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Of exiles and hosts: 
Inbound student surges 
in South Africa, Chile and 
Romania in the 2020s,  
and the contrasting  
case of Mauritius

Abstract

This article aims to complement and contribute to the discussion 
of increasingly acute pressures facing Southern Africa’s education 
systems due to migration trends, by placing such pressures within 
the broader context of instability across Africa and comparing this 
with other global conflict- and scarcity-driven migration patterns. 
Historically, during the Cold War —spanning from the end of World 
War II to the early 1990s— certain states, such as apartheid-era 
South Africa, Chile under political polarisation culminating in the 
1973-1990 dictatorship, and communist Romania, witnessed 
repressive regimes forcing citizens into exile. In the wake of 
subsequent and ongoing conflicts elsewhere, these countries have 
now evolved into becoming recipients of exiles, a role informed 
by national reconciliation processes. While they share a common 
thread of exile and migration, their transitions to educational hosting 
reveal unique challenges rooted in historical legacies, economic 
conditions, and policy responses. Meanwhile, Mauritius provides a 
point of comparison, as what has historically been a place of exile 
increasingly loses educated people.
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1.	 Introduction
This article explores how countries’ education systems are 
impacted by the influx of people fleeing political violence 
and economic hardship within their regions —Southern and 
Central Africa for South Africa, Latin America for Chile, and 
Eastern Europe for Romania. Additionally, the study will 
examine how globalisation and the potential onset of de-
globalisation influence the education system in Mauritius, 
which presents a unique case. Mauritius, unlike the other 
countries considered, has a history (a brief one, having only 
known human settlement for four and a half centuries) of 
being a place of exile. However, Mauritius is now marked by 
sending out a growing diaspora, some of which (pertinently 
for the current special issue) heads for Southern Africa. This 
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particular selection of countries reflects what could be described as both an opportunity sample 
of the respective countries (each, it must be said, with a well-developed educational research 
tradition) of an international team formed to analyse crises and transformations in education in 
less wealthy countries in the 2020s, with sponsorship from the German Educational Research 
Association (DGfE) and German Research Foundation (DFG). As such, the present article 
represents a more intensive evaluation of conflict- and opportunity-induced student relocation, 
with points of comparison and contrast that draw on worldwide pressures.

The study employs a comparative methodology, albeit with a brevity that, by necessity, 
invites the reader to maintain a watching brief on the universality of hospitable aspirations as 
the particular cases are collated and contrasted. It would be forgetful or naïve not to recognise 
that human polities have historically displayed hostility, aggression and defensiveness towards 
outside groups (Kissel & Kim, 2019). However, social cohesion’s being one of the functions of 
education, means that education systems provide the opportunity to temper such orientations. 
Sections covering issues in the four countries will be followed by a discussion synthesising 
the problem of embracing the host role with all-too-finite resources and general urgency for 
palpable progress in realising opportunity. A central research question guiding the study is: 

What key factors characterise, facilitate, and complicate the transition from being a 
society that produces exiles to one whose education system hosts an influx of families 
compelled to leave their places of origin?

Through successive accounts, analysis builds on the transitions through commonalities and 
assessment of how historical consciousness aids these efforts. The study highlights how 
past experiences and national conversations around social justice are crucial in shaping the 
prerogative to welcome displaced people, not least into schooling and further studies. In this 
process, host-country education systems face significant infrastructure constraints across all 
levels of education, with the rigidity of curricula posing challenges in adapting to the changing 
demographics of student populations. 

2.	 South Africa: multiple dimensions of exile and reluctant post-
apartheid hosting 

While the concept of ‘exile’ is debated in existing literature (Kettler & Benite, 2010), it generally 
encompasses three key elements: the forcible expulsion from one’s homeland, the desire 
to return when conditions allow, and a sustained focus on the homeland’s affairs (Tölölyan, 
2006). Beyond the more visible category of middle-class exiles, the apartheid era’s broader 
displacement strategies had profound and lasting impacts. The more obvious/overt category of 
exiled people from South Africa (about 40000 - 60000 under apartheid) comprised a contingent 
of middle-class people who could afford to relocate to various countries worldwide, including 
political activists who were connected internationally. Given the multiple-country dispersion 
of these exiles, it is not possible to offer firm conclusions or assessments of the impact they 
might have had on host countries. In the immediate post-apartheid period, it is estimated that 
between 15000 and 17000 former exiles had re-entered South Africa (Kropiwnicki, 2013). 
Given the middle-class status of many of this contingent, it was effectively reintegrated into 
the upper tier of South Africa’s bifurcated education system.

