilling effect" on academic mobility and
collaboration, making it more difficult for scholars to move freely across borders in pursuit of
research and learning. As these shifts occurs, many students studying abroad finds themselves
navigating decisions that are not merely practical but also deeply personal. They are forced to
seek stability in their academic and professional trajectories while simultaneously managing

concerns about their life prospects.

Sustained scientific collaboration, however, should be able to surpass the fluctuations of
political landscapes and some can even endure across generations. Chinese scholars studying
in Europe are not merely individuals adapting to an increasingly complex geopolitical
environment; they also play a key role in sustaining and strengthening international scientific
linkages. Their contributions extend beyond personal academic achievements, they actively
initiate, nurture, and shape research networks, serving as bridges that connect diverse
academic cultures and institutions. At the heart of these collaborative efforts lies a
fundamental element: trust. This trust is not limited to confidence in scientific knowledge
itself but extends to broader interpersonal and institutional domains. Trust in academic
collaboration is not merely an abstract ideal or a product of individual goodwill. It is shaped
and constrained by broader social, political, and economic realities (Delhey & Newton,
2003). Given these complexities, establishing common ground is essential. The process of
building and maintaining trust, whether between individual colleagues, collaborating

institutions, or international partners, is not just beneficial but fundamental to the scientific

12
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enterprise. It is the foundation for advocating inquiry and preserving the healthy ecosystem of
our global academic community. This point is powerfully articulated by historian of
science, Steven Shapin (2008), who reminds us that the very authority of knowledge is

inseparable from these social bonds:

"We cannot understand how various scientific and technological knowledges are
made, and made authoritative, without appreciating the roles of familiarity, trust, and

the recognition of personal virtues" (p. 1).
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