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Abstract 

Despite the increase of research on international students’ transitions, the complexity 

of their adaptation experience is yet to be fully understood. This study seeks to provide an in-

depth ethnographic account of a particular group of Algerian doctorate students’ transition to 

Britain. Particularly, it investigates their experience of ‘travelling to the West’. It is important 

to mention that the phrase ‘the West’ emerged from the data, and was initially introduced by 

the participants. In this study, I was interested in examining participants’ expectations of life 

in Britain, and the extent to which these relate to their lived experiences, and how these 

experiences affect their identity construction. Data was collected using multiple method tools, 

including thirteen interviews, five participant observations, and a research journal. A prominent 

component of the participants’ journey of ‘travelling to the West’ is ‘the ideal West’ narrative 

carried with them from their upbringings. This narrative represents participants’ stories about 

how they imagine life in Britain as ideal considering it part of what they imagined to be the 

West. Data analysis also suggests that the participants seem to have experienced two kinds of 

transitions: geographical and role transition. The former is related to the physical displacement 

of leaving their ‘home’ country and fly miles away to Britain. While, the latter (i.e. role 

transition) entails the participants taking on a new role of becoming independent doctorate 

researchers. Although the participants have faced many challenges, they seem to have found 

the support systems and strategies necessary to cope with their two transitions. Finally, 

regarding their identity construction, participants claim having developed many skills, and 

grew at many levels, be it academic, social, or personal. Findings of this study challenge the 

assimilationist discourses related to international students’ transition. Contrary to previous 

studies which imply that so-labelled international students are culturally and academically 

deficient, this research suggests another reality. This small group of Algerian doctorate students 

demonstrated agency, and seem to have got the appropriate skills and competences to navigate 

their study-abroad journey.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

This thesis is interested in a group of Algerian doctorate students’ experience of 

‘travelling to the West’. It is important to mention that the phrase ‘the West’ emerged from the 

data, and was initially introduced by some participants. This study investigates how a particular 

group of Algerian doctorate students transition to Britain by examining their expectations and 

the extent to which these relate to their lived experiences, and how these experiences affect 

their identity construction. It also examines how the participants, as individuals with particular 

upbringings and personal trajectories, negotiate and work out all the elements that make up 

their identity. 

The participants share some complex and multi-layered characteristics1. First, they are 

Algerian citizens with a particular socio-historical background (see page 10) which has 

impacted on their cultural practices and beliefs. Second, they have already experienced life in 

Britain during a pre-sessional course2 which has provided them familiarity with some so-called 

British everyday practicalities to do with managing their budgets, dealing with accommodation 

and getting around. This multiplicity of factors raised a number of issues which required a 

broad discussion about the themes, aspects and concepts I deemed relevant for capturing and 

understanding the participants’ voice(s). In some instances, I was caught between who the 

participants think they are because of their upbringings, and who they really are because of 

what I observed in their behaviour. 

This ethnographic study, which was carried out within approximately three months of 

direct data collection, took place in multiple settings around Britain and involved 13 

participants, as explained in Chapter 5. In this research, I attempted to relate the participants’ 

real-life experiences of living and studying in Britain with their imagined expectations of it. 

By connecting their discourses and personal narratives of their expectations with their 

experiences, I noticed some things they seem not aware of related to their imagination of the 

West. They seem to carry with them so many opinions and views about themselves and others 

that appear to be ideologically driven and firmly anchored in the powerful construct of the 

                                                
1 Here, I only mentioned their shared characteristics for the sake of giving some background knowledge about 

these people. But this does in any way mean that they are similar or identical because of their national or cultural 

background.  
2 Participants of this study have already undertaken a six-month pre-sessional course at the university of 

Canterbury Christ Church before starting their PhD. 
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West. Three key conceptual themes emerged from the data, and are broadly discussed in the 

data chapters as well as the literature. These themes entail the nature of the ideological construct 

of the West, studying abroad, and identity construction.  

In the course of this study, I faced many challenges to understand and work out the various 

elements and realities generated from the data. For instance, it was not always clear whether 

the emotions that the participants expressed were particular to the doctorate, or to the wider life-

changing experience of being away from home. The data also demonstrated how it was not 

always possible to work out these relationships. The interplay of some key elements made it 

difficult to construct the appropriate connections in order to untangle the social phenomenon 

under study. Although this made me go through relatively tough instances, it reflects the 

richness and diversity of the data that provided a number of possibilities of what could be going 

on in the lives of these participants.   

One overarching key finding of the study has to do with the concept of interculturality, 

and people’s ability to find themselves - though differently - in unfamiliar terrains (see Chapter 

9). In this study, I believe that I managed to challenge Western assimilationist assumptions 

regarding international students’ transitions. Participants’ accounts indicate that they have got 

more skills and abilities than the dominant assimilationist discourses claim because they 

managed to be themselves in a new country regardless of where they came from. At the same 

time, where the participants came from turned out to be important. Their upbringings and 

personal experiences carried from their home country appear to have equipped them with skills 

that seem to have helped them be resilient and capable of change and adaptation. 

Another significant factor to be considered is my similarity with the participants which 

helped me make sense of their personal narratives and discourses. Despite a huge diversity, it 

seems that I share with my participants a particular type of exposure to some ideological 

discourses. Reflecting back on the way I was brought up, my socialisation processes, being a 

school student in Algeria, and particular instances of my life, I notice that I was exposed to 

many ideological discourses implying that the social construct of the West not only existed, 

but it represented a superior force. Hence, throughout this thesis, I included some reflexive 

thoughts as a background reminder of how these forces have also impacted on my own 

experience of transitioning to Britain
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1.1. Positioning the research 

Over the past two decades, the migration of students to the United Kingdom (UK) for the 

purpose of pursuing higher education (HE) studies has increased significantly. In 2018-19, there 

were about 485,645 international students studying at UK HE institutions, accounting for 20,7% 

of the total student population in the UK (Universities UK International, 2020). Usually, the 

direction of student flow reflects a “south-to-north phenomenon” (Altbach et al., 2016, p.19). That 

is, students emigrate to more developed countries seeking for, what they imagine, the prestige of 

a ‘Western’ degree. 

Much of the existing literature on international students’ transition is characterised by a Centre 

West assimilationist approach. This approach falsely stipulates that international students’ 

experience abroad is successful when they have managed to ‘integrate’ into society, have many 

‘local’ friends, and have assimilated the ‘host’ country’s features. This established consensus is 

critiqued by a number of researchers (e.g. Ecochard and Fotheringham, 2017; Holliday and 

Amadasi, 2020; Montgomery and McDowell, 2009; Ploner, 2018) for its essentialist and neo-racist 

sentiments. This approach not only implies that international students ‘adapt to’ and ‘fit into’ 

seemingly uniform host environments (Ploner, 2018), but also imagines a correlation between 

cultural maladjustment and cognitive deficit of internationals studying in the so-called West 

(Hellstén, 2007). For instance, if international students display non-stereotypical behaviours that 

are not usually associated with them (such as being critical or autonomous) this can only be 

explained by being ‘Westernised’, or having learnt those behaviours because they are in the so-

called West. I think that these arguments are related to an essentialist approach to ‘culture’. 

Approaches to ‘culture’ are usually divided between an essentialist and non-essentialist 

camps. The essentialist view of ‘culture’ has tendency to homogenise national cultures so as to 

understand individuals according to pre-defined (and usually stereotypical) determinant factors of 

a particular nation. Within it, the concept of ‘culture’ is rooted in human nature, thus it is identified 

as static, holistic, and deterministic (see Hofstede, 2001; Hofstede and Hofstede, 2005). This view 

may be characterised as positivist and reductionist because it assumes that ‘culture’ is a concrete 

phenomenon which represents the essential character of a particular nation (i.e. national culture). 
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On the contrary, the non-essentialist view of ‘culture’ is rooted in human conditions instead 

of human nature. Therefore, contrary to essentialism, ‘culture’ is identified as dynamic, changing, 

and heterogeneous with blurred boundaries (see Holliday, 1999, 2011; Nathan, 2015). Non-

essentialists view ‘culture’ as socially and ideologically constructed (e.g. King, 1991; Keesing 

1994; Holliday 1999; Dervin and Machart 2015). This argument allows for a more flexible view 

of ‘culture’ in which the social world is made up of different communities, a seamless melange of 

human groupings that overlap (e.g. families, classrooms, teachers, students, schools) any of which 

may be characterised and understood as a small culture (Holliday 1999). 

This research is positioned within a non-essentialist paradigm wherein the concept of 

‘culture’ is not associated with national language and cultural practices and, thus, does not involve 

‘culture’ learning. But rather approaches it as a fluid entity that could represent any social group 

wherein interaction takes place. This argument suggests that because people participate in many 

small cultures, they have gradually developed the skills necessary to communicate and negotiate 

their place within the small cultures in which they interact. This claim is supported by my 

theoretical as well as methodological choices (presented in Chapter 2 and 5 respectively) where I 

state that I approached the participants as a small culture of hybrid individuals who are in charge 

of their identity construction and negotiation. That is, they have the ability to function and 

negotiate facets of their identity in both local and global settings. 

1.2. Development of focus and aims 

My interest in undertaking this research was driven by academic as well as personal 

motives. On the academic level, unexpectedly, during my data collection process, I noticed some 

participants using particular phrases to refer to both Algeria and Britain. While they used ‘the 

West’, ‘developed country’, and ‘modern’ to refer to Britain, they referred to Algeria as the ‘Third 

World’ or ‘undeveloped’. Additionally, I noticed in the participants’ accounts an explicit binarism 

when comparing their life before and after coming to Britain. From that arose my attention of 

inquiring about the participants’ experiences of ‘travelling to the West’ because of all the 

ideological sentiments this phrase implicates. 
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The more literature I read, the more I noticed the binarism observed in the participants’ 

accounts. In fact, most of my readings about international students’ transitions (usually coming 

from countries of the so-called ‘Rest’) to a particular so-called ‘Western’ country are characterised 

by their focus on assessing international students’ adaptation according to some pre-defined 

conditions to fulfil; these include having many so-called local friends, and assimilating to the host 

environment. These criteria imply that international students are lacking or unable to adapt due to 

an imagined ‘deficit model of culture’ (Montgomery and McDowell, 2009). This assumption is 

essentialist and neo-racist because it approaches ‘culture’ as a fixed block, and international 

students as deficient. Therefore, part of my motivation was to deCentre such dominant grand 

narratives. 

On a personal level, thinking back to what the participants said about the West and reading 

more on the subject, I noticed some similarities with my thinking. Therefore, part of undertaking 

this research is driven by my thirst to know what the participants and I have more in common, and 

what this idea of ‘travelling to the West’ means to them. I am in no way assuming the existence of 

the West (per contra I am critiquing it), but I am only using the established terminology of speaking 

about the current ideological world’s division. 

 Reflecting back on my upbringing and my personal experiences, I remember firmly 

believing that everything that is allegedly ‘Western’ is undoubtedly better. I have a vivid memory 

of my childhood; I remember being very excited when members of my family who came back 

from France visited us, I was sure to eat sweets and have new clothes. I was not happy because 

they were new, but because (as I thought then) they were better than what we had in Algeria. 

Another more recent instance is when I got my scholarship, the director of the programme looked 

at us (sponsored students) and told us, you are very lucky people because you are going to learn 

from the masters, so try to be up to their level, and learn as much as you can so that you can share 

your experience with your colleagues who stayed in Algeria.  

At that time, I was not aware of my ideological beliefs because the way I was brought up 

and my socialisation processes back home made me believe in those things, it was common in the 

everyday. However, I think living away from my parochial-local environment helped me question 

my carried perceptions, and beliefs and notice that cultures and countries are more complex than 
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I imagined. Undertaking this research made me aware of how my thinking was so limited. I learnt 

to be more flexible and try not to be driven by my own assumptions and prejudices. I also became 

aware that certainty can never be established once and for all because of the socially constructed 

nature of reality. I, may be, driven by other ideologies even today, but I think being aware that 

claims such as “they are more developed”, or “they are more modern” (as some participants 

claimed) are ideological discourses, helps in challenging the grand narrative of the West, or at least 

trying not to take it for granted.  

Becoming aware of so many things helped me delineate the aims of my research which 

became more well-defined through the collection and preliminary analysis of data. Thus, I was 

able to state them as follows: 

 Investigating the relationship between participants’ expectations and real-life experiences 

of studying and living in Britain; 

 Examining the factors that could have (positively or negatively) influenced participants’ 

transition to Britain; 

 Exploring participants’ experiences of undertaking a doctorate in Britain;  

 Understanding what ‘travelling to the West’ entails; and 

 Challenging the assimilationist theory associated with so-labelled international students’ 

transitions. 

To fulfil these aims, several research questions were gradually developed. 

1.3. Research questions 

Before stating my research questions, I would like to present a brief discussion of how they 

came into being. I deem it relevant to share the development of my thinking because it helps 

understanding my research rationale and arguments.  

I started my PhD journey with an initial idea of how a group of Algerian doctorate students 

experience ‘Britishness’3. At first, I was interested in the participants’ constructed perceptions of 

                                                
3 I put it between quotation marks because it is a contested term. 
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Britishness through their lived experiences, and how they position themselves as internationals in 

British environment. This may hold a lingering positivism, but at that time, it made perfect sense 

to me. Actually, I was all excited and looking forward to collecting the data. As soon as I obtained 

ethical approval, I made the necessary arrangements in order to go to the field. Once I got there, it 

was not as I expected it, much unexpected data emerged that was eye-opening. I collected rich 

data, yet I felt lost and uncertain about the focus of my study because though data was there, it was 

not ‘answering’ my research questions. I acknowledge that I used to have a positivist thinking. Do 

not judge me, I have changed! 

Going back in time, I remember sitting in front of my laptop trying to make sense of the 

huge amount of data I collected and tried to analyse it based on my initial idea of ‘Britishness’. I 

found myself reporting and describing, but three quarters of the data was telling me something 

else. I was in a dilemma between looking at the other data and see what it tells, or leaving it aside 

and keep going. I saw that it was not working, and there was no way of making it work unless I let 

the data speak and follow. I was not aware, but it was the beginning of a radical shift in thinking.  

I came into realisation when I read Holliday’s ‘Doing and Writing Qualitative Research’ 

(2016b) that despite doing a qualitative research, instead of working within a postmodern 

paradigm, I had a mindset of a post-positivist researcher, who still held some positivist beliefs 

about reality and tried to capture the natural social world as it really is without digging deep. 

Whereas the postmodern researcher is in a position to dig deeper and reveal the hidden and the 

counter (ibid, p.18). Postmodern qualitative research, which I henceforward subscribed to, helped 

me “portray people as constructing the social world” and researchers as “themselves constructing 

the social world through their interpretations of it” (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995, p.11). 

Realising this, I shifted the focus of my research and, therefore, my research questions gradually 

transformed into the following: 

 What are a group of Algerian PhD students’ expectations of life in Britain, and to what extent do 

they reflect their lived experiences? 

 What are the factors that influenced (aided or hindered) the participants’ transition to Britain? 

 To what extent does this ‘travelling to the West’ journey affect the identity formation of these 

Algerian PhD students?  
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 What is it therefore like ‘travelling to the West’?  

These research questions are at the core of this study, their importance is mostly evident in 

organising data chapters, and complying with the methodological procedures discussed later in 

Chapter 5. 

1.4. New knowledge 

I believe that each qualitative research is unique in the way the researcher collects, 

analyses, and interprets the data. Nevertheless, there are particular findings that, I believe, make 

my research different from many others through the new knowledge it offers. This thesis 

contributes to the body of knowledge of international education, and intercultural studies. It is 

significant to mention that most of the results relate to the construction of the West and how the 

Earth is ideologically divided into two opposing binary worlds: ‘the West vs the Rest’. Particularly, 

findings of this study contribute to what Montgomery (2019) refers to as “surfacing Southern 

knowledge” represented in doctoral theses which challenge the previous narratives of 

internationalisation, and provide new deCentred perspectives. These research questions are at the 

core of this study, their importance is mostly evident in organising data chapters, and complying 

with the methodological procedures discussed later in Chapter 5.  

First, findings of this study suggest that the participants’ study-abroad journey to Britain is 

made up of two major transitions: a geographical and a role transition. The former is related to the 

physical displacement or a kind of “cultural travel” (Holliday, 2016a) which consists of leaving 

their ‘home’ country and fly miles away to Britain. While the latter (i.e. role transition) entails the 

participants taking on a new role of becoming independent doctorate researchers. Adjusting to the  

geographical change appears to be less difficult than adjusting to their role change. The participants 

seem to have found ways to cope with being away from home. Besides, they could always go back 

to Algeria and visit their family. However, adapting to their new role of doctorate students appears 

to be more challenging, and that is due to the interweaving of the doctorate with their everyday 

life. 

Second, an important finding of this research is precisely related to my redefinition of 

interculturality as the participants’ ability to be themselves in their own terms in a society that was 
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initially strange to them. This finding challenges the dominant Centre West grand narrative of 

deficiency and homogeneity of so-labelled international students, and makes it clear that they are 

nothing like the assimilationist approach defines them. I have purposefully chosen not to use the 

concept of interculturality in this study because it is a complex concept that means many things to 

many people. In some instances, I found its meaning is rather essentialist because it implies 

assimilation and the learning of a particular imagined ‘culture’s’ features and ways of doing things. 

Additionally, I did not feel the need to use this term because I believe that it is a quality that the 

participants have already developed in the multiple ways of being themselves in the various small 

cultures wherein they interact.  

Another noteworthy finding of this research and which previous studies on international 

students’ transition generally failed to address is relating participants’ experiences and 

expectations with discourse. By so doing, I was able to detect some ideological discourses mainly 

related to the nature of the construct of the West. For most of the participants, their real-life 

experiences were different from what they expected, and this appears to be, to a great extent, 

related to their idealisation of the West. Besides, data analysis indicated that participants carried 

with them so many opinions about themselves and others that they seem not aware of, many of 

which are ideological in nature. Although some of the ideological constructs and discourses as 

well as features of international students’ transitions addressed in this thesis have been dealt with 

in previous research, but I do not think that they have been dealt with jointly in the same study. 

Here, the element that brings them together is the need to deconstruct and deCentre Western 

hegemonic grand narratives.  

Methodology-wise, the use of postmodern ethnography and shadowing, which are 

explained in detail in Chapter 5 (see 5.1.3 and 5.2.1.1), alongside including my own experience 

and connecting it together with that of the participants are what seem to be of utmost prominence 

apropos originality. In fact, as discussed in Chapter 5, the way in which I went about collecting 

and analysing the data is what helped me make sense of it and work out what was going on. It also 

enabled me to open myself up to complex possibilities and make the connections that other people 

could not make. The ethnographic design that I constructed could be used as a reference to future 

ethnographic pieces of research. 
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Regarding the new knowledge presented in this thesis, I deem it relevant to describe the 

socio-historical background in which the views and perspectives of the participants discussed in 

the following chapters occur in order to better understand them and their relevance to the study. 

1.5. Algerian socio-historical background 

This section is intended to provide a general framework of the Algerian socio-historical 

background to contextualise the participants’ discourses and practices discussed in Chapters 6, 7 

,8, and 9. It includes a brief overview of the linguistic, religious as well as historical backgrounds 

of the Algerian society because they relate to several constructs and realities discussed in this 

thesis. More details will be provided later in other chapters where they are more relevant as they 

are connected to some of the emerged realities discussed. 

Participants in this study come from Algeria, the largest country in Africa. Being located 

in the Northern part of Africa, Algeria has had quite an intriguing history of invasions and 

intermingling of people and language contacts that shaped its socio-historical and socio-linguistic 

profiles. This can be seen in the nature of its inhabitants, their traditions, as well as the languages 

they speak. One of the consequences of this long history is multilingualism. However, this plurality 

of the language situation in the country remains negated in the constitution (Le Roux, 2017, p.123). 

Of the four languages4 spoken in Algeria, only Standard Arabic has the status of the official 

language, which has sustained its status since 1963.  

The official religion in Algeria is Islam, and there also exist minority religions such as 

Christianity and Judaism. Religion permeates Algeria in every aspect of life, and plays an 

important role in some of the values and social etiquette of the Algerian society, and this appears 

to make it somewhat difficult for many Algerians to distinguish between what is religious and 

what is cultural. In his study of religion and culture in Algeria, Bouherar (2020) found that it is 

almost impossible to separate culture and religion of the huge overlap between the two, and it is 

reflected in the Algerian society and the daily social practices.  

                                                
4 Classical or Standard Arabic, Algerian (dialectal) Arabic with other regional dialects, Tamazight (and other varieties 

of Berber languages) and French. 
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The natives of Northern Africa in general and Algeria in particular are Berbers5 or Amazigh 

(Benrabah, 2014, p.43). These native inhabitants of Algeria came under the yoke of the 

Phoenicians, the Romans, the Vandals and the Byzantines, the Arabs, the Turks, and the French 

respectively6. Amongst the above-mentioned conquerors, Arabs and French left an indelible stain 

on Algeria because they have not only impacted on their linguistic and ethnic profiles, but also 

threatened their Amazigh identity. While Arabs invaded North Africa in the seventh century to 

spread Islam7, French colonised Algeria for imperial ends. 

French colonialism emerged at the time of Eurocentrism when Europeans imagined 

themselves as being at the centre of the world and superior to any other civilisations (Discussed in 

Chapter 3). Such a faith in their superiority served as a legitimising pretext for colonial expansion 

with a noble mission, “to bring civilisation, with violence, if necessary, to what they perceived as 

‘inferior’ and ‘less civilised’ people” (Benrabah, 2013, p.25), known as the civilising mission 

(further discussed in Chapter 3). In Algeria, French implemented their ‘civilising mission’ through 

complete assimilation or Frenchification. This latter consisted of “deracination and 

deculturisation” (Benrabah, 2014, p.44). 

After a hundred and thirty-two years of colonisation, Algeria becomes independent in 

1962. The newly independent Algeria was on the brink of chaos faced with a multitude of 

challenges: thousands of dead, poverty, illiteracy, and an identity erased by French colonisation. 

To regain or re-build a sense of national identity, Algeria’s elites adopted the policy of 

‘Arabisation’8 in order to reduce divisions linked to language, and to contribute to the overall 

development of the country. This policy consisted of “the creation of a utopian homogenous Arab-

Islamic nation” (Belmihoub, 2018, p.223) for “supplanting the prevailing language and culture” 

(Le Roux, 2017, p.124). In this respect, the first Constitution of 1963 confirmed this and sanctified 

the Arabo-Islamic formulation of national identity. I think that Arabisation is similar to 

                                                
5 In antiquity, the natives of the region, the Berbers, dominated Northern Africa from the Atlantic to the Egyptian 

borders. These White Mediterranean inhabitants called themselves Imazighen which is the plural for Amazigh 
(masculine) and Tamazight (feminine) (Benrabah, 2013, p.22) 
6 Spanish also occupied Algeria along the Mediterranean coast intermittently between 1505 and 1792 during the period 

of slavery (Benrabah, 2013, p.23) 
7 known as Al Futuhat Al Islamiyah. 
8 In April 1962, the president-to-be Ben Bella resoundingly declared: ‘we are Arabs, Arabs, Arabs’. This triple 

assertion defined national identity as fundamentally Arab (Benrabah, 2013). 
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Frenchification9; both hold ideological and essentialist beliefs in an imagined homogenous 

community.  

In postcolonial Algeria, identity and language have always been at the heart of conflicts 

(Zouaoui, 2019). After more than half a century of independence, Algerians continue to struggle 

with their cultural identity and accepting all of its dimensions (Bekkai, 2015). The cultural 

transformation Algerian society underwent during the colonial period ultimately left Algerians 

struggling for a sense of identity. With this colonial heritage, the question of language has been 

central to the postcolonial experience (ibid, p.81). Today, many Algerians are torn between feeling 

Arab or Amazigh, and in some cases, they seem to fully belong to neither. 

1.6. Terminology 

In this section, I delimitate my position regarding some notions, namely discourse, 

ideological discourse, ‘the West vs the rest’, and ‘the West as steward’ discourses. This section 

seeks to explain and clarify the way I used these terms in the study. 

Discourse 

In this research, discourse is of a crucial importance, and was considered in the discussion 

of the data. Over the decades, many definitions have been given to the notion of discourse (see 

Reisigl 2013, pp. 76-79 for an overview of definitions of this term). However, all the different 

approaches seem to agree with the double nature of discourse as socially constituted and 

constitutive (Reisigl and Wodak, 2009). This means that discourse is constructed by 

existing social practices, but it is also constructing them. Burr (2015) highlights the importance of 

language in constructing, modifying and reconstructing reality. Discourses, thus, do not merely 

reflect reality. Rather, they shape and enable it. 

                                                
9 One language was forced on the Algerians both while and after colonialism without regard for the socio-linguistic 

pluralism and diversity that existed. 
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Fairclough (2016, p. 87) identifies three main ways10 in which scholars see discourse. In 

this research, I employ the definition of discourse that describes it as “a way of constructing aspects 

of the world associated with a particular social perspective” (ibid). That is, our choice of words to 

define and contextualise aspects of our lives and existence is part of a discourse that also circulates 

a belief or a set of beliefs in a particular cultural context. Discourse, thus, refers to sets of ideas 

that are context dependent, and that can be used to make sense of the world and events within it 

(Burr and Dick, 2017, p.61). Even though most of participants’ discourses seem to uphold a 

particular position, several other discourses appeared to spring from an opposing set of thoughts. 

This does reflect the socially constructed nature of discourse.  

At some instances, as Fairclough and Wodak (1997, p.258) claim, discourse may have 

major ideological effects. As discussed in Chapters 6,7, 8 and 9, participants used particular 

discourses about ‘culture’ when speaking about their study-abroad journey. Some of their 

references to ‘culture’ to refer to a particular nation, people or religion – implying a binarism - 

appear to be ideological, and entangled in everyday discourses of the Self and ‘Other’. 

Ideological Discourse 

The phrase ‘ideological discourse’ can be understood as a discourse that upholds an 

ideological belief or position. Ideologies, according to Van Dijk (2013), are defined as basic shared 

systems of social cognitions of groups. They control attitudes of group members towards specific 

subjects, events and experiences (e.g.  immigration, internationalisation, or international students). 

Wodak and Meyer (2015) claim that even people with “diverse backgrounds and interests may 

find themselves thinking alike in surprising ways” (pp.8-9), and this is the very essence of the 

socially constructed and shared nature of ideologies, which are manifested and inherent in 

everyday beliefs and discursive practices. This nature of ideology is observed in the participants’ 

shared idealisation of the West discovered in this study. 

In the context of this study, ideological discourses particularly refer to polarised ideological 

representations of ‘Us and Them’ and their categories (e.g. identity, actions, and norms/values) 

                                                
10 (a) meaning-making as an element of the social processes, (b) the language associated with a particular social field 

of practice (e.g. political discourse), (c) a way of constructing aspects of the world associated with a particular social 

perspective (e.g. an essentialist discourse of ‘culture’) (Fairclough, 2016). 
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through language (i.e. discourse) (Van Dijk, 2013). Between the lines of the discourses that 

participants used to describe themselves and others are some powerful ideological discourses that 

appeared to be deeply rooted in powerful ideological constructs. These discourses denote a firm 

belief in the construct of the West whence any binarism such as ‘West’ and ‘Rest’ (or Third 

World), international and local (or home) students, or ‘Us and Them’ indicate an ideological 

position. 

For Van Dijk (2013), the overall strategy of ideological discourse is the enhancement 

of ‘Our good things’, and ‘Their bad things’ at all levels of discourse structure. The discursive 

construction of ‘Us’ and ‘Them’, according to Delanty et al. (2008, p.4), “starts with the labelling 

of social actors, proceeds to generalisation of negative attribution and then elaborates arguments 

to justify the exclusion of many and inclusion of some”. Discourses of the ‘the West vs the Rest’ 

and ‘the West as steward’ discourses are appropriate illustrations of these arguments. 

‘The West vs the rest’ discourse and ‘the West as steward’ discourses 

In this study, I employed two main discourses related to the established West: ‘the West vs 

the rest’ (Hall, 1992) and ‘the West as steward’ (Holliday, 2014). These two discourses are 

significant because they connect with the participants’ narratives. The former stipulates that the 

world is imagined to be ideologically divided into two separate parts: ‘a superior West’ and ‘an 

inferior Rest’ - also referred to as the ‘East’ or the ‘Orient’ in the works of Edward Said. Within 

this discourse, the West and the Rest became a dichotomy, they became different parts of one 

global, social, economic, and cultural system (Hall, 1992, p.187). For instance, this discourse is 

displayed in some participants’ idealisation and praising of British education or way of doing 

things when compared with the way things are done in Algeria, discussed in Chapter 6.  

Whereas ‘the West as steward’ discourse is a discourse wherein the West constructed itself 

as looking after the rest of the world. On the surface, it may seem innocent because its subscribers, 

often ‘Western’, claim that they want to provide genuine support for ‘non-Western’ individuals. 

Yet, it is ideological because believing that ‘non-Western’ individuals require either protection or 

special care implies that they are deficient. This discourse is driven by a strong conviction that it 

knows the needs of ‘non-Western’ people, driven by “a long-standing desire to ‘fix’ the nature of 
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culture and cultural difference” (Holliday, 2011, p.6), but who said that the world needs looking 

after? 

‘The West as steward’ discourse shares some similarities with ‘the West vs the rest’ in its 

need to construct an earth ideologically divided into two distinct worlds: a superior West and an 

inferior Rest11.  However, while this latter displays an explicit ‘Othering’12 and “recognises racism 

as part of the fabric of how the West conceptualises culture” (Holliday, 2019, p.149). The former 

displays a subtle ‘Othering’ towards the ‘non-West’, and a denial of racism hidden beneath its 

innocent well-wishing tenet (ibid). It may seem well-wishing and caring when, unwittingly, it 

hides subtle forms of prejudice and racism through its assumption of deficiency.  

In the context of HE and international studies (as discussed in Chapter 3), ‘the West as 

steward’ discourse enabled the persistence of prevailing Eurocentric assumptions and Western 

patronage even in today’s globalised world (Kumaravadivelu, 2016; Ploner and Nada, 2020, 

Shahjahan and Morgan, 2016). Purportedly, helping ‘non-Western’ people become more 

‘competent’, ‘critical’, and ‘autonomous’ provided the Western neoliberal University “the moral 

high ground” of having to educate the imagined deficient ‘non-Western’ cultures (Holliday, 2019, 

p.79). Such thoughts may prove that there still is an influence of Eurocentric imperial legacies that 

assume an intrinsic superiority of the West and inferiority of the rest, further discussed in the 

literature review.   

1.7. Thesis outline 

To conclude this chapter, the structure of the forthcoming eight chapters is briefly outlined 

in this section. 

Chapter 2 – Conceptual Framework. This chapter sets out to provide a general framework 

of how some concepts (such as identity) were approached in this thesis.  For that, I drew support 

                                                
11 Or using a different terminology (e.g. centre vs periphery or the margins, the West vs the non-West, the Global 

north vs the Global south, Us vs Them…etc). 
12‘Othering’ can be any form of discrimination. Wodak (2008) defines it as “a social action and ideology” (p.56) which 

manifests itself through the exclusion of individuals or groups based on some particular traits (e.g. ‘race, religion, 

gender, or age). 



16 

 

from particular theories and concepts that provided a foundation upon which my research can be 

understood. This conceptual framework is grounded in the philosophical orientation of the 

constructionist, postmodern, and non-essentialist paradigms. It converges Schlossberg’s transition 

theory (1995), Holliday’s cultural travel model (2016a), non-essentialist theories of identity, and 

Delanty’s (2006) critical cosmopolitan imagination. This set of concepts has not only helped me 

set the argument(s) of this thesis and capture its multi-layered nature, but also helped me make 

sense of the participants’ narratives.  

Chapter 3 – What is the ‘West’? This chapter sought to outline the processes behind the 

formation and normalisation of the ideological construct of the West. This chapter is important 

because it connects with the participants’ discourses and narratives. This chapter starts with a 

discussion of how the ‘West’ emerged from Eurocentrism. Then, it presents an anti-Eurocentric 

critique. After that, it discusses the role of colonialism in spreading the constructed idea of the 

‘superiority’ and ‘civilisation’ of Europe. It also demonstrates the way European domination and 

world’s inequalities continued even after decolonisation in a form of neo-colonialism, and 

hegemony. Moreover, it explains role of cultural imperialism in ‘Westernising’ the world and 

maintaining Western hegemony. Finally, it addresses the issue of European/Western modernity as 

a successful discourse of ‘Westernisation’ or ‘cultural invasion’, which spread through particular 

instruments, including science and technology, the universalisation of people’s thinking, and the 

media. 

Chapter 4 – Study Abroad. This chapter reviews the literature I explored regarding 

internationalisation of higher education, and international students’ transitions. This chapter 

is important because it presents a more comprehensive and conspicuous understanding of 

internationalisation of HE, and international students’ experiences abroad. It also presents a 

continuation of the previous discussions regarding the dominant narratives of an allegedly 

superior West and an inferior rest inherent in the current international HE scheme. This 

chapter starts with a discussion of what neoliberalism means and how it is implemented in 

international HE. It, then, presents internationalisation as the most prominent outcomes of the 

neoliberalisation of HE. Moreover, it provides a brief overview of UK HE, and discusses the way 

it have succeeded in attracting high-fee-paying students thanks to marketing and ranking 

discourses. Furthermore, it presents a synthesis of the previous research on international students 
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experiences abroad, including the challenges and outcomes of their sojourn. Finally, the last parts 

of this chapter explore the literature surrounding the doctoral degree and what is it like to be a 

doctoral student abroad, including the challenges, assets, and outcomes of undertaking a doctorate. 

Chapter 5 - Research Methodology. This chapter outlines the research methodology used in 

this study. It is divided into four main sections. The first section explains my research design, how 

I gained access to the field, and who my participants are. The second section covers the collection 

of data, which includes participant observations, and interviews, and research journal. Data 

collection process section is divided into three experiences of the field: namely pre-fieldwork 

planning, in the fieldwork, and leaving the fieldwork. The third section deals with the thematic 

analysis of my data. It explains the way I moved from transcription to the writing up. The fourth 

and last section covers my ethical considerations.  

Chapter 6 – Travelling to the ‘West’: expectation vs reality. This chapter discusses the 

participants’ accounts regarding their expectations as well as lived experiences in Britain. It 

presents a discussion of idealisation of the West as a prominent theme. Then, it examines the 

participants’ expectations of life in Britain in contrast with their real-life experiences. And, it 

presents the most prominent sources that affected the participants’ construction of their particular 

perceptions of the Self and the ‘Other’, which include the social environment, media, and the 

national education system. The discussion summary of this chapter attempts to answer to the first 

research question: “What are a group of Algerian PhD students’ expectations of life in Britain, and 

to what extent do they reflect their lived experiences?”. 

Chapter 7 - Adaptation to the Transition: Experiential Narratives of the Algerian PhD 

Students’ Study-Abroad Journey. This chapter discusses participants’ narratives of their adaptation 

journey to life in Britain. It starts by discussing the potential challenges faced by the participants. 