The concept of exile, when considered in the context of the peculiar apartheid South 
Africa, warrants a nuanced analysis. The ideology of apartheid (literally, separateness) and 
its application as a racial segregationist policy has particular salience. The notorious Group 
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Areas Act of 1950 is regarded as a watershed moment in the country’s history as it marked 
the forcible separation and displacement of people based on race. The Bantu Authorities Act 
of 1951 provided the framework for creating Bantu (referring to most Black South Africans) 
‘homelands’ (curiously, also given the neo-Sanskrit term Bantustans) outside ‘mainland’ South 
Africa – a condition of banishment and exile of an estimated 3.5 million people (Walker, 2008). 
A distinct intent of the apartheid state was to maintain Black people in a state of inferiority by 
restricting the quality of education, teachers and educational infrastructure in these locations. 

Overcrowded classrooms with more than 100 learners per class were the norm (Martiny 
& Sharp, 1984). As expected, the influx of exiles to these designated areas greatly strained 
these already severely deprived areas. With the demise of the Bantu homelands policy 
after 1994, freedom of domicile meant that individuals exiled from mainstream South Africa 
could, in theory, return to their original regional lands of birth from which they were displaced. 
The challenge, however, was that these were no longer available, as apartheid settlers had 
‘legally’ acquired and now occupied such territories, many of which had been transformed into 
middle-class suburbs. Land restitution remains a fraught issue (Boisen, 2017), compounding 
the complexities associated with the return of ‘domestic’ exiles, many of whom remain in 
old Bantustan regions – their mobility restricted by economic incapacity. The South African 
Schools Act of 1996, which mandated the charging of school fees by public schools, spawned 
the creation of a highly differentiated market for school education based on economic class. 
In essence, while freedom of school choice was a constitutional right, the workings of the 
school market and the possession of economic capital dictated how domestic exiles would 
be absorbed into mainstream schooling in South Africa. Given the high levels of poverty and 
unemployment of domestic exiles who were mainly Black, this cohort of poor Black learners 
was integrated into already deprived, mainly Black schools. 

The apartheid-informed Aliens Control Act of 1991, a piece of late-stage apartheid policy 
designed to restrict entry, remained in place well into the democratic era. Crush and MacDonald 
(2001) remind us that the discriminatory immigration policy under apartheid was unashamedly 
open to white immigrants but highly restrictive to people of colour. After northern neighbour 
Zimbabwe achieved independence in 1980, South Africa experienced an influx of middle-
class English-speaking white Zimbabweans, readily absorbed into schools exclusively for 
whites (Crush & McDonald, 2001). The white education sector at the time was well-resourced 
and well-functioning and could effectively accommodate this influx of white learners. While 
migrant Black mineworkers from Mozambique were permitted under restricted conditions, 
these comprised mainly men whose families (including school-going children) remained in 
their home countries. In the last two decades, political and economic instability in Zimbabwe 
has resulted in increased legal and illegal emigration to South Africa. Authentic migration 
figures have been elusive, ranging from several thousand to exaggerations of millions entering 
the country upon the fall of apartheid (Handmaker & Parsley, 2001; Crush, 1997).

Ziegler (2020) asserts that South Africa’s Refugee Act 130 of 1998 was a progressive 
piece of immigration legislation as it complied with international and regional refugee law 
obligations, making the country an appealing place of refuge. The disposition of the state at 
the time was strongly influenced by the leadership, many of whom had returned from exile. 
However, in the context of a much-expanded intake of refugees, including many children and 
youths from a broadened array of African countries, the current Refugees Amendment Act II 
of 2020, argues Ziegler, is regressive as it denies asylum seekers the protection and rights 
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they should enjoy. Similarly, Khan (2020) contends that the right to dignity for refugees and 
full recognition of their humanity is compromised in the South African context. In analysing 
apartheid continuities as it relates to immigration policy, Crush and McDonald assert that “the 
idea of Africa as a threat has proven to be extraordinarily hard to shake in post-apartheid 
South Africa … Many of the same apartheid-era images and stereotypes have simply been 
displaced onto African immigrants and refugees, known pejoratively as “kwerekewere” (Crush 
& McDonald, 2001: 8). What is clear is that foreigners seeking refuge in South Africa are 
particularly vulnerable (Mukumbang, et al., 2020) and struggle to negotiate a hostile South 
African context in which xenophobia persists (Tarisayi & Manik, 2020). Associating African 
refugees with criminality is a common perception. Arguably, the more dangerous perception is 
that foreigners threaten local job security. 

