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Abstract 

International student workers experience precarious work conditions, yet they remain silent 

about widespread underpayment and other exploitative labour practices. Adopting a labour 

process theory approach, this research challenges the dominant emphasis on the structural 

factors within extant international student literature and, by ‘bringing the workers back in’, 

investigates the multiplicity and complexity of lived experiences of international students. 

To counter determinist tendencies in the extant literature, this research uses critical narrative 

inquiry to answer three interrelated questions: why international students engage in work, 

how they constitute themselves as subjects through work organisation, and to what extent 

they reproduce conditions they may otherwise resist.  

The findings of this research reveal how worker consent is constructed, or attempted 

to be constructed, among international student workers. It confirms that many international 

students worked for economic incentives, but many other students coming from middle- or 

upper-class family backgrounds engaged in work to be their own breadwinner. The narratives 

of independence from their families were found across all participants. Work opportunities 

remain bounded for international students, and their ‘student before worker’ identity further 

drove them to casualised, informal, and deskilling work. Moreover, their fragmented work 

lives led to a high turnover rate, where meaningful social relations were seldom maintained. 

This research revealed that their worker consent developed through an ideological illusion 

where work legitimacy did not matter as much as what they thought they were pursuing. The 

findings also reveal how internalised oppressions and being ‘international’ can contribute to 

their work consent. International students, most of whom come from Asian countries, were 

constructed as a racialised subject in opposition to others. Their established sense of 

inferiority, a desire to be more (White) Australian and intra-group discrimination could form 

their work strategies.  

This thesis has made theoretical and practical contributions. It attends to the unique 

individual identities, agency, resistance and non-resistance of international students. It has 

explored ways in which their engagement in work is not entirely money driven. This research 

contributes to labour process theory through its focus on the continuity of the labour process, 

which centres on studies and transcends national borders. It advances the theorisation of 

worker consent by interrogating how internalised oppression may contribute to their consent 

to exploitation from a critical perspective. The practical contribution of this research lies in 

its insights about measures that can be taken to protect and empower this workforce group. 
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