Then, it presents the strategies and coping mechanisms that have potentially helped them in their 

transitions. Finally, it examines the participants’ assessment of their journey in Britain which, 

overall, appears to be fairly positive. The discussion summary of this chapter attempts to answer 

to the second research question: “What are the factors that influenced (aided or hindered) the 

participants’ transition to Britain?”.  
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Chapter 8 – Identity Formation and Studying Abroad: A Journey of Becoming. This 

chapter offers an insight into how the Algerian doctorate students negotiated their identity or facets 

of it while studying in Britain. This chapter discusses the participants’ evaluations of themselves 

while in Britain. Data analysis suggests that studying abroad and being away from some family 

and social pressures appear to have enabled participants to perceive themselves and the world 

around them differently. After that, it examines the way participants re-discovered themselves 

through their contact with the ‘Other’. Then, it presents some participants’ narratives of identity 

change and outcomes of their study-abroad journey.  Finally, it explores the way participants 

negotiated the multiple facets of their identity in the multiple spaces they occupied. The discussion 

summary of this chapter attempts to answer to the third research question: “To what extent does 

this ‘travelling to the West’ journey affect the identity formation of these Algerian PhD students?”. 

Chapter 9 – Further Discussion, Implications, and Conclusion. This final chapter provides 

an encompassing discussion and recapitulation of the most important points previously discussed 

in the data chapters 6, 7, and 8. This chapter includes the answer to my final research question: 

“What is it therefore like ‘travelling to the West’?”. It also comprises the implications of the study, 

ideas for future research, and a general conclusion in which I sought to recapitulate the major 

findings of the study. 
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Chapter 2: Conceptual Framework 

This research seeks to understand the study-abroad experience of a group of Algerian 

doctoral students in Britain, focusing on their brought-up and developed perceptions of the ‘West’ 

and the ‘Rest’, and the impact of this study-abroad journey on their identity formation.  My 

emphasis in this research is on how individuals, regardless of their biographies and upbringings, 

have agency and are all the same in being creatively different. For that, I drew support from 

particular theories and concepts that provided a foundation upon which my research can be 

understood. This conceptual framework includes all of Schlossberg’s transition theory (1995), 

Holliday’s cultural travel model (2016a), non-essentialist theories of identity, and Delanty’s (2006) 

critical cosmopolitan imagination. This set of concepts has not only helped me set the argument(s) 

of this thesis and capture its multi-layered nature, but also helped me making sense of the 

participants’ narratives. 

The concepts and theories that make up this conceptual framework are complementary and 

develop from each other (and to some degree cite each other) because they follow a common non-

essentialist postmodern paradigm, which will be demonstrated throughout my thesis. Although 

Schlossberg’s transition model does not follow the same approaches as the other concepts citied 

above, it is, nonetheless, relevant in its poststructuralist approach to identity as constantly 

changing. Schlossberg’s transition model serves as a mainstay for my conceptual framework as it 

enabled me to state my position of a non-essentialist researcher who believes that international 

students, as any other students, are resilient in nature and are equipped with resources which help 

them adapt to life transitions and changes. In addition, it provided a foundation for identifying the 

common characteristics and factors that aided in their transition to Britain while respecting their 

unique personal circumstances. 

2.1. Schlossberg’s transition theory  

In order to understand a group of Algerian doctoral students’ transition experience to 

Britain, it is necessary to define what I mean by transition. Generally, a transition can be defined 
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as “any event or non-event13 that may result in a change in assumptions about oneself and the 

world” (Schlossberg, 1981, p.5). In other words, it consists of the multiple and various life changes 

“of our own making or beyond our control” (Williams, 1999, p.609) that each individual goes 

through during a life span and which may alter one’s “assumptive world” (Parkes, 1971) - i.e. 

beliefs and perceptions people construct about the self and the world on the basis of previous 

experiences. For Flowers et al. (2014), the importance of transitions lies in the manner in which 

an event affects the individual’s interpretation of the past and expectations of the future, as well as 

their prejudices. 

Transition theory - first introduced by Nancy Schlossberg (1981)14 in an article entitled ‘A 

Model for Analyzing Human Adaptation to Transition’ - is a theory of adult development which 

“provide[s] a framework that would facilitate an understanding of adults in transition” (Evans et al., 

2010, p. 213). Later, Schlossberg et al. (1989) pointed out that transition theory can be applied to 

“young or old, male or female, minority or majority, urban or rural” individuals (p.13). Alongside 

being appropriate for the study of various populations in transition, including students, this theory 

enables the identification of the factors that impact on a given transition. In fact, Schlossberg’s 

theory “addresses the nature of the supports available to facilitate coping, as well as strategies that 

can be used to assist those experiencing change” (Evans et al., 2010; pp.212-3). Accordingly, this 

theory is appropriate to study this group of Algerian doctoral students’ transition.  

In coping with a transition, Schlossberg et al. (1995) explains that “individuals have both 

assets and liabilities, resources and deficits, as they experience transition” (p 48), and coping 

effectively during a transition depends on the individual’s assets. They identified four major sets 

of factors that influence a person’s ability to cope with a transition, known as the 4Ss System (figure 

1). The 4Ss refer to the resources available to the individuals in their transition process; namely: 

situation, self, support, and strategies. To better understand this system, Anderson et al. (2012, p.61) 

suggests that the 4Ss comprise answering to the following questions: Situation: What is happening? 

the Self: To whom is it happening? Support: What help is available? and Strategies: How does the 

person cope?  

                                                
13 For Schlossberg (1981, p.5), the term transition is defined broadly to mean not only life changes – or ‘events’ - such 

as high school graduation, job entry, marriage, but also the non-occurrence of such anticipated events (e.g. a marriage 

cancellation). 
14 revised in 1989, then in 1995. 
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Figure 1: The 4Ss System (inspired by Schlossberg et al, 1995) 

In this figure, Situation refers to the transition’s particularities. It varies according to what 

triggers the transition, the new roles the individual is taking on, the duration of the transition, how 

the individual assesses the transition (i.e. positive, negative or neutral), and other sources of stress 

the individual is experiencing (Anderson et al., 2011, pp. 67-73; Schlossberg et al. 1995). Self is 

divided into two subparts: personal and demographic characteristics, and psychological resources. 

Personal and demographic characteristics explore how factors such as socioeconomic status, 

gender, cultural background and other characteristics impact the transition. Whereas, psychological 

resources include the internal factors that aid or hinder in coping, such as outlook, values, 

spirituality and resilience (ibid, pp. 73-83; Schlossberg et al., 1995). Support refers to the aid and 

assistance that an individual has. This factor is important in one’s ability to adapt to a transition. 

The source of support can be from family, networks of friends, intimate relationships, and 

institutions and/or communities, and any individuals who are willing to provide guidance on ways 

to cope with the transition (ibid, p.84; Schlossberg et al., 1995). Functions of support include affect, 

affirmation, and support15. The last ‘S’ stands for Strategies; this latter includes the ways individuals 

                                                
15 Affection is delivered in an expression that someone respects, likes, or loves you. Affirmation is an expression that 

confirms that what you have done is understandable or desirable. The last function of support is to provide assistance 

or help to move through a crisis or transition (Anderson et al., 2011; p.85). 

• what is the role change?

• what are concurrent stressors?

• Assessment of the transition (positive/ negative or neutral)
Situation

• Personal and demographic characteristics (e.g. age, gender and 
status)

• Psychological resources (e.g. resilience, outlook and values)
Self

• Type of support (e.g. family, friends, intimate relationship, 
institution)

• function: affection, affirmation, aid, feedback
Support

• what are ways to manage stress?

• how does the person cope?Strategies
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cope with a transition. Coping strategies include actions that modify the situation, fix problems, and 

aid in managing stress (ibid, pp.87-8; Schlossberg et al., 1995). 

It is important to know that each factor of the 4S system represents “potential assets and/or 

liabilities” (Anderson et al., 2011, p.61) that can facilitate or hamper any transition. Therefore, no 

particular factor is necessary in order to cope with change, the potential resources and deficits for 

coping with a transition can change over time, and individuals can take actions to turn deficits into 

assets. That is why; “different individuals react differently to the same type of transition and why 

the same person reacts differently at different times” (ibid, p.63). Thus, what is important to keep 

in mind during a transition is the individual’s ability to take charge, and transform their liabilities 

into assets that would facilitate and ensure a successful transition. 

Any transitional moment is characterised with hardship and is accompanied with a plethora 

of emotions.  As “people move through life, they continually experience change and transition, 

and these changes often result in new networks of relationships, new behaviours and new 

perceptions” (Schlossberg, 1981, p.2). Over time, gradually, the awareness of the transition 

becomes only one of the dimensions of the person and the change is integrated (Schlossberg et 

al.,1989, p.17). Hence, thanks to all these life transitions, individuals develop skills to adjust, cope 

and adapt to new situations, and this is what Williams (1999) refers to as “innate resources” 

(p.615), asserting that individuals should be aware of their innate ability to adapt to change to 

maximise their chances of successful adaptation. One good example of a transition is this group 

of Algerian doctoral students’; their transition consists of leaving their ‘home’ and fly miles away 

to Britain in order to pursue their postgraduate studies, and this is what Adrian Holliday (2016a) 

refers to as “cultural travel”. 

2.2. Cultural travel 

In this study, I consider cultural travel as an example of transition among many others that 

the participants have experienced. A transition is a general term that could refer to simply change 

in one’s life (e.g. getting married, moving abroad, or losing a relative), however, cultural travel is 

a more specific term that refers to the act of moving places or simply travelling outside one’s native 

environment. Cultural travel is related to some contested concepts such as ‘identity’, ‘culture’, and 
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‘nation’. According to Holliday (2019, p.165), during a cultural travel, travellers are able to carry 

their cultural identities from one location to another and build on them as powerful resources to 

engage with new cultural environments.  

This model of looking at identity and culture is non-essentialist because it refutes the 

established Centre grand narrative about international students’ - or any travellers or newcomers’ 

- inability or ‘failure’ to adapt due to the inherent disadvantage that “cultural lines can never be 

fully crossed” (ibid). This argument supports my critique of the assimilationist approach to 

international students’ transitions abroad, a Centre grand narrative that takes an essentialist16 view 

of ‘culture’, and which claims that international students move from one defined and fixed 

‘culture’ to another, and have to learn the ‘target culture’ to be able to adapt or ‘integrate’. This 

implies that the two large cultures (‘home’ and ‘target’) are considered to be essentially different17. 

Instead, Holliday (2016a) thinks where we come from provides our most powerful resources. He 

claims that cultural travellers are able to employ their multiple cultural resources both from their 

home and new cultural environments in order to achieve what they believe to be as successful 

transition. 

At the core of cultural travel model is the concept of underlying universal cultural 

processes18 within which people from varied cultural backgrounds - regardless of whether they are 

newcomers or ‘native’ residents of the settings involved - are able to share common abilities to 

engage with culture wherever they find it (Holliday, 2019, p.165). These processes represent skills 

and strategies through which individuals participate in, and negotiate their position within the 

cultural landscapes to which they belong (ibid, p.3), constructed through everyday social 

interactions. Holliday (2019) claims that the central role of underlying universal cultural processes 

lies in how newcomers are able to transfer experience into a new cultural environment. To 

illustrate, when we travel, we may encounter unfamiliarity – in environments in which we are not 

used – but there are still things that we can work out because of the experiences and resources that 

                                                
16 essentialism rests on two assumptions: (1) that groups can be clearly delimited; and (2) that group members are 

more or less alike (Bucholtz, 2003, p.400). 
17 Here, the notion of ‘target’ emphasises “the monodirectional nature” (Holliday and Amadasi, 2020, p. 32) of 

adaptation in the Centre perspective. That is, “moving irrevocably towards a single location, with arriving at, engaging 

with, joining and learning the ‘new culture’ as the ultimate objective” (ibid). 
18 A domain or component of the grammar of culture (2013; 2019). 
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we gained from engaging with new practices in the places, both at home and abroad, and will often 

certainly become more familiar the further we travel. This process is similar to transition theory in 

which the individual is perceived as relatively able to adapt to change thanks to his/her innate 

resources developed throughout life transitions (Schlossberg et al., 1995). 

However, Holliday (2016a) claims that the same underlying universal cultural processes 

that enable individuals to engage with culture across boundaries also provide them with prejudices 

and grand narratives about the ‘Other’ (p.29). These prejudices - which relate to constructed 

images of the Self and the ‘Other’ – represent a “basic of how we deal with each other” (ibid, 2019, 

p.148). Put differently, initially, people are social individuals who have mind resources to deal 

with change (Schlossberg et al, 1995). There are, however, other forces which act against our 

ability to find ourselves as travellers abroad, and which act against the human potential to 

understand each other (Holliday, 2016a), and these forces are what Holliday (2019) refers to as 

particular social and political structures. These powerful structures equip the individual with both 

cultural resources and global positioning and politics. The former is to do with “the particularities 

of how we are brought up in different societies” (ibid, p.3); while the latter concerns “how we 

position ourselves and our society against the rest of the world” (ibid, p.4) where “the major 

mechanism is grand narratives of nation and history” (ibid).  

Therefore, as far as cultural travel, where there was awkwardness or communication 

problems, these have “concerned cultural ‘Othering’ and prejudice rather than foreignness per se” 

(Holliday 2019, p.165). In other words, it is not our cultural background that causes difficulties 

when we travel abroad, it is instead the prejudices which we carry with us (and also face) (ibid, 

2016a, pp. 29-30). These prejudices are grand narratives that come from powerful social and 

political structures which provide us with – socially acquired - ideological discourses some of 

which operate at a global level of inequality (ibid, p.25). These prejudices can also be manifested 

through what Holliday (2019) refers to as discourses of culture, that can represent “statements 

about culture which could easily become packaged in such a way that they are reified and become 

considered as ‘truth’ about how things are (p.118). 
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Regarding the origins of our prejudices, I believe that Othering and discourses of culture 

are to a large degree connected to nationality and hidden nationalism19. To put it another way, our 

national structures - with respect to religion, education, economic circumstances, media exposure, 

and the global position and politics - might determine how we are brought up and how we perceive 

the rest of the world differently. I am in no way highlighting cultural differences, but I believe that 

we have been brought up differently, and thus have different cultural practices and beliefs. They 

can be anything from customs of dressing, eating, or greeting, political and religious beliefs, and 

so on.  

Cultural travel model is important in this study because it fosters the awareness and 

appreciation of the value of the cultural heritage that newcomers or cultural travellers bring with 

them (Holliday, 2019, p.179). It, thus, engages with deCentred narratives that cultural travelers 

(e.g. international students) bring with them, which may not conform to the established Centre 

narratives of the place at which they are arriving (Holliday and Amadasi, 2020, p. 33), but which 

nevertheless contribute to enhance human awareness to cultural negotiation. In other words, I think 

cultural differences should not define and conform individuals to assimilation during their cultural 

travel experiences but should be used as a source of skills and competences - accumulated over 

time as we move from one “small culture” to another - that we can draw upon to negotiate our 

position and be ourselves even in unfamiliar terrains. 

2.3. Theories of identity 

In this postmodern era where identity is fragmented with nationality, ethnicity, class, and 

gender, questions of who we are, where we belong, and what we want to become are more and 

more rampant. Initially, identity was studied from a structuralist position, then, lately, it has been 

superseded by a poststructuralist stance. Rather than being unique, fixed and coherent, identity in 

the poststructuralist perspective is perceived as being dynamic, and complex (Block, 2006; 

Miyaharay, 2015; Norton, 2013), and is considered as socially constructed, produced and 

negotiated through discourse (Hall, 1996; Miyaharay, 2015; Pavlenko and Blackledge, 2004). In 

                                                
19 According to Ashcroft et al. (2000, p,135), nationalism indicates that specific identifiers are employed to construct 

exclusive and homogeneous conceptions of national traditions. Such identifiers of homogeneity always fail to 

represent the diversity of the actual ‘national’ community. 
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the recent years, there has been a veritable discursive explosion around the concept of identity 

(Hall, 1996). There are several definitions and interpretations of it, some of which could be 

classified into essentialist and non-essentialist views. According to the essentialist view, identity 

is perceived as an integral and unified entity. Whereas, non-essentialist researchers view identity 

as multi-faceted and hybrid (Bhabha, 1994; Hall, 1996). Drawing on Stuart Hall’s cultural identity 

theory (1996), and Bhabha’s hybridity theory, in this study, I tackle identity from a poststructuralist 

non-essentialist perspective.  

Hall (1996) suggests perceiving identity as an incomplete product that is always in process 

of change. It is a matter of “becoming” and renewing oneself rather than “being” (ibid, p.4). Here, 

identity is perceived as an ongoing lifelong project in which individuals; during the day-to-day 

interactions with their environments; are constantly reconciling their current sense of self and their 

accumulated past, with a view to dealing with what awaits them in the future (Block, 2006). For 

instance, drawing on Killick (2015), in the context of this study, ‘being’ can be understood in the 

way the Algerian doctoral students’ identities are partly formed through their biographies 

(upbringing, national education, cultural practices, religious beliefs, aspiration, relationships, 

experiences and so forth). While ‘becoming’ lies in the way these individuals are to make their 

way within that context, and transform everyday, creating and re-creating themselves through their 

university lives and beyond. 

Identity is also perceived as never singular but multifaceted (Hall, 1996). That is, it is 

constructed at the interstices of multiple axes, such as age, class, ethnicity, gender, sexual 

orientation, religion, institutional affiliation, and social status, whereby each aspect of identity 

redefines and modifies all others (Pavlenco and Blackledge, 2004). This notion of identity as 

multiple may result in “situational and contradictory identities” (Pham and Saltmarsh, 2013, p.131) 

existing within one individual that may need a process of negotiation in several social groups and 

distinct contexts. This perspective of negotiation relates to Bhabha’s ‘third space’, and offers a 

dynamic view of identities, with individuals continuously involved in the production of selves, 

revision of identity narratives, and creation of new ones which valorise new modes of being and 

belonging (Pavlenco and Blackledge, 2004, p.19). 
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Homi Bhabha (1994) introduces the concepts of hybridity and third space to study the 

construction of culture and identity. Hybridity is considered as an alternate cure to essentialism 

because it can create the possibility of challenging, appropriating, and resignifying the meaning of 

identity and ‘culture’ thanks to ‘the third space’. For Bhabha (1994), there is an ‘in-between’ space 

that enables the “passage between fixed identifications”, and opens up the possibility of a cultural 

hybridity (or mixture). This ‘in-between’ space is at the core of the notion of hybridity because, it 

is that particular co-constructed space that bears the burden of cultural differences. That is, this 

third hybrid space can be a space for critical articulation and negotiation of cultural differences 

because it is an “interrogative and enunciative” (Bhabha, 1994; Meredith, 1999) platform of 

cultural meanings which not only questions the established categorisations of culture and identity, 

but also enables the production of new realities surpassing the imagined yet existing national 

borders. Thus, as Nederveen Pieterse (2002, p.238) puts it, “hybridity is to culture what 

deconstruction is to discourse: transcending binary categories”.   

Hybridity breaks stereotypes by acknowledging that all of us can be many things at the 

same time, made up of multiple experiences and values among which we can find a common space 

for identity negotiation. This relates to Adrian Holliday’s concepts of ‘blocks and threads’ (2013, 

2019), claiming that in making sense of the life around us, we are plagued by these grand narrative 

blocks and must struggle to search for threads. His often-cited example for explaining the concepts 

of ‘blocks and threads’ is when travelling by car with a newly-met Chinese colleague. The block 

choice for their conversation, which is often easier, would have immediately started with 

prejudiced discourses of culture which invoke the false large culture images of how they are 

different from each other. For instance, how ‘Chinese culture’ is different to ‘British’ or ‘Western 

culture’. On the contrary, looking for threads requires resisting and/or looking beyond the 

imagined, yet powerful cultural borders. Holliday chose to look for threads. In the car, he noticed 

children’s toys on the back seat of the car, this made him think about his daughter who was a 

mother and a mid-career academic. So, they talked about childcare and work-life balance, escaping 

from falling into the large-culture essentialist paradigm. This example shows how hybridity is 

present in all identities, and the choice of topic led to the co-construction of a creative space within 

which all people at all times can work out cross-cultural realities. 
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In this study, identity is also perceived as “constructed through, not outside, difference” 

(Hall, 1996, p.4). This entails the recognition that it is only through the relation to the ‘Other’ that 

one’s identity can be constructed. Hall (1991) describes identity as “a structured representation 

which only achieves its positive through the narrow eye of the negative” (p.21), and “it has to go 

through the eye of the needle of the other before it can construct itself” (ibid). Here, Stuart Hall 

connects identity with social context, claiming that identity cannot be constructed in isolation, and 

only when it comes in contact with the ‘Other’ that the individual understands her/himself. The 

individual has to interact with the outside world and with other people, communities, religions and 

ethnicities to know where s/he belongs and feels part of. This resonates with a particular 

participant’s embracing her ethnic identity as an outcome of her interaction with others (see page 

225). 

Finally, identity is viewed as “constructed within, not outside, discourse” (Hall, 1996, p.4). 

Therefore, identity needs to be understood as constructed in specific historical and institutional 

sites within specific discursive formations and practices (ibid). In this research, I adopt 

Fairclough’s (2010) definition of discourse as “a way of constructing aspects of the world 

associated with a particular social perspective” (p.230). That is, the participants’ choice of words 

to define and contextualise aspects of their lives is part of a discourse that represents their personal 

interpretations of the world that surrounds them, but which also circulates a belief or set of beliefs 

in a particular social context. This particular premise of regarding identity construction in relation 

to discourse enables the understanding of how these Algerian doctoral students negotiate facets of 

their identity in ways that are particular to them, and which also becomes part of who they are.  

The poststructuralist non-essentialist theories of identity enabled me to perceive 

participants’ identity as the sum of multiple intertwined processes. This means that identity of the 

participants is viewed as a constantly changing process that involves the negotiation of its multiple 

facets in relation to particular social interactions through discourse. However, this process of 

identity negotiation is complex because it is influenced by particular ideologies or powerful beliefs 

that can affect the way they perceive themselves and the ‘Other’. In this globalised world, 

discourses of culture - fed with segregationist ideologies - produced a discriminatory and 

essentialist view of identity and ‘culture’. Stuart Hall (1996) rejects these particular established 
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Centre views, and invites us to a reconceptualisation of the concept of identity, to re-think it from 

a “displaced” (p.2) or deCentred position.  

Through his works, Stuart Hall challenged the Centre ‘West’ foundations of identity and 

culture. He critiqued ‘Western’ misunderstanding of the margins and denial of their identity, and 

worked for their recognition. He, therefore, spoke of de-Centered globalisation in which the 

margins come into representation “by, as it were, recovering their own hidden histories” (Hall, 

1991, p.35) by trying to retell their story from “the bottom up, instead of from the top down” (ibid). 

This approach to identity also acknowledges the influence of ideology as a powerful factor in 

identity construction, and “the marginalisation of non-Western cultural realities” (Holliday, 2011, 

p.3). This particular stance enabled me to critique the established ‘deficit model’ and the 

‘assimilationist’ approach towards international students’ transition, and suggest other alternatives 

(and/ or hidden) realities.  

2.4. Critical cosmopolitan imagination 

In recent years, social science has been characterised by a critical cosmopolitan turn 

(Delanty, 2012). The notion of critical cosmopolitanism is distinct from traditional notions of 

cosmopolitanism in its critical nature. Initially, cosmopolitanism has a classical heritage which 

goes back to antiquity; it was developed by Immanuel Kant during the Enlightenment into a 

universal view of humankind (Delanty, 2006, p.26). Cosmopolitan universalism was, then, mainly 

associated with European exceptionalism (i.e. Eurocentrism) which constructed European logic 

and ‘culture’ as superior and disregarded the plurality of cultures beyond its own. This 

cosmopolitanism was sidelined by twentieth-century preoccupations, and it declined with the rise 

of the idea of the nation-state (Delanty, 2006, p.26). In fact, industrial societies - bounded by the 

nation-state and class structure - did not sit comfortably with the universalistic orientation of 

cosmopolitanism (ibid) because it prevented them from ‘showing off’ their powerful status.  

Delanty (2006) rejects universalism of traditional cosmopolitanism, and suggests a post-

universalistic critical cosmopolitanism that does not assumes the existence of a single world 

culture. For Delanty (2006), universalism denies plurality and diversity of the world. The kind of 

cosmopolitanism he offers refers to the multiplicity of ways in which the social world is 
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constructed in different modernities and should be seen as a cultural medium of societal 

transformation that is based on the principle of world ‘openness’. Here, openness refers to the 

individuals’ discard of the imagined segregationist or national boundaries with respect of the 

Other’s dissimilarity. 

In this study, I adopt some principals of critical cosmopolitanism summarised in three 

points discussed below. As far as this study is concerned, these particular points connect with my 

research aims and my position of a post-colonial researcher whose thesis is to detach from 

‘Western’ assumptions and the lasting impact of former imperialism. First, critical 

cosmopolitanism sees the world in terms of openness rather than universality because 

universalism, according to Delanty (2006), denies the plurality and diversity of the world. During 

moments of openness, the Self and the Other interact by producing new relationships in which 

there is a reinterpretation of the Self through interaction with the Other, which allows us to interpret 

our experiences of the world (ibid, p.37). This notion of openness relates to Hall’s (1996) premise 

that identity is “constructed through, not outside, difference” (p.4).  

Second, critical cosmopolitan imagination occurs in the context of global-local relations. 

Globalisation - which in penetrating to all parts of the world and into most spheres of activity in 

markets, media, and education - has created a situation in which societies have become 

increasingly more and more embroiled in each other and in global processes (Delanty, 2006, p.39). 

As a result, it is no longer possible to see national societies isolated from the global context. 

Therefore, in this study, I perceive the participants as global individuals whose identities belong 

to both local and global communities. Local is perceiving the participants as belonging to a 

particular parochial community where they were brought up in a particular way, with particular 

beliefs and cultural practices. Whereas, being global is perceiving the participants as belonging to 

a wider community within which they are perceived in relation to the world and not as inhabitant 

of a particular nation. This alternative way of thinking beyond borders provided me a context for 

resisting essentialism and overcoming the danger of interpreting the data in terms of national 

penchant, while respecting the participants’ individual personal trajectories. 

Third, critical cosmopolitanism challenges the established realities about the world and 

“recognises the influences of ideology and the marginalisation of non-Western cultural realities” 
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(Holliday, 2011, p.3). This invites us towards the re-examination of established concepts and 

expose hidden ideologies. Adrian Holliday also uses this particular feature of critical 

cosmopolitanism in his works and endeavors towards deCentering and deconstructing Western 

grand narratives. In this research, the thrust of my argument is to deCentre the Centre West 

narratives and allow room for the participants to express their voice and speak about their 

experience from their perspective. Critical cosmopolitanism provided a context to challenge the 

established Western assimilationist approach to international students’ transition which, for me, 

emits neo-racist and essentialist sentiments20, and provides an alternative reality where 

international students are not perceived as deficient.   

Discussion summary  

In this chapter, I have articulated some of my theoretical positions, and delineated the 

conceptual framework I relied on to approach the givens of this study. At its heart is the approach 

of the participants’ identities within a postmodern non-essentialist paradigm within which identity 

is perceived as fluid, constantly changing, multi-faceted, and hybrid (Bhabha, 1994; Block, 2006; 

Delanty, 2009; Hall, 1996; Miyaharay, 2015; Norton, 2013).  

In this study, I viewed the Algerian doctoral students as hybrid local and global individuals 

who are responsible for their identity construction and negotiation. That is, they have skills to 

function and negotiate their identities in both local and global settings. Here being local implies 

that the participants have particular personal trajectories and have been brought up in a particular 

way (i.e. the person’s personal histories from their origins, past and present personal experiences 

and upbringings), and thus can function in their particular local context. Whereas, global refers to 

being able to function and interact in various cultural settings regardless of where they come from 

because of their ‘underlying universal cultural processes’ (i.e. the shared abilities and skills that 

enable individuals, regardless of their backgrounds, to read, engage with and take part in the 

production of culture wherever it is).  

                                                
20 because it not only implies that international students move from one defined and fixed ‘culture’ 

to another, but also, suggests that people outside the West are deficient 
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This particular view of the participants enabled me to reconcile between the essentialist 

and non-essentialist views about international students. By claiming that international students are 

people as any others regardless of their backgrounds, I have managed not to be essentialist, but the 

question of ‘culture’ is there. In fact, there are some socio-cultural features particular to the 

participants’ upbringings that emerged in the data as a prominent factor during their identity 

construction and negotiation abroad. This particular understanding enabled me to explore the ways 

in which this particular group of Algerian doctoral students constantly construct and reshape their 

identity (or facets of it) while studying in Britain, taking into account their histories and 

biographies.  

For instance, drawing on Hall (1996), in this study, ‘being’ can be understood in the way 

the Algerian doctoral students’ identities are partly formed through their personal trajectories 

(upbringing, national education, cultural practices, religious beliefs, aspiration, relationships, 

experiences and so forth). While ‘becoming’ lies in the way these individuals are to employ their 

shared abilities and skills to make their way within the British context, and transform everyday, 

creating and re-creating themselves through their university lives and beyond. With this in mind, 

some of these participants’ shared abilities and skills that can facilitate identity negotiation can 

also hinder or complicate it because of the prejudices they might carry. For instance, in this study, 

many participants claimed that they had difficulties to socialise with others. But, after an in-depth 

analysis, I found that, in some instances, the difficulty of negotiating their social identity appears 

to be caused by their prejudiced assumption that British people are cold when, instead, it was their 

fear of being rejected or a lack of investment in initiating an interaction form their part (see 6.2.3).  

Finally, in this study, I was not interested in the participants only, but also in the nature and 

characteristics of their cultural travel to Britain, and which is referred to in this study as transition. 

As we all know, sometimes, life transitions can be accompanied with some emotions and reactions 

that can make adaptation to the transition difficult. However, knowing what helped people channel 

their emotions and overcome hardship could be of great help for future individuals who would go 

through the same transition. Here transition theory, and particularly the 4Ss system was of an 

undeniable help because it provided me with the material needed to bring out some of the factors 

that aided these participants in their transition.  
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Chapter 3: What is the ‘West’? 

In this globalised world, the idea of the West is becoming more and more appealing. On 

the basis of the idea that the world is ideologically divided into the ‘West’ and the ‘Rest’, this 

chapter reviews the literature around the formation and normalisation of the ideological construct 

of the ‘West’. This chapter is important because it connects with the participants’ discourses and 

narratives; the phrase ‘the West’ came from them. In fact, while talking about their study-abroad 

journey, participants made a distinction between where they came from – referred to in the 

literature as the ‘Rest’ - and where they are – referred to as the ‘West’ - strengthening on the 

modernity they found in this latter. Accordingly, this chapter offers the basis upon which the 

‘West-Rest’ ideological discourse came into being, and the way it developed into a taken-for-

granted reality that fuels people with ideas which, with time, transformed into an idealisation of 

the ‘West’ as a prominent outcome of this study. 

Postcolonial theorists and academics (e.g. Bhabha, Ghandi, Said, Spivak and others) 

provided a solid foundation upon which I could ground my arguments and construct a background 

that informs my research. Postcolonial theory has not only helped me to “study the present post-

colonial condition, but also, in a way, identify the ghost of the ‘Western’ knowledge system that 

uncannily haunts the present” (Sengupta et al., 2009, p.7), observable in the participants’ narratives 

and the way they were fed on these ideological constructs through their socialisation processes, 

education system and the media. 

Accordingly, in this chapter, I start with a discussion of how the ‘West’ emerged from 

Eurocentrism. Then, I present an anti-Eurocentric critique. After that, I discuss the role of 

colonialism in spreading the constructed idea of the ‘superiority’ and ‘civilisation’ of Europe. I 

also demonstrate the way European domination and world’s inequalities continued even after 
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decolonisation in a form of neo-colonialism, and colonisation of the mind. I also discuss the role 

of cultural imperialism in ‘Westernising’ the world and maintaining Western hegemony. Finally, 

I address the issue of European/Western modernity as a successful discourse of ‘Westernisation’ 

or ‘cultural invasion’, which spread through particular instruments, including science and 

technology, the universalisation of people’s thinking, and the media. The particular critical 

discussions to follow often overlap. If they are presented separately here, this is primarily for 

analytical purposes. 

3.1. Eurocentrism and anti-Eurocentrism 

 This section features Eurocentrism as the cradle in which the ideological construct of the 

West grew. The aim of this section is to question and challenge the claim that Western hegemony 

and its imagined superiority is the result of fate through my discussion of anti-Eurocentric views. 

However, before that, I present some of the Eurocentric views that support the claim that the 

emergence of the West as a global political and economic power is the direct result of the innate 

superiority of European men. 

3.1.1. Eurocentrism 

I think that Eurocentrism is the embryo from which the constructed idea of the ‘West’ 

developed. Eurocentrism can be defined as “the conscious or unconscious process by which 

European cultural assumptions are constructed as, or assumed to be, the normal, the natural or the 

universal” (Ashcroft et al., 2007, p.84) whose Centre was Europe, and the surrounding (non-

European) was the Periphery. It is argued that it emerged along with the sixteenth-century 

responses to the questions provoked by the breakup of medieval Christendom and the discovery 

of the Americas (Baker, 2012, p.4). According to Rabasa (1993), Mercator’s Projection is perhaps 

the most potent sign of Eurocentrism. Mercator’s map of the world was not an objective 

representation of reality into diagrammatic forms, but more of an “ideological or mythological 

reification of space” (Ashcroft et al., 2007, p.84) which placed Europe at the centre of the world 

topographically, ideologically and culturally. By designing this new map, Mercator was probably 

not aware of its massive repercussions; it changed our conception of the world forever. In this 

matter, Roberts (1985) claims that: 
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Maps are the best clue to this change […] One crucial mental change was the final 

emergence of the notion of Europe […] After the age of discovery […] Europe stood 

at the centre of Europeans’ maps […] Mercator’s new projection, first used in a map 

in 1568 [...] drove home the idea that the land surface of the globe was naturally 

grouped about a European centre. So, Europe came to stand in some men’s minds at 

the centre of the world […] Mercator helped his own civilisation to take what is now 

called a ‘Eurocentric’ view of the world. (pp.194-202) 

For Roberts (1985), this fictional picture of the world changed people’s perceptions of reality and 

reinforced the construction of an innate, superior, and unified European identity. Ultimately, it 

promoted the idea of European exceptionalism which Roberts calls a “Eurocentric view” of the 

world.  At that time, Europeans began to re-define themselves in relation to the rest of the world 

which they (imagined) profoundly different from them. This universalised Eurocentric knowledge 

is spread across the globe through the establishment of colonial educational system, commonly, 

known as civilisation mission (see 3.2.2).  

For Stuart Hall (1992), the “growing internal European cohesion and the contrasts with the 

‘Rest’, helped to forge that new sense of identity that we call the ‘West’” (197). Once Europeans 

proclaimed the superiority and uniqueness of Europe, the idea of Eurocentrism grew and gained 

ground, and the imaginative boundaries between Europe and the ‘Rest’ widened under the maxim 

of difference. In my view, the creation of such a disparity demonstrates Europeans’ inability to 

tolerate difference; “ideas of cultural pluralism were simply alien to them” (Benrabah, 2013, p.25). 