These multiple dimensions of exile, both historical and contemporary, continue to shape 
the socio-political landscape of South Africa, challenging its capacity to balance its progressive 
aspirations with the complexities of its past. While it might not be possible to offer a precise 
assessment of the impact of the influx of exiles on the South African education system, it is not 
unexpected that fundamental issues related to the medium of instruction, grade placements, 
and knowledge gaps are likely to present as real challenges for immigrant children and for 
schools that host them. The South African curriculum is guided by a tightly framed policy to 
target a typical South African learner. The curriculum is criticised for its inflexibility (Tryon, 
2023), even in the teaching of local learners. Accommodating foreign-origin students, refugees, 
asylum seekers, and migrants’ needs, given that South Africa has become a geopolitical hub 
for migration (Lee & Sehoole, 2020), is not yet a conspicuous curriculum priority. 

3.	 Chile: From a nation of exiles to a host for displaced populations
Chile’s history of exile is deeply intertwined with its political landscape since independence 
from Spain in the 1810s. Indeed, a long-lasting pattern was laid down during the vicissitudes 
of that process. Ousted circles have periodically sought safety and the opportunity to continue 
agitation in neighbouring countries or across oceans. The military dictatorship led by General 
Augusto Pinochet from 1973 to 1990 left a global impression, beginning as it did in one 
of the tensest stretches of the Cold War and snuffing out a dalliance with democratisation 
that had begun to degenerate into populism manipulated by foreign interference under the 
1970-1973 government of the socialist Salvador Allende. Following the coup d’état in 1973, 
Chile experienced a mass exodus of citizens fleeing persecution, violence, and repression. 
Estimates suggest that over 200,000 Chileans were forced into exile, seeking refuge in 
countries across Europe, Latin America, and North America (Wright, 2007). These exiles 
included political dissidents, intellectuals, artists, and professionals who found themselves 
targeted by the Pinochet regime’s varying crackdowns on the opposition. 

The impact of this wave of exile was profound, not only on the individuals who fled but 
also on the countries that received them. Chilean exiles, often undertaking postgraduate 
study, contributed significantly to their host countries’ cultural and intellectual life. As Chile 
transitioned to democracy in the early 1990s, many exiles returned, often with marked 
educational advantages and foreign savings, reintegrating into a society undergoing significant 
political and social transformation. However, the legacy of exile continued to influence Chile’s 
approach to migration and asylum, particularly as the country began to experience an influx of 
refugees and migrants in the 21st century.
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In recent years, Chile has shifted from being a nation that produced exiles to one that 
increasingly hosts displaced populations. This transition has been marked by the arrival of 
refugees and migrants from various countries in Latin America, particularly Venezuela, Haiti, 
and Colombia, driven by political instability, economic crises, and social unrest in their home 
countries. More experimental reception of humanitarian immigrants from the Middle East 
continues to develop (Leihy & Arancibia, 2023).

From the mid-2010s, the arrival of Venezuelan migrants, in particular, has been significant, 
with Chile becoming one of the primary destinations for those fleeing the severe economic 
and humanitarian crisis in Venezuela. By 2020, the number of Venezuelans living in Chile 
had exceeded 500,000, making them the largest foreign community in the country (Paredes, 
2021). This sudden demographic shift has placed considerable pressure on Chile’s public 
services, particularly its education system, which has had to adapt rapidly to accommodate 
the needs of these new arrivals.

Like South Africa, Chile’s education system has faced significant challenges adapting to 
the influx of foreign students. The country’s curriculum, historically designed to serve (and 
to a large extent, form, in the nation-building sense) a relatively homogeneous population, 
has had to evolve to address the diverse linguistic, cultural, and educational backgrounds 
of migrant children. The challenge has been particularly acute in public schools, which have 
seen a surge in enrolment as migrant families often lack the financial resources to access 
private education.

