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This talk explores the lives and aspirations of China’s “Parachute
Generation”—urban, upper-middle-class teenagers sent to study at
American private high schools, often without their parents. For these young
people, studying abroad is not only about education, but about becoming
global, competitive, and prepared for an uncertain future.
Based on long-term research, I examine how their dreams of global mobility
take over time. I describe this condition as fragile cosmopolitanism: a
hopeful yet unstable way of imagining the world, where keeping options
open becomes a way of life. These aspirations are shaped by everyday
experiences at school, attachments to global cities, and expectations of
returning to China with international credentials. Yet global disruptions—
such as the COVID-19 pandemic and rising U.S.–China tensions—have
exposed how vulnerable these pathways are, forcing difficult reassessments
of educational and career plans. The talk reflects on how global aspirations
are sustained, unsettled, and recalibrated amid uncertainty, and what it
means to remain in a state of becoming.
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