A good example is Europeans depicting people of the ‘New World’ as uncivilised and lacking 

social structuring, when, in fact, these people did have several, very different, highly elaborated 

social structures (Hall, 1992, p.211). They were functioning societies, but what they were not, is 

European. Hence, instead of negotiating and trying to understand the internal politics of those 

civilisations, Europeans interpreted this difference as a deficit that needed to be compensated for. 

3.1.2. Anti-Eurocentrism 

Anti-Eurocentrism, for me, means the critique of the consensus of the ‘innate’ and 

‘pristine’ superiority of European men. In his book The Triumph of the West, Roberts (1985) takes 

the readers through time and exposes the major factors that led to the rise and ‘triumph’ of Western 

civilisation for so many centuries, and its impact on the world. Although he tried to report some 

‘facts’ and describe some historical processes, in my view, he took a rather Eurocentric perspective 
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in his book. I think that, at any time, Roberts questioned the alleged ‘natural’ superiority of the 

West. He only demonstrated how, in course of history, the West triumphed and owned the world. 

Roberts, as many other individuals, was probably influenced by grand narratives, and was not 

aware of his Eurocentric prejudices.  

Nevertheless, there were many anti-Eurocentric writers who firmly refuted and challenged 

the consensus of the ‘innate’ superiority of the West. In his book entitled The Colonizer’s Model 

of the World, Blaut (1993) tries to challenge the Eurocentric belief that portrays Europeans as the 

“makers of history” (p.1), and depicts the rest of the world as a “traditional society” (ibid). One of 

Blaut’s contributions to anti-Eurocentric literature is the idea of ‘the European tunnel’, which is a 

way of thinking and describing history from only the inside, the Eurocentric perspective. He claims 

that: 

[H]istory and historical geography as it is taught, written, and thought by Europeans 

[…] lies, as it were, in a tunnel of time. The walls of this tunnel are, figuratively, the 

spatial boundaries of Greater Europe. History is a matter of looking back or down in 

this European tunnel of time and trying to decide what happened, where, when, and 

why. [It] calls for connections among historical events, but only among the events that 

lie in the European tunnel. Outside its walls everything seems to be rockbound, 

timeless, changeless tradition. (p.5) 

Blaut (1993) critiques the way global history was taught from only one perspective, the Eurocentric 

one, which “indicates intra-European phenomena as the starting point of modernity, and explains 

its later development without making recourse to anything outside Europe” (Dussel, 2000, p.469). 

In his book, Blaut (1993) strongly refutes the single story that Europe’s modernity is grounded in 

historical and geographical ‘facts’ and/or results from the (imagined) superior European 

characteristics (i.e. race, culture, mind, and language), but asserts that it is grounded in colonialism. 

For him, the looting and spoils of colonialism were at the origins of the rise of Europe and which, 

later, led to the West ultimate hegemony over the world.  

Likewise, Hobson (2004) challenges the dominant Eurocentric consensus and tries to de-

construct the mainstream idea of a superior West. Unlike Blaut (1993) who focused on only 

refuting Eurocentrism, Hobson (2004) offers an alternative reality in which he acknowledges the 

role ‘Eastern’ civilisations played in world history. He pulled many historical events together in a 

form of tables of the key-world historical moments divided into two realities: the established 
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Eurocentric reality, and the hidden non-Eurocentric one. His main argument was that Eurocentric 

perspective is problematic not because it is “politically incorrect, but because it does not square 

with what really happened” (ibid, p.20). He adds: 

[T]he Easterners have undoubtedly been many ‘people with history’, who have 

significantly contributed and sacrificed in so many ways to enable the breakthrough to 

modern capitalism. And only when recognise this can we begin to provide a 

satisfactory account of the rise of the West. (ibid, p.317) 

Hobson (2004) managed to reconcile between the ‘West’ and ‘East’ – or the ‘Rest’ – in the sense 

that he acknowledged the role that the so-called ‘Eastern’ civilisations played in the development 

of the ‘West’. Eventually, I do agree that there are some hidden realities that should be 

acknowledged. An argument that resonates with Stuart Hall whose battle for the recognition of the 

identity of former colonial subjects is encapsulated in his strive for the recognition of what he 

terms – “new identity” (1991). His works reflect how the margins stand to come into representation 

by trying to retell their story from “the bottom up, instead of from the top down” (Hall, 1991, p.35) 

as if they were “recovering their own hidden histories” (ibid). 

European colonialism - which accelerated in the eighteenth century and reached its apogee 

in the nineteenth – seems to have actively promoted Eurocentric standards through exploration, 

conquest and trade (Ashcroft et al., 2007, p.84).  In so doing, it redefined the world in its own 

terms and generated myriad of (ideological) discourses about the ‘Other’ – expressed by binary 

pairs - through a constant comparison between Europe and the rest of the world. Inevitably, 

Eurocentrism altered reality and created new narratives, which are merely a set of stereotypical 

images and attitudes towards non-European countries. This representation of the ‘Other’ is 

characterised by grand narratives of cultural deficiency that praise the ‘West’ and diminish the 

‘Rest’21.   

3.2. European colonialism  

During the Enlightenment period, Europeans thought of themselves so ‘civilised’ that they 

wanted to help non-European individuals. As history proved it, this deceiving discourse was just 

                                                
21  the legitimisation of the idea of a superior West- and many other ideologies that stemmed from that - connects with 

the data and it is demonstrated in the participants’ discourse. 
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a disguised excuse for colonialism and imperial expansion. This section, therefore, presents 

European colonialism as a coercive means for European imperial expansion, and the ideological 

role of the ‘civilisation missions’ in facilitating this expansion and widening the already exist ing 

binarism between Europe and the rest. 

3.2.1. European colonialism and racial prejudices 

In the discussion of European colonialism, Frantz Fanon demonstrated the significance of 

racial prejudices. When analysing colonial issues and social inequalities, Fanon (2004 [1963]) 

challenged the Marxist’s analysis of ideology and the world’s division in terms of social class, and 

suggests a racial reconfiguration of this division, where the split is determined “first and foremost 

[by] what species, what race one belongs to” (p.5). This ideology based on ‘race’ is, according to 

Fanon (2004), a situation where “the cause is effect: you are rich because you are white, you are 

white because you are rich” (ibid). Here, Fanon demonstrated how the consent of subjects of 

inequitable relations of power is secured through discourses of racialisation (Stoddart, 2007, 

p.214). The colonised subjects, hence, were perceived as deficient and lacking because of their 

‘race’. In his works, Fanon (1967) disclaims the allegation that ‘Black’ were enslaved for their 

inferiority, and ‘White’ men enslaved by their superiority, and promotes the rationale that it is 

colonialism that dislocated and distorted the psyche of the oppressed ‘Black’ men. Fanon (1967) 

argues that if “the black man is not a man” (p.8) it was colonisation that turned him to such a state 

of nothingness.  

Fanon (1967) further explained colonial domination using an analogy in which European 

coloniser is the caring mother, and the colonised is compared to a psychologically deranged child 

who should be taken care of, claiming that: 

[C]olonial domination was indeed to convince the natives that colonialism came to 

lighten their darkness […] On the unconscious plane, colonialism therefore did not 

seek to be considered by the native as a gentle, loving mother who protects her child 

from a hostile environment, but rather as a mother who unceasingly restrains her 

fundamentally perverse offspring from managing to commit suicide and from giving 

free rein to its evil instincts. The colonial mother protects her child from itself. (p. 94) 

In the above quotation, Fanon (1967) challenges European willingness to save the ‘Black’ from 

their falsely imagined backwardness, assuming that they are victims of their biology or ‘race’. 
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Fanon’s focal point is on the oppression of ‘Black’ men; however, the analogy of the loving mother 

protecting her ‘retarded’ offspring from itself can be relevant in the study of all the races and 

populations which were subject to European colonialism. 

Mignolo (2003) notes that both European Renaissance and European Enlightenment 

enabled the self-image of the West to be built by not only constructing the grand narratives of 

‘Western’ civilisation and modernity, but also colonial differences (pp. 81-82). Baker (2012), 

using the work of Mignolo (2005), explains that colonial differences centrally refers to the 

philosophical foundation that Eurocentric (falsely imagined) modernity was built on the prototype 

of ‘White’, heterosexual, European male. This particular way of conceiving the world was 

universalised as the only and/or best way of being. Consequently, all those who were different 

from the established prototype were excluded, unless they were willing to acculturate (Baker, 

2012, p.13).  Therefore, parental duty or tutelage, discussed in the above quotation, represents 

European colonialism’s objective of acculturation executed through what they called ‘civilisation 

mission’, discussed in the next section. 

3.2.2. Colonialism as a civilisation mission 

European colonial powers, under the disguise of civilisation mission, claimed that it was 

their duty to bring ‘civilisation’ to what they perceived as ‘uncivilised’ and ‘backward’ people. 

This mission “implied that colonial subjects were too backward to govern themselves and that they 

had to be ‘uplifted’” (Mann and Fischer-Tiné, 2004, p.4). However, as history proved it, this 

discourse hid the European deceptive desires for exploitation and expansion. It “was used above 

all for the self-legitimation of colonial rule” (ibid), and for serving their economic interests by 

making these colonies a valuable source of not only raw materials, but also a market for European 

empires manufactures and financial services. This (European) well-wishing agenda is what Adrian 

Holliday (2014) refers to as ‘the West as steward’ discourse (see page 14). For him, it is a discourse 

in which the ‘West’ constructed itself as looking after the rest of the world. This discourse may 

seem innocent, but it is rooted in ideology; part of its innocence is its subscribers’ (often ‘Western’) 

definite belief that they are well-wishing and provide genuine support for ‘non-Westerners’, yet 

ideological because believing that the cultural ‘Other’ requires either protection or special care 

implies a belief in their cultural deficiency.  
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Civilisation mission is a term borrowed from the French ‘mission civilisatrice’, which 

became the “latter’s imperial ideology and official doctrine in the heyday of imperialism” (Mann, 

2004, p.4). The idea of civilisation rested upon the fundamental assumptions of the superiority of 

French culture and perfectibility of its mankind (Mann and Fischer-Tiné, 2004). Nineteenth 

century Eurocentric perception of the world gave Frenchmen self-confidence in the falsely 

imagined superiority of their civilisation and language, “they expressed their feeling of cultural 

superiority with remarkable aplomb and pride” (Benrabah, 2013, p.25). Compared to other nations 

in Europe, France has a richer history of celebrating its language, and has developed an ideology 

of linguistic superiority to turn French into an almost sacred language (ibid, p.35). The superiority 

of France was, thus, connected with the superiority of its language; glorifying French and 

stigmatising other languages had been a long tradition.  

The French ‘mission civilisatrice’ required assimilation (Benrabah, 2013) which is 

considered to be “the central doctrine of French colonial policy” (Betts, 2004, p.20). Rather than 

simply governing the colonial subjects, the French coloniser preferred assimilating them. 

Assimilation, in the context of French colonialism, “meant that the colony was to become an 

integral part of the mother country, with its society and population made over - to whether extent 

possible - in her image”22 (Betts, 2004, p.8). This acculturation exercise enabled their ever-present 

desire to spread French culture and language. 

During the colonial period, “the planetary will to civilise was centrally an educational 

project involving new forms of social discipline in the acculturation of territorial populations” 

(Baker, 2012, p.12). Education was of paramount importance to the French coloniser; it was 

considered as “a means of correcting discrepancies” (ibid, p.15) of the assumed backwardness 

colonised subjects. A good example of the implementation of this mission is pictured in the history 

of French colonisation of Algeria23. In the end, the civilising mission served mainly “the purposes 

                                                
22 Assimilation, by giving the colonies institutions analogous to those of metropolitan France, little by little removes 

the distances which separate the diverse parts of French territory and finally realises their intimate union through the 

application of common legislation. The expression France d'Outre-mer conveyed this thought (Betts, 2005, p.4). 
23 Between 1830 and 1962, French colonialism imposed an assimilationist policy of Frenchification on millions of 

Algerians through schools (Benrabah, 2014, p.44). This Frenchification consisted of “deracination and 

deculturisation” (ibid).  French colonialism wanted to make Algerians “look and function” (Hill, 2009, p. 7) like 

French, and envisioned the possibility of having an Algeria without Algerians (Benrabah, 2014, p.44). For Rebai-

Mammeri (2009), French control was more visible in the field of education. However, she thinks that Frenchmen did 

not use the schools to educate people but to eradicate their language and culture, and make them easy to control (p.79). 
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of imperialism by promoting the myth of the superiority of ‘Western’ culture and language” 

(Zouaoui, 2019, p.43). Eventually, Western’s sole intention was to see the rest of the world in its 

‘Western’ frames of reference (Mavrinac, 2019, p.2387).  

3.3. Decolonisation: the aftermath 

Decolonisation, the emergence of post-colonialism and a new kind of globalisation that 

“lives culturally through difference and which is constantly teasing itself with the pleasures of the 

transgressive Other” (Hall. 1991, p.31) might give the impression that the old days of imperialism 

and Eurocentrism are over. And yet we still witness instances of splitting, marginalisation and 

Othering which seem to construct and/or maintain old imperialist ideologies through discourses 

and narratives about culture that imply and often suggest that ‘Western’ systems are superior. This 

resonates with some participants’ personal narratives which imply they are privileged to be 

studying in the West because they learn from the ‘experts’. Therefore, in this section, I start by 

reviewing some post-colonial works that support the argument of this section: the persistence of 

colonial legacies. I, then, present neo-colonialism as a proof of this persistence, and as a new form 

of exploitation of the less developed countries (i.e. the Third World) through market economy and 

foreign capitals. 

3.3.1. Postcolonialism and the aftermath of colonialism 

European colonialism has affected the identities of millions of people all over the world, 

which led to an identity crisis within former colonised populations (Sarup, 1996). By the end of 

colonialism, the aftermath was the instability of the ex-colonies that affected all aspects of their 

life including economics, politics, education, culture and identity. However, even today, old 

European imperialist desires of expansion and domination remain active, and are displayed in the 

current unbalanced world structure that sustains situations of global inequalities and 

marginalisation. This unequal world structure is among the interests of postcolonial studies.  

Postcolonial can refer to a wide range of fluctuating meanings (often controversial) which created 

an ongoing debate around this term. Loomba (1998) notes that: 

[T]he prefix ‘post’ complicates matters because it implies an ‘aftermath’ in two senses 

– temporal, as in coming after, and ideological, as in supplanting. It is the second 
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implication which critics of the term have found contestable: if the iniquities of 

colonial rule have not been erased, it is premature to proclaim the demise of 

colonialism. A country may be both postcolonial (in the sense of being formally 

independent) and neo-colonial (in the sense of remaining economically and/or 

culturally dependent at the same time). (p.7) 

In this study, I am interested in the ideological aspect of postcolonialism because the omnipresence 

of the shadow of colonialism is widely acknowledged” (Kaustav et al., 2009, p.5). In this view, 

postcolonial theory can be seen as “a theoretical resistance to the mystifying amnesia of colonial 

aftermath. It is a disciplinary project devoted to the academic task of revisiting, remembering and, 

crucially, interrogating the colonial past” (Ghandi, 1998, p.4). In this study, I use postcolonial 

theory to frame and support the analysis of participants’ narratives regarding the construct of the 

West. This theory also helped me argue that there still is an influence of imperial legacies that 

assume an intrinsic ‘superiority of the West’ in UK higher education through the neoliberal 

University (see 4.2.1) 24.  

Picking up the point that a country may be neo-colonial in the sense of remaining 

economically and/or culturally dependent at the same time (Loomba, 1998, p.7), Edward Said 

(1994) believes in the persistence of colonial legacy. For him, European imperialism did not 

suddenly become ‘past’, there still is “a legacy of connections [that] binds the colonisers with 

former colonies like Algeria and India to France and Britain respectively” (p.341). Although the 

world’s landscape has visibly changed since the old days of European colonialism, Eurocentric 

knowledge - as it were - still dominates the scene. Even today, much of “the world is dependent 

on the ‘West’, even when formally independent and decolonised” (Hall, 1992, p.191), keeping the 

world’s conception defined by binaries. 

3.3.2. Neo-colonialism and the persistence of colonial legacies 

In this globalised contemporary era, one may consider that talking about any kind of 

colonialism might be outdated. However, I think that the binary cultural representation and 

assumptions created throughout history still influence some people’s thinking even today. They 

                                                
24 I am aware that the discussion regarding postcolonialism is relatively short. However, I want to highlight that I had 

to make choices about what to include respecting the word count. Nevertheless, I believe that I got from 

postcolonialism what I needed. That is, acknowledging the omnipresence of the shadow of colonialism even today. 
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still exist and remain profoundly grounded in the historical narratives of the world; where 

discourses are in the backdrop and seem to convey particular messages about ‘us-them’ division. 

“Clearly, a quarter of a century of deafening discourse on the marginality of the majority has not 

changed the ground reality much” (Kumaravadivelu, 2016, p.72). Thus, if colonisation exploited 

the land and the human body, neo-colonialism, on the contrary, is considered to be a colonisation 

of the mind (Mavrinac, 2019, p.2386).  

Neo-colonialism represents the continuing dependence of former colonies on their 

coloniser (i.e. Europe), a kind of continuity of imperialism. In this matter, Nkrumah (1965) stated: 

[I]n place of colonialism as that main instrument of imperialism, we have today neo-

colonialism [which] like colonialism, is an attempt to export the social conflicts of the 

capitalist countries […] The result of neo-colonialism is that foreign capital is used for 

the exploitation rather than for the development of the less developed parts of the 

world. (p.8) 

As Nkrumah (1965) puts it, neo-colonialism is about the exploitation of (what are constructed as) 

under-developed countries, a world based on economic and cultural interdependence, described 

by Wallerstein (1974) as the “world system theory”. This theory provides a structure for global 

inequality, in which the two parts (core and periphery) are linked by “unequal exchange” (Wolf, 

2010, p.22) whereby high-profit goods produced in the core are exchanged for low-profit goods 

produced in the periphery (ibid). 

For Nkrumah (1965) imperialist legacies are still working in this post-colonial world under 

the disguise of neo-colonialism. This latter replaced colonialism in the sense that the world is still 

dependent on the West. However, unlike colonialism, which was exerted through coercion, neo-

colonialism is implemented through a more subtle and indirect power known as hegemony. Having 

said that, we can notice that despite the wave of decolonisation, the rest of the world is still largely 

dependent on the West through “indirect forms of control and, in particular, by means of the 

economic, financial, and trade policies of transnational corporations and global and multilateral 

institutions” (Halperin, 2007, p.596). This new kind of control is subtle yet efficient. It is based on 

the manipulation of the mind, leading to what is today known as Western Hegemony. A world 

system in which ‘Western’ interests are projected as the world’s interest and become naturalised 

in the rest of the world (Andreotti, 2007, p.69). 
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3.4. Western hegemony  

In this section, I argue that Western hegemony is resulting from European colonialism by 

perpetuating the agenda of dominance and reinforcing the world injustices it has created. As 

previously mentioned, after decolonisation, Europe came back with neo-colonialism as a new way 

of legitimising its ongoing rule. Through mainly capitalism and the global market, and by means 

of hegemonic leadership, consent was gained, and Eurocentric values, assumptions, beliefs and 

attitudes were accepted as the natural outcome of the imagined European superiority. As a 

consequence, the ex-colonised individuals (as well as those of the so-called rest) accepted Western 

centrality, while, at the same time, understood and perceived themselves as peripheral (Ashcroft 

et al., 2007, p.107). In this section, I start by explaining what I mean by Western hegemony. I, 

then, argue that this latter succeeded thanks to cultural imperialism and its use of the ‘discourse of 

modernity’. Finally, I cover the literature that claims that modernity is an established Western 

characteristics, then, de-Centre it. 

3.4.1. Western hegemony explained 

Fundamentally, The notion of hegemony is rooted in Gramsci’s (1971) distinction between 

coercion and consent as alternative mechanisms of social power (p.137). Coercion refers to the 

State’s capacity for violence (Stoddart, 2007, p.200). Whereas, hegemony is a form of social power 

that relies on voluntarism and participation, rather than the threat of punishment for disobedience 

(ibid, 201). In other words, hegemony is the subtle inclusive power of persuasion of one (ruling) 

state over another through civil society represented by institutions such as economics, education, 

and the media whereby “the ruling class’s interest is presented as the common interest and thus 

comes to be taken for granted” (Ashcroft et al., 2007, p.107). Here, hegemony appears as “common 

sense” (Gramsci, 1971) that guides our everyday, understanding of the world. It is a view of the 

world that tends to reproduce a sort of “moral and political passivity” through “the everyday 

mundane activities” (Stoddart, 2007, p.203).  

In the context of Western hegemony, “common sense” is the result of the manipulation of 

people's thoughts and actions by blindly believing particular narratives, embracing particular 

beliefs, and consuming particular social and cultural products constructed as ‘Western’. This 
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process is enabled through mainly discourse that promotes what is constructed as ‘Western culture’ 

by means of the society’s apparatus (especially the media).  The outcome is the naturalisation and 

legitimisation of those so-called ‘Western’ principles as “common sense”, and preserving the 

ideological domination of the West. In this matter, Quijano (2000) notes that: 

[T]he incorporation of diverse and heterogenous cultural histories into a single world 

dominated by [the West] signified a cultural and intellectual configuration [...] In 

effect, all the experiences, histories, resources, and cultural products ended up in one 

global order revolving around ‘Western’ hegemony [which] concentrated all forms of 

the control of subjectivity, culture, and especially knowledge and the production of 

knowledge under its hegemony. (p.540) 

One of the fundamental issues that raises intellectuals’ attention is the way globalisation promotes, 

through subtle political discourses, the ‘Western model’. When trying to interpret the present 

world’s situation within which political and social issues are framed, globalisation seems to 

maintain the inequalities created by prior European imperialism (see Petras and Veltmeyer, 2001). 

These inequalities appear to be shaped by Western hegemony via the various political, social and 

economic institutions which indicate what is right and what is not (Piketty 2014, p.20). These 

institutions are intertwined and work hand in hand to achieve Western goals; a good example is 

neoliberalism and the marketisation of higher education which is the result of political, economic 

and social powers (discussed in Chapter 4).  

In my view, Western hegemony succeeded in maintaining old European imperial legacies 

through cultural imperialism. The current threat is the imposition of a status quo that dictates one 

language, one knowledge, one ‘culture’, and one ideal to be followed: the Western one. Likewise, 

Spivak (1990) emphasises the role of the cultural dimension of imperialism in the creation of a 

process of cultural production and domination she calls ‘worlding’ in which ‘Western’ interests 

are projected as the World’s interests and become naturalised in the rest of the world. The coming 

sections, therefore, discuss how cultural imperialism is regarded by many to be globalisation’s 

way of colonising the mind. I would like to point out that I am not going to discuss intellectual and 

linguistic imperialisms as separate sections because I consider language and education as part of 

the social construct of ‘culture’. I, therefore, think that intellectual and linguistic imperialisms are 

part of cultural imperialism. The following sections discuss the way Western hegemony overran, 
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and colonised (and continues to do) the mind of non-Western individuals through cultural 

imperialism. 

3.4.2. Cultural imperialism  

For me, cultural imperialism is a subtle way of assimilating the world’s population to what 

is constructed as the ‘Western culture’ by means of hegemonic discourses, for domination 

purposes. It is commonly known as an ideology which operates by promoting and spreading the 

‘culture’ (i.e. values, beliefs and habits) of a powerful nation over a less powerful one, where 

economic and political powers play an instrumental role (Tomlinson, 2001). Terms such as cultural 

colonialism, cultural hegemony, and many others, are used to refer to cultural imperialism.  

Umpteen academics have assigned various definitions to this term; for instance, Schiller 

(1976) claimed that “the concept of cultural imperialism today [in 1976] best describes the sum of 

the processes by which a society is brought into the modern world system” (p.10). In this 

perspective, cultural imperialism seems to have a positive effect, and can be understood as related 

to progress. While, more than three decades later, Sparks (2012) thinks that cultural imperialism 

has a negative impact because in the process of imposing particular cultural practices and 

institutions upon another culture, traditional elements of culture (e.g. religion, language, dress, the 

arts, media and food) of that other culture are weakened25. Whereas, Nowadays, cultural 

imperialism represents, by definition, the spread of (what is constructed as) ‘Western culture’ over 

the rest of the world as the universal model to be followed, where “the educational and media 

systems of many Third World countries have been set up as replicas of those in Britain, France, or 

the United States and carry their values” (Downing et al.,1995, p.482).  

The above discussion shows that defining cultural imperialism is rather challenging 

because it seems to refer to different phenomena and conveys various meanings depending on the 

era and/or the perspective from which it is studied. On this matter, Tomlinson 2001) thinks that 

cultural imperialism has a “generic” nature (p.3), and is unlikely that any single definition could 

grasp every sense in which it is used. Instead, for him, to think of cultural imperialism is to think 

                                                
25 Later, in this chapter, there is a discussion of ‘Westernisation’ of the world, where people, everywhere embrace 

(what is constructed as) ‘Western’ culture at the expense of their own cultural heritage (see page 52). 



47 

 

of it as a variety of different articulations which may have certain features in common, but may 

also be in tension with each other, or even mutually contradictory (Tomlinson, 2001, p.9). 

Accordingly, he suggests conceiving cultural imperialism in terms of discourses rather than 

ideology, because this latter implies that there is a single fixed culture, while “discourses recognise 

the multiplicity of [its] voices” (ibid). Tomlinson offers four (critical) ways of talking about 

cultural imperialism26. However, in the context of this study, I decided to discuss one way only, 

that of ‘cultural imperialism as the critique of modernity’. I chose this particular discourse of 

cultural imperialism because it not only resonates with the participants’ narrative through their 

reference to Britain as a ‘modern’ country, but also questions and critiques the narrative that 

reduces ‘modernity’ to the order of fate, and as rooted in ‘Western culture’. An argument that 

supports de-Centring the West (a central aim of my research).  

3.4.2.1. Cultural imperialism as a critique of modernity 

 In this sub-section, I address ‘modernity’ with regard to cultural imperialism. I begin by 

explaining what I mean by the discourse of modernity. Then, I tackle ‘modernity’ within the 

Eurocentric paradigm. After that, I briefly review the literature that supports the claim that 

‘modernity’ is a solely Western feature. Finally, I present some of the counter thoughts that 

challenge this argument in the aim of de-Centring this established narrative.  

Modernity is an ambiguous term that is difficult to pin down. It can be used to refer to 

progress, a kind of upgrade or improvement in a particular aspect of life (e.g. music, cinema, art 

or fashion), as it can represent the fallacy of being a value particular to the West. Because the scope 

of the concept of ‘modernity’ is considerably broad, I could carry on talking about it for a hundred 

more pages; however, due to word limit, I must restrict my discussion to the meaning it has within 

‘Western’ imagination. Nevertheless, detailed analysis of theories of modernity, its stages of 

development and critics of certain approaches can be found in several works (e.g. Alexander, 1994; 

Bauman, 2000; Kumar, 1995; Martinelli, 2005).  

                                                
26 1 cultural imperialism as media imperialism; 2 cultural imperialism as a discourse of nationality; 3 cultural 

imperialism as the critique of global capitalism; 4 cultural imperialism as the critique of modernity (see Tomlinson 

2001, pp.19-28 and thoroughly discussed in the rest of chapters) 
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As far as ‘modernity’ is concerned – within ‘Western’ imagination – this seems to represent 

the idea of superiority and civilisation brought by European seventeenth-century Enlightenment. 

In the past, the discourse of modernity was connected with colonialism and the civilisation mission 

mentioned in this chapter (see 3.2.2) which aimed at ‘civilising’ and/or ‘saving’ the rest of the 

world from savagery and backwardness. Later on (even today), at the heart of this discourse are 

technological advancements and economic power uncovered by globalisation. Therefore, cultural 

imperialism as a discourse of modernity appears to refer to the indirect imposition of the so-called 

‘Western culture’ over the rest of the world, enabled through a discourse of modernity and 

concealed by globalisation (Andreotti, 2007) 

I think that it is important to discuss cultural imperialism as a discourse of modernity 

because, for me, it is the most appealing discourse to enthusiastically adopt what is constructed as 

‘Western culture’. To illustrate, Ferguson (2011) argues that people, everywhere, seem unable to 

resist (what is constructed as) ‘Western culture’. They embrace an entire popular culture that 

extends through language, music and movies, to say nothing of soft drinks and fast food because 

it carries with it a subtle message, that of ‘modernity’ (p.198). A subtle discourse that is embraced 

blindly and enthusiastically because it holds the imagined idea of progress that everybody wants 

to be part of.  

In his discussion of ‘modernity’, Tomlinson (2001) critiques the established Western 

‘modernity’ and the narratives that reduce it to the order of fate (i.e. as being the outcome of 

Europe’s ‘innate’ superiority). He claims that ‘modernity’ was constructed as a “social imaginary” 

(p.154) that “has become the most general way in which, we, in the West represent ourselves” 

(p.140). Additionally, he thinks that this discourse maintains Western domination through its 

promotion of this feature that everybody wants to be part of. In my view, the discourse of 

‘modernity’ is discriminatory and manipulative. Discriminatory because it implies that societies 

outside the construct of the West are ‘not modern’, thus need to be ‘modernised’ by Western 

cultural condition (practices and beliefs). And manipulative because it constructs and promotes the 

idea of ‘modernity’ - embedded within the social construct of ‘Western culture’ – as a homogenous 

and universal matter. This, in a sense, displays the implication of a hegemonic discourse which 

promotes the fallacy of ‘modernity’ as a global ‘must-have’ characteristics. On that account, the 
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following section discusses the concept of ‘modernity’ as part of the ‘West’ and challenges the 

narratives that sustain its centrality. 

3.4.2.2. Critique of the established ‘Western’ modernity 

Over the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, a Eurocentric conception of 

modernity developed and became the underlying feature of European identity in which European 

men fashioned themselves as carriers of ‘modernity’. This Eurocentric perspective, critiqued by 

many, constructed the world history by projecting Europe into the past and trying to show that 

everything that had happened had made Europe the center of world history (Chatziefstathiou and 

Henry, 2007, p.32; Dussel, 2000). Accordingly, this section reviews the body of literature that 

explains the conception of ‘modernity’ within a Eurocentric paradigm in which ‘modernity’ is 

recognised as the perspective through which Europe has been apprehended and enclosed over the 

past years (Baker, 2012, p.4). After that, I will provide a discussion that challenges the view that 

reduces European/Western ‘modernity’ to the order of fate, and challenge the narratives that 

sustain its centrality  

Quijano (2007, p. 171) notes that European ‘modernity’ was established - as an exclusively 

European product and a universal paradigm during the same period as European colonial 

domination was consolidating itself. As previously mentioned, European colonialism - employing 

a ‘West as a steward discourse’ - legitimised their colonial expansion through their will of 

‘modernising’ and ‘civilising’ the rest of the world. Here, European ‘modernity’ can, therefore, be 

understood, in part, as a “system of domination, oppression, and exploitation, rooted in the earliest 

stages of European colonial expansion” (Baker, 2012, p.14).  Lately, this ‘modernity’ is (subtly) 

used to promote particular features of what is construct as ‘Western’ culture in the aim of 

‘Westernising’ the world. Thereby, from the sixteenth century onwards, modernity was shaped - 

and seems to remain - as a universal feature embedded within the ‘Western’ civilisation framework 

(ibid, p.8).  

Over the past two decades, a variety of critical works have addressed and challenged this 

established universal history and the dominant univocal conception of the ‘innate’ superiority and 

modernity of Europe (later the ‘West’) (e.g. Dube and Banerjee-Dube, 2019; Dube, 2004; Dussel, 
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2000, 2019; Mehta, 1999). These works have critically considered the divergent articulations of 

modernity (within the Eurocentric paradigm), and claimed that there are overlapping narratives in 

the understanding of modernity, different from the established reality of conceiving it as a solely 

European/Western understanding.  

For instance, Dussel (2000, 2019) critiques the established reality about the rise of the 

Dussel (2000) offers two perspective of discussing modernity: a Eurocentric and a world 

perspective. The Eurocentric view “indicates intra-European phenomena as the starting point of 

modernity and explains its later development without making recourse to anything outside of 

Europe” (pp.469-470). On the contrary, The world perspective dismisses the ideological division 

of a ‘modern West’ and ‘traditional rest’. This view refutes the idea that there was not world history 

in an empirical sense before 1492, as this date marks (at least for Wallerstein) the beginning of the 

world-system (with the Portuguese expansion and the discovery of America by Spain). Previous 

to this date, empires or cultural systems simply coexisted (Dussel, 2000, p.470). In addition, Dussel 

(2019), claims that when unveiling hidden realities, the (constructed) centrality and superiority of 

European/Western civilisation is just two centuries old (p.165)27. This view challenges the world-

system hypothesis, which universally conceives the superiority of European civilisation, since its 

supposed Greek and Medieval Latin origins, for the last five centuries (ibid, p.166)28. That is why, 

I find the concept of modernity within the Eurocentric perspective as an irrational and complex 

concept that “remains concealed even to itself” (ibid, p.472). And this is among the reasons that 

makes it a ‘myth’.   

Besides, Hobson (2004) critiques the narratives that sustain the centrality of European 

‘modernity’ and ‘superiority’. He raises the issue of historical truth and Eurocentrism claiming 

that, in the history narrated by the historians and academics, we have received a highly distorted 

                                                
27 and not five centuries as it is established (starting from the discovery of the ‘New World). 
28 During what might be described, from a Eurocentric perspective, as the first stage of ‘modernity’, which began in 

the fifteenth century, Spain may be seen as the first ‘modern’ nation due to the following factors: it had a state that 

unified the peninsula, a top-down national consensus created by the Inquisition, a national military power, one of the 

first articulated grammars and the subordination of the church to the state (Chatziefstathiou and Henry, 2007, p.32; 

Dussel, 2000, p.470). The modern European powers of England and France replace Spain and Portugal as the 

hegemonic powers in the ‘second stage of modernity’, that of the eighteenth-century industrial revolution and the 

Enlightenment (ibid). 
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view of the rise of the ‘West’, and simultaneously learnt little about the ‘East’ (p.5). In his book, 

entitled The Eastern Origins of Western Civilisation, Hobson (2004) disproves two particular 

grand narratives. First, the belief that “the pristine ‘West’ has alone pioneered the creation of the 

modern world” (ibid, p.1). Second, the assumption that the ‘East’ “has been a passive bystander in 

the story of world development [...] and that accordingly it can be legimately marginalised” (p.4). 