A significant issue is the recognition of prior education. Many migrant children arrive with 
educational backgrounds that do not align neatly with the Chilean curriculum, leading to 
difficulties in grade placement and the recognition of previous qualifications. This misalignment 
can result in students being placed in grades that do not match their age or educational level, 
further hindering their academic progress.

Chile’s education system has struggled with infrastructural constraints, particularly in 
public schools in areas with high concentrations of migrants. Overcrowded classrooms, 
limited resources, and a lack of trained staff to deal with the specific needs of migrant students 
have exacerbated the challenges faced by these institutions. Despite these challenges, there 
have been efforts to promote inclusivity and adaptability within the education system. The 
Ministry of Education has introduced policies to ensure the right to education for all children, 
regardless of their immigration status. These include measures to facilitate the enrolment of 
undocumented children and develop intercultural education programs that celebrate diversity 
and promote understanding among students from different backgrounds.

Chile’s experience as both a producer of exiles and a host for displaced populations 
provides valuable insights into the complexities of managing educational transitions in the 
context of migration. The historical memory of exile has influenced Chile’s approach to hosting 
refugees, fostering a degree of empathy and solidarity that has guided policy responses. 
However, the challenges the Chilean education system faces underscore the difficulties of 
translating this historical consciousness into practical solutions, particularly in a context of 
rapidly increasing migration. As in South Africa, the rigidity of the curriculum and infrastructural 
limitations present significant obstacles to the effective integration of migrant students. 
Nevertheless, Chile’s efforts to address these challenges through language support, cultural 
orientation, and policy initiatives offer a model that other countries facing similar issues might 
consider. The comparative analysis of South Africa and Chile highlights the importance of 
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historical context in shaping responses to contemporary migration challenges. It also points to 
the need for flexible, inclusive, and well-resourced educational systems that can adapt to the 
changing demographics of their student populations.

4.	 Romania: In the middle, and on the edge
This section explores the past and present relationships between conflict, exile, and Romania’s 
education system. Between 1960 and 1989, during the communist era of political repression, 
Romania experienced a significant brain drain as talented people sought opportunities 
elsewhere. The brain drain was caused by the forced removal of intellectuals, artists, and 
academics who did not conform to communist ideology. This mass exodus of talent profoundly 
impacted Romania’s educational context, depriving the country of valuable intellectual capital 
(Ienciu & Ienciu, 2014). After 35 years of democracy, Romania faces new challenges, such 
as integrating a diverse population of students, including those displaced by the Ukraine 
conflict, within its constrained educational infrastructure. Again, rigid official curricula, rooted 
in structural inflexibility, hinder education’s ability to adapt to changing conditions.

The intellectual exodus during the communist era greatly influenced the development of 
teaching programs and practices and reflected conditions (especially systematic surveillance) 
that mitigated feelings of comfort. As a result, there was a shortage of academics, critical 
thinkers, and cultural influencers, leading to intellectual homogeneity within institutions and 
a prohibition of space for free inquiry. This created an intellectual limitation reflected in the 
schools’ rote, doctrinaire communist curricular content. Consequently, teaching methods 
shifted toward didactic and transmissive practices, emphasising rote memorisation over 
critical analysis and problem-solving. This legacy of intellectual poverty persists today within 
the Romanian educational system, resulting in a generation of students who struggle to think 
critically and constructively about important societal issues (Ghenghea, 2019).

Over the last decade, Romania has recently transitioned from being a country of exodus 
to a destination for refugees. The challenges and opportunities posed by the influx of refugees 
from conflict regions such as Ukraine, Syria, and Afghanistan on educational systems 
have not yet been thoroughly examined across countries. Although these individuals bring 
different perspectives and skills, their integration requires significant adjustments (Fiddian-
Qasmiyeh, 2016). Comparing these past and present experiences reveals both similarities 
and differences. In both cases, migrants driven by political and economic crises in their home 
countries seek safe havens. There is hope that displacement and socio-political complexities 
in host countries differ (King, 2018).

To provide refugee students with appropriate support, changes must be made to 
operationalise equity and fairness in school systems. Critical to education is how curricula are 
and should be adapted to include diverse voices and new skills. Such efforts are necessary for 
teacher training to help refugee students succeed in language acquisition, cultural adaptation, 
and academic achievement. Moreover, resources should be fairly provided to all student 
groups, especially those with special or additional needs. Effective partnerships among 
schools, communities, and government agencies are essential to support refugee students’ 
needs (UNHCR, 2023).

