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Preface

My interest in transient migrants in Australia and Singapore stems from
my own history and experience as a Singapore-born transient migrant in
Australia and from my observations teaching and talking to the hundreds
of international students I encountered in my classes. My first experience as a transient migrant took place in my late teens when I became an
international student. After finishing my undergraduate degree in Perth,
I returned to Singapore to work and to keep my mother company following the death of my father. My plan at the time was to live in Singapore
for a year before becoming transient again as an international student; the
study bug had bitten me and I was determined to do a PhD somewhere!
However, due to family reasons I stayed in Singapore for a few more years,
working in the civil service and completing a Masters degree at a local
university instead.
Still, the aspiration for transience had arrived and I finally managed to
save enough money to embark on a doctoral program in Melbourne. After
completing my PhD, I was fortunate enough to be offered a yearly but
renewable lectureship at another university where I became another type
of transient subject—the temporary skilled worker. This aura of temporariness of place became permanent once I received my Australian permanent residence and became a continuing member of faculty. While I may
be able to interchangeably call both Australia and Singapore home, I am
still confronted by my own ideas of identity. I am unable to identify completely with Singaporeans yet have difficulty finding commonality with
Asians who were born in or grew up in Australia.
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Preface

Not being able to identify with Singapore society and the Asian-
Australian community may simply be a result of differing experiences. The
longer I am away from Singapore, the more I am alienated from the everyday experiences of my Singaporean counterparts. Although I voraciously
read Singaporean news on a daily basis, this will never replace directly
experiencing the everyday issues which confront Singaporeans. Likewise,
while I am sympathetic to Asian-Australian concerns, I will always be a
‘new’ migrant since I first came to Australia as an international student
entering university. Hence issues of schoolyard racism and institutional
racism which my Asian-Australian friends experienced simply because they
are Asian were not experiences I could easily identify with.
Complicating my connection to ethnic Chinese-dominated Singaporean
society is the fact that I am Eurasian and thus have a hybridised ethnic
cultural identity. Growing up in Singapore I longed to be Chinese, since
I believed that would allow me to feel a sense of belonging amongst my
peers. Because I clearly do not look Chinese or, for that matter, Malay or
Indian, the other two more obvious official ethnic groups in Singapore, I
am often mistaken for a non-Singaporean. Singapore, as I point out in this
book, is a magnet for foreigners working in skilled and unskilled occupations and, increasingly, a hub for international education. There have been
a number of times when I have been mistaken for either a Filipina or an
Indonesian foreign domestic worker because of the way I look.
Needless to say, issues of identity have always intrigued me. From talking to the international students in my classes it became apparent that
identity is not always a clear-cut notion for them either, as they attempt
to make sense of who they are and who they might be becoming due to
their mobility. Mobility, in other words, creates spaces where identities
become flexible and adaptable. With this in mind, I embarked on a book
that is aimed at discovering the evolving cultural and social identities of
transient migrants and their related networks in a comparative study of
Australia and Singapore. The choice of Australia and Singapore as my case
studies goes beyond being rooted in my continuing personal and professional relationship with both countries and is, I hope, the start of a wider
attempt to unpack the developing complexities individuals encounter as
transnational and temporary mobility becomes a way of life.
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