Against this backdrop, he coined the phrase “Oriental West” maintaining that the East - which was 

more advanced than the ‘West’ between 500 and 1800 - provided a crucial role in enabling the rise 

of modern ‘Western’ civilisation (p.2), claiming: 

[F]irst, the Easterners created a global economy and global communications network 

after 500 along which the more advanced Eastern ‘resource portfolios’ (e.g. Easterner 

ideas, institutions and technologies) diffused across the West, where they were 

subsequently assimilated, through what I call Oriental globalisation. And second, 

Western imperialism after 1492 led the Europeans to appropriate all manner of Eastern 

economic resources to enable the rise of the West. In short, the West did not 

autonomously pioneer its own development in the absence of the Eastern help, for its 

rise would have been inconceivable without the contributions of the East. (pp 2-3) 

Thus, for Hobson ideas of ‘modernity’, ‘civilisation’, and economic and social advancements 

existed long before the ideological construction of the ‘West’. I think the Eurocentric perspective 

ignored or downplayed the various scientific, mathematical, legal, medical, sociological/historical 

and philosophical advances associated with other non-European civilisations that happened from 

the twelfth to the fifteenth century (e.g. Muslim and Chinese civilisations) (Chatziefstathiou and 

Henry, 2007, pp.39-40).   

From the established Eurocentric perspective, the sixteenth century marked the emergence 

of the (imagined) European modernity within a newly formed world system controlled and 

managed by European men (Baker, 2012, p.4). From that, Europe and modernity have become 

synonymous and an essential component of European identity (Baker, 2012, p.5). This self-

appropriated modernity has monopolised history over the past years, subsuming varied histories 

into one unique narrative (Dubey, 2019, p.95). The construction of such narratives framed the way 

people thought about themselves and about the ‘Other’. People, all over the world, including me, 

seem to have had only one version, a “single story” (Adichie, 2009) of the representation of past 

and present history. In this regard, people have learnt to “evaluate [their] life and culture on the 



52 

 

basis of ‘Western’ standards and have been taught to feel low-grade not only in matter of political 

and economic affairs, but also in cultural and knowledge practices” (Basu, 2009, p.226).  

The aim of this discussion is to acknowledge that any societies have developmental 

possibilities, thus can be perceived as ‘modern’ through the acknowledgement of the marginalised 

‘East’(or rest of the world). This argument resonates with Stuart Hall’s deCentred globalisation 

for their thrust to deCentre the so-called ‘West’ and allow room for the constructed margins to 

express their voice. Additionally, I wish to show that many hidden (maybe overlapping) realities 

may exist, and which may be equally ‘true’. In fact, the only reality that seems to have successfully 

been able to be established as ‘truth’ is the Eurocentric one thanks to many coercive as well as 

hegemonic instruments: the coercive way, executed through colonialism, was discussed earlier. 

Whereas, the hegemonic way will be further discussed in the following sections. 

3.5. The triumph of ‘Westernising’ the world 

This section pictures the way the world was ‘Westernised’ and the consequences of this 

phenomenon on the life of non-Western individuals. It presents some of the most prominent ways 

that contributed to the ‘Westernisation’ of the world, including science and technology, the 

standardisation of the individuals’ imagination, and the media. In this study, I address 

‘Westernisation’ as the attempt to assimilate the world into what is constructed as ‘Western 

culture’ whereby non-Western individuals renounce to their heritage cultural practices in favour 

of ‘Western’ ones.  

In his book entitled Westernisation of the World, Latouche (1996) refers to Westernisation 

as “cultural invasion” (p.20). For him, this invasion represents a “one-way cultural currents 

flooding from the Centre over the entire planet, promoting images, words, moral values, legal 

notions, political codes, criteria of competence to the ‘Third World’” (p.20). As if the world was 

hit by a ‘Western’ gust that left imprints of its ‘culture’ on every corner it passed by. These cultural 

currents are usually spread through what Berger et al. (1974) calls “carriers of modernity” (p.15); 

these include the major social-economic institutions of the ‘West’ such as the capitalist market, 

bureaucracy, science and technology, and mass media. The invasion of the alleged ‘Western’ 

cultural practices was potently subtle because it is through “giving” and “not taking” that the 
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Centre West acquired its distinctive power to dominate (ibid, p.22). To illustrate, in the 1980s, 

France provided a free satellite news service to African television and radio (ibid, p.21). 

Obviously, France had something to gain from this gift to Africans, maybe promoting their 

‘culture’!? I would say: yes! I do not think it was a naïve act of generosity, but rather a subtle way 

of broadcasting French programmes, thus French values and attitudes. Such plot is an example of 

the manipulative nature of Western hegemony. 

In the literature, ‘Westernisation’ is usually discussed in relation to its impact on non-

Western individuals’ identities and perceptions of themselves and the ‘Other’. In her Exploration 

of Ideological Positions and Identities within an Algerian EFL Setting, Hiouani (2020) found that 

many of her participants tend to perceive the West as necessarily superior to Algeria, as part of the 

rest of the world, in almost every aspect possible including health, education, research, and even 

the usual aspects of life such as fun, lifestyle and routines. And as a prominent consequence of this 

thinking is the idealisation of the West or “West idealism” in opposition to sentiments of inferiority 

and deficiency as Algerian non-Western individuals. Typical discourses of West idealism include 

“I bet they don’t have mud in the UK”, “they are more educated than us and more knowledgeable 

than us”, and “if I find a research that was done by an Algerian person or who did it in Algeria, I 

will not trust it. I will not even read it”. Hiouani (2020) concludes that the intensity and prevalence 

of participants’ accounts that eulogise the West indicate how deeply engraved this ideological 

position is. In some extreme cases, this ‘West idealism’ leads to Harraga29, or the illegal North 

African immigration to European territories on board of makeshift boats. 

Westernisation of the world seems to have triumphed through mainly three instruments: 

science and technology, the standardisation of the individuals’ imagination, and the media.  

3.5.1. ‘Westernising’ the world through science and technology 

Latouche (1996) notes that technology - decisive from the industrial revolution onwards - 

had been an effectively influential factor for “the colonisation of bodies and minds” (p.17). This 

particular kind of colonisation is, for Mavrinac (2019), the ultimate result of European domination 

                                                
29  Harraga is an Algerian neologism created from the Arabic word “hrag,” meaning “burn” or “those who burn” the 

borders. 
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manifested through the ‘Westernisation’ of the rest of the world (p.2388). As far as colonisation 

of the mind is concerned, the (imagined) technological superiority of the West became an effective 

“trump card of domination and remains an argument for the neo-colonial imperium” (Latouche, 

1996, p.18). Similarly, in her critique of globalisation, Sharpe and Spivak (2002) acknowledges 

the importance of technology in ‘Westernising’ the world. She states that “the tendency towards 

expansion is as old as the hills, but information technology has given it a dimension which deserves 

a special name” (p.611). 

 Since the Industrial Revolution, European science and technology were progressing faster 

than science and technology elsewhere, leading to the increase in the number of factories and in 

the use of mechanically powered machinery (Rosenberg and Birdzell, 1990, p. 42). Technology 

has, therefore, been propelled to great heights by ‘Western’ commerce (Tangwa, 1999, p.220). 

This rise of technology has permitted the market economies of the ‘Western’ nations to achieve 

unprecedented prosperity (Rosenberg and Birdzell, 1990, p. 42). Historians sometimes call this 

unique period of long-term economic growth, “the Western miracle” (ibid). As Latouche (1996) 

stated, technology seems to have replaced Christian religion and became the new “universal faith 

whose divinity is Science” (p.19). Therefore, all over the world, people embraced this new 

‘religion’ or cult because of the idea of ‘modernity’ it carried. 

3.5.2. ‘Westernising’ the world through the standardisation of the individuals’ 

imagination 

Another noteworthy factor of the success of the ‘Western’ cultural invasion is the 

standardisation of the individuals’ imagination. This triumph lies in promoting a reality where the 

‘Western’ model of culture has become the universal model, where “what started as innocent 

imitation has become a distorting mirror reflecting the truth about ourselves” (Latouche, 1996, 

p.23). A reality where non-Western countries imitate the West, but the issue with copies is that 

they are subordinate versions of the original. Hence, these copies (i.e. non-Western countries) will 

(ideologically) remain in their inferior place while the West (ideologically) conserves its position 

of superiority.  
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The standardisation of individuals’ imagination seems to have been facilitated by 

globalisation whereby the West displays the status quo as legitimate and beneficial for everyone. 

The implantation of big corporations of food, clothing, computing and other ‘Western’ landmarks 

transformed local societies into universal ones, leading to the progressive extermination of local 

practices, principles and values in favour of ‘Western’ universals. Latouche (1996) observes that 

we can be in the high plains of New Guinea and hear a transistor belting out the latest New York 

hit song; or see a peasant drinking Coca-Cola deep in the jungle of Southeast Asia; or meet the 

chief of a village in the African bush driving a Toyota (p.23).  

Because of the open market - brought in by globalisation - people around the world, 

including me, unconsciously consumed output constructed alleged as ‘Western’. All this 

exposition to ‘Western culture’ led us to consume it. Hence, I believe that ‘Westernisation’ 

surpassed the desire to imitate, but it rather became “a way to survive to this globalised world” 

(ibid, p.23) to match the constructed standards of being. In this matter, Chakrabarty (2000) notes 

that 

Europe works as a silent referent in historical knowledge becomes obvious in a highly 

ordinary way. There are at least two everyday symptoms of the subalternity of non-

Western, third world histories. Third-world historians feel a need to refer to works in 

European history; historians of Europe do not feel any need to reciprocate […] This is 

a gesture, however, that ‘we’ cannot return. We cannot even afford an equality or 

symmetry of ignorance at this level without taking the risk of appearing ‘old-

fashioned’ or ‘outdated’. (p.28) 

This is an example of cultural imperialism, and more precisely, intellectual imperialism which 

establishes an unequal relationship between Western and non-Western academics. Chakrabarty 

(2000) argues against Western hegemony, and the establishment of Western ways of doing things 

as the reference or the norm. Westernisation, in this case, represents a kind of conditioning of 

people’s thinking. It constructs and promotes a reality where the world is Western-led, where ‘non-

Westerners’ or ‘Third-World’ individuals are (subtly) subjected to ‘Western’ ways of doing things, 

yet have the possibility to challenge it, but do not because this might appear ‘odd’ or ‘old-

fashioned’.  

Chakrabarty’s example illustrates an instance of ‘Western’ hegemony, where the West has 

served as “the model system for ‘modern’ or ‘developed’ societies” (Krause, 2016, p.200). Thus,  
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any kind of nonconforming to the falsely claimed ‘Western’ imperatives is framed and marked as 

a kind of ‘Otherness’ (Mavrinac, 2019, p.2390). Here, ‘Otherness’ can be interpreted as the result 

of a discursive process by which a dominant in-group (‘Us’, the Self) constructs one or many 

dominated out-group (‘Them’, the ‘Other’) by stigmatising a difference – real or imagined – 

presented as a motive for potential discrimination (Staszak, 2008, p.2). In this context, the 

dominant ‘Us’ is the ‘West’, while the marginalised ‘Them’ is the ‘non-West’, which is (often) 

stigmatised for not being as ‘modern’ or cutting-edge as the West.  

3.5.3. ‘Westernising’ the world through media 

Lastly, according to Tomlinson (2001), media are at the centre of cultural imperialism and 

‘Westernisation’ of the world. He states that “issues of cultural domination turn on issues of media 

domination” (p.58). Nearly three decades later, Mavrinac (2019) maintains this argument, and 

notes that there still is an “interdependence between the colonisation of the mind and media 

imperialism” (p.2386). Many researchers and theorists spoke about the manipulative power of 

media. For instance, critical discourse analysts assume that traditional media30 (e.g. press and 

broadcast) have a unidirectional communicative power that created a dichotomy of 

powerful/powerless voices. On this matter, Khosravinik and Unger (2016) observe that there is “a 

predominantly one-way flow of content [...] from media (elites) to society” (p.210). In so doing, 

media, through television, newspapers, and radio transmit ideological representations of the world 

to the masses and, thus, lay down the way reality is to be perceived. 

Media imperialism31, in this context, refers to the transfer of so-called ‘Western’ cultural 

patterns onto the rest of the world through media leading to a kind of (indirect) colonisation or 

domination of the mind. When it comes to media imperialism and other kinds of dominations, one 

would think that the impressive amount and variety of post-colonial and cultural studies research 

and publications must have reshaped the world, and dispelled the ideologies and inequities brought 

about by Western hegemony; yet that does not seem to be the case. Even recent works of the effects 

                                                
30 Khosravinik and Unger (2016) claim that, unlike traditional media which are unidirectional, social media are by 

their nature interactive, inherently and user-centred. Optimistically speaking, social media have now helped to 

decolonise the mass-mediated processes of pushing content onto audiences and offer some kind of participatory role 

to the individual (p.211). 
31 is also a type of cultural imperialism besides language and intellectual imperialisms. 
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of ‘Western’ media on ‘Third world’ countries or ‘non-Western’ areas (e.g. Mavrinac, 2019; 

Vorhölter, 2012; Wheeler, 2000) continue to blame and protest against ‘Western’ media, claiming 

that “media discourses are intensely marked by Centralist ‘Western’ imperatives influence” 

(Mavrinac, 2019, p.2386).  

The broadcast of ‘Western’ media contents in ‘non-Western’ societies can be perceived as 

a potent tool of neo-colonial efforts for the Occidentalising of the world. Such efforts seem to 

affect and transform these societies’ practices and values. For instance, in her study of 

‘Westernisation’ of Ugandan society, Vorhölter (2012) found that the expansion of the mass media 

in Uganda has influenced its population, especially, the younger generation. She adds that most 

Ugandans display a desire to be ‘Western’ because, for them, this reflects ‘modernity’. Young 

Ugandans are attracted by, and want to engage in a lifestyle they know from ‘Western’ media, and 

to overcome some of the constraints they relate to ‘traditional’ African society, such as being 

controlled by male elders in the family and clan, changing dating/marriage customs, or labouring 

in the fields instead of going to school. Such examples of change in the Ugandan society led to 

extensive conflicts between the eldest and youngest generations. 

Another study of how the consumption of ‘Western’ media affect the patterns of culture 

within a society is Mavrinac’s (2019). In her study of the issue of media imperialism and racism 

in the novel Americanah, She speaks, inter alia, of media imperialism in Nigerian media. Mavrinac 

(2019) observes that the intense propaganda of ‘Western’ media content in Nigerian mass media 

affects the abandonment of African cultural patterns and forcibly changing behaviours of domicile 

population, resulting in a paradox of non-Western men producing western beliefs in areas outside 

the West (ibid, pp.2387-8). 

Regarding the neo-colonial nature of ‘Western’ media, Mavrinac (2019, p.2388) notes that 

because of the pervasiveness of the media, individuals are immersed in imposed alleged ‘Western’ 

lifestyle. This consumption of ‘Western’ contents (mentally) colonises non-Western individuals 

who try to adjust themselves to ‘Western’ needs, and thus remain hostages of the coloniser West. 

However, there still is a possibility of escaping to this colonisation through the promotion of local 

contents. For instance, in her investigation of how globalisation in the form of media and 

technology affect Kuwaiti national identity, Wheeler (2000, p.438) reports that Kuwaiti 
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government assumes that imported ‘Western’ media are a threat to its citizens, and one way of 

protecting them is the censorship of contents that may be in contradiction with the Islamic religion, 

or with dogma and public order of Muslims. 

Another intervention is the attempt of the Kuwaiti government to provide competitive 

programming with which to woo local audiences away from the foreign channels (ibid, p.440).  

The strategy is not to shelter individuals from foreign culture (e.g. women wearing short skirts), 

but to use contact with alternative discourses as a means for reinforcing local values (ibid, p.441). 

Nevertheless, foreign movies and TV shows, in particular American shows remain more popular 

than local and regional productions (Kamal, 2012, p.36). As far as the influence of ‘Western’ 

media in the Algerian context is concerned, this area seems to be overlooked. Therefore, I will not 

be able to provide many details about it in the literature. However, some participants mentioned 

media as an example of the source of perceptions about Britain and the West; this is further 

discussed in Chapter 6 (see 6.3.2).  

Discussion summary  

On the basis of the idea that the world is ideologically divided into the ‘West’ and the 

‘Rest’, this chapter reviewed the literature around the formation and normalisation of the 

ideological construct of the ‘West’. The aim of this chapter is twofold: to contextualise the 

construct of the West that emerged from participants’ narratives, and to deCentre the dominant 

discourses that promote the imagined superiority of the West from a postcolonial and critical 

cosmopolitan lens. 

In this chapter, I presented the way the construct of the West transformed into the most 

powerful ideology of our era. I argued that the origins of this powerful construct could be traced 

back to Eurocentrism where European men imagined themselves as superior of the rest of the 

world. While Eurocentrism was known for colonisation of lands through coercion, 

‘Westernisation’ or ‘cultural invasion’ is regarded as a hegemonic colonisation of the mind by 

means of cultural imperialism and aided by globalisation and the open markets economy. It 

imposed a universal model of being and doing, which is promoted through discourses of 
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‘modernity’ that carry the idea of progress that is difficult not to follow because everybody wants 

to be a part of.  

The following chapter reviews the literature regarding internationalisation of higher 

education, and international students’ transitions. 
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Chapter 4: Study Abroad 

This chapter reviews the literature I explored regarding internationalisation of higher 

education (HE), and international students’ transitions. In this study, internationalisation 

concerns student recruitment32. This chapter is important because it presents a more 

comprehensive and conspicuous understanding of internationalisation of HE and international 

students’ experiences abroad. It also presents a continuation of the previous discussions regarding 

the dominant narratives of an allegedly superior West and an inferior rest inherent in the 

current international HE scheme. 

My understanding of the field is that much of the internationalisation of HE literature is 

neoliberal, and that the naïve neoliberal position regarding internationalisation derives from the 

Western hegemonic stance described in the previous chapter. There is a conflict in the field of 

study abroad represented by two positions. The more traditional position – presented as the 

assimilationist approach - argues that so-labelled international students are deficient, and gives the 

impression that non-Western students come to the West to learn how to better themselves. The 

more critical position argues that this falls into a neoliberal trap because it constructs international 

students are deficient, and Western universities as the most prestigious, framed by discourses of 

marketisation and ranking.  These discourses are meant for recruiting high-fee-paying students in 

order to build an international reputation, and generate revenues in the aim of maintaining Western 

hegemony. This is very relevant to my research because my participants make it very clear that 

they are nothing like the traditional definition. This study critiques the assimilationist approach, 

and tries to understand international students’ transitions from a more deCentred position where 

they are not depicted as deficient. 

Accordingly, I start with a discussion of what neoliberalism means and how it is 

implemented in international HE. I, then, present internationalisation as the most prominent 

outcomes of the neoliberalisation of HE. Moreover, I present a brief overview of UK HE, and 

discuss the way it have succeeded in attracting high-fee-paying students thanks to marketing and 

                                                
32Commonly, internationalisation involves either the students moving to the education programmes (i.e. international 

student recruitment) or the programmes moving to the students (i.e. transnational education) (Caruana and 

Montgomery, 2015, p.5). 
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ranking discourses. Furthermore, I present a synthesis of the previous research on international 

students experiences abroad, including the challenges and outcomes of their sojourn. Finally, I 

devote the last parts of this chapter to explore the literature surrounding the doctoral degree and 

what is it like to be a doctoral student abroad, including the challenges, assets, and outcomes of 

undertaking a doctorate. 

4.1. What is neoliberalism? 

A growing literature on neoliberalism illustrates confusion as to what it actually is 

(Kennedy, 2019, p.78). It is one of those terms which is so widely and loosely used that it can 

many things at the same time. And its “multidimensional nature” makes it open to modification 

over time (Boas and Gans-Morse, 2009, p.138). Neoliberalism seems to be a complex phenomenon 

that is difficult to pin down. Since there is no universally agreed definition of it, what does 

neoliberalism stand for?  

A number of authors have been interested in neoliberalism, and tried to understand it (e.g. 

Brown, 2015; Harvey, 2007; Kotz, 2002). Theoretically speaking, neoliberalism is described as 

both a body of economic and political measures which falsely claim to embody the imagined ideal 

of free individual choice, and the achievement of optimum economic performance with economic 

growth, technical progress, and distributional justice (Kotz, 2002, p.1). Neoliberalism was meant 

to make existing markets wider, and to create new markets where they did not exist before 

(Connell, 2013). However, many scholars claim that this description is significantly different from 

the actual state of affairs. 

 In opposition to the neoliberal claim, the current society is not dominated by free markets 

and individual entrepreneurs competing within them, but by global corporations (e.g. banks, multi-

national manufacturing companies, and media) exercising a considerable degree of control over 

consumers, citizens and the political environment (Rustin, 2016, p.153). Therefore, in this study, 

I use Shamir’s (2008) conception of neoliberalism as a “set of practices organised around a certain 

imagination of the ‘market’ as a basis for the universalisation and penetration in almost every 

single aspect of our lives” (p.3). I believe that this definition is appropriate because it supports the 

assumption that neoliberalism, through its deceptive claims, has lured people.  
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Despite unsettlement over how to define it, neoliberalism has acquired a negative 

characteristics that seems to get worse throughout the years. For Cruikshank (2017), neoliberalism 

is a term of negative judgment that is difficult to find in use by anyone other than its critics (p.243). 

Brown (2015) regards neoliberalism as hegemonic and controlling. For her, “neoliberalism is the 

rationality through which capitalism finally swallows humanity – not only with its machinery of 

compulsory commodification and profit-driven expansion, but by its form of valuation” (p. 44). 

Neoliberalism seems to have deeply impacted on society and its individuals; it got “into our minds 

and our souls, into the ways in which we think about what we do, and into our social relations with 

others” (Ball, 2012, p.18). It “spread so deep that there is no alternative” (Cruikshank, 2017, 

p.248). This makes me wonder, why neoliberalism has become so powerful? 

I think that neoliberalism became powerful because of its hegemonic nature. It, subtly, 

projects so-called Western capitalist societies’ expansion intentions as beneficial to everyone. 

Since its establishment in the 1980s, the neoliberal regime imposed radical changes. There was “a 

cascade of reforms followed which brought every institutional sector under the sway of market 

logics” (Connell, 2013, p.102), transforming societies into markets. This was mostly enabled by 

“benevolent discourses and wonderful-sounding words like freedom, liberty, choice, and rights” 

(Harvey, 2005, p.119) which hid the bitter realities of social inequality, austerity and the dull fate 

of increasing marginalisation (ibid, p.118). The implementation of neoliberalism, according to 

Delgado Wise and Márquez (2013), maintains and perpetuates social inequalities created by 

former colonialism through “the unprecedented concentration of capital, power, and wealth” (p.2) 

in the hands of Western countries, while a growing segment of the ‘Third World’ population 

“suffers poverty, exploitation, and exclusion” (ibid). Hence, the rich get richer, and the poor get 

poorer.  

As a consequence, neoliberalism has, dramatically, transformed all spheres of human 

existence - including politics, economics, culture, and education - whereby all conduct became 

economic, fostered through the market, and nurtured through competition (Hanlon, 2016). Higher 

education is a major example of a field that is being recontextualised as a business whereby the 

discourse of marketisation is increasingly evident. The following section discusses how neoliberal 

policies affected HE. 
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4.2. The neoliberalisation of higher education 

This section addresses the neoliberalisation of HE. It aims at explaining how globalisation 

and the open market reconceptualised HE into a business-like enterprise. After that, I present 

internationalisation as the main outcomes of this change. I also discuss how the current neoliberal 

international HE is divided into ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’ universities which characterises the 

uneven landscape within which HE institutions currently function. 

4.2.1. The neoliberal University  

In the context of HE, neoliberalism meant a transfer of resources away from public-sector 

services to the corporate sector, in which public universities were subjected to a long-term funding 

squeeze (Connell, 2017, p.5). This shift forced many universities in the Global North33 to adjust 

their financing and governance structures and adopt market-based strategies and activities (Vavrus 

and Pekol, 2015, p.5), such as competing for external funding, increasing student fees34, and selling 

educational programs and services. As a result, HE has transformed into “a product to be consumed 

rather than an opportunity to be experienced” (Kennedy, 2019, p.16).  

There is a large body of research on the neoliberal University, however, In the context of 

this study, and to relate to the previous chapter, I employ Shahjahan’s (2014) definition. For him, 

the neoliberal University refers to “the theoretical and practical restructuring of HE according to 

neoliberal logics” (ibid, p.221). By neoliberal logics, he means the set of discourses that enable 

the governance and legitimacy of particular (neoliberal) practices and policies. In other words, 

neoliberal HE, through its use of marketisation, privatisation and emphasis on human capital 

development, assumes and justifies these material structures (Harvey, 2005; Ong, 2006; 

Shahjahan, 2014). 

                                                
33 In this context, the Global North refers to so-called Western countries, and the Global South to non-Western 

countries. 
34 For instance, in the 1980s, UK government were imposed ‘full cost’ fees on overseas students, mostly postgraduates, 

who thus became a major source of discretionary income for universities (Radice, 2013, p.411). 
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Because of their market-like nature, contemporary universities have been described as a 

“big business” (Altbach, 2016, p.3), “tickets to higher lifetime earnings” (Browne, 2010, p.2), or 

“a business dynamic which seeks profit from the buying and selling of education ‘services’” (Ball, 

2012, p.18). There is a growing literature on the effects of neoliberalising HE (e.g. Ball, 2012; 

Collins, 2018, Giroux, 2002; Kennedy, 2019; Lynch, 2015; Rustin, 2016; Shahjahan, 2014; Smyth, 

2017). In most of these works, the neoliberal University is widely associated with marketisation, 

competition, and consumption. An interesting explanation to illustrate this marketised HE is 

Ritzer’s (1998) “McUniversity”. For him, contemporary universities, pretty much, adopt the same 

characteristics that are found in fast-food chains. That is, being “a means of educational 

consumption, one that allows students to consume educational services and eventually to obtain 

important “goods” (e.g. degrees and credentials) (ibid, p.151). 

Additionally, Ritzer predicted how contemporary universities would be, claiming: “I do 

not expect tomorrow’s university to look exactly like a shopping mall or chain of fast-food 

restaurants. However, I do expect it to integrate applicable elements of these, and other new means 

of consumption into the existing structure of the university” (p.161). When observing the current 

reality of HE, I think that Ritzer’s prediction is on point. The neoliberal policies have introduced 

drastic changes to HE, and constructed how universities ought to be. Their constructs appear 

powerful because they affect students (particularly non-western internationals) in taking in by the 

image Western universities are projecting. This imagining of HE institutions can be displayed in 

the students’ migration - from developing countries to more developed ones - seeking for, what 

they imagine, the prestige of a degree from a Western university. 

The prominent outcome of neoliberalising HE is internationalisation. Neoliberal policies 

presents internationalisation as a process aimed at forming global individuals capable of working 

in this globalised world (Killick, 2005, p.1), is this really the case? The following section discusses 

this matter.  

4.2.2. Internationalisation of higher education 

This subsection addresses the concept of internationalisation whose meaning is twofold: 

imagined and factual. After that, I discuss ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’ universities as an instance of 



65 

 

social inequality brought about by neoliberalisation. I deem it important to understand the nuances 

of the ‘Centre-Periphery’ dichotomy in the context of international HE because it reflects the way 

internationalisation of HE maintains and perpetuates social inequalities created by former 

colonialism by benefiting Global Northern Western countries more than other (Global South non-

Western) countries. 

In the recent decades, internationalisation has become central on the agendas of HE 

institutions and national governments across the world (Uzhegova and Baik, 2020). As commonly-

understood, internationalisation of HE refers to a “process of integrating an international or global 

dimension into the purpose, functions or delivery of post-secondary education” (Knight, 2003, 

p.2). Supposedly, one of the main educational aims of internationalisation is to encourage students 

to “understand, appreciate and articulate the reality of interdependence among nations 

(environmental, economic, cultural and social)” (Knight and De Wit, 1995, p. 13), and to “prepare 

students to develop competences and tolerances that enable them to live and work in an 

intercultural context” (ibid).  

 I believe that internationalisation of HE has two divergent faces: imagined and factual. As 

imagined, internationalisation is constructed as the process of integrating an international or global 

dimension into the HE sector as a response to global change. Whereas, in reality, 

internationalisation appears to be politically, economically and ideologically driven. It gives the 

impression of being a trademark for recruiting high-fee-paying students in order to build an 

international reputation, generate revenue through competition over funding and university status.  

The meaning of internationalisation of HE is a growing phenomenon which changes over 

time and space (McGrath et al., 2019). For Altbach and De Wit (2016) and McGrath (2019), 

universities have always been international institutions attracting students and staff from many 

countries and partnering with other institutions, whether in Buddhist, Christian or Islamic 

traditions. Later, the rise of nationalism and the nation-state after the Protestant Reformation 

focused academia inward (Altbach and Knight, 2016, p.118). From the 1500s, colonialism 

transplanted European models of HE into the rest of the world (McGrath, 2019, p.2). Later, post-

colonial endeavours saw networks of scholars and activists emerge in diasporas with regional 

sensibilities (ibid), which revived the establishment of national universities. Lately, contemporary 
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HE has regained its international status. However, in the current global climate of increased 

ideological conflicts, the original ideas of international cooperation and exchange in HE as 

“promoters of peace and mutual understanding and of global engagement” (Altbach and De Wit, 

2016, p.73) has shifted.  

Nowadays, the key discourse in HE has become that of “market fundamentalism”, or the 

doctrine that market exchange is an ethic in itself and a guide for all human action (Walker, 2010, 

p.219). Contemporary HE has, thus, become a “tradable service” (Caruana, and Montgomery, 

2015, p.5), hypothetically, intending to form global individuals apt to work in the current 

competitive global economy. As far as internationalisation of HE is concerned, McGrath et al. 

(2019) thinks that it reflects both “a specific set of institutional practices” and “a discourse” in 

response to globalisation (p.1). These may, inter alia, include “the discourse of employability” 

(Collins, 2018, p.173), “self-promotion and branding employed through discourses” (ibid, p.172) 

marked by “linguistic features such as strategic vagueness, overstatement and marketing jargon” 

(ibid, p.171). Therefore, in this study, internationalisation is used to refer to a politico-economic 

phenomenon that enables student mobility, for either short or longer courses, in the aim of 

maintaining Western hegemony. 

Altbach (2016) claims that international HE context is “a world fraught with inequalities” 

(p.102) in which Western market and commercial forces increasingly dominate the ‘Third World’. 

In this matter, Vavrus and Pekol (2015) view internationalisation of HE as an “interested” practice 

(p.16) that serves the interests of states, institutions, and actors who benefit from the status quo 

(i.e. Western countries). Rumbley et al. (2012) note that, “with remarkably few exceptions, no 

corner of the globe or institutional type has proven itself immune to the call to ‘internationalise’ 

in some fashion” (p. 3). Although internationalisation of HE is widespread, it has been unevenly 

implemented in different parts of the world. Researchers on international HE are sceptical about 

the role globalisation has played in the internationalisation of HE. While some have argued that 

globalisation liberates HE and permits everyone to compete on the basis of equality thanks to its 

technological innovations (such as the Internet), others have claimed that globalisation strengthens 

worldwide inequalities. For instance, McGrath et al. (2019) think that globalisation made of 

internationalisation a “North- focused” (p.1) phenomenon by keeping the academic power in the 
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hands of the wealthy universities of the so-called countries of the West (i.e. North America and 

Europe).  

Because of globalisation and neoliberalism, marketisation spirit has intensified in HE, 

leading the Global North to embark on a “competition fetish” journey (Naidoo, 2016, p. 1). As a 

result, many European and North American universities have been able to settle themselves as 

global education leaders, exporting their teaching programs and services abroad and importing 

paying students (Vavrus and Pekol, 2015, p. 6), leaving many of the Global South universities 

aside. Vavrus and Pekol (2015) observed some worth noting patterns of inequality (between 

Global North and South) engendered by internationalisation of HE. First, they notice that most 

popular sites for study abroad are English-speaking host countries35. As a result, English is a 

dominant language (i.e. language imperialism), and English-speaking scholars at ‘world-class’ 

universities enjoy more advantages compared to non-speaking-English scholars at less prestigious 

universities. In addition, knowledge produced in the Global North has greater influence over global 

research and counts as authoritative knowledge (ibid, p.15). 

While, in the Global South, resources for HE have remained scarce. The result is a set of 

disadvantages for scholars at universities in the Global South that limit opportunities for them to 

develop the level of proficiency needed to compete at a global level (ibid). Precisely, Vavrus and 

Pekol (2015) inform us that relations of power dominate and command the field of international 

education. They “shape the encounter between self and the cultural Other, and between institutions 

with different degrees of prestige and financial resources” (p.8). Thus, returning to the argument 

set in the first chapter that former historical patterns of inequality established by colonialism are 

still prevailing. In fact, the countries that dominate international education industry, and that have 

gained the greatest ‘market share’ of overseas students’ money are countries that continue to 

benefit from their English-speaking empires (ibid, p.12). 

Internationalisation of HE seems to benefit countries of the Global North more than other 

(Global South non-Western) countries. Even in the context of education, there is a global division 

                                                
35 The US and UK are the two top host destination countries in the world with about 30% of globally-mobile students 

opting to study in one of these two countries, along with Australia, Canada, and New Zealand. These five English-

speaking countries host about 50% of globally-mobile students (Vavrus and Pekol, 2015, p.12). 
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between universities of the West and those of the rest of the world, referred to as ‘centre’ and 

‘periphery’ universities respectively. Zgaga et al. (2014, p.5) point out that the multiple zones that 

divide higher education into ‘centres’ and ‘peripheries’ delimit developed and developing 

countries. Factors such as the level of development of the national HE system, language of 

education, and the nation’s economic development influence institutional drivers and ability to 

internationalise. The following discussion aims at understanding how universities - centre and 

periphery - located in countries at very different levels of economic and technological development 

relate to one another in an international knowledge system. 

4.2.2.1. Centre and periphery universities 

In today’s globalised world, a ‘centre-periphery’ dichotomy characterises the uneven 

academic landscape within which HE institutions function (Altbach, 2016; Uzhegova and Baik, 

2020; Zgaga et al., 2014) where centre universities are perceived as the world’s most prestigious 

universities and research institutes (Connell, 2011). While, periphery universities are described as 

being arguably dependent on centre universities “for research, the communication of knowledge, 

and advanced training” (Altbach 2003, p.8). In this subsection, I argue that centre and periphery 

universities is a proof that imperial legacies are still in effect in the context of international HE. 

Centre universities are constructed as powerful academic systems known for having always 

dominated the production and distribution of knowledge thanks to their extensively promoted 

“research prowess and reputation for excellence” (Altbach et al., 2016, p.19). They are located in 

the Global North36 which possess a combination of allegedly favourable working and living 

conditions (Uzhegova and Baik, 2020), and are constructed as sites of “civilisational and economic 

attraction” (Klemenčič 2017, p.99). These developed countries are supposed to provide the 

majority of their HE institutions with financial resources to produce and disseminate new 

knowledge, positioning them at the international academic Centre (Uzhegova and Baik, 2020, p.1). 

In contrast, periphery universities are described, by many, as being sorely dependent on centre 

institutions “for research, the communication of knowledge, and advanced training” (Altbach 

2003, p.8). Compared to centre universities, periphery ones are believed to possess neither the 

                                                
36 the group of rich capitalist countries of western Europe and north America, formerly the centres of overseas empires 

and now the ‘core’ of the global economy (Connell, 2011, p.1371). 
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financial resources to invest in HE nor the conditions that can attract foreign talent (Uzhegova and 

Baik, 2020, p.2). They are described as located in the Global South (or developing countries and 

emerging economies, usually, non-Western countries) which lack resources and funding that 

support research, and which affect negatively their academe. This relates with what some 

participants said about the lack of resources in their Algerian universities (see page 146). 