Romania is a reminder of what happens to the mind and intellect when an entire nation is 
exiled. The brain drain under the communist regime deprived Romania of educated people, 
impeding educational advancement and, in turn, stifling economic growth and innovation. 
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Contemporary host nations face integration challenges but also benefit from skilled refugees 
who can contribute to their new homes’ intellectual and economic lives (Bucur, 2023). 
Nonetheless, both historical and present scenarios underline the burden on educational 
systems. Initiatives in host countries are affected by underfunded or restrictive infrastructure 
and rigid curricula that make integration more challenging. Addressing these problems 
requires establishing a focused framework that includes language resources, cultural 
acknowledgement, and curricular flexibility (Bankston & Zhou, 1997).

In summary, Romania’s experience with brain drain and vulnerability to further losses 
offers lessons in talent retention policies. The intellectual exodus during the communist period 
illustrates how highly repressive regimes can stunt human capacity-building. Countries should 
invest in human capital development, ensure competitive salaries and working conditions for 
talented researchers, and foster a research-innovation-friendly environment to prevent the 
perpetuation of such losses. Additionally, well-intended policies, such as those designed to 
enhance work-life balance and address social inequalities, can help retain skilled professionals 
(Ienciu & Ienciu, 2014; Becuţ, 2016). The Romanian case and those of host countries today 
aptly illustrate some of the consequences of conflict on education, above all other economic 
sectors. This study, therefore, offers a rare cross-temporal comparison of responses to crises 
and post-conflict settings in education and encourages more effective policy-making efforts to 
address violence against refugee pupils worldwide (Calaycay, 2023).

5.	 Mauritius and the circulation of talent 
The Mauritian education system, characterised by a blend of offshore-acquired expertise 
and a prolonged brain drain, offers a distinctive educational and planning scenario. Before 
Europeans sailed into the Indian Ocean in the sixteenth century, Mauritius was an uninhabited 
island, infrequently visited by sailors from the Arabian Gulf. Mauritius was subsequently a 
Dutch, French, and finally British colony before becoming independent in 1968 (Teelock, 
2001). The French-to-British transition was a violent encounter between rival navies and 
soldiers. It can be argued that the peopling of Mauritius has been caused by the institution of 
exile, both voluntary and forced. One notable example is Indian immigration, which started 
in the first half of the nineteenth century under British rule. After pressing for the abolition of 
slavery, the British administrators brought Indian labourers to replace the ex-slaves (mostly 
of African origin) as the primary source of labour. Between 1834 and 1907, 500,000 Indians 
arrived in Mauritius as indentured labourers. For most, it appeared that coming to Mauritius 
was a choice, an economic exile (Deerpalsingh, 2000). For others, such as Sepoy mutineers 
expelled from the British Army in 1857, it was a forced exile reflecting acute pressures 
(Hunma, nd). 

Successive influxes of exiles from India would impact all spheres of Mauritian life, 
including the education system. By 1948, British colonial authorities recognised literacy in 
Asian languages, with those able to read and write their names to be eligible voters in colonial 
elections (Selvon, 2005; Nagapen, 1996). This was a first step in paving the way for the 
formal entry of Asian languages into the school curriculum, including Hindi, Bengali and Tamil. 
Moreover, Mauritian history is also characterised by effluxes of population, albeit generally 
characterised by intense political divisions in the population rather than formal banishments. 
Independence was imminent, causing some sections of the population to believe it would 
result in an Indian hegemony on the island (Kasenally, 2011; Houbert, 1981). This caused 
many Mauritians, unimpressed by such a prospect (electoral sectarianism), to emigrate 
(Ramtohul, 2021; Neumann, 2006), engendering a Mauritian diaspora. 
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Two marked factors have contributed to the emigration of Mauritians. Firstly, due to 
globalisation, there has been an increase in the movement of populations globally, making 
diasporas important contributors to progress (Mercer & Page, 2014). Secondly, as a small 
island state, Mauritius has been viewed as a context where opportunities are always 
limited (Ramtohul, 2021). Therefore, in times of economic strains that reduced the scope 
for progress, Mauritians looked for greener pastures. According to Dinan (1985), 66 415 
Mauritians emigrated between 1961 to 1982. However, a country cannot sustain an economy 
with a declining population. To this effect, a circular migration policy was set up in 2004 to 
encourage Mauritians to return (especially for unskilled and semi-skilled jobs). This policy 
did not have the desired impact (Jahangeer-Chojoo, 2018). As for the highly skilled, a return 
to the country was even less probable, as illustrated by the case of students who obtain 
scholarships to study abroad. Almost 70% of youth who go abroad to study do not return to 
Mauritius (Kasenally, 2020). 

Therefore, Mauritius witnessed a brain drain among many talented young Mauritians. 
Indeed, 1850 Mauritians are recorded as leaving the country in 2023 (Statistics Mauritius, 
2023). These figures might be higher as they do not include university students. Indeed, it 
has been postulated by the International Organisation for Migration (2022) that there are 
gaps in the migration data collection strategies. This brain drain could potentially dent some 
declared objectives of the Mauritian State that are depicted in terms such as making Mauritius 
a Cyber Island (Ramessur, 2009), a Financial Hub and a Knowledge Hub for Africans in 
Higher Education (Knight & Motala-Timol, 2022). In this context, the Mauritian government 
has encouraged recruiting workers from Asian countries such as Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, 
India, and Nepal. There was also an influx of workers from Madagascar. 

Indeed, at the beginning, the recruitment of workers was limited to low-skilled and manual 
jobs in the manufacturing and agricultural sectors (Ackbarally, 2016). These workers were 
either replacing Mauritian workers who had become too costly or no longer wanted to work 
in the manufacturing or agricultural sectors, aspiring for better jobs. However, gradually, most 
skilled workers migrated to Mauritius. For instance, many foreign workers joined the Information 
Technology sector because Mauritius lacked competencies (HRDC, 2018). Interestingly, the 
Human Resource Development Council report points to a disconnect between the demands 
of the labour market and the output of the education sector in Mauritius. 

Interestingly, emigration also engendered an academic Diaspora spread across the major 
learning centres of the world. The University of Mauritius even organised the International 
Conference of the Mauritian Academic Diaspora in 2018 (Jahangeer-Chojoo, 2018). The 
conference provided a showcase of Mauritian talent abroad. To this effect, the Economic 
Development Board of Mauritius (EDB, 2024) proposes schemes for professionals, including 
academics, to return to work in Mauritius. Unfortunately, according to Jahangeer-Chojoo 
(2018), Mauritians adapt fairly well when they migrate. Though the idea of return is quite 
powerful, many face adaptation issues. 

Furthermore, to keep the economy vibrant, the State made many concessions. For 
instance, the Mauritian passport was granted to foreign individuals with high net worth 
(Ramtohul, 2022). Moreover, foreign workers, per the Mauritian Constitution, can even vote 
in national elections if they come from a Commonwealth country and have been staying 
there for at least 2 years. In 2024, the government recently removed the quota for hiring 
foreign workers, extending recruitment possibilities to all sectors of the economy (Hasina, 
2024). Therefore, Mauritius appears to be in a paradoxical situation where the indigenous 
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population feels they must move elsewhere for a better future in contexts where their talents 
and skills would get better recognition. At the same time, the country is simultaneously a land 
of opportunities for many migrant workers. 