Centre universities benefit from a full array of resources, including funding and 

infrastructures such as libraries and laboratories to support research, academic staff with 

appropriate qualifications, and legislation that supports academic freedom (Altbach, 2016, p.85). 

The availability of such an equipment created a strong academic identity and enabled Centre 

universities to be in the “vanguard” (ibid, p.151) with regard to knowledge production and 

academic leadership. Because most Periphery universities – African universities for instance – 

produce only a tiny percentage of the world’s research output (Altbach et al., 2016, p.19), they 

have found it extremely challenging to compete on the global HE stage. For instance, in Algeria, 

access to HE37 is free and carries with it many privileges, including a scholarship and access to 

subsidised services (meals, transportation, accommodations) at almost no cost to students (Bouzid 

et al., 2013, p.104). However, there are certain realities that cannot be hidden. For instance, there 

is a perceptible lack of resources (ibid) which affects negatively students’ performance. An issue 

highlighted by some participants (see page 148). 

Nevertheless, there are some efforts made by periphery universities to depend less on 

centres, but they still struggle to find their voice; the tendency for Western knowledge to dominate 

is persistent (Montgomery, 2019, p.132). Altbach (2016, p.167) notes that many formerly 

developing countries have moved into the category of emerging economies, and many countries 

(e.g. China, India, and South Korea) have done quite well both in expanding access to HE and in 

building some research-oriented universities, which may signal a potential end of the traditional 

dominance of Western developed countries.  

However, the majority of these countries remains peripheral, and I think that is mainly due 

to intellectual imperialism and the marginalisation of non-Western knowledge and academics. 

                                                
37 access to Algerian postsecondary studies is open to holders of the baccalaureate (a national exam to pass in order to 

access HE) or a foreign equivalent. 
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Intellectual imperialism refers to “the domination of one people by another in their world of 

thinking” (Alatas, 2000, p.24). It is manifested in the “mistrust” (ibid, p.27) of one’s (usually non-

Western) intellectual and cultural heritage, and “tutelage” (ibid, p.23) from Western individuals. 

Therefore, non-Western individuals as well as Western ones would think that if students want to 

get a good degree, they should go to European or North American universities (ibid, p.25). This 

‘mistrust’ of non-Western knowledge is widely discussed in Hiouani’s thesis (2020)38.  

The commandeer of knowledge by the industrialised Western nations is a noteworthy 

factor in sustaining intellectual imperialism and Western epistemologies. The major scholarly 

journals, websites, publishers, bibliographies, and libraries are in Europe and North America. This 

fact determines the flow of knowledge and means that in many ways the needs of the Third World 

are not met (Altbach, 2016, p.157). Uzhegova and Baik (2020) challenge the view that 

internationalisation of HE is a ‘global’ phenomenon because of the growing disparity in the 

representation of voices in the field of international HE. For instance, Bedenlier et al.’s (2018) 

recent review of articles published in the Journal of Studies in International Education (JSIE) from 

1997 to 2016 revealed that while contributions in the JSIE originated from a total of 40 countries, 

more than half of the published articles were from Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom and the 

United States (p.113).  

This predominance of ‘Western’ scholars within journal leadership and the lack of 

representation of research focused on ‘non-Western’ countries or by researchers from these regions 

may reflect the neo-racist nature of internationalisation.  Montgomery (2019) is aware of this neo-

racist nature of internationalisation, and calls for “surfacing” Southern knowledge. In her article39, 

she explores how knowledge represented in doctoral theses investigating internationalisation may 

be constructed as a source of “Southern” knowledge, and could illustrate new perspectives on 

internationalisation. She suggests that the set of doctoral theses she explored may offer emerging 

alternative perspectives, and present some new challenges to the previous narratives of 

internationalisation (p.134).  

                                                
38 Hiouani (2020) discussed how her participants idealise Western morality, ethics, and knowledge as opposed to what 

they believe exists in non-Western countries including Algeria (see pp. 119-130). 
39 entitled Surfacing “Southern” Perspectives on Student Engagement With Internationalization: Doctoral Theses as 

Alternative Forms of Knowledge. 
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In addition to that, there is a tendency towards the discrimination or marginalisation of 

non-Western academics. For instance, in ‘The Decolonial Option in English Teaching: Can the 

Subaltern Act?’40, Kumaravadivelu (2016), based on his personal and professional experiences41, 

shares his critical thoughts on the influence of hegemonic forces on the success (or failure) of non-

western academics. For Kumaravadivelu, there are some hegemonic forces that maintain the old 

imperial legacies in the academic discipline. Because of these hegemonic forces, the subaltern 

intellectuals work so hard, for so long, to achieve little. It is as if they are “ineffectual angels 

beating their wings in the void” (ibid). Kumaravadivelu believes that the foundation of such 

hegemonic power structure should be challenged in order to move the subaltern community 

forward, and only a collective, concerted, and coordinated set of actions carries the potential to do 

that.  

Among the most popular destinations for international higher education are UK 

universities. The following section discusses the realities that relate to HE in the UK. 

4.3. Higher education in UK context 

The United Kingdom (UK) has emerged as Europe’s leading international HE destination 

over the past decades, attracting a large number of students from across the world (Ploner and 

Nada, 2020, p.377-8). This international status seems to be acquired thanks to many factors. In 

this section, I focus on ranking and marketisation as the most prominent instruments of the 

prominence of British education worldwide. But before that, I will provide a brief historical 

background of UK HE. Because higher education in the UK has a long history, in this section, I 

will only look at it from after the introduction of neoliberal policies, and in relation to 

internationalisation of HE.  

                                                
40 In his article, he focuses on the discourse on the native speaker/non-native speaker inequity in the field of TESOL. 
41Kumaravadivelu (2016) tells the numerous instances of encountering discrimination and marginalisation during his 

professional career, claiming: “at that moment, I realised that I could not function as a free man in my own chosen 

field and that my life as a non-native professional was being managed and manipulated by subtly invisible, and 

seemingly invincible, forces” (pp.67-8), and “in many different ways, I continued, and still continue, to encounter the 

power of the forces undermining my professional aims and activities” (p.68). 
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4.3.1. A brief historical background of UK higher education 

As discussed above, there was a reconfiguration of HE towards a business-like service that 

serves some neoliberal purposes and economic imperatives. Radice (2013) thinks that the rise of 

neoliberalism since the mid-1970s (associated with the rule of Thatcher) has earnestly transformed 

HE in the UK. As a consequence, “new managerialism” (p.408), in which the values, structures 

and processes of private sector management are imposed upon the public sector, has ruled UK HE. 

This resulted in the widespread use of financial incentives, and a shift on a focus on ‘performance’ 

as measured by quantitative targets. Hence, the purpose of UK University “has changed from the 

education of the elites in business, politics, culture and the professions to the provision of 

marketable skills and research outputs to the ‘knowledge economy’” (ibid). Knowledge, thus, 

became treated as a marketable commodity rather than as the result of a collective social 

endeavour. Such changes drove universities to continuously look for new ‘customers’, leading to 

a ruthless national and international competitiveness, usually measured by international league 

tables and global rankings.  

4.3.2. Rankings 

According to Stier and Börjesson (2010), competition, benchmarking, and discursive self-

representation are part of the academic landscape of 21st century University. These features are 

part of ranking which is defined by Lynch (2015) as a type of “consumer product ratings system” 

(p.197), which measures research productivity in various ways. Rankings have become an 

important “tool in the global knowledge race” (Altbach, 2016, p.132), and are an integral part of a 

new mode of market governance (Marginson, 2007). These mechanisms of control and regulation 

of universities’ productivity (Hazelkorn, 2011) are an inevitable result of competition and 

commercialisation of HE worldwide42.  

Because of the multiplicity of choices, students increasingly use rankings to make choices 

about where to study. Potential ‘customers’ of UK HE (national or international) may feel hesitant 

and confused about where to study and which universities could be the most relevant and 

                                                
42Among the best-known global rankings are: The Academic Raking of World Universities (the Shanghai rankings), 

the QS World University Rankings, and the Times Higher Education World University Rankings (Altbach, 2016; 

Huang, 2012; Lynch, 2015; Rauhvargers, 2013).  
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advantageous for them. They want guidance, and are concerned with issues, such as prestige, the 

value of a degree, and price. Altbach (2016, p.130) sceptically claims that rankings seem to provide 

potential students with an easy way to judge the many choices available, and help them decide. 

From this perspective, rankings may give the impression that they are helpful and reliable, and free 

from any political assumptions. Yet, I think that they operate as a politicised ideology (Lingard, 

2011; Lynch, 2015) hidden within the rhetoric of the ranking systems. 

The growth of international rankings has been accompanied by scholarly interest across 

various disciplines. Many academics point out the flaws of university ranking, and perceive it as a 

political instrument for hegemony. From the literature I read, it seems that “the producers of 

rankings wield tremendous power” (Rindova et al., 2018, p.2197) on universities. In this matter, 

Lynch (2015, p.199 drawing on Borer and Lawn, 2013; Lingard, 2011 and Porter, 1995) 

demonstrates the hegemonic nature of rankings, claiming that on the surface, numbers may seem 

innocent and assumed to be without ideological bias. Yet, they are derived from a Western-centric 

standpoint that maintains Western hegemony and prevails social inequalities between global North 

and South.  

In addition, Hazelkorn (2011) reports the methodological problems related to ranking. This 

is related to the positivist nature of rankings because they create a world in which there is a 

describable objective ‘truth’. In the same vein, Lynch (2015) critiques le normalisation of ranking 

and their validity. She states that they became “naturalised, normalised and validated” (p.198) as 

‘truth’ in the media43. Sponsored by magazines or other media outlets, rankings have become the 

“global currency” (ibid, p.199) for “who is ‘up’ and who is ‘down’” (Altbach, 2016, p.130). Hence, 

today, the value of a university is measured by its rank. Not surprisingly, universities and academic 

systems located in the Global North have major advantages in these rankings. Centre universities, 

for instance, because of their good ranking and reputation for excellence, are perceived as “up”. 

While most academic institutions at the Periphery are far lagging behind. Thus, whether intended 

or not, rankings seem to nurture deep inequalities.  

                                                
43 Naturalisation’ is a methodological resource within different types of discourse analysis (Fairclough 1995). 

Naturalisation (i.e. when something is displayed as natural, given and beyond contestation) means that messages, 

utterances, statements, narratives and other representations always and inevitably take something for granted and that 

this ‘something’ (e.g. what is necessary or inevitable) is constructed as ‘true’ (Stier and Börjesson, 2010, p.338). 
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4.3.3. Marketisation 

Internationalisation of HE in the UK is also characterised by a marketisation discourse. 

Because international students provide a massive source of income annually, UK universities have 

engaged in a war of market where discourse - or what Stier and Börjesson (2010) called “sales-

talk” (p.344). Collins (2018, p.171) argues that the pervasive emphasis of British universities on 

commercialisation practices serve the recruitment of new students as well as reminding existing 

students of the value of their University.  This may result in a scenario where students are attracted 

by the hypothetical image sold. In this context, marketisation discourses distort the reality of 

education by acting as “social structures which do things to people’s way of organising their 

knowledge in line with the agenda of the creators of the discourse” (Connors, 2010, p. 7). Such a 

distortion of reality is enabled through many marketing strategies and persuasive discourses 

advertising the ‘myth’ of the ‘ideal’ (Western) University. 

In their study of what rhetorical resources universities use for their self-presentations, Stier 

and Börjesson (2010) uncovered some discursive patterns of how universities communicate a 

constructed institutional image of themselves internationally. The empirical analysis revealed 

five44 ideal typical self-presentation discourses aiming at attracting high-fee-paying students, and 

gaining their trustworthiness. In addition to that, in his study, Collins (2018) found that British 

universities lay bets on advertisement. Institutions’ branding is apparent in the persistent 

promotions of the institution where, for example, large banners featuring the achievements of 

alumni were placed strategically throughout the campus in an attempt to capitalise on the 

achievements of the University graduates (ibid, p.171). Not to mention British universities’ efforts 

to promote their brands through the social media. I, myself, have already come across many 

promotional campaigns of British HE institutions on Facebook, YouTube and Spotify ads, 

highlighting their cutting-edge educational trainings, their multicultural environment, their 

plentiful facilities (laboratories, accommodation, sports centers, computers and libraries …etc), 

                                                
44 ‘the internationalised university as a catalyst’, ‘the internationalised university as a magnet’, ‘the internationalised 

university as a success story’, ‘the internationalised university as a moral stronghold’ and, finally, ‘the 

internationalised university as a “melting pot”’, see Stier and Börjesson (2010) for more details. 



75 

 

and the life-changing experience, usually and enthusiastically, presented by their (former and/or 

current) students.   

Another common domain for commercialised language is connected with the ‘discourses 

of interculturality’, which is usually targeting overseas students. Collins (2018) describes how a 

particular university institutionalises the concept of intercultural communication and commodifies 

it to develop programmes that reinforce its position in the marketplace as a provider of student 

employability in a globalised world. For him, the concept of interculturality is fallacious because 

it is employed “as a way to push buttons, tick boxes and promote a superficial diversity” (ibid, 

p.168).  In similar vein, Serpa et al. (2020) critique the claim that the value of international 

students’ experiences is assessed with the intercultural exchanges they have during their journey 

abroad. They speak of “the myths of internationalisation” (p.50) to refer to the fallacy of the 

concept of internationalisation, and claim that it is a trademark for recruiting high-fee-paying 

students in order to build an international reputation, generate revenues, and maintain their so-

called prestige.  In this matter, Collins (2018, p.175) argues that there is a risk of falling into 

essentialism and methodological nationalism; an “approach to culture and interculturality that 

equates culture with nation”.  

The following section discusses how previous research approached so-labelled 

international students’ transitions abroad.  

4.4. Synthesising previous research on international students’ transitions 

Given word restrictions and the profusion of research on international students’ 

experiences abroad, I deem it crucial to be very selective about the literature I review. I am, 

nevertheless, aware of the many facets, avenues and theories related to the study abroad field. 

Thus, this section discusses only the most relevant literature on international students’ experiences 

that relates to, and supports findings of this research. This section begins with a brief discussion 

of the concepts prevailing in study abroad research. Then, I offer a synthesis of previous research 

on international students’ experiences abroad within which I discuss the various challenges and 

outcomes they face during their sojourn.  
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4.4.1.  Concepts surrounding study abroad research 

 Particular concepts are used in the literature to describe international students’ transitions, 

and much of the existing research is characterised by an ‘assimilationist approach’ which is 

critiqued by a number of researchers (e.g. Ecochard and Fotheringham, 2017; Montgomery and 

McDowell, 2009; Ploner, 2018) within which international students are falsely expected to ‘adapt 

to’ and ‘fit into’ seemingly uniform host environments (Ploner, 2018, p.164), and which imagines 

a correlation between cultural maladjustment and cognitive deficit of internationals studying in the 

‘West’ (Hellstén, 2007, p.80).   

Umpteen researchers used ‘assimilation’, ‘integration’, ‘acculturation’ or ‘adjustment’ 

interchangeably to refer to the acquisition of the host’s cultural characteristics and practices in 

wide-ranging areas (e.g. social and academic). For instance, in cross-cultural adaptation theory, 

Kim (2012) used the concept of assimilation to describe the “state of the maximum possible 

convergence of stranger’s internal and external conditions to those of natives” (p.382). Closely 

related to assimilation, Leininger (2002) uses acculturation to refer to “the process by which an 

individual or group from culture A learns how to take on the values, behaviours, norms and 

lifestyle of culture B” (p.56). Many models of adjustment exist, for instance; Zhang et al.’s (1999) 

4-stage model (Shock, Awareness, Change, Competence); Major’s (2005) 3-stage model 

(Expectations, Dissonance, Adjustment); or Wu and Hammond’s (2011) 3-stage model 

(Encounter, Challenge, Full integration). 

Many researchers have critiqued such models of cultural integration (e.g. Ecochard and 

Fotheringham, 2017; Holliday and Amadasi, 2020). For them, these models (and many others) are 

essentialist because, in spite of the incredible diversity45 of UK HE, international students are 

usually presented as a homogenous body in the literature (Ecochard and Fotheringham, 2017). 

Moreover, the assimilationist approach does not make justice to the complexity of cultural 

adaptation (Haigh, 2012, p. 199). Not to mention that such a representation of international 

students fails to recognise the cultural persona (Kumaravadivelu, 2007, p.5) that international 

                                                
45 it comprises students of both genders, coming from different backgrounds, with different beliefs, values and life 

situations (e.g. married, single, divorced). 
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students bring with them. Although some research acknowledges the cultural benefits of having 

international students on British campuses (e.g. Akanwa, 2015; Shanon-Little, 2013), the deficit 

view still prevails in much of the academic literature I consulted.  

Ecochard and Fotheringham (2017, p.106) wonder why international students are blamed 

for not being familiar with (what is constructed as) ‘British culture’ or not mastering English 

language. They believe that it would be unrealistic to expect them to arrive to the UK speaking 

fluent English, with the pre-existing knowledge of cultural norms and idioms necessary for easy 

communication with ‘native’ speakers. Trahar (2011, p.5) also questions the goal of assimilation 

and urges writers to celebrate diversity of UK HE instead of seeking to assimilate those from 

different cultural contexts into Western ways of doing things whatever they may be. In fact, 

internationalisation sought to create learning contexts which enable interactions beyond narrow 

conceptualisations of ‘Us’ and ‘Them’ (Killick, 2015, p.33), and global individuals capable of 

working in this integrated-globalised world, and not assimilate individuals. For me, assimilation 

is, therefore, irrelevant and unnecessary. 

Rather, Holliday and Amadasi (2020, p.34) appeal to resist this Centre view of integration 

(or assimilation), and promote a more deCentred position. Therefore, instead of exploring how 

international students can integrate, researchers should focus on combating the prejudices and 

exclusion that are implicit in the discourse of the assimilationist approach. This resonates with my 

theoretical choices and the aims of this research. That is why, in this research, I use transition to 

refer to “the process encompassing students’ journeys from their home to their host settings” 

(Ploner, 2018, p.169) characterised by “the capability to navigate change” (Gale and Parker, 2014, 

p.4). 

4.5. Challenges and outcomes of studying abroad 

Review of the literature about international students’ transitions (also commonly referred 

to as ‘study abroad’, ‘student mobility’, or ‘international students’ experiences’) revealed a focus 

on the ways international students ‘adapt’, ‘integrate’ or adjust to ‘new’ environments (e.g. Brown 

and Holloway, 2008; Ghodbane, 2020; McMahon, 2015; Sawir et al., 2008; Gu and Schweisfurth, 
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2010; Serpa et al., 2020). This section offers a brief discussion of the various challenges and 

outcomes of the study-abroad experience on international students’ identity. 

4.5.1. Challenges of the study-abroad journey 

Research in the field of international studies indicates that international students face many 

challenges during their sojourn abroad, including experiencing ‘culture shock’ or adjustment 

issues (e.g. Cullingford, 2017; Yang et al., 2018), language barrier and the lack of English language 

proficiency (e.g. McMahon, 2015; Mak et al., 2015; Savignon, 2017), loneliness and homesickness 

(e.g. Montgomery, 2010; Sawir et al., 2008), financial problems and support (e.g. Elliot et al., 

2016; Leong, 2015; Lee, 2017), and student-supervisor relationship (e.g. Winchester-seeto et al., 

2013). Other authors have indicated that international students often complained about 

discrimination and exclusion (e.g. Karuppan and Barari, 2010), lack of contact with host nationals 

(e.g. Brown, 2009; Montgomery, 2010; Warmington et al., 2013), as well as academic difficulties 

(e.g. Akanwa, 2015; Paulhus and Dere, 2013).  

In his study of international postgraduate students in a British university, McMahon (2015) 

reported that students struggle to communicate because of their lack in English language skills. In 

addition, he found that students felt estranged from British society, and was quite difficult for them 

to be part of the host society. I refute this essentialist argument and think that such feelings are 

imagined and are a projection of either the researcher, or the participants’ embracing of particular 

ideological beliefs (e.g. essentialism or nationalism). 

 On the contrary, in their inquiry of the identity formation of Chinese doctoral students 

abroad, Ye and Edwards (2017) challenge essentialised social categories. For them, international 

students’ identity is multiple, and is created within participants’ “small narratives” and not by their 

association with larger established cultures. Ye and Edwards (2017) also claim that the use of 

“small narratives” offered the participants a chance to ‘speak’ (and not speak for them), and 

enabled a better appreciation of all of the depths, nuances and complexities of their experiences. 

Analysis of the data revealed that students’ small narratives are defined by choice, agency, and 

reflexivity, but also uncertainty and dilemma. Despite the complexity of their experiences, students 

manage to “keep a particular narrative going” (p.9) so as to achieve a coherent sense of self-
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identity. Additionally, the study showed that participants’ motivations, aspirations, struggles, 

challenges, hopes, and successes in their overseas study are individual and particular to each 

participant.  

4.5.2.  Outcomes of the study-abroad journey 

Despite the various aforementioned challenges and emotional crises, several studies 

reported that students speak positively of their journey abroad (Gould, 2018; Moores and 

Popadiuk, 2011, Nada et al., 2018; Ploner, 2018; Saubert, 2014). For instance, Nada et al. (2018) 

found that engaging in an international sojourn can provide numerous opportunities to learn. 

Saubert (2014) reported that students felt their international HE experiences were “personally 

important, unforgettable, and valuable” (p.192). The most recurrent findings regarding outcomes 

of the study-abroad sojourn include personal growth (e.g. Coker et al., 2018; Maharaja, 2018), 

gaining academic competence (e.g. Ghodbane, 2020; Moores and Popadiuk, 2011), independence 

(e.g. Lefdahl-Davis and Perrone-McGovern, 2015), as well as a change of perspective (e.g. Nada 

et al., 2018; Saubert, 2014).  

In their study of the cultural adjustment of Saudi international female students, Lefdahl-

Davis and Perrone-McGovern (2015) explain that many of the students’ perceptions of life abroad 

were constructed from movies, television, the Internet or other forms of media. Regarding their 

expectations, most of the participants expected discrimination and intolerance, especially due to 

their traditional Muslim dress (i.e. head covering or hijab). While, in real-life, the participants 

experienced interest and curiosity from people, and positive treatment rather than negative 

experiences. Moreover, the majority of Saudi female students did not experience “culture shock” 

or acculturative stress, and the most common explanation is they had already travelled before and 

developed some skills and strategies that enabled them to participate in, and negotiate their position 

in the cultural landscapes they travel to. This view connects with my theoretical perspective of 

cultural travel theory, and the concept of underlying universal cultural processes (see 2.2). 

Furthermore, for many of the Saudi female students, studying abroad was a life-changing 

experience. Almost all of the participants talked at length about the ways they had changed, 

including becoming a global student, increased independence, and openness to other cultures.  
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In his study of Algerian doctoral students’ experiences in the UK, Ghodbane (2020) found 

that despite the challenges rooted within the social, academic and cultural contexts of study abroad, 

the Algerian PhD students managed to cope by engaging in complex yet positive social 

interactions. Findings also suggest that positive interaction with people in different contexts can 

promote awareness of  Self and others. His participants explained how the living abroad 

experience made them learn about their own identities. This resonates with my theoretical 

perspective of identity as “constructed through, not outside, difference” (Hall, 1996, p.4), and the 

recognition that it is only through the relation to the ‘Other’ that one’s identity can be constructed 

(ibid). Ghodbane reported that many participants mentioned the different skills they developed 

during their experience abroad, which helped them cope with their ‘new’ environment, including 

the development of their language and academic skills, social skills, and personal traits, such as:  

resilience, cultural awareness, independence and responsibility. 

4.6. Friendship abroad: fellow internationals or local friends? 

As discussed earlier, much research on international students’ transitions is characterised 

by an ‘assimilationist approach’. This latter is driven by assumptions of a deficit which makes the 

study abroad experience a systematic process with conditions to be fulfilled, and boxes to be ticked 

in order to consider their transition successful. Such conditions include, inter alia, befriending 

‘local students’. In this section, I discuss the friendships of international students. While numerous 

studies have claimed the importance of befriending ‘local’ students in the success of overseas’ 

students transition, I argue that it is not a must. 

Usually, friendship is the most frequently cited coping mechanism in the study-abroad 

experience. It appears to be an influential factor because of the emotional and practical support it 

provides (McMahon, 2015). The most common kind of friendship observed by researchers in 

studies of interaction patterns of international students is the co-national friendship, also referred 

to as the monocultural bond (Brown, 2009; McMahon, 2015, Ryan, 2005). In her study of the 

friendship patterns of international students in England, Brown (2009) reports that co-national 

friendship emerged as a major theme in her study. Students cited emotional support and fear of 

discrimination (which was most of the time imagined) as the main reasons for choosing interaction 

with co-nationals. However, a common complaint was that students felt they had not left home, 
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that life in England was too similar to that in the origin culture. In addition, they manifested a 

resentment of “conformity pressure” (ibid) that led them to complete withdrawal from the co-

national group (the case of some participants of this study). 

Additionally, many students have reported difficulties to befriend local students 

(McMahon, 2015; Montgomery, 2010; Volet and Ang, 1998, 2012; William and Johnson, 2011).  

In their study of student perceptions of mixed nationality academic group work, Volet and Ang 

(2012) found that both Australian and international students preferred working in groups with their 

own people. Moreover, interviewed students reported difficulties in making friends with local 

students, and this is mainly due to negative stereotypes about other nationalities (on the part of 

both international and Australian students). These findings are supported by those reported by 

Montgomery (2010) and William and Johnson (2011) who argue that international students often 

have difficulties befriending local students which is likely due to their prejudicial attitudes and 

ethnocentrism. Montgomery (2010) concluded that some preconceptions about home students 

appeared to be a barrier to the development of more positive academic and social exchange, and 

although some international students do develop relationships with home students, these 

relationships remain superficial and are on the periphery of international students’ social network 

(p.112). 

Such a social engagement choice was highly critiqued by many scholars, claiming that the 

lack of contact between international and local students affects their experience negatively. Much 

research (e.g. Wu et al., 2015; Zhang and Goodson, 2011) highlighted that befriending local 

students is important to the overall adjustment of international students. For example, Sullivan and 

Kashubeck-West (2015) and Lee et al. (2017) claim that interaction with local (or host) students 

is associated with decreased social difficulties, and improved communication competences. In 

addition, Sawir et al. (2008) and Wu et al. (2015) argue that friendships with local students are 

important in reducing acculturative stress, and providing a better psychological adjustment. 

The association of success of the transition with joining and mixing with members of the 

‘target culture’ is criticised by many (e.g. Akanwa, 2015; Holliday and Amadasi, 2020; 

Montgomery and McDowell, 2009; Nada et al., 2018). Such a fixation on the ‘international-local’ 

dichotomy is highly problematic because not only does it presume a “homogeneity within the two 
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groups” (Nada et al., 2018, p.699), but also implies a deficit model of international students. 

Montgomery and McDowell (2009) disapprove the argument that international students are 

disadvantaged by their lack of contact with local students. For them, the claim that international 

students need to develop social and academic exchange with host students to rectify some aspects 

of a deficit that they have as a result of being from another culture is erroneous and iniquitous. 

The central argument of Montgomery and McDowell (2009) is that international students could 

succeed in their transition and education whether (or not) they befriend or interact with local 

students. Data from their research suggests that despite the challenges faced, international students 

could form a strong international community that provides them with the support needed to 

overcome some of their adjustment and cultural challenges. In similar vein, Dervin et al. (2020) 

also joins this debate of the “obsession” with socialising exclusively with local students, and 

disregarding the benefits of being with other co-nationals. For them, this reflects a lack of a critical 

perspective of interculturality that is still very much grounded in solid views of “Us” and “Them” 

discourse (pp.616-7). Smith and Khawaja (2011) also found that friendships with fellow 

international students can be highly beneficial for international students, and that emotional 

support is provided even when students do not mix across nationality groups.  

4.7. Students’ transition to university  

This section discusses the characteristics of ‘local’ students’ transition to university. The 

aim of this section is to question the discriminatory assimilationist approach to international 

students’ transition by demonstrating the similarity between the so-called local and international 

students’ transitions to university (as an unfamiliar environment) regardless of provenance. 

In their study of first year students transition to university, Huon and Sankey (2002) found 

that (local) students struggle a lot when they begin their first year at university because they face 

many new and unfamiliar situations: they need to deal with their new role, interact with faculty 

members, and develop relationships with new peers. Similarly, Clark And Hall (2010) found that 

local students faced many challenges when transitioning to university, including academic 

concerns, loneliness, and homesickness. Regarding friendships, many students complained about 

difficulty to make friends. Palmer et al. (2009) found that “not belonging” (p.602) is becoming a 
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prevalent theme within accounts of the first-year student experience at university. However, they 

also noted that students developed “closer bonds with other students as they progress through 

university and become more familiar with their institution and course” (ibid). 

Pennington et al.’s (2018) research revealed that entering HE can be overwhelming and 

contributes to increasing levels of anxiety and stress. That is why, it requires considerable 

adjustment. Briggs et al. (2012) explain the transition to university as a personal investment of the 

cultural capital accrued through students’ school and college education. This implies that students 

have already developed some skills that they can tap into in order to adapt to the transition. In 

addition, they reported the possible mismatch between the students’ expectations and the reality 

of their first year at university, a finding that confirms previous research on the subject (see, 

Longden, 2006; Tranter, 2003; Smith and Hopkins, 2005). While, Briggs et al. (2012) observed 

many outcomes of transitioning to university, such as creating a learner identity, becoming more 

independent and becoming mature and responsible.  

Upon reflection, I notice that results of previous studies focussing on local students’ 

transitions to university are very similar to findings of research undertaken on international 

students’ transition abroad, and this relates to findings of this study. The factors which can affect 

local students’ transition to university experiences appear to be similar to those that affected 

participants in this study. Like local students, my participants have also experienced unfamiliarity. 

Like local students, my participants also possess some skills and a cultural capital accrued through 

their previous experiences and life transitions; an argument that resonates with my theoretical 

choices. Additionally, I also noticed a propinquity of the challenges local, and my participants 

faced (i.e. academic concerns, loneliness, and homesickness).  

This makes me wonder why there is such a distinction and disparity between the so-called 

international and local student. Thus, since the aim of internationalisation is to form individuals 

capable of working in this globalised and integrated world, so ‘integration’ or ‘assimilation’ could 

be irrelevant and unnecessary. In this matter, Jones (2017) claims that it is not appropriate to 

continue distinguishing between international and local students not only because it fosters 

negative stereotyping of international students, but also denies their diversity. In fact, in her study, 

Jones (2017) found that not all students have similar needs. That is why, in this research, I attempt 
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to offer a more nuanced and comprehensive approach to international students’ transition that 

overcome their imagined heterogeneity and promotes uniqueness and diversity.  

I noticed that negative stereotypes of international students continue to be prevalent in HE, 

and current research still employ “dominant neo-essentialist theories of culture” (Holliday, 2010, 

p.259) which serve political acts and stand in the way of knowledge co-construction across cultural 

boundaries (Montgomery, 2019, p.124). In this research, I refute all the pre-conceived ideas and 

assumptions related to the so-labelled international students. Unlike most research on international 

students did, in my study, I do not begin my investigation with pre-conceived ideas about the 

participants as lacking or deficient, but I perceive them as any other students regardless of their 

provenance. This research, therefore, aims at narrowing this existing gap and seeks to generate 

valuable insights into understanding the complexity and multifaceted nature of international 

students’ transitions.  

4.8. Being a doctorate student 

Alongside being international students who experience geographical transition, 

participants of this study are also PhD students. I deem it important to discuss this facet of their 

identity because, based on data analysis, undertaking a doctorate research played a noteworthy role 

in their journey abroad. This section, therefore, explores the literature surrounding the doctoral 

degree and what is it like to be a doctorate student, including the challenges, assets and outcomes 

of undertaking a PhD. 

The doctoral degree, as defined by Quality Assurance Agency (2020), is “the most 

individually distinct of the academic qualifications available” (p.4). The requirement for PhD 

candidates are “to produce work demonstrating original thought, based on independent study”. In 

addition, doctoral graduates should be able to “think critically about problems to produce 

innovative solutions and create new knowledge”. Moreover, they should “support, collaborate with 

and lead colleagues with sensitivity to equality, diversity and cultural issues”, and finally, they 

should “be able to communicate their research to diverse audiences [i.e. specialists and non-

specialists]” (ibid, pp.4-5). From a less institutionalised definition, Brown (2009, p.6) summarises 
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the doctoral process as making initial plans, going through a long period of study, ‘writing up’, 

then, defending the thesis. 

According to many, including participants of this study, undertaking a PhD is a rather 

demanding process. In this matter, Salmon (1992) thinks that the doctorate is inherently difficult 

and demanding, and “entails the most arduous, lonely, and challenging work” (p.15). Undertaking 

a doctorate seems to be accompanied with a plethora of emotions. Welikala (2011, p.11) states that 

undertaking a PhD is a unique experience which is characterised by “confusion, uncertainty, fear, 

distrust and disharmony embedded with loneliness”. Similarly, albeit sharper, Smith (2009, p.15) 

believes that doctoral students are to “tolerate chaos” because of the high levels of work demands, 

work-life conflicts, and/or pressures of timely completion. While, other studies reported that 

undertaking a PhD generates mixed feelings, where there are moments of excitement, of joy and 

insight, but also many moments of anxiety, doubt, isolation and despair (e.g. Chapman Hoult, 

2009; Ploner, 2011; Stone, 2018). Drawing on her personal experience of undertaking a doctoral 

research, Salmon (1992) explains this mixed-feeling, claiming that doing a PhD “proves 

emotionally very uneven” (p.108). For her, it is likely impossible to foresee what this unique 

undertaking will entail, what personal demands it will make, or how it will feel. 

Many researchers were interested in the multiple challenges of undertaking a doctoral 

research. In his study of the experience of Algerian doctoral students in the UK, Ghodbane (2020, 

p.172) found that studying at a PhD level can be challenging for many students, and affects 

principally social interaction. Ghodbane thinks that the lack of social interaction caused by the 

long hours students spend on their research projects might have increased their feeling of isolation 

and loneliness. Likewise, Ploner (2011) believes that a lack of interaction can be perceived as a 

liability, and “developing peer support networks can be an essential life-line to the potentially 

isolated PhD student” (Smith, 2009, p.15).  

Another noteworthy factor that characterises doctoral research is supervision. A variety of 

studies have established that the relationship between the student and supervisor is at the heart of 

doctoral work, and an inadequate supervision may lead to failure (Rudd, 1985). Salmon (1992) 

compares supervision with “therapy” (p.90), and claims that supervision needs, above all, to offer 

personal support. In similar vein, Adkins (2009, p.174) argues that students need to be able to trust 
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their supervisor to understand the nature of their journey, and provide a significant amount of 

reassurance and support. For instance, Ploner (2011, p.139) speaks positively of his doctoral 

journey, and acknowledges that the regularity and intensity of supervisory meetings are essential 

to his progress. Likewise, Stone (2018, p.242) acknowledges that the relationship with her 

supervisors was central to her successful completion of the doctorate. For instance, in their study 

of doctoral students’ experience in Australia, Beasy et al. (2019, pp.10-1) found that PhD 

candidates have a negative perception of their doctoral journey because of their supervisors. Some 

participants of their research reported that their progress is hampered by the restricted time 

availability of their supervisors or the lack of expertise in their research areas, which left them 

navigating the journey largely alone. 