6.	 Discussion and synthesis
The transition from exile to educational hosting in South Africa, Chile, Romania, and Mauritius 
presents a multifaceted narrative of displacement, return, and the subsequent challenges these 
nations face in integrating diverse populations into their educational systems. In South Africa, 
the concept of exile is deeply rooted in the apartheid era, where racial segregation policies, 
such as the Group Areas Act and Bantu Authorities Act, displaced millions, both internally and 
externally. The post-apartheid era saw the return of many exiles, predominantly middle-class 
individuals, who were reintegrated into an education system that was and remains bifurcated 
along economic lines. Despite the progressive Refugee Act 130 of 1998, South Africa struggles 
with xenophobia and a curriculum that is criticised for its rigidity, especially in accommodating 
immigrant children. The historical and ongoing issues of displacement and exclusion continue 
to shape the educational landscape, presenting significant challenges for integration and equity. 
Chile’s experience with exile is closely tied to its period of military dictatorship under Pinochet, 
which led to a mass exodus of intellectuals and dissidents. As democracy was restored, many 
exiles returned, contributing to the country’s rebuilding. However, Chile has since transitioned 
from being a nation of exiles to a host for displaced populations, particularly from Venezuela, 
Haiti, and Colombia. The influx of migrants has strained the education system, which, like 
South Africa, struggles with adapting a rigid curriculum to accommodate students with diverse 
linguistic and cultural backgrounds. Despite these challenges, Chile’s historical memory of 
exile has fostered a degree of empathy in policy-making, guiding efforts to support migrant 
students, albeit with significant infrastructural and resource constraints. Romania’s history of 
exile is marked by the brain drain during its communist era, where intellectuals were forced 
to flee, leaving a lasting impact on the country’s educational system. The rigid curriculum 
inherited from the communist period still influences contemporary education, which does 
its best to adapt to the influx of refugees, particularly from Ukraine. Romania’s educational 
infrastructure, characterised by inflexibility, is ill-equipped to handle the diversity of needs 
of new migrant populations, reflecting a historical continuity of exclusion and educational 
stagnation. Mauritius, meanwhile, presents a different narrative, where the island’s history of 
exile is linked to colonialism and the forced migration of Indian labourers. The contemporary 
challenge for Mauritius lies in the brain drain of its educated youth, who leave the country 
for better opportunities abroad, juxtaposed with an influx of foreign workers, particularly in 
low-skilled and skilled sectors. The education system, already misaligned with labour market 
needs, faces additional pressures as the country attempts to balance its economic ambitions 
with the realities of a declining native population and an increasing reliance on migrants.

In summary, while these four countries share a common thread of exile and migration, 
their transitions to educational hosting reveal unique challenges rooted in historical legacies, 
economic conditions, and policy responses. The transition from being a society that produces 
exiles to one that hosts an influx of displaced populations reveals a multifaceted narrative of 
adaptation, resilience, and challenge. Across different regions, countries that once expelled 
their citizens due to political repression, economic hardship, or social unrest are now faced 
with the complex task of integrating new arrivals into their educational systems. This shift from 
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exile to host status is not merely a reversal of roles but a reflection of more profound historical 
legacies and ongoing socio-political dynamics that shape how these nations respond to 
migration challenges.

A common thread in these transitions is the struggle to reconcile past experiences of 
displacement with the present-day realities of hosting diverse populations. In many cases, the 
historical memory of exile has fostered a degree of empathy and a moral imperative to support 
those fleeing similar circumstances. However, this is often tempered by the infrastructural 
and systemic constraints that limit the capacity of educational systems to accommodate and 
integrate new student populations.

One significant challenge is the rigidity of educational curricula, which were often designed 
to serve relatively homogeneous populations and are now ill-equipped to address the diverse 
linguistic, cultural, and educational backgrounds of migrant students. This inflexibility can 
exacerbate existing inequalities, as seen in countries where historical legacies of segregation 
or intellectual repression have left educational systems ill-prepared for the demands of a more 
diverse student body. In such contexts, the challenge is not only to provide access to education 
for all but to ensure that the education offered is inclusive, adaptable, and responsive to the 
needs of all students, regardless of their origin. Another key issue is the strain on educational 
infrastructure. The sudden influx of displaced populations often overwhelms schools, leading 
to overcrowded classrooms, insufficient resources, and a lack of trained staff capable of 
addressing the specific needs of migrant children. These challenges are further compounded 
by the socio-economic conditions in host countries, where economic disparities and social 
tensions can fuel xenophobia and resistance to integration efforts.

Despite these challenges, the transition from exile to host also offers opportunities for 
innovation and growth. Integrating migrant students can enrich educational environments 
by bringing new perspectives, languages, and cultural practices into the classroom. This 
diversity, if embraced, can foster a more dynamic and globally aware student population 
better equipped to navigate an increasingly interconnected world. Nonetheless, attaining 
these benefits requires a concerted effort to rethink and reform educational policies, making 
them more flexible, inclusive, and supportive of the unique needs of displaced populations. 
The transition from producing exiles to hosting displaced populations is a complex and 
ongoing process that reflects both the enduring legacies of past injustices and the challenges 
of contemporary migration. While its unique history and socio-political context shape each 
country’s experience, the commonalities in their struggles underscore the need for adaptable, 
inclusive, and equipped educational systems to meet all students’ diverse needs. Achieving 
this will require not only infrastructural investment and policy reform but also a commitment 
to embracing the diversity and potential that displaced populations bring to their new homes, 
temporary or otherwise.
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