Many PhD students complained about the institutionalised nature of their doctoral research. 

Chapman Hoult (2009, p.19) criticises the bureaucratic structures that govern the PhD process. 

Besides, Beasy et al. (2019) found that many PhD students perceived their doctoral studies as a “a 

dehumanising experience” (p.9) because of the “impersonal and rigid” (ibid) support provided by 

their institution. They concluded that doctoral studies undertaken in post-industrial nations, such 

as Australia, are characterised by automation and managerialism that occur within a neoliberal 

landscape which places value on economic imperatives over quality of service and candidate 

experience (ibid, p.13). Ploner (2011, p.13) has also raised this issue of undertaking a doctoral 

research in a neoliberal climate. According to him, in such a competitive political and economic 

climate, recruitment interests and ‘marketisation’ discourses are likely to rule out more ‘ethical’ 

or ‘sustainable’ aspects of higher education at the expense of students’ well-being. 

Other studies reported the change experienced by doctoral students. For instance, Bryan 

(2009, p.25) thinks that the doctoral process enabled her to evolve into a new self through 

“revisiting, rejecting, and rebuilding” taken-for-granted concepts and assumptions about the 

world. Likewise, Rounsaville (2011, p.28) claims that she experienced some level of change in 

three areas: the intellectual, the professional, and the cultural. Reflecting back to her PhD 

experience, Wlikala (2011) feels that she substantially changed at many levels, and she was not 
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aware of it until she went through pages of her thesis, claiming that “the ‘eye’ that moves on the 

pages intuitively becomes the ‘I’46” (p.12).  

Another relevant point is the similarity of the doctoral experience between international 

and local students. Both the joys and tribulations described above seem to be experienced by all 

students who undertake a PhD whether international or local (Ploner, 2011, p.145). In the 

literature, Trahar - the editor of ESCalate (2011) - noticed that the 2009 ESCalate publication 

produced a series of doctoral stories written by only ‘local’ students. In her edited version, she 

wanted to include writers from other countries undertaking doctoral research in the UK.  For her, 

terms such as ‘local’ and ‘international’ are often used in pejorative ways to discriminate against 

those who do not belong to the ‘dominant culture’ (p.5). Moreover, she thinks that HE should be 

about “learning to survive and thrive in different contexts, having one’s perceptions challenged – 

and challenging those of others” (ibid). Ploner (2011) has also acknowledged the influence of 

cultural norms in higher education contexts. In his manifold publications, he encourages diversity 

and equity, and the recognition of international students’ contributions to UK academia. He claims 

that: “students, ‘international’ or not, have not only brought with them different academic and 

disciplinary backgrounds but have also contributed to the international and cultural fabric of the 

University” (p.135). 

Writers in this discussion, albeit in their different ways, shared and described what is it like 

to be a doctoral student regardless of where they come from. Their testimony revealed the 

multiplicity and complexity of postgraduate student experiences. All in all, doctoral research is an 

“idiosyncratic” process (Salmon, 1992, p.22). That is, it has no universally viable manual that can 

grant one’s success. Everyone has to find within themselves ways of working on their piece of 

research which both fit with the rest of their lives and – at least at times – bring about a sense of 

progress (ibid). 

Discussion summary  

This chapter reviewed the literature about international HE, and international students’ 

transitions abroad. It attempted to offer a more critical and deCentred discussion of the realities 

                                                
46 i.e. the person she became. 
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dominant in international HE.  The content of this chapter is relevant because, as the previous 

chapter, it is data driven and connects with the participants’ accounts.  

In this chapter, I argued that neoliberalism has, dramatically, transformed all spheres of 

human existence into an exploitable market whereby all conduct became economic. International 

HE is a major example of a field that is being transformed into a business-like enterprise framed 

by discourses of marketisation and ranking. That is why, I critiqued the hidden goals of 

internationalisation of HE, and argue that it is another way for maintaining western hegemony. I 

believe that internationalisation of HE fulfils Western will of dominating the world. This is mainly 

visible through ‘centre vs periphery’ universities that maintain and perpetuate social inequalities 

created by former colonialism by benefiting Western countries more than other (non-Western) 

countries. In addition, I discussed the doctoral experience as an important factor in the participant 

transition to Britain. The discussions revealed the multiplicity and complexity of postgraduate 

experience, especially in a neoliberal landscape.  

In the field of international students’ transitions, I noticed that much of the literature on 

international students’ transitions employ discriminatory discourses when referring to 

international students and assumes a correlation between cultural maladjustment and cognitive 

deficit of internationals studying in the West. The Centre West position argues that international 

students’ transition is successful when they have managed to assimilate to the host society’s 

features and befriend many so-called local students and gives the impression that non-Western 

students are deficient and lacking. They come to the West to learn how ‘to be more critical and 

autonomous’. However, data has taught me that participants in this study are nothing like the 

traditional assimilationist discourses describe them.  

The following chapter presents a description of the research methodology used in this study 
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Chapter 5:  Research Methodology 

This chapter sets out to delineate the research methodology I used in order to investigate a 

group of Algerian doctorate students’ transition to Britain as part of the so-called West. The chapter 

is organised as follows: In the first section, I introduce my research design and methodological 

choices. These include a rationale behind my use of all of qualitative research, social 

constructionism as well as ethnography. I also explain my ethnographic design, how I gained 

access to the field, and I describe my participants. The second section tackles the details related to 

the data collection process which was enabled through the employment of multiple methods and 

tools, including participant observations, a research journal, and interviews, within the course of 

approximately three months with 13 participants. This data collection process section is divided 

into three experiences of the field: namely pre-fieldwork planning, in the fieldwork, and leaving 

the fieldwork. The third section is dedicated to the way data was analysed. It covers the way I 

moved from transcription to the writing up. The fourth and last section explains the actions I took 

to ensure the representability of the data and credibility of my report as well as ethical 

considerations. Within each section, I draw on theory, mainly postmodernism and social 

constructionism to back up my choices. 

5.1. Research design and methodological choices 

In this section, I provide a brief overview of the qualitative nature of this research. After 

that, I present social constructionism as the most prominent lens from which this research was 

approached and constructed. Then, I provide an overview of what the ethnographic study involved 

in terms of design, the way the setting was constructed as well as the participants.  

5.1.1. Qualitative research  

In this research, I employed a qualitative approach. As you may know, there is a large array 

of methodological literature discussing qualitative research and providing various definitions to it 

(e.g. Braun and Clarke, 2013; Denzin and Lincoln, 2005; Golafshani, 2003; Hammersley, 2007; 

Merriam, 2009). Each of these works, and many others, have proved that defining criteria of 

qualitative research can vary considerably due to the wide range of theoretical perspectives it draws 
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on. In this research, I want to make clear that I used qualitative research within a postmodern 

paradigm, and this involves 

[A] form of social inquiry that tends to adopt a flexible and data-driven research 

design, to use relatively unstructured data, to emphasise the essential role of 

subjectivity in the research process, to study a small number of naturally occurring 

cases in detail, and to use verbal rather than statistical form of analysis. (Hammersley, 

2013, p.12) 

Overall, qualitative research provided me the flexibility and space needed to deeply explore the 

research setting. During data collection, importance was given to the observation of the 

participants in their ordinary and usual settings in which they live and study, and the interviews 

were designed to approximate to ordinary conversations to preserve the ‘naturally-occurring’ 

nature of the data. Qualitative approach also enabled me to capture the complexity, yet richness of 

the participants’ lives. The relatively small number of participants (especially for observation) 

enabled the in-depth examination of naturally occurring cases and capturing the complexity of the 

social phenomenon under study. 

Another reason for choosing qualitative research is because it is interested in understanding 

the meaning people construct. That is, how people make sense of the world and their experiences 

as produced in particular contexts. This involves the constructivist argument that reality is relative 

to the context in which it occurs. During data collection, I observed the participants’ daily lives, I 

talked to them, I asked them questions, I noted what they were doing and saying and analysed that, 

and I wrote (critically) about all these things. There is a clear implication of the researcher which 

may threaten the credibility of data collection and analysis. That is why, the provision of detailed 

information about the researcher and the research process, or what Holliday (2007) refers to as 

“showing the workings” in form of reflexivity is of absolute importance. Altogether, qualitative 

approach within a postmodern paradigm helped me address issues of transition and perception 

change among my research participants by untangling the multiple layers of the context, all 

through the consideration of the grand narratives and ideological constructs that may have 

influenced their thinking. 
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5.1.2. Social constructionism  

This subsection presents the social constructionist position which I used to approach how 

the participants construct their realities, and understand their views and behaviours in relation to 

those realities. Social constructionism supports the idea that the world and what we know of it are 

socially constructed through various discourses and systems of meaning we all reside within 

(Berger and Luckman, 1967; Burr, 2003; Braune and Clarke, 2013). My role of a social 

constructionist researcher here is, thus, to interpret and unveil the meaning of the participants’ 

views and behaviours as related to the social context in which they were produced.   

Berger and Luckmann (1991) view society as existing through the interaction of people 

with the social world and with the significant others through the medium of language. Similarly, 

Burr (2015) believes that “it is through the daily interactions between people in the course of social 

life that our versions of knowledge become fabricated” (p.4). That is, the construction of social 

meaning is enabled through the individuals’ interpretations of their social surroundings which 

leads them to construct particular realities and expose them back to society, creating multiple 

realities of the same social action or phenomenon, as opposed to the positivist ultimate objective 

truth (Burr, 2015). In the same vein, Galbin (2014) believes that “each of us creates our own worlds 

from our perceptions of the actual world” (p.82). Hence, the way the world is perceived represents 

the sum of the various and multiple realities the individuals construct based on their own 

interpretations. 

Berger and Luckmann (1991) highlight the anti-essentialist nature of social 

constructionism, and sustain that social phenomena, rather than being perceived as ultimate and 

fixed, they are created and re-created depending on the places and times wherein we live. Burr 

(2015) and McNamee (2004) highlight the importance of language in constructing, modifying and 

reconstructing reality. Here, language is not used for describing and representing the world, but as 

a means for constructing it. In other words, language provides a means of structuring the way the 

world is experienced (Galbin, 2014) through its translation of thoughts and people’s understanding 

of the social world into discourses which are believed to play a paramount role in the construction 

of social realities (Holstein and Gubrium, 2008; Burr, 2015). Here, discourse refers to sets of ideas 
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that are culturally significant and that can be used to make sense of the world and events within it 

(Burr and Dick, 2017, p.61).   

From this, I understand that the absolute ‘truth’ can never be attained, and that the views 

individuals convey are only representations of multiple realities displayed according to a given 

space and time, which represents my ontological position. In this matter, Galbin (2014) states that 

“we never know what universal true or false is, what is good or bad, right or wrong; we know only 

stories about true, false, good, bad, right or wrong” (p.82). This means that what people say should 

not be taken for granted or presumed to be true because it is only one reality (among many others), 

constructed from their own understanding of the world. Hence, as a social constructionist, I ought 

to be critical, question the views and behaviours of the participants and seek to uncover the realities 

underlying the taken-for-granted judgments (Burr, 2003).  

The social constructionist nature of this study is displayed in many instances and at many 

levels. For instance, one aspect of the constructive nature of this research is the definition of the 

research setting (discussed further in the next section). This means that I (operationally47) 

constructed the research setting to connect the participants views and actions to the particular 

context in which they occurred. In addition, I believe that the ethnographic account presented in 

this thesis is the result of a co-construction of knowledge through my interaction with the 

participants. Thus, the analysis of the participants’ views and behaviours represents my 

interpretation of their understanding expressed through particular discourses. 

Since this research portrayed my participants as “themselves constructing the social world 

through their interpretations of it” (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995, p.1), I believe that 

constructionism and interpretivism are closely related paradigms that address understanding the 

world as others experience it. Thus, social reality is context dependent and must be analysed in the 

context in which it occurs (Berger and Luckmann, 1967). This means that we cannot make sense 

of the data in isolation because each time a variable changes (e.g. setting, time, mood …etc), the 

reality changes, and its interpretation ought to change. For instance, some veiled participants 

mentioned that they could not socialise with British people because they are ‘cold’ and 

‘individualist’. I could have taken that for granted, but connecting their discourses with the context 

                                                
47 for the sake of this research. 
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in which they were produced and linking them with other discourses, I managed to understand that 

it was their prejudiced thinking and absence of efforts to approach other people that hampered 

their socialisation rather than the imagined ‘cold’ and ‘individualist’ nature of British people.  

The following section presents ethnography as the methodology I chose to undertake this 

study. 

5.1.3. Ethnography 

This research is an in-depth ethnographic study of a group of Algerian PhD students’ 

transition to Britain. In this section, I begin with a brief historical overview of the development of 

ethnography from anthropology to postmodern ethnography. Then, I present the ethnographic 

design constructed for the sake of this research, including the setting and the participants.  

5.1.3.1. Ethnography: a historical overview 

Ethnography is one of the oldest qualitative research methods, originating in nineteenth-

century Western anthropology, where an ethnography was “a descriptive account of a community 

or culture, usually one located outside the West” (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007, p.1). At its 

origins, classical anthropological ethnography was characterised by the long-term observation of 

a foreign and/or “exotic”, usually non-Western group of people (Mayan, 2009; Wall, 2015), and 

where the researcher was typically unfamiliar with the cultural setting under study (Morse and 

Richards, 2002). And, the researcher was ought to be objective and sought to maintain distance 

from the population studied. This traditional ethnography has been thoroughly criticised by many 

academics mainly for its essentialist and discriminatory representation of non-Western individuals 

and cultures (e.g. Clifford and Marcus, 1986; Said, 1978). 

Over the course of time, ethnography has evolved to take on different characteristics based 

on a paradigmatic change (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000). One of the most important events in the 

history of ethnography is the publication of Clifford and Marcus’ Writing Culture (1986) which is 

believed to be the starting point of postmodern revolution in ethnography. The collection of essays 

in this book contributed to reinterpret and reimagine ethnography in terms of methodology, ethics 

and representation.  
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 In addition, Clifford and Marcus (1986) critiqued the modernist stance which requires “the 

persistence of an ideology claiming transparency of representation and immediacy of experience” 

(p.2), and suggested a new approach to writing ethnography in which researchers could express 

their voices. Postmodern ethnography recognises the subjective and co-constructed nature of 

research among cultural groups. It 

[E]mphasises the cooperative and collaborative nature of the ethnographic situation in 

contrast to the ideology of the transcendental observer [and] rejects the ideology of 

‘observer-observed’. (Tyler, 1986, p.126) 

Post-modern ethnography appreciates the involvement of the researchers because it enables a 

nuanced perspective on a researcher’s insider-outsider status, given a regard for reflexivity (Wall, 

2015). For instance, being reflective and aware of the potential influence of my beliefs during the 

research process helped me manage my role of an insider, but also allowed me to discover 

unexpected data like an outsider would. In addition, postmodern ethnography took on an 

interpretive turn to focus on the interpretation of cultural meanings, presented through “thick 

descriptions” of cultural contexts (Geertz, 1973). This recasting of ethnography is important, and 

relates to my discussion in Chapter 3 because of its critique of Eurocentric epistemological 

assumptions about the role of science in producing objective and universally valid knowledge, and 

its concern with the traditional (prejudiced and discriminatory) modes of representation, especially 

related to non-Western ‘cultures’. 

After the postmodern turn, “scholars around the world have been busy inventing and 

reinventing ethnography” (Wolcott, 1999, p.12), and tremendous types of ethnographies emerged. 

In this study, I have not embraced any type of ethnography, but particular directives of focused 

ethnography (Mayan, 2009; Wall, 2015) which is based on the premise that “we no longer need to 

travel to far-away places to study culture; nor is culture defined only along ethnic or geographical 

lines” (Mayan, 2009, p.37). Rather, cultures and subcultures are everywhere and may be relatively 

unbounded (Mayan, 2009; Wall, 2015). Focused ethnography, according to Wall (2015), is 

relevant when the researcher is interested in undertaking a short-term ethnography within a sub-

cultural group or a “small culture” within which the participants may not even know each other 

(discussed in the next section). 
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All in all, ethnography, as a method of research, has evolved from the days of long-term 

observations of ‘exotic’ cultures. What makes an ethnographic study is not the time spent in the 

field or the particular tools used to collect the data, but the maintenance of the essential character 

and intention of ethnography, that of understanding ‘culture’, whatever it means48. 

5.1.3.2. Ethnographic design 

This research involved a group of Algerian doctorate students living and studying in Britain. 

My interest lies in understanding their ‘small culture’.  For that, I needed to be immersed in their 

lives. In this research, undertaking an ethnographic study meant going to the field and observing 

the participants’ actions and accounts in their everyday contexts (Hammersley and Atkinson, 

2007). When in the field, I participated in the participants’ daily lives, watched what happens, 

listened to what is said, asked them questions, gathered whatever data was available to throw light 

on the issues that are the emerging focus of inquiry. The thrust to know what is going on in their 

life led me to the construction of a particular yet unique ethnographic design.  

The scale of this focused ethnographic study is fairly small to facilitate in-depth study (ibid, 

p.3), with a sample of thirteen participants who are grouped into a ‘small culture’ for the sake of 

this study. Many of them did not even know each other. The thirteen participants are interviewed, 

and five of them were observed on a daily basis for an extended period of seven days (one week). 

The field was not restricted to one place or city, but included participants from many universities. 

The field was not a single setting, but multiple settings. That is why, I had to construct the setting 

by approaching the field as a “small culture” (Holliday, 1999). Details of the ‘small culture’ and 

the participants are presented in the following sub-sections. 

5.1.3.2.A. Constructing the setting: ‘a small culture’ 

Defining the research setting - exactly where, when and with whom the research took place 

- is an important step in an ethnographic study. Holliday (2016b) highlights the importance of 

establishing the setting in which the research takes place because, for him, placing a phenomenon 

in a definable context becomes more meaningful. He states that “a definable setting in which 

                                                
48 In this study, the ‘culture’ I want to understand is the ‘small culture’ that this group of Algerian doctoral students 

form. 
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phenomena can be placed meaningfully within a specific social environment [because] it provides 

an environment in which the questions can be addressed” (Holliday, 2016b, p.34). In this research, 

I did not have a “ready-made setting” (ibid, p.37), so I had to construct it. For that, I followed 

Holliday’s (2016b) design which illustrates the process of constructing the setting of research, 

figure 2 illustrates this process. I believe that employing Holliday’s concept of ‘small culture’ 

provided a context in which data of this study became meaningful.  

 

Figure 2: A small culture selected for ethnography (Holliday, 2016b, p.42) 

As a qualitative research, I perceive the social world “a seamless mélange of complex 

behaviours” (Holliday, 2016b, p.41). Here, the selection of my research setting (x in the figure) 

involves taking a section of this mélange (social mix) and drawing an imaginary operational 

boundary around it, particular to this study. This implies that the particular social setting selected 

does not actually exist, but it is rather determined by, me, the researcher for the purpose of this 

study. In addition, the social setting has to contain the elements of small culture (y in the figure), 

and fulfil particular criteria49 to be perceived as a ‘small culture’. And the grouping that makes up 

this ‘small culture’ is essentially defined and constructed by the research (z in the figure). 

                                                

49  The setting must have a sense of boundedness: Time, place, culture; 2. The setting should provide a variety of 

relevant, interconnected data: People to watch or interview; 3. There should be sufficient richness: Different instances, 

facets and viewpoints – a microcosm of the research topic in wider society; 4. The setting should be sufficiently small: 

Logistically and conceptually manageable; and 5. There should be access: For the researcher to take whatever role is 

necessary to collect data (Holliday, 2016b, p.34) 
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In this study, I am interested in using ‘small culture’ as a device to help us understand 

(Holliday, 1999, p.253). This means that this ‘small culture’ is not a cause of behaviour, but a 

structuring within which behaviour selected for study may be understood. The ‘small culture’ is 

made up of thirteen individuals sharing the same Algerian nationality, but have different personal 

trajectories and perceptions of the world. I had to construct the research setting to group all my 

participants in the same hypothetical location to “[enable] me to compare similar, well-defined 

events over a large geographical area” (Holliday, 2016b, p.38). The small culture paradigm 

attaches particularities of large cultures to small social groupings wherever there is cohesive 

behaviour and, thus, avoids culturist ethnic, or national stereotyping.  

In this research, I was mainly interested in a particular group of Algerian doctoral students’ 

transition in Britain. This involved interviewing and observing a small manageable group of people 

(criterion 4) in many settings, and looking at many aspects of their lives over a particular period 

of time, so the setting had clear boundaries (criterion 1). While in the field, the participants allowed 

me access to their public as well as private spaces (criterion 5), which enabled me to interview 

them and observe them interacting at many settings, including dinner with friends, supervisory 

meetings and flatmate gatherings (criterion 2). My ability to access the participants’ private and 

public spaces enabled me to observe many instances of their lives as well as see the multiple facets 

of their identity, which enabled me to collect a variety of relevant, interconnected and rich data 

(criterion 3).  

5.1.3.2.B. The participants  

 In this subsection, I present the participants of this study. After that, I explain the way I 

operationally conceptualised them as members of the same group, a ‘small culture’.  

Who are they? 

 Participants in this study are a group of thirteen Algerian students who are pursuing their 

postgraduate studies in Britain, including three males and ten females. These participants are aged 

between 25 to 28 years old and share many similarities. That is, they are from an Algerian 

nationality. They are enrolled in a British university to pursue their postgraduate education, and 

they are fully sponsored by the Algerian government. They are former students of the Algerian 
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educational system, and it is their first time in Britain. In setting criteria of selecting participants 

for this study, it was important to choose students who had spent at least one year in Britain and 

had; thus, passed in the initial stages of settling in (Montgomery, 2010, p.48). 

Participants of this study spent 5 years at university and hold bachelor and master's degrees. 

They were granted a scholarship from the Algerian Ministry of Higher education after they passed 

a written contest. They came to Britain for 6month pre-sessional courses. These courses consisted 

of preparing these prospective PhD students to sit for the IELTS, learn how to write proposals and 

to contact potential supervisors. After those 6 months, students applied for universities, and those 

who received unconditional offers started their PhD. The following mini portraits present profiles 

of the participants. These include information related to their age, aspects of their identity, and 

year and place of study. This series of portraits are meant to add more contextual and background 

information about the participants which may help providing rich insights into these young 

students’ lives as well as a contextualized understanding of their experiences. 

 One of the aims of my thesis is the deconstruction of the assimilationist grand narrative 

assuming that so-labelled international students are similar because of its tendency to homogenise 

national cultures. Therefore, the information I provide about the participants is limited by ethical 

considerations as well as established labels (e.g. religion, or ethnicity) that I feel preserve their 

anonymity and individuality respectively. 

 Arezki is a 28-year-old Algerian male from West of Algeria. He is in his fourth and final 

year of PhD in Language and Social Media. He is a gym lover, he works out five times a 

week, he is keen on weightlifting.  

 Sabrina is a 27-year-old veiled female from North of Algeria. She is in her third year of 

PhD in the school of critical studies. She loves English literature and writing poems. She 

is a little bit shy, and finds difficulties to make friends. 

 Zara is a 26-year-old veiled female from Northeast of Algeria. She is in her second year of 

PhD in education. She is a shy person in public, but very extrovert with her friends. She 

loves going out with her friends, and trying new restaurants. 
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 Dany is a 26-year-old male from North of Algeria. He is in his second year of PhD in 

applied linguistics. Dany is a funny and easy-going person who is living in a shared house 

with professional workers.  

 Eva is a 27-year-old non-vailed female from Northeast of Algeria. She is in her fourth and 

last year of her PhD in education. She lives in an accommodation with many other 

international and local students. She is keen on gym; she works out during weekdays and 

rests during weekends when she goes out with her friends. 

 Zack is a 27-year-old male from East of Algeria. He is in his fourth and last year of his 

PhD in applied linguistics and intercultural studies. He loves travelling and discovering 

new places. He is also keen on sports, particularly running. He lives in an accommodation 

with many other international and local students which seems to have facilitated the process 

of making friends. 

 Maria is a 26-year-old female from Southeast of Algeria. She is in her second year of PhD 

in education. She took her veil off when she came back to Britain after the pre-sessional 

course believing that it hindered her socialisation process. 

 Fatima is a 27-year-old non-veiled woman from Northeast of Algeria. She is in her third 

year PhD in English literature. She is friendly and loves making friends with people from 

other nationalities, getting out with friends, and drawing. 

 Mina is a 25-year-old veiled female from South of Algeria. She is in her second year of 

PhD in education. She loves learning new languages, comics books, anime series, and 

Asian food. 

 Emily is a 27-year-old veiled female from Southeast of Algeria. She is in her third year of 

PhD in politics. She loves sporting activities particularly swimming and cycling.  

 Sofia is a 26-year-old veiled female from West of Algeria. She is in her second year of 

PhD in philosophy, politics and religion. She is one of the participants who was highly 

infected by the feeling of loneliness associated with the doctorate process.  

 Sally is a 25-year-old veiled female from East of Algeria. She is in her second year PhD in 

applied linguistics. She is a veiled woman who is a fun of thriller movies and books. She 

also loves fashion and make up.  
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 Thiziri is a 26-year-old veiled female from South of Algeria. She is in her second year of 

PhD in education. She is an enthusiastic and extrovert person who likes having fun and 

cooking meals for her friends. 

Conceptualising the participants 

As I previously mentioned, in this study, I perceived my participants as members of a 

‘small culture’ who have already developed skills to engage within their native society and who 

also have some personal experiences and upbringings that may have helped them adapt to life in 

Britain, as discussed in Chapter 2 (see 2.2). Figure 3 represents the way I approached participants 

of this study. This figure is inspired by Holliday’s Grammar of Culture (2013, 2019).  

 

Figure 3: Conceptualising the participants 

By conceptualising the participant as described in Figure 3, I assume that each of them 

possesses underlying universal cultural processes, which involve the skills and strategies through 

which everyone regardless of background participates in and negotiates their position within the 

cultural settings in which they interact. Second, each participant engages in small culture 

formation, which are settings where cultural and social activities take place. They are location of 

social action. Third, personal trajectories comprise participants’ past and present personal 
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experiences and upbringings. Finally, particular social and political structures represent the 

numerous social and political institutions (e.g. the media and school) which in many ways form us 

and make us different from each other. They comprise the cultural resources (e.g. language, social 

norms, religion) that influence us in our daily lives. And the global positioning and politics (grand 

narratives of nations, power, economies) which concerns how we position ourselves and our 

society against the rest of the world. The orange lightening in the figure represents the various 

ideologies to which the participants are exposed to from particular social and political structures. 

I chose cogs because they turn separately in different directions but in synchrony to resist, 

negotiate, or deconstruct grand narratives.  

Although the participants possess powerful skills to negotiate communication with others, 

sometimes, their prejudices and ideological positions (acquired from particular social and 

political structures) hamper their cultural negotiation. This relates to what I found in this study 

relating to participants’ prejudices and idealisation of the West that influenced their transition to 

Britain, especially socialisation. The following section offers an overview of my data collection 

process. 

5.2. Data collection 

This section tackles how I put my ethnographic design into practice beginning by the main 

tools and methods used to collect the data. After that, I explain the way I built a good rapport with 

my participants and managed my role of an insider in the fieldwork. I have tried to make my 

position evident in many instances through this section as a form of reflexivity. Finally, I offer an 

overview of my data collection process, starting with the way I accessed the field, and ending with 

how I physically left it. 

5.2.1. Tools 

In this study, data was collected through participant observations, research journal, and 

interviews. I was interested in collecting data using multiple methods to be able to construct a 

representative ‘reality’ by piecing together different kinds of data, hence being able to build a more 

holistic picture of my participants’ social reality. This section, therefore, presents my data 

collection tools and the reasons behind choosing them. 



102 

 

5.2.1.1. Participant observation 

In this ethnographic research, participant observations were of paramount importance. As 

I was interested in a particular group of Algerian doctoral students’ daily life experiences and 

activities as part of their transition to Britain, I found observation the most appropriate tool that 

would help me achieve this aim. The kind of observation I used in this research is called 

shadowing, which is “a research technique which involves a researcher closely following a 

member of an organisation over a period of time” (McDonald, 2005, p.456). 

Shadowing consist of following the participants, or acting like their shadow. I was 

interested in this particular technique because it is believed to be advantageous in a multitude of 

ways. First, shadowing enables the researcher “to see the context being studied at first hand and 

experience it contemporaneously in much the same way that the participant is experiencing it” 

(Montgomery, 2010, p.47). Second, it generates rich and valuable material which not only provides 

potential explanations to the particular social phenomena under study, but also demonstrates its 

multidimensional and complex nature. McDonald (2005) asserts that shadowing enables the 

collection of “a rich, dense and comprehensive data set which gives a detailed, first-hand and 

multidimensional picture of the role, approach, philosophy and tasks of the person being studied” 

(p.457). Finally, being in direct contact with participants, stepping into their shoes, immersing in 

their lives and experiencing instances of their daily life experiences helped me see the world from 

their lenses and better understand the way they think and function. Conover (2016) highlights the 

advantages of observation, claiming that, “by eating with them [people], travelling with them, 

breathing their air, you get more than just information. You gain shared experience. And often you 

get powerful true stories” (p.11). 

The material collected during participant observation was transformed into written 

fieldnotes recorded in my research journal. Emerson et al. (2001) asserts the importance of “the 

writing processes whereby a participating observer transforms portions of her lived experience 

into written fieldnotes” (p.352), hence the next section will discuss the rationale behind using a 

research journal as a witness of my data collection journey. 
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5.2.1.2. Research journal and fieldnotes 

As soon as I began this study, I started to keep a research journal. I began by simply writing 

down my thoughts mainly related to my journey as an Algerian international student in Britain and 

brainstorming about how to proceed with my research. During the process of writing up the way I 

collected data, I went back to my research journal to reread what I had written about my pas lived 

experiences to help me keep track of the events that took place during the research process, recall 

some relevant details related to data collection procedures as well as the impressions and feelings 

I had at certain moments. I do not usually keep a daily diary; however, I have always kept record 

of significant instances and events that seemed relevant to both my research and personal 

development.  

My research journal is hand-written, and I used it in myriad ways whether to record my 

reflections during my research process, write down how I conducted the interviews or take notes 

of participant observation. As I am an involved researcher, I might have impacted upon the 

research. Hence, I had to articulate my assumptions and beliefs to avoid biasing my study and take 

things for granted, especially sharing some aspects with my participants – age, education 

background, nationality and being an international PhD student in Britain – could have influenced 

my interpretation of the data. Additionally, I found it helpful to write narratives of my own 

perceptions, the way I imagined life in Britain before coming and the actual experience I had living 

there for four years.  

I also devoted some pages of my research journal to record my data collection process. I 

kept details of the interviews I conducted, the name of the participants, date, time and setting of 

the interview. I also wrote down my impressions during the interview, especially the very first one 

I conducted. I deemed it crucial to keep record of the way I felt at that moment and keep records 

of which questions worked and which did not. In addition to that, I wrote down some interest ing 

issues the participants have raised in the course of the discussion we had.  

I also used my research journal as a fieldnotes to record occurrences related to participant 

observation. As it was not always possible to write fieldnotes during shadowing, I took a cue from 

Emerson et al. (2001) of how writing fieldnotes while in the field and how to transform the 
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observed and experienced realities into fieldnote texts which, for them, entails moving from mental 

notes to jotted notes to full fieldnotes. According to Emerson et al. (2001, p.356), mental and jotted 

notes enable the writing of elaborated fieldnotes as close to the field experience as possible in order 

to preserve the immediacy of feelings and impressions and maximise the ethnographer’s ability to 

recall the events in detail.  

Mental notes consist of “the act of directing your mind to remember things at a later point 

[...] You are preparing yourself to be able later to put down on paper what you are now seeing” 

(Lofland and Lofland, 1995, p.90). They enabled me to record important details in the ongoing 

scenes I observed. These include particular comments, discourses or body language, characteristics 

of a place or a person, and my impressions and feelings. Jotted notes complete the mental notes 

because they are “translate-to-be-remembered observations” (Emerson et al. 2001, p.356). Many 

ethnographers, including myself, started their fieldnotes by jotting down key words or phrases 

while in the field. It was not always simple to grab my notebook and write down detailed elaborated 

notes about an event in the moment it occurred, so I needed some tips to jog my memory when I 

had time to write proper fieldnotes. Mainly, my jotting notes are some key words, abbreviations 

or symbols that I developed for the purpose of this study. 

Usually, fieldnotes are seen as a form of translating observed persons, places and events 

into written accounts, they “reconstitute that world in preserved forms that can be reviewed, 

studied and thought about time and time again” (Emerson et al. 2001, p.353). Geertz (1973) 

highlights the importance of preserving social discourses and actions in the context of their 

occurrence because it is the key to make the report meaningful for an outsider (e.g. the reader). 

We, as ethnographers, have the role to bring the social world under study to life through our 

writing, “incident and anecdote, and some trenchant lines, here and there, about what all of this 

means” (Conovan, 2016, p.75). Overall, I think that the process of writing up ethnographies is very 

crucial in representing our participants and their social world. I should admit that it is quite a 

difficult process, but I believe criticality and reflexivity are two key elements of writing a 

representative yet ethical ethnographic account. 
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5.2.1.3. Interviews 

In addition to observations and a researcher journal, I needed to employ another research 

method that would allow me to collect additional data that “would be very difficult to obtain 

otherwise” (Atkinson, 2007, p.102). In this study, in-depth semi-structured interviews were used 

with a sample of thirteen participants. Interview questions covered a wide range of topics related 

to the objectives of this study. Participants were asked questions related to their expectations and 

perceptions of Britain before coming, their actual living experiences while being in Britain, and 

how this latter may have affected their identity formation. 

 In this ethnographic study, my choice of conducting semi-structured interviews was 

guided by its potential in eliciting participants’ narratives and the flexibility it has in allowing the 

conversation to flow in a way that resembles an ordinary conversation. In this matter, Galletta 

(2013) affirms that semi-structured interviews are “sufficiently structured” to address and cover 

particular aspects of the study while also “leaving space for study participants to offer new 

meanings to the topic of study” (pp.1-2). There were many advantages to using interviews; to name 

a few: interviews were useful in collecting data related to the participants’ views, perceptions and 

personal stories because “conversing with people enables them to share their experiences and 

understandings” (Kvale, 1996, p.11). Moreover, interviews were helpful in understanding how the 

interviewees think which helps in delimitating the scope of interpretation (Pole and Morrison, 

2003). Besides, I believe that combining interviews with observations may be complementary in 

collecting rich and detailed data. “There are distinct advantages in combining participant 

observation with interviews; in particular, the data from each can be used to illuminate the other” 

(Atkinson, 2007, p.102).  

I believe that interviewing relies on much more than just conversing. It needs some 

strategic skills to help eliciting views (or discourses) about a given subject. That is why; before 

conducting any interviews, I spent some time reading about the way they are conducted, how to 

develop an interview schedule, how to start and end an interview, how to react in some unexpected 

situations (such as a person crying), and on and so forth. Once I knew what kind of data I was 

interested in and the methodological and philosophical positions I held, I developed questions that 
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would elicit participants’ interests and willingness to share their views regarding their study-

abroad journey. 

My interview schedule (see appendix 1) was drawn upon two main sources, namely 

literature and personal experience. I consulted the research literature on the subject under study 

to see what previous research suggests, what aspects were studied and what were not. In addition 

to that, I called into play my first-hand experience as being an international and Algerian PhD 

student in Britain to ask some additional questions. The interview agenda contains around twenty 

questions, but it varies from one participant to another depending on their answers. Despite the use 

of an interview schedule that outlines the main topics I want to cover; qualitative interviews remain 

flexible regarding the phrasing of questions and the order in which they are asked. That is, one 

participant might talk about an aspect which is not included in my interview agenda, and this would 

lead me to ask him or her follow up questions. Thus, I allocated the participant the right to lead 

the interaction. By doing so, I enable the emergence of unanticipated and unexpected data. 

5.2.2. Building rapport 

I believe that building a good rapport with my participants was vital for the success of my 

research. King and Harrocks (201 0) advocates its importance, stating that “building rapport with 

your participants is widely seen as a key ingredient in successful qualitative interviewing” (p.48). 

In this context, ‘rapport’ refers establishing reciprocal and on-going relationships of trust, respect 

and confidence between the participants and the researcher. I tried to build a good rapport with my 

participants even before collecting the data because I knew that gaining their trust would enable 

them to feel comfortable enough to open up to me and share aspects of their lives. I think sharing 

some aspects of identity with my participants - such a shared socio-cultural background, age, or 

being a doctoral student - may have contributed to establishing a positive rapport with them. As 

Atkinson (2007) claims it, “sharing a common identity, in some respect, is often seen as facilitating 

the process of building rapport” (p.109). 

Building a good rapport was important for both interviews and observation. During 

interviews, I needed participants to trust me and feel comfortable enough to open up and share 

genuine personal stories. I believe that building a positive rapport with my participants is 
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primordial because “what the interviewees in each study choose to share with the researchers 

reflects conditions in their relationship and interview situation” (Heyl, 2001, p.370). Indeed, from 

what I have experienced, once trust was built, participants started sharing stories and confidences 

and reveal more about themselves. I was genuinely surprised by the participants’ enthusiasm; the 

interviews with my participants were overwhelmingly positive. I experienced many times 

participants thanking me after the interview because it allowed them to reflect on their PhD journey 

in Britain, and all they went through. Usually, they are busy studying and living their life, so they 

have not really reflected back on the whole journey. They told me that my interview questions 

gave them a chance to reflect on their experience from day one and became aware of what they 

have accomplished thus far. Additionally, I tried to gain the participants’ trust before observation 

takes place because I would be shadowing them for one whole week, so I had to find ways to be 

appreciated enough in order not to be a burden in their life, but instead a friend they like spending 

time with.  

I think I have succeeded in building a good rapport with my participants because they 

shared many personal stories, which in some cases, created some strong feelings of sadness, anger 

or happiness. For instance, one of my participants shared with me his sad break up with his fiancée, 

another talked about the loss of her father, one of the female participants shared with me her 

experience of taking the veil off, while another told me her love story with her fiancé and how 

excited she was to get married to the person she loves. Moreover, during the observations, it was 

difficult to leave participants because they got used to me and they liked spending time with me, 

and so did I. It seemed they liked spending time with me and did not see me as a researcher, but 

rather as a friend or a colleague who visited them. I experienced participants telling me that they 

would miss me and how much they enjoyed working with me. It really touched me because I was 

constantly asking myself if I was bothering them, if they did not feel tired of me following them 

everywhere, but receiving those kind comments relieved me from all those doubts. I think avoiding 

taking notes in front of them made them feel at ease and not being ‘watched’.   

While trying to write this section about building rapport, I read my research journal and 

participants’ transcripts to kind of warm my memory up and try to remember some details that I 

may have forgotten, I was amazed by the amount of courage these people have. Reading their 

transcripts was a source of motivation and inspiration. Their stories illustrate that despite being 
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away from home, feeling lonely, being tired and work very hard for their studies, they always tried 

to be positive, be strong and determined to achieve their goals and realise their dreams no matter 

what. 

5.2.3. Being an insider: “making the familiar strange” 

Ethnography is an empirical study that aims at describing a particular group of people to 

others, based on observational and factual evidence obtained in the field. This empirical nature of 

ethnography provides the researcher with a holistic picture of this particular group’s (or small 

culture) social, linguistics and experiential details of their life. Hence, the role of the researcher 

lies in interpreting the participants’ social occurrences based on his/her own understanding, with 

respect of the context in which social behaviours take place. Thus, in order to collect such rich and 

interconnected data and ensure as much coverage as possible, the ethnographer tries to find a 

balance between distancing from and immersing in the field (de Jong et al., 2013). However, when 

being too immersed or familiar with the people, the place(s), or the experiences, there is a danger 

that the data collected and/or interpreted to be biased and overshadowed by the researcher’s 

enclosed assumptions and beliefs.  

I believe that sharing some facets of identity with my participants is a double-edged sword. 

Being also an Algerian PhD student living in Britain could have led me to enter the research setting 

easily, yet with preconceptions about the topic. On the one hand, it was an asset that helped me 

establish positive rapports with the participants. As many researchers claim, familiarity in the 

fieldwork, such as shared knowledge, identity or experience cannot only elicit the participants’ 

openness and likelihood to share aspects of their lives more easily, but also gain a better 

understanding of their personal narratives (Atkinson et al, 2003, 2007). On the other hand, the 

familiarity with some aspects of their life could have become a liability that may have influenced 

my interpretation of the data and hindered me from looking at the reality of what was going on.  

That is why, umpteen ethnographers have appealed to the de-familiarisation of oneself with 

the fieldwork, and seek to “make the familiar strange” (Pole and Morrison, 2003, p.200). This 

desire to make the familiar strange has “almost the status of a mantra among ethnographers” (Sikes, 

2006, p.538) which entails the attempt to change our perception of things, hence, our 
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understanding of them. I think this notion of ‘making the familiar strange and strange familiar’ is 

a state of being, of thinking and acting. It is about being critical, flexible and honest, but also about 

acknowledging one’s assumptions and not taking anything for granted. When in the field, I tried 

to “be intellectually balanced between familiarity and strangeness” (Hammersley and Atkinson, 

2007, p.89) when embracing my different roles (i.e. a traveller, an observer, an interviewer, a 

friend, a fellow colleague ...etc). That is, I had to familiarise myself with the participants’ daily 

routines, personality, and particular social surrounding, but also to de-familiarise myself with, and 

put aside my knowledge of their socio-cultural background and aspects of their study abroad 

journey. Being a critical cosmopolitan imagination, and thinking beyond national borders provided 

me a context for resisting essentialism and overcoming the danger of interpreting the data in terms 

of national penchant, while respecting the participants’ individuality. 

Therefore, in order to manage my double role of insider-outsider in the field, I tried to 

employ some ‘techniques of de-familiarisation’. For me, the first step was to be aware of, and 

acknowledge my assumptions and biases which I recorded in my research journal. For instance, I 

exposed my preconceived ideas about one particular participant who took her veil off. Moreover, 

I set some fundamental tenets that guided me throughout my research, these include not building 

any arguments or interpretation on assumptions, rely on the data collected with regard to the 

context of its occurrence, and think critically. Another technique that helped me manage my 

familiarity is the consideration of the context in which the data was collected. I believe that 

understanding the participants’ social reality lies in understanding their biographies as well as the 

social context in which the reality occurred. Thus, my understanding of the participants’ views and 

behaviours was bound by their social surroundings and not my common-sense understanding.  

I believe that the techniques to de-familiarise myself with some aspects of the field have 

not only enabled me to observe matters that I would not have noticed without the particular 

approach I followed, but also helped me sharpen my understanding of the participants’ views and 

behaviours, thus better representing them. Alongside the techniques described above, my 

reflexivity has also helped me manage my role of an insider in the field. The following subsection, 

therefore, describes the way I believe I was reflexive. 
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5.2.4. Reflexivity 

O’reilly (2004) states that the work of ethnographers might seem “an inherently unethical 

activity” (p.59) because during an ethnographic investigation, they are fully immersed in the 

participants’ lives. They move into people’s daily lives, talk to them, watch them, ask them 

questions, think about what they are saying, analyse and write about what they are saying all by 

being critical and ethical about all these things (ibid). However, this form of subjectivity through 

immersion is a positive aspect of ethnography which rather than provoking a sceptical attitude, 

should be appreciated and acknowledged. Hence, I believe that individuality and originality of an 

ethnographic account lies in what the researcher brings to the research. 

Postmodern qualitative research acknowledges the implication of the researcher. Phillips 

et al. (2013) argue that meaning, in qualitative research, is co-constructed by both the participants 

and the researchers. That is why, researchers ought to acknowledge that they are a part of the social 

world they study, and the potential subjectivity they may bring to their work. That is why, in this 

research, my subjectivity was articulated in a form of reflexivity. Reflexivity requires an explicit 

acknowledgement of the prejudices, feelings as well as behaviours that may have influenced the 

collection and interpretation of the data “through language, discourse and text” (Edwards and 

Usher, 2002, p. 16). In this research, I position myself as a woman, a Muslim, a heterosexual, an 

Algerian citizen, a berbere (footnote), an international student, a doctorate student, a friend, a 

colleague, a participant, and so many other things. I believe that my positionality had some impact 

on my research, and the way I went about collecting, analysing, and interpreting the data. I held 

many prejudices and assumptions about myself, the participants, and other people.  

Being myself an Algerian PhD student in Britain as my participants, I thought that I would 

always relate with the participants’ accounts because we are similar, but I was wrong; being an 

Algerian PhD student in Britain is only one similar facet of our identity. We have different age, 

ethnicity, degree of religious involvement, personal experiences, academic discipline, tastes in 

books, music, or even fashion. These and many other aspects make us perceive life and approach 

it differently. In some instances, I could relate with my participants because I fell that I have 

experienced or felt the same sentiment (idealisation of the West, see 1.2). But, in other instances, 

I felt that I could not relate with the participants’ accounts because I have simply never encountered 
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such an experience (e.g. taking the veil off, or feeling isolated). This argument is important because 

it contributes to deconstructing one of the assimilationist grand narratives associated with the 

homogeneity of international students.  

A good example of the way my assumptions could have impacted on my research is my 

interview of Maria, a female participant who took her off veil. Basically, where I came from, when 

someone takes off the hidjab, we perceive it as something seriously unfeasible, something not to 

do under any circumstances because people will judge! When it happens, there is 

this overwhelming shame that surrounds women who stop wearing the veil, these women are often 

judged and looked down upon, with many people refusing to acknowledge the valid reasons that 

justify the move. Being brought up in such an environment influenced me in a way or another 

I met Maria after she took the veil off, but we have never talked about that. I think what 

she decides to wear is none of my business, so I just acted as if nothing has happened. During the 

interview, I was focused and put my carried assumptions (of taking off the veil) aside. At the 

moment of the interview, I neglected the fact that I was an Algerian woman, or a Muslim woman, 

all I was feeling is that I was a researcher in thirst of knowing more about Maria’s perceptions and 

experiences of life in Britain. I think where we come from, and the way we have been brought up 

influence, to a great extent, the way we think and perceive ourselves and others. But, what to bear 

in mind is that our identity is constructed, and it is in constant shift. The social constructionist 

position I adopted in this study is not valid only for the sake of this study, but it became a 

philosophy of life. I think there are many versions of reality, and it depends on the interpretation 

we give to it. All in all, to wear the hijab or not to wear it is a matter of personal choice and should 

be treated as such. People should not be defined by particular clothing or established labels, or our 

perceptions of them. People should have the chance to define themselves by themselves in their 

own terms. 

In this research, I believe I was reflexive throughout my entire data collection period and 

even after that. As mentioned in the previous subsections, I provided details of the way I de-

familiarised myself with the research as well as the way I built rapport with the participants all 

with ethical consideration. In addition, I kept a journal in order to record my assumptions and shift 

in thinking as well as have access to my first-hand tangible reflections later (after leaving the field). 



112 

 

I believe that writing down my thoughts and reflections prevented me from interpreting the data 

according to my assumptions. In addition, my reflexive practices helped me reinforce the 

representativeness and trustworthiness of my research. Finally, my understanding of the 

participants’ views and behaviours as well as choices of themes are the result of my reflexive 

practice, which will be illustrated in the data chapters. 

The following presents an overview of my data collection process including the pre-field 

planning, when in the field, and leaving the field. 

5.2.5. An overview of the data collection process 

 Data was collected over a period of approximately three months with a sample of thirteen 

participants: three males and ten females. Participants were asked open-ended questions during 

semi-structured interviews, and five out of the thirteen participants were observed during a period 

of seven days in different settings of their everyday life experiences. This ethnographic study is 

multi-located because data was not collected in one particular geographical area but in five distinct 

cities (see table 1). 

Name of the 

participant 

Gender Interview Observation Settings of observation 

Arezki Male    

I had the chance to observe the 

participants in five different 

cities, and at many different 

private and public settings, 

including their private 

accommodations, supervisory 

meeting, grocery shopping, at 

participants’ friends’ places, 

the gym, restaurant with 

Sabrina Female   

Zara Female   

Dany Male   

Eva Female   

Zack Male   

Maria Female   

Fatima Female   

Mina Female   

Emily Female   

Sofia Female   
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Sally Female   friends, at university, and many 

other places they went to. Thiziri Female   

Table 1: Catalogue of the participants 

In this section, in addition to describing how the interviews and observations were carried 

out, I also share my personal experiences and reflections of travelling away from home to collect 

data because, I believe, it played a role in shaping this research and offered a more representative 

and holistic interpretation of the participants’ reality. This data collection process is divided into 

three experiences of the field, namely pre-fieldwork planning, in the field, and leaving the field. 

In all of these sections, I use excerpts from my research journal as a background reminder, and to 

preserve the immediacy and vivacity of my impressions and feelings. 

5.2.5.1. Pre-fieldwork planning 

Planning for data collection was among the most stressful and tiring periods of my data 

doctoral journey. However, reflecting today on this journey, I feel satisfaction because of the huge 

amount of work and planning I accomplished in a relatively limited time. In this sub-section, I 

share some narratives and instances of my preparation for data collection process and the way I 

managed to make the necessary planning before entering the field. Sharing the pre-field 

preparation is important to me because it enables to better understand my process of data 

collection, and may also help future researchers willing to travel for data collection. I start by 

briefly discussing the way I contacted the participants. Then, I present an overview of all the 

planning and arrangements I had to do before travelling. 

5.2.5.1.A. Contacting the participants  

I started contacting participants in order to build some kind of trustworthy relations and 

give them the chance to ask me questions and know more about the research before deciding to 

take part in it. There was one of the prospective participants for observation who asked me to have 

a video chat to ask me further questions about the shadowing process. Participants I approached 

were very reluctant to being observed, it was very difficult to find potential participants interested 

in taking part in participant observation, especially knowing, via participants information sheets, 



114 

 

that I will be shadowing them during a whole week. Actually, who would like to be followed in 

his or her everyday life by a stranger during a whole week? I wish I had more participant-

observations, but I understand that it is difficult to welcome a stranger into one’s life, share their 

intimacy and be scrutinised by a person who they may have known for a month only. For that, I 

am really grateful to people who accepted to participate to my research, devoting some time of 

their busy schedules to either answer to my interview questions or welcome me in their lives during 

a week.  

Participants were recruited through snowball sampling. I knew some of my participants via 

some Facebook groups where we share information related to our scholarship and publish some 

interesting conferences. There were also some participants who were introduced to me by other 

participants. I tried to build some kind of trustworthy relationships with my participants before 

starting data collection by getting to know them through texts on social media. 

5.2.5.1.B. Data collection planning and arrangements 

Before entering the field, I had some preparation and planning to do for my several trips 

around Britain for the sake of data collection. Once I had participants’ consents and knew who 

would participate to interviews and observations, I contacted them to agree on the time that suit 

them. It was truly difficult to organise all the trips within a limited time and budget. I had to book 

all the transportation and accommodation despite the doubt and fear of having a withdrawal, at 

any moment. I tried, however, to keep in touch with my participants and ask about them from time 

to time just to make sure they were still in. Besides making the necessary bookings, I had to prepare 

my suitcase and take the ‘must haves’ with me because I would be travelling for an extended 

period, so I had to think twice before putting something in the suitcase, I took medicines in case 

of sickness, light and heavy coats because of the changing weather in Britain, pyjamas…etc. I had 

to be very organised, thus, in order not to forget anything, I had a checklist, and was striking 

through each time I finish a task. 

There are many reasons that pushed me to travel instead of collecting data in one particular 

city. First, for ethical reasons because there is a large community of Algerian PhD students 

studying at Canterbury Christ Church University, and most of them know my topic, so if I 
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shadowed someone, they would know it, which in turn would have threatened the aspect of 

confidentiality and level of anonymity being granted in the participant information sheet. Second, 

for convenient reasons, particularly interviews. I did not want to undertake remote interviews to 

reduce technical problems related to technology and Internet coverage, and because participants 

refused video interviews. It was essential for me to see facial expressions and body language 

because I consider they carry some meaning in addition to linguistic communication. Third, for 

some diversity reasons, this is related to gathering data with Algerian PhD students living and 

studying at different British universities in order to collect richer data and have a more holistic 

account of the way these young Algerian PhD students adapt and experience life in Britain.  

After making all the necessary arrangements, here I am ready to ride the rails (see appendix 

2). I was so excited about my data collection and impatient to start this process because I felt it 

would be different from all what I have been doing so far, I really got weary of all the theoretical 

part of the PhD. However, before entering the field, as a novice researcher I had my fears. I was 

worried about so many things. To name a few, I was afraid to go to unfamiliar territories, worried 

about a potential withdrawal, and I did not really know what to record from the observations. All 

the accumulated theoretical knowledge on methodology that I acquired through my several 

readings would be put into practice.   

5.2.5.2. In the fieldwork 

In this section, I share some of the experiences I had in the fieldwork. For confidentiality 

issues, I will not reveal the names of the cities I went to during data collection. I begin with 

presenting details of travelling to the field. Then, I describe the way I conducted the interviews 

and carried out participant observation, all supplied with excerpts from my research journal which 

focused on my personal and candid thoughts while in the fieldwork. I spent as much time as 

conscience would allow in reading how ethnographies are undertook, but it is never as we expect 

it! 
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5.2.5.2.A. Instances of travelling 

My first trip was to the centre of England. I travelled by bus, after four hours ride, I arrived 

at destination where I would dwell for a period of seven days; two days at a colleague’s place50 

and five days in a Bed and Breakfast (B&B). Once I arrived at my colleague’s place, that colleague 

started asking me questions about my research, my methodology. I tried to give her as less details 

as I could, and even lie in order to protect my participants’ identity. Basically, all Algerian students 

knew each other, so knowing my topic and my method to collect data would have enabled her to 

recognise my participants’ identity while interviewing or observing them. I felt very guilty lying 

to her, especially, she was so kind to me, but I felt I was obliged to and had no other choice.  

Once I got settled, she explained to me how to get to university by bus. Even though I was 

still tired from my trip, I had to meet my participant to plan the interview and the week of 

observation. So, I took the bus and after fifteen long minutes, I arrived at university. Here I am 

meeting him. I introduced myself and so did he, it was the first time we meet face to face. He gave 

me a tour of the campus, and then we looked for a suitable place for the interview. It was a small, 

well-equipped room, it has two chairs, a computer and a microphone like those we see in the radio. 

Actually, it was a room for journalism students. I interviewed him, and then we agreed on how 

observation would be. 

 After two days of observation, I went to a B&B. I had no idea where it was located, but 

thanks to Google map and some sense of orientation, I managed to find it, I checked in, then the 

receptionist gave me the key to my room. The hostel is somewhat ancient, on the ground floor 

there was the reception and the bar, and upstairs, there were many rooms, the washrooms were 

shared. However, I liked my room because it was clean, warm and well furnished, a picture of the 

room and a text describing it are shared in appendix 3. 

I was in that city that I visited for the first time of my life, trying to cope with life in the 

accommodation, the shadowing of my participant, and figuring out the ways to get to all the places 

I had to go to. Inside me there was this fear, especially at night, because I am a girl in this totally 

strange place. So, what I was doing is texting my participant when I got to my accommodation and 

                                                
50 An Algerian PhD colleague (not a participant) kindly offered to host me for two days. 
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tell him that I arrived safe and sound, I was also texting my supervisor to send him updates of my 

work and proofs that I was still alive. But, what I found the most effective in making me feel safe 

was talking to my mom very often, and even sometimes while walking at night in the streets to 

accompany me, as if she was walking with me. 

Another trip was to the north of Britain, this time by train. I really enjoyed the scenery. 

While travelling from London to the North, I went through several landscapes, there were places 

where it was raining, others where it was very sunny and even others where there were rainbows. 

This is an excerpt from my research journal: “I really enjoyed my journey in the train. I loved the 

atmosphere inside the train, it is cosy, and people are friendly […] I arrived at X around 3 p.m., 

Sofia came to pick me up. It was so lovely to see her, and she seemed glad to see me too” (research 

journal). Sofia is one of my participants for the interview, she accepted to be interviewed, and then 

invited me for a night over. The next day, after the interview, she took me on a tour of the city. 

We visited several places and took many photographs, I extremely enjoyed that afternoon because 

for some hours I mentally rested and felt ready for the next trip for data collection. 

Hereafter, I went to another city further north, about two hours by train. This time, it was 

for undertaking some interviews and a participant observation, so I spent about nine days in the 

city, and my observed participant offered and insisted on hosting me, so I accepted and thought of 

it as a chance to be fully immersed in her life during this week of shadowing. There were two more 

participant observations, and the last ones took place in Canterbury. I was so glad that it took place 

in the town where I was living because I was truly tired of traveling and collecting data at the same 

time. I was so pleased to come back to my place after the intensive data collecting away from 

Canterbury. I took some habits back, not completely because I had to adapt to the observed 

participant’s routine, but still I was eating decent food and enjoying some privacy in my room. 

5.2.5.2.B. Conducting interviews  

In this section I briefly present some descriptive narratives about how I conducted the 

interviews, supplied with some excerpts from my research journal about my feelings in real time 

to preserve the immediacy of emotions and impressions. I start by describing the interviewing 

process. After that, I cover the importance of the first interview in helping me gain confidence in 
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myself as a researcher. Then, I discuss the interviews as a site of meaning construction that emerges 

out of the immediate interaction. 

5.2.5.2.B.1 Description of the interviewing process 

I conducted thirteen semi-structured interviews. The interviews were carried out in several 

settings and cities, with participants at different levels of their doctorate. These settings included 

empty rooms at university, participants’ rooms, university library spaces, and public gardens. The 

choice of the interview location was given to the participants, but I let them know what was 

required from the place as comfort, privacy and quietness to make them at ease, protect their 

identity and reduce the likelihood of problems with audibility of recordings. 

Participants signed the consent form (appendix 4) before starting the interview, a copy for 

them and another for me. Before getting started with the interview questions, I was introducing 

myself and talked about my research. Then, I was checking with the participants that they were 

still interested in taking part in the research. I let them know that they could withdraw at any 

moment, could skip a question if they felt they were not ready or did not want to answer, and that 

they could have a short break if needed. I also explained how confidentiality and anonymity would 

be achieved, and data collected with them during the interview would be used for the sake of this 

study and this study only.  

The interviews lasted between forty-five minutes (45min) and two and half hours (2h 

30min). They were recorded using an audio recorder and my phone as a backup in case the audio 

recorder stopped functioning. Luckily, I have not encountered any recording incidents. The 

interview schedule was aiming to cover a wide range of topics, all organised into sets of questions, 

but interviewees guided the agenda. During each interview, I was reading questions and allowed 

participants to guide the interview schedule because “the aim of qualitative interview is to elicit 

participants’ accounts of aspects of their experience, rather than to collate answers to specific 

questions as if they were variables in a survey” (King and Harrocks, 2010, p.37). Therefore, 

interview questions varied from one participant to another, depending on the topics they were more 

interested in and keen on talking about. What I was also doing during each interview was taking 
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some notes to accompany audio-recording. Gradually, repeated patterns became apparent, and 

themes started to emerge. 

In the interviews, there was a kind of reciprocity and equality between the interviewees 

and the researcher. I did not want them to feel I was ‘the expert’ and they were ‘the informants’, I 

made clear that we were equal and all we would be doing is having an ordinary conversation like 

two normal persons because I felt some of my participants very anxious. I had a participant asking 

me if she has to revise something before the interview, my answer was: “please, relax and answer 

the questions the way you feel it, there is no correct or incorrect answer. The questions are related 

to your experience here in Britain and things you have already lived or felt, so just try to share 

some with me” (research journal). I think this made her feel less stressed out and more relaxed to 

share enough personal stories and anecdotes related to her experience in Britain. I think I gained 

confidence as a researcher and interviewer to be able to comfort my participants and make them 

feel at ease, “the more interviews I undertake, the better I feel” (research journal). 

5.2.5.2.B.2 The importance of the first interview 

Before my very first interview, I was a bit feeling hot under the collar. I was worried about 

what the participant would think of me, of my questions and my pronunciation (see appendix 5). 

Fortunately, after the interview has finished, I felt much better. Although the participant did not 

respect the order of questions and sometimes was not answering the question at all, I managed to 

be flexible and cope with it. The first interview is crucial because it not only helped me increase 

confidence in myself as a researcher who is capable of interviewing, but also gained some insights 

into how to carry out interviews and helped me refine my interview schedule. I saw what questions 

worked particularly well and which did not. Obviously, I was not making considerable changes at 

the level of principle questions, but more on the follow up questions and the probes and prompts 

in order not to completely alter the focus of my study because “so long as you [ the researcher] 

remain aware of the way your interviewing practice developed over the course of the project, you 

should be able to avoid such changes distorting the analysis of data” (King and Harrocks, 2010, 

p.38).  
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5.2.5.2.B.3 The constructive nature of interviews 

As a researcher, I endorsed the constructivist view that reality is socially constructed and 

is constantly changing, so does identity (see 2.3). Thus, as a social constructivist researcher, I 

approached interviews as a site where people socially interact using language. Heyl (2001) points 

that “the interview situation itself constitutes a site of meaning construction that emerges out of 

the immediate interaction” (p.379). I tried to give my participants enough space to author their 

experiences and feelings into a particular version of reality. This particular version of the events 

they experienced have probably not existed before this interview, rather it have probably been co-

constructed through the interaction and discussion participants and I had during the precise 

moment of the interview.  Indeed, “central to this process [of interviewing] is how interviewees 

reconstruct events or aspects of social experience, as well as how interviewers make social own 

sense of what has been said” (Atkinson and Hammersley, 2007, p.370).  

However, as a researcher working within a postmodern paradigm, I recognise the 

subjective nature of this co-constructed knowledge and my role in this interaction. That’s why, I 

remained alerted to and articulated my own personal, cultural, political and ideological 

assumptions. One relevant concept that helped me regulate subjectivity in my work is reflexivity 

(see 5.2.4). 

5.2.5.2.C. Conducting participant observations 

This section describes the process of participant observation. It also presents some 

instances of shadowing as well as my role of an insider in the field. As previously mentioned, I 

used shadowing (McDonald, 2005) to observe some participants in their everyday life activities. 

There were five participant observations with three female and two male Algerian PhD students. 

The observations consisted of shadowing them in their everyday life during a period of seven days 

equivalent to a full week.  Regarding dwelling, I was, mainly, residing in a B&B, or at a friend’s 

place, at my place and, in one case, I lodged at the (observed) participant’s place. This may be 

seen as very subjective, but in this section, I tried to provide as many details as possible. 

Typically, the observation phase started by meeting my participants, then have some 

informal conversations about life in general, then about the way the observation would be carried 
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out. I was asking them about their schedule of the week, what they planned to do and where they 

allowed me to accompany them. Luckily, all my participants had no problem with me observing 

them everywhere I wanted to. This seemed to me as a form of trust they were trying to display by 

letting me the choice of the places of observation. It seems that “my fieldwork was always based 

upon respect and constant negotiation with participants who allow me access to their private and 

public space” (Blackman, 2007, p.711). I think they understood what I would be doing during the 

participant observation through ‘participant information sheet’ (see appendix 6) I sent them, so 

when they agreed to take part in the observation, it seemed they were already approving my 

presence in their life.  

Nevertheless, before each participant observation because I would, for some days, become 

part of the participants’ daily life. I was continuously asking myself: am I going to be rejected? Is 

there anything about me they are not going to like? Am I really getting the data I need? I was also 

worried about the kind and amount of data I was going to collect; would it be enough? But the 

most challenging thing was not knowing what you are looking for or not knowing what to take 

notes of. You are there with those people, sharing their everyday life experiences, hanging out 

with them, having small talks or very interesting conversations, but you do not really know what 

they think about you.  

Additionally, Emerson et al. (2001) points out that “participant observation involves not 

only gaining access to an immersing oneself in new social world, but also producing written 

accounts and descriptions that bring versions of these worlds to others” (p.352). As an 

ethnographer, I have a huge responsibility while writing about my participants because “how we 

write about the social world [of the participants] is of fundamental importance to our own and 

other’s interpretations of it” (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007, p.205). These people welcomed 

me in their lives and trusted me by sharing very personal stories, I would not like to mis-represent 

them in my research because to some readers, the version of reality that I would present in this 

research may be representative of this particular group of Algerian PhD students’ experience in 

Britain. That is why, During shadowing, from time to time, I was asking the participants some 

questions to seek explanation or clarification because it “prompted running commentary from the 

person being shadowed” (McDonald, 2005, p.456). I tried to be very careful and cautious while 



122 

 

writing this ethnographic account in order to ensure the representativeness of these participants, 

more details of the trustworthiness of the data are presented (see 5.4.1). 

Once data was collected, I had to leave the field and go back home, where much more work 

was awaiting. However, the relationships of friendship and trust I built with the participants made 

it somewhat difficult to leave the field. 

5.2.5.3. Leaving the fieldwork 

As Hammersley and Atkinson (2007, p. 94) point out, with all research there comes a time 

when the fieldwork needs to be terminated. Accordingly, this section sheds light on how I left the 

field. Reflecting back on my data collection, I relate to Hammersley and Atkinson’s (2007) 

observation that the better the relationships with the participants, the more difficult it is to leave 

the field. On the one hand, I felt a twinge of sadness to leave the lovely people with whom some 

kind of kinship and friendship bonds started to grow. On the other hand, the feeling of sadness 

rapidly vanished, and was replaced with gratitude towards those people for welcoming me in their 

life and sharing a part of it, but also gladness to be “back in my old clothes” (Conover, 2016, p.6). 

 I believe that there were four reasons that facilitated the termination of the field. The first 

one is the participants awareness of when I would stop working with them. Since the beginning 

when I was planning for the trips to my participants’ places for observation, they knew exactly 

how long the research would take and when I was supposed to leave. Participants’ understood my 

‘mission’ since the beginning. They knew how this data collection would work and rapidly figured 

out that I would be leaving once the week of observation has come to an end.  

A second reason is that I left the field in good terms with my participants and tried to leave 

the doors open to potential future contacts. Leaving the field did not mean a complete end of all 

the relationships that have been established between the participants and I. We agreed to keep 

contact in order to get back to them for further collaborations such as follow-up interviews or 

further clarifications (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007), or to discuss the findings that concern 
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them and solicit their ‘member validation’51 (Rochford, 1992), or, in a few cases, to keep them as 

friends or acquaintances. 

A third reason is that the time I spent with each participant was relatively short compared 

to other ethnographies (one week with each observed participant, and less for the interviewed 

ones). During the data collection, I have experienced several exits with my participants. I was 

constantly settling, leaving and resettling.  

A fourth reason is that I had many other things to worry about such as the continuation of 

my research and the way I would write about my memorable data collection process. The feelings 

of familiarity and belongingness vanished, and all I had left was my criticality as well as concern 

about what to do with all that rich data which was narrative and observational in nature.  

Fortunately, there was no serious incident that shoved me to prematurely terminate the 

fieldwork. I managed to leave the field, leaving behind me a lot of memories, laughter, adventures 

and more importantly mutual respect between my participants and I. By and large, the data 

collection process enabled me to collect rich data thanks to the tools I chose as well as the 

relationships developed during the fieldwork, but also to gain confidence in myself as a researcher 

and develop lifetime memories, what else could I have asked for? 

5.2.5.4. Challenges and advantages of data collection  

This section presents the most prominent challenges I encountered during my data 

collection process. The aim of this section is part of “showing my workings”, and guiding future 

ethnographers who may be inspired, or at least, be prepared for managing the ups and downs of 

data collection process. 

When in the field, I faced multiple challenges. First, I had an interview with a participant 

who seemed apathetic and uninterested. At that time, I was asking myself why I was doing this 

and more importantly why did this person accept to be interviewed if she did not want to talk. At 

that moment, I was so mad, but I did not show it. I tried to calm down and take a deep breath, I 

                                                
51 this entails sharing with my participants excerpts of my analysis and seek their approval and comments for the final 

write-up. 
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assumed that she was having a very bad day, or she received bad news just before the interview to 

bear her behaviour. I think it worked well, and by smiling and being continuously focused on the 

interview, she finally started sharing more personal stories and seemed to be more interested, and 

it was mirrored in the way she answered.  

Moreover, during shadowing, there was this constant feeling of discomfiture inside me 

because I felt I was bothering my participants by following them everywhere they went. So, from 

time to time I was just giving them some space and moments without me around in order not to 

get tired of me. Sometimes, it was difficult to bear hanging out all the time with my participants 

during the shadowing period. It may sound easy, but “the extended, deliberate and thoughtful 

hanging out that we call immersion is difficult. Most of us can tolerate anyone for a half hour, but 

an entire day? Weeks and months? That’s something else” (Conover, 2016, p.17). So, I had to be 

patient to bear with it, for the sake of research. 

Altogether, I was trying my best to accommodate to my role of ethnographer, but tensions, 

uncertainties and challenges were inevitable, they persisted throughout data collection process to 

a greater or lesser extent. However, the most important thing during data collection was to keep 

my goals in mind. I was there for collecting as much (quality) data as possible, to immerse in my 

participants’ lives and try to understand them. Reflecting about it now, I understand that it is not 

about the suffering, but more about the opportunity and chance to learn new things (ibid, p.9).  

Now, all I can think about are the good moments I spent travelling, meeting people, visiting 

places and sharing interesting conversations which made both my research journey and data richer. 

In fact, travelling to collect my data enabled me to visit new cities and places. During the 

observation period, I shadowed my participants to many places, including supervisory meeting, 

grocery shopping, restaurant with friends, accommodation and so on and so forth. This enabled 

me to experience many new things and meet new people. For instance, I discovered Japanese food 

which, for the record, I really liked. In addition, I learned new matters related to research because 

I was surrounded by researchers with whom I shared insightful intellectual conversations. Finally, 

I learned more about myself through my interaction with the participants as well as my trips; I saw 

how sociable and flexible I was, and how strong yet vulnerable I could be in some situations.  
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In accordance with Vaismoradi et al. (2013), in qualitative research, data collection and 

data analysis may happen simultaneously, which gives more depth to the data analysis process. I 

believe that, my data collection was often accompanied by a mental analysis. When in the field, I 

was constantly trying to make sense of the data and attempt to (mentally) connect it with other sets 

of data. This initial superficial mental analysis enabled me to to explore more angles, ask more 

questions, and thus better understand the social actions of the individuals involved in the study 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). This in-the-field analysis was followed by a more structured 

in-depth analysis of the data, presented in the following section. 

5.3. Data analysis  

Principally, the analysis of qualitative data tells one story among many that could be told 

about the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.20), this means that data I gathered was open to many 

possibilities of interpretation. In this study, to make sense of data, I considered two key elements 

whereby data was analysed and interpreted: thick description and thematic analysis, both working 

within a social constructionist framework within which reality is believed to be context-dependent 

and, thus, meaning is socially produced and reproduced (Burr, 2015). 

5.3.1. Thick description 

Initially used by Ryle (1949) then developed by Geertz (1973), thick description represents 

the detailed account of field experiences in which the researcher makes explicit the patterns of 

cultural and social relationships and puts them in context (Holloway, 1997). Here, the social setting 

within which the research takes place takes on a significant function. It is by recognising how 

connections between people, beliefs, images, traditions …etc. operate within a particular social 

setting (e.g. a small culture), that the holistic representation that thick description aims to reveal 

can be seen (Holliday, 2016b, p.83).  

Geertz’s works offer a new way of studying and interpreting ‘culture’, be it small or large. 

For him, ‘culture’ is a system of signs, meanings and behaviors, and to understand a ‘culture’, one 

has to get amongst it, understand its politics, law, social norms, and the interconnected relations 

between them. He claims that 
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[m]an is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I take 

culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental 

science in search of law but an interpretative one in search of meaning. It is explication 

I am after. (Geertz, 1973, p.5) 

To illustrate, Geertz gives the example of two boys winking rapidly, one has a twitch the other is 

winking to a friend, both look the same, but the second can only be understood to be different 

through knowing the social code of winking, the idea of a joke, and not the pathology that causes 

the twitch. Sharing some similarities with my participants enabled the understanding the web of 

meanings from a socio-historically sensitive point of view. For instance, some participants referred 

to behaviours they considered ‘not normal’ in their ‘culture’ (see 8.3.2.), and being familiar with 

the socio-historical landscape of where participants come from enabled me to understand whet 

participants claimed, but still be critical about their claims in order not to fall into essentialism. 

Thick description was extremely helpful in generating a richness of representation of the 

particular group of Algerian doctoral students’ small culture. Here, thick description helped me 

focus on the broader picture. analysing this ‘small culture’ of a particular group of Algerian 

doctoral students is more than just reporting the events that occurred or the discourses that were 

uttered, it rather goes deeper to analyse the bigger picture in which different sets of data were 

generated, “piecing together interconnected data to build a picture of what is going on” (Holliday, 

2011, p.29). Through the juxtaposition of events, behaviors and relations, enabling a shift from 

data towards theory construction, thick description allowed the new and unexpected knowledge to 

emerge (Holliday, 2016a). 

5.3.2. Thematic analysis 

Thematic analysis is a widely used qualitative analytic method. Braune and Clarke (2006) 

define it as “a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data” 

(p.79). Here, themes refer to the “recurrent and distinctive features of participants’ accounts, 

characterising particular perception and/or experience, which the researcher sees relevant to the 

research questions” (King and Harrocks, 2010, p.150). My choice of thematic analysis was guided 

by Braun and Clarke’s (2006, p.97) stated advantages. These advantages include flexibility, 

compatibility with constructionist paradigm, ease, and accessibility to novice researchers. In 

addition, thematic analysis has the ability to generate unanticipated and unexpected insights. 
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Finally, it offers researchers a rich and detailed, yet complex, ethnographic account thanks to its 

social as well as psychological interpretations of the data.  

I believe that any thematic analysis designs, regardless of the different stages they follow, 

share the same goal of producing a list of themes and organising them in a way that captures and 

reflects the meaning embodied in the set of data collected in relation to the research question(s). 

In this research, I opted for the steps designed by King and Harrocks’ (2010) when conducting the 

thematic analysis of my data. Their design is drawn upon the guideline of Langridge (2004) and 

Braun and Clarke (2006), and consists of three stages: descriptive coding, interpretative coding, 

overarching themes (see figure 4). 
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Figure 4: Stages in the process of thematic analysis (King and Harrocks, 2010, p.153) 
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This particular thematic analysis design is a three-stage process. Stage one (i.e. descriptive 

coding) has to do with being familiarised with the transcripts through reading, highlighting 

relevant material and attach brief comments, and defining descriptive codes. Stage two (i.e. 

interpretative coding) consists of clustering the refined descriptive codes, and interpreting the 

meaning they hold in relation to the research questions and disciplinary position. Stage three (i.e. 

overarching themes) entails generating themes by considering the theoretical stance of the study, 

then construct a diagram (or a mind-map) to represent relationships between levels of coding in 

the analysis. 

At the core of any thematic analysis, including this one, is the process of coding. Coding 

is enabled through the identification of codes which basically are “a word or short phrase that 

symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a 

portion of language-based or visual data” (Saldaña, 2013, p.3). Miles et al. (2014) believe that 

coding plays a critical role in the analysis of data because it is the process that leads to the 

interpretation of the participants’ views and behaviours. During the process of coding, the 

researcher looks for features of the data (explicit or latent) that appears interesting to them. For 

Gibbs (2007), coding consists of “recognising that not only are there different examples of things 

in the text but that there are different types of things referred to” (p.39). This means that coding 

involves more than categorising and clustering data chunks that seem similar. It also includes the 

extraction of meaning the data embodies and try to find connections between the codes, be they 

similarity, comparison or contradiction.   

In King and Harrocks’ (2010) thematic analysis design, I discerned two types of coding: 

descriptive and interpretative. The former is self-explanatory (i.e. descriptive) and relies on the 

clustering of similar sets of data relating to a particular construct or theme. Whereas, the latter (i.e. 

interpretative) consists of interpreting the meaning the descriptive clusters convey by reading 

between the lines, enabled, to a great extent, by thick description. The following subsections 

describe the way I analysed the data. 
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5.3.3. Data analysis procedure 

As I previously mentioned, my thematic analysis is based on King and Harrocks’ (2010) 

delineation. I used those stages as a guideline to my analysis, however, I did not follow the 

instructions to the letter, but I followed the analytical procedures that suited the needs of this study 

in order to let new knowledge to emerge. Before getting started with the analysis, I went through 

the processes of verbatim transcription and translation of a few words and expressions. Then, I 

prepared the transcripts for analysis; I anonymised them by changing the names of the participants 

and taking out some personal details that may enable their identification (name of their former and 

current universities or widely-known locations in specific cities). Then, because my coding was 

done manually, I left large margins and doubled spacing between the lines to have enough space 

to write comments (see appendix 7).  

 After that, I moved on reading the data I collected through various instruments a few times 

in order to spot what I considered relevant. Then, I went through the process of coding. While 

analysing, I needed to cycle backward and forward between the interview transcripts and the 

fieldnotes in the different stages in order to review and refine the codes across the data set, identify 

the relationships and links that held the codes together, and construct my final data-driven themes. 

For that, I went through three stages as follows. 

5.3.3.1. Descriptive coding 

I started the analysis by reading through the transcripts to re-familiarise myself with the 

data. I believe that my familiarisation took place before the analysis. In fact, I feel I was already 

familiarised with the data mainly through keeping a research journal, and also because I still had 

a fresh memory of what the participants said as I started the analysis short after I transcribed the 

interviews. However, I needed a certain degree of re-reading in order to better examine the data, 

and spot the expected as well as unexpected occurrences. After that, I highlighted the words or 

sentences that I considered relevant and helpful to understand the participants’ views and 

experiences related to the topic of this study, then comment on the bits I highlighted. I used post-

it to write the descriptive codes (see appendix 8). I repeated these steps with every single transcript. 
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Afterwards, I gathered all the post-it on which I noted the descriptive codes. Finally, I merged 

them together in order to create a refined list of meaningful descriptive codes. 

At this stage of analysis, I was interested in identifying parts of the transcripts that were 

likely helpful in making sense of the participants’ discourses and narratives (see appendix 9). I did 

not try to interpret the data; I only summarised the general meanings it held. By the end of the first 

stage, I was able to collect informative data related to the particularities of the participants (current 

and former) social environments52, discover the process they went through to come to Britain as 

well as create mental connections between the various descriptive codes, which set the stage for 

further analysis.  

5.3.3.2. Interpretative coding 

Once I had a final draft of descriptive codes, I moved to interpreting the meaning they 

convey. I started by grouping together the descriptive codes (I defined earlier) that seemed to share 

common meaning(s) and created interpretative codes that captured it (see appendix 10). Definitely, 

there were some descriptive codes that fed into more than one interpretative code. Here, my role 

consisted of moving from describing what the participants said to trying to capture the (implicit or 

explicit) meaning of what they said.  

At this stage of interpreting the participants’ views, I believe that context and reflexivity 

were of a valuable assistance. The interpretative coding stage demanded from me a deep (mental) 

immersion in the social setting where the data was collected in order to fully understand the 

participants’ views and actions, thus, accurately represent their reality. This mental immersion was 

enabled by the consultation of my research journal and fieldnotes to remember and bring further 

details to the analysis. In this matter, Emerson et al. (2001) state that 

Fieldnotes are a form of representation, that is, a way of reducing just-observed events, 

persons and places to written accounts. And in reducing the welter and confusion of 

the social world to written words, fieldnotes (re)constitute that world in preserved 

forms that can be reviewed, studied and thought about time and time again. (p.353) 

                                                
52 This is a relevant point because it helped me during thick description. 
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I agree with Emerson et al. (2001) on the significance of making use of the fieldnotes in the 

analysis. In fact, fieldnotes helped me in reconstituting the fieldwork by providing details related 

to the context in which data was collected.  

After consulting my fieldnotes, I added and discarded some interpretative codes. At this 

stage, when trying to understand the participants’ views, I was guided by my position of a social 

constructionist researcher. I did not follow any particular theoretical framework at this level of 

coding because it could lead my analysis to be biased and limited, picking up only aspects of the 

data that fit neatly with my theoretical assumptions. In so doing, unexpected data was able to 

emerge and stand out from the rest of the data set. By the end of this stage, I was able to cluster 

the descriptive codes into meaningful interpretative codes. After that, I tried to explain the meaning 

that they conveyed as well as start writing up short paragraphs of what I thought was going on. I 

believe that these short interpretations helped me in writing up my data analysis chapters.  

5.3.3.3. Overarching themes  

At this last stage of analysis, I had to further cluster the interpretative codes into 

comprehensive themes. I believe that this stage was probably the lengthiest and most time-

demanding of all other stages of my analysis process because it required a more precise 

examination of the coded data than it had been in the first and second stages. This stage of 

generating the final themes demanded deep reflexion, awareness of the broad literature 

surrounding my topic as well as selectivity. As thoroughly demonstrated in the previous 

paragraphs, the construction of codes were central to my process of analysis. Thus, I grouped the 

interpretative codes into separate potential overarching themes. I kept on following a deductive 

process in reviewing the themes and reducing them into three comprehensive themes within which 

the interpretative codes were grouped together and transformed into subthemes, whose titles were, 

for some, still provisory.   

At this stage, I had to be aware of the different connections that existed between the codes 

as well as the themes that encompassed them. Those connections are set out and represented in a 

form of diagram (or thematic map) as suggested by king and Harrocks (2010) (appendix 11).  The 

selection of the relevant themes and subthemes that made it to the thesis was guided by the research 
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questions as well as the particular literature I reviewed. I ended up with the three overarching 

themes: “Travelling to the West:  Expectation vs Reality”, “Adaptation to the Transition: 

experiential narratives of the Algerian PhD students’ study-abroad journey”, and “Identity 

Formation and Studying Abroad: A Journey of Becoming”. 

Regarding the labelling of the themes and subthemes presented in the analysis chapter, 

their names were mainly based on concepts and constructs that already exist in the literature (e.g. 

Co-National Friendships: Conformity Pressure and Jealousy), participants interviews’ extracts 

(e.g. “You are good, so you belong there”), or my own data-driven appellation which, I believed, 

capture the main idea of the section (e.g. Feeling Inferior: another reality).  

5.4. Trustworthiness and ethical considerations 

This section presents the steps I followed in order to ensure trustworthiness as well as 

representability of the data, and the ethics and morals considered when conducting my 

ethnographic research in order to protect both the participants’ anonymity and researcher’s 

integrity.   

5.4.1. Trustworthiness 

This section presents the actions I took to ensure the representability of the data and 

credibility of my report. I consider this section important because it justifies the reasons why I 

chose this particular interpretation (or reality) and not another. In this research, trustworthiness is 

used as a substitution to ‘validity’ and ‘reliability’ because these latter were widely critiqued for 

their positivist nature (Golafshani, 2003). In order to ensure the trustworthiness and credibility of 

my research, I draw on Rallis and Rossman’s (2009, p.269) framework, which includes: “being 

there”, triangulation”, “member checks”, “peer debriefer”, and “using your community of 

practice”. The following describes the way these strategies were implemented in this research: 

“Being there” implicates the engagement in research. My data collection took place within 

a period of three months during which I shadowed (i.e. following participants to a variety of 

spaces), and interacted with the observed participants. I believe that this period was long enough 

for me engage with the participants, and develop an understanding of their views. 
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“Triangulation” refers to the use of a variety of data collection methods to potentially build 

a more holistic picture of the social phenomenon under study. In this study, data was collected in 

the context in which it occurred through multiple methods including interviews, observations, as 

well as a research journal. Therefore, the availability of data collected through multiple methods 

enabled a thick description, and the piecing together of interconnected data to build a picture of 

what is going on. Context was important in this study because it enabled the participants’ accounts 

to become meaningful even for an outsider. 

 “Member checks” involve taking emerging findings back to the participants for them to 

review. For that, during the process of collecting the data, I was checking with the participants and 

asking them to elaborate when I felt that I could misinterpret their discourses. In addition, I showed 

my initial analysis to some participants for them to check my interpretation of their views. 

 “Peer debriefer” serves as an intellectual guide for the researcher during the research. 

Since the beginning of my study, I consulted my supervisor in every step I take or decision I make. 

Regarding data analysis and interpretation, I thoroughly discussed my emerging themes with 

members of my supervisory team (i.e. supervisors and chair of studies). And, in multiple times, I 

sent my data analysis chapters to my supervisor to review. In addition, I had two “critical friends” 

whose critical eye and constructive comments were valuable; one of them shared participants with 

a similar socio-historical background to those of this study, and the other was undertaking a 

research in another discipline.  

“Using your community of practice” and engaging in critical and sustained discussion with 

valued colleagues. I benefited from the insightful suggestions and constructive comments of some 

colleagues and fellow researchers during seminar and conference presentations as well as CLIER53 

meetings that took place at my university. The following section presents my ethical 

considerations. 

 

                                                
53 CLIER stands for Culture, Language and International Education Research. It Is as group created by my university 

for all scholars and researchers who are curious about the implications of intercultural learning and language to our 

understanding of ‘Self’ and ‘Other’ and the way we position, and are positioned in the world. 
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5.4.2. Ethical considerations 

This section discusses the importance of ethics and illustrates the steps I followed and the 

decisions I made in order to protect both the participants’ and researcher’s integrity.  During this 

research, I came into conclusion that “ethics guide the first and last steps of an ethnography” 

(Fetterman, 2010, p.150), and that ethics considerations have to be sustained and should be 

maintained throughout all phases of the research.  

Ethics in social research refer to “the moral deliberation, choice and accountability on the 

part of researchers throughout the research process” (Edwards and Mauthner, 2012, p.14), which 

in my case implies the researcher’s development of an ethical engagement towards the 

participants’ security and respect of their privacy. Therefore, before engaging in collecting the 

data, I applied for ethical consideration and completed the procedures required by the University 

of Canterbury Christ Church’s Ethics Committee. 

In this research, being an ethnographer came with its assets and liabilities. On the one hand, 

it granted me access the participants’ world. As I was in direct contact with the participants, I 

gained access to both their public as well as private spaces; I felt that for some time I became part 

of their lives. I have not only collected rich data for my research, but I also learnt to know these 

people; I learnt about their family members, their diets, habits, some particular anecdotes, and their 

love situations – for some. On the other hand, I felt a huge responsibility for preserving these 

people’s privacy and not harm them in any sense, especially while writing about them. “A frequent 

concern about ethnographic research is that it involves making public things that were said or done 

in private” (Atkinson, 2007, p.212); thus, I had to be very cautious to the way I make use of those 

precious information. 

According to Fetterman (2010), “ethnographers subscribe to a code of ethics that preserves 

the participants’ rights, facilitates communication in the field, and leaves the door open for further 

research” (p.129). Thus, as a novice researcher, before collecting any data, I read some ethical 

guidelines (e.g. BERA, 2018; Willig, 2013; O’Reilly, 2004 …etc) in order to construct a basic 

knowledge of the principals that govern the way an ethnographic study should be carried out, how 

to deal with the participants, what to do and not to do, how to manage particular situations, and 
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more importantly how not harming people under study. I used some basic ethical considerations 

such as the ones outlined by Willig (2013): 

1. Informed consent: the researcher should ensure that the participants are fully 

informed about the research procedure and give their consent to participate in the 

research before data collection takes place. 2. No deception: deception of participants 

should be avoided altogether. The only justification for deception is when there is no 

other way to answer the research question and the potential benefit of the research far 

exceeds any risk to participants. 3. Right to withdraw: the researcher should ensure 

that participants feel free to withdraw from participation in the study without fear or 

being penalised. 4. Debriefing: the researcher should ensure that, after data collection, 

participants are informed about the full aims of the research. Ideally, they should also 

have access to any publications arising from the study they took part in. 5. 

Confidentiality: the researcher should maintain complete confidentiality regarding any 

information about participants acquired during the research process. (p.26) 

When I have first contacted them, I sent them the Participant’s Information Sheet in order to 

inform them about the details of my research and the data collection procedure. Then, at the 

beginning of each scheduled interview, students were given two consent forms to sign, one copy 

for them and another for me. Before signing the forms, the participants were given an opportunity 

to ask questions regarding the research; they were also given the option to withdraw from the study 

at any moment. 

There were some situations during the participant observation where I had many informal 

conversations with the participants. At that time, I did not use written consent to ask them for their 

permission to use the data; however, I explicitly asked them whether I could make use of what was 

being said as data, and I obtained their verbal consent. I was, nonetheless, aware that verbal consent 

has the same weight as a written one. That is, maintaining the participants’ privacy and 

confidentiality by protecting their personal details. According to the British Educational Research 

Association (BERA), “researchers should do everything they can to ensure that all potential 

participants understand, as well as they can, what is involved in a study” (2018, p.9). That is why, 

I was constantly checking if the participants understood the aims of my research and whether they 

were aware of their right of withdrawal if so desired. 

When I have first read that “social science should respect the privacy, autonomy, diversity, 

values and dignity of individuals, groups and communities” (BERA, 2018, p.4), I did not make 
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sense of this premise because it was still theoretical. However, when I went to the field and I 

immersed myself in the data collection process, I was in direct contact with the participants, it all 

made sense. I learnt that; indeed, an ethical research is a research that is characterised by trust, 

honesty, integrity and confidentiality. Although my data collection is overt, and my participants 

are not considered as a vulnerable group54, I had to prioritise the participants’ well-being and give 

particular attention to what I say and how I react during the data collection process.  

5.4.2.1. Trust 

Trust was a core element in this research, especially during the data collection process. I 

do agree with Fetterman (2010) on the fact that  

Ethnographers need the trust of the people they work with to complete their task. An 

ethnographer who establishes a bond of trust will learn about the many layers of 

meaning in any community or program under study. (p.145)  

The reason why I chose to carry out an ethnographic study was to observe the participants in their 

social environment and access the multi-layered reality of the way they transitioned to life in 

Britain. Therefore, I needed to construct and maintain a good rapport with them on a foundation 

of honesty and respect in order to achieve my research objectives without harming them or 

threatening their anonymity.  Luckily, I managed to fully immerse myself into some participants’ 

lives, and gain insight into their private and public spaces in which they shared some personal 

information. 

I think that trust, during an ethnographic research, should be accompanied with building a 

good rapport with the participants because it is not about spending some time during an interview 

and that is it. An ethnographic study involves observation and direct contact with the participants 

over a specific period, in which the participants allows the researcher to enter their world and 

access some aspects of it. I think that I gained the participants’ trust, at least to some extent, 

because they accepted me to enter their rooms and shared some life stories that had nothing to do 

                                                

54i.e. people with disabilities, migrants, asylum seekers and refugees, and children. 
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with my research interests, and which I consider very personal because, I would, personally, not 

share some of what I heard from them to anybody who I do not trust.  

I felt that some PhD students needed someone to talk to and I was there to listen. As 

Fetterman (2010) mentions, “people like to talk, and ethnographers love to listen. As people learn 

that the ethnographer will respect and protect their conversations, they open up a little more each 

day in the belief that the researcher will not betray their trust” (p.145). In some cases, I felt that I 

was a kind of priest or a psychiatrist and I felt responsible for listening to the participants and more 

importantly keeping some stories for myself. I felt very lucky to hear those personal stories, not 

because I like gossips or I wanted to know every details about them, but simply because I felt that 

I succeeded in building a good rapport with them.  

5.4.2.2. Confidentiality 

Confidentiality is another essential factor in ethnography. BERA (2018) considers it as the 

norm for conducting any research. It claims that “researchers should recognise the entitlement of 

both institutions and individual participants to privacy, and should accord them their rights to 

confidentiality and anonymity” (p.21). Based on this premise, I took some actions in order to 

protect the participants’ identity. First, when describing some aspects of the participants’ lives, I 

was afraid that other PhD students would recognise them, so I did not mention the name of the 

cities where I collected the data in order to protect the participants’ identities. Moreover, while 

writing up the ethnographic account and constructing the thesis narrative, I was very careful about 

the way I represented these people, what to include and what not to include in order to respect their 

anonymity and integrity. Another measure I took is the use of pseudonyms because they “can be 

effective in protecting confidentiality and anonymity” (Given, 2008, p.693).  

5.4.2.3. Disclosure 

Regarding disclosure, I did not contact all the participants after I finished the writing up 

because I followed the guidelines of BERA (2018) which suggest that I must consider disclosure 

only “if behaviour reported by participants is likely to be harmful to the participants or to others” 

(p.25). Hence, I sought advice from my supervisor, and he did not see any reasons for proceeding 

to disclosure. However, in the participant information sheet, I mentioned that I would invite any 
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participants who would like to read the part in which they were cited and would give them the 

opportunity to ask me to edit or omit details they consider threatening their anonymity, security or 

dignity, if so desired. Only five participants asked me if they could see how I used the data I 

collected with them. I contacted them and after reading some of my data extracts, they replied that 

they had no objections, and identified with the way I represented them.  

Discussion summary 

In this chapter, I have provided a description of my research design, the various methods 

used to collect data, and the way the generated data was analysed for the main purpose of 

examining participants’ views and behaviours about their transitions to Britain. This study follows 

as social constructionist paradigm which considers that meaning is socially constructed through 

social practices and interactions, developed and transmitted within a social context, and is subject 

to change according to the social experiences. The use of qualitative research methodology enabled 

me to collect rich, multifaceted and quality data.  Ethnography gave me the opportunity to capture 

the participants’ realities related to beliefs, perceptions, and the reasons driving their actions and 

discourses.  

Data was collected through interviews and participant observation. Data was analysed 

following an inductive process which shed the light on patterns generated by the participants’ 

accounts. Data was read several times leading to the identification of relevant descriptive codes. 

Then were coded into multiple interpretative categories and themes. The structure of data chapters 

was, thus, informed by my production of themes. In light of that, the coming chapters present the 

discussion of themes that emerged as part of this study. Since the overall structuring of sections is 

data-led, dividing the different chapters was based on the data analysis described in section 5.3. 

which matches with my three first research questions. The analysis yielded different themes such 

as Idealisation of the West, challenges and coping mechanism of their transition to Britain, 

narratives of identity change and outcomes of studying abroad, and so forth, which are discussed 

in the following chapters. 
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Chapter 6: Travelling to the ‘West’: expectation vs reality 

This first data chapter depicts a particular group of Algerian doctorate students’ 

expectations of life in Britain (as a ‘Western’ country), focusing on their carried and developed 

perceptions of the ‘West’, and the extent to which their expectations reflect their lived experiences. 

The participants’ carried perceptions of Britain in particular, and of the ‘West’ in general seem to 

be rooted in particular ideological beliefs. Data revealed that most of the participants’ expectations 

of their study-abroad journey was driven by an idealisation of the West (West idealism) brought 

with them from their upbringings. This idealisation of the West appeared to have affected their 

perceptions of the Self and the Other. At the heart of this reasoning is a praise of all that is Western, 

and the development of a feeling of inferiority and lack. In addition, the participants’ discourses 

revealed their prejudiced and stereotypical thinking, which appear to have, to some extent, 

hindered their socialisation with others.  

Because of the complexity of the participants’ upbringing environment, I deem it important 

to briefly present it. These young adults came from a part of the world, and have been brought up 

differently within a particular set of social and national circumstances, however, there is something 

common between them in the way they were brought up. They grew up in the same - more or less 

– society with family structures of a certain type framed by somewhat similar social norms that 

regulate their everyday social interactions, and went through the same education system, and might 

even have had similar textbooks they looked at. They have also been exposed to the same television 

programmes, and more importantly, they were brought up on the basis of Islam, as the most 

common religion in Algeria. This complex environment is wound up to what the participants refer 

to as ‘back in my country’, ‘back home’, ‘home’, ‘in Algeria’ or ‘there’. While, they referred to 

Britain as ‘here’, ‘host country’, ‘the UK’ or simply ‘Britain’. 

This chapter is, therefore, dedicated to discussing the participants’ accounts regarding their 

expectations as well as lived experiences in Britain. I start with a discussion of idealisation of the 

West as a prominent theme. Second, I examine the participants’ expectations of life in Britain in 

contrast with their real-life experiences. Third, I present the most prominent sources that affected 

the participants’ construction of their particular perceptions of the Self and the Other, which 

include the social environment, media, and the national education system. 
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6.1. Idealisation of the West 

Data revealed that there is a wide range of ideologies spread in the wide variety of different 

circumstances within which the people in my study have been brought up. One of the most 

prominent ideologies has to do with perceptions of the West. The phrase ‘the West’ emerged from 

the data and was used by some participants to refer to developed countries such as Britain, France 

or the USA. When asked about their prospects of their study-abroad journey in Britain, most of 

the participants displayed a tendency towards perceiving Britain, as part of the West, as perforce 

superior to Algeria, a non-Western country, in various aspects of life including education and 

research, cultural practices and lifestyle. Participants’ idealisation of the West is accompanied with 

a dispraise of their home country at many levels.  

In this section, I discuss how participants’ narratives and discourses display their West 

idealism through their continuous eulogy and praise of British output followed with a feeling of 

inferiority as Algerian individuals in the West. Participants accounts related to their perception of 

life in Britain is accompanied with a repertoire of words that is quite positive as opposed to a less 

optimistic depiction of life in Algeria. The frequency and extent of their idealist discourses 

demonstrate how deeply this ideology is embedded in their beliefs. The following subsection 

presents instances of the participants’ praise of Britain, as part of the West.  

6.1.1. Perceptions of life in Britain 

 These participants seem to be proud of living in a ‘Western country’ like Britain55. 

Participants’ feelings seem to be associated with their assumptions of being in an imagined ‘better’ 

and ‘superior’ place. An example of this feeling is Fatima’s comparison of life in the West to 

‘heaven’: 

Back in my country, it’s really a very big image when you are living in the West, 

especially in these countries: UK, France, America […] they think that we are living  

 

                                                
55 I would like to remind that ‘Western’ and ‘non-Western’ are powerful constructs that come from the participants. 

It is thoroughly discussed in Chapter 4 where I discussed the way these constructs became a taken-for-grated reality 



141 

 

just like in a metaphoric way in heaven, and it, actually is! I mean, I agree with that. 

(Fatima, interview) 

In this extract, Fatima seems to strongly believe that Western countries are superior to Algeria. 

Therefore, living in a Western countries is necessarily better than living in a non-Western one. In 

addition, her extract gives the impression that this belief in a ‘superior’ West seems to be quite 

common in her former social environment in Algeria. The extent of this belief seems so intense 

that Fatima is comparing living in a Western country as living in “heaven”. The choice of this 

particular word, and her confirmation “and it, actually is!” indicates that she has not only bought 

into the imagined and constructed narrative of the West, but also (consciously or unconsciously) 

subscribed to the ideological discourse of West idealism.  

“A place where someone can improve themselves both professionally and personally” 

Another apparent aspect of the idealisation of the West is participants’ praise of its living 

conditions. Sabrina shared her perception of Britain before even experiencing life there:  

A very much developed country, so a place where someone can fulfil his potentials, 

where he can enjoy freedom, independence, a place where someone can improve 

themselves both professionally and personally […] it is a place where you can invest 

in yourself.  

(Sabrina - interview) 

In this extract, Sabrina speaks highly of Britain; she directly related ‘improved’ living conditions 

to development. Although she had never been to Britain before, Sabrina imagined it as a place that 

would provide her the conditions necessary for her conception of a nice life, where individuals 

“can improve themselves both professionally and personally”, including “freedom” and 

“independence”.  On the surface, Sabrina’s statements may seem innocent, but I sense some 

ideological inclinations towards the ‘superior’ West narrative. Like Sabrina and Fatima, most of 

the participants’ hypothetical views of Britain, as part of the West, seem to be based on a set of 

stereotypical images as indicated by Hall (1992). 

Another layer of idealisation of the West deducted from this study is the criticism of 

Algerian lifestyle and everyday practices. Fatima stated: 



142 

 

OMG why people are just crossing the road without waiting for the signal, OMG what 

is this queue, why this whole queue and the offices are just closed they are not working, 

what’s wrong with the rubbish just everywhere, people shouting, everything not in its 

place, I was like waw, am I in another part of the world or am  

 

I just in a planet called earth, it’s like shocking. 

(Fatima, interview) 

In this extract, Fatima shared an instance of her last trip to Algeria. As previously mentionned, she 

referred to life in Britain as “heaven” even, at that time, she had never been to a so-called Western 

country before. After she had experienced life in Britain, Fatima seems to hold onto her West 

idealist position; she still praises Britain and believes in its superiority over Algeria. In this extract, 

instead of praising Britain, she disparaged Algeria. Her depiction of Algerian streets is very 

negative. This might be a naive expression of her opinion. However, the juxtaposition of her 

comparison of life in the West to “heaven”, and her unreserved criticism of Algeria in this extract 

seems to indicate that Fatima’s idealisation of the West is prevailing and deeply engraved in her 

way of thinking. 

Through their discourses, many participants displayed a praise of Britain (as part of the 

West), and viewed it as essentially ‘superior’ to Algeria. These beliefs seem to be brought with 

them from their former sociocultural environment; therefore, I will refer to them as ‘brought-up’ 

or ‘carried’ perceptions. The following discusses participants’ praise of Britain in the aspect of 

education and research.  

6.1.2. Idealisation of British education: “It’s a lot better” 

Many participants seem to think that education and research in Britain is better than in 

Algeria. The appreciation of British education accompanied with a negative critique of the 

Algerian one seems to be an instance of what Hall (1992) refers to as ‘the West and the Rest’ 

discourse: 

Educational in Britain has got good reputation in terms of research […] it’s a lot better 

than […] Algeria because you know we’re coming from a country where education is  
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still in its infancy. 

(Arezki, interview) 

This extract presents Arezki’s views of British education before even experiencing it. His 

undoubted perception of education in Britain as “a lot better” than in Algeria may indicate his 

West idealist assumptions as part of his belief in the narrative of the West as superior. Even before 

his exposure, or experience of British HE, Arezki seems certain of the hypothetical superiority of 

British education and reputation. In addition, Arezki’s statements “it’s a lot better” and “is still in 

its infancy” imply a sense of inferiority to Britain; as part of the West; in the aspect of education 

and research. By low-grading his country’s educational system in favour of the British one, Arezki 

displays his West idealist inclinations. 

In some cases, I noticed that many participants did not question their comparison of Britain 

and Algeria. They seem to firmly believe in the inferiority of the Algerian education, including the 

programme, teachers and their methods, without even realising that maybe they are driven by some 

ideological assumptions. While sharing their experience of British education, some participants 

displayed a pattern of binarism conveyed through their expressed disparity between Algeria and 

Britain in terms of the quality of teaching as well as the teachers. This is displayed in Eva’s flattery 

of teachers and supervisors in Britain and criticism of those in Algeria: 

I cannot even compare it to our educational system. The most important thing here is 

respect […] supervisor and student there is respect in between and they want to help 

their students, they want to guide them, they want them to be successful in life, but in 

Algeria, I didn’t feel this. Here, there is more collaboration, this is the point. In Algeria, 

there is competition and tension between teachers, students and even administration, 

but here I feel more comfortable because we collaborate all together. 

(Eva, interview) 

In this extract, Eva demonstrated a kind of incompatibility between British and Algerian education 

systems in terms of teachers’ methods and roles. By criticising Algerian teachers, and complaining 

about their lack of collaboration and engagement with the students, Eva displayed a kind of 

demonisation of the Algerian system. While, her association of teachers in Britain with more 

positive statements, such as “they want to guide them” or “they want them to be successful in life” 

seem to indicate her undoubted belief in the superiority and expertise of British teachers. Eva 
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seems to evaluate Algerian teachers on the basis of her particular experience of being supervised 

by one British supervisor. Seemingly, she already believes that British teachers’ way of doing 

things is the best way because they are ‘Western’. 

Like Eva, many participants criticised the Algerian education system and displayed its 

inferiority when compared to the British one, Maria stated: 

The thing is that in Algeria it is a more teacher-centred approach in which we rely a 

lot on the teacher, we expect him to do everything and the same thing for the 

supervision, we expect much from the supervisor, but when I came here it’s different, 

it’s more student-centred, we have to work. 

(Maria interview) 

Based on these statements, participants seem to believe that the quality of education as well as 

teachers’ methods of instruction in Britain is better than in Algeria. Although the participants have 

not really attended classes during their doctoral research, apart from those related to conducting 

research, they assumed that instructions are “student-centred” in Britain as opposed to “teacher-

centred” in Algeria, and that the quality is superior in Britain. Participants’ hypothetical 

imagination of British education as superior to that of Algeria indicates that they have some 

idealistic views of Britain in terms of education. What the participants described does not represent 

the ‘truth’, but only one constructed reality of their views during the moment of the interview. In 

this reality, most of the participants made of their imagination of the superiority of British 

education a point of reference or the model for evaluating their former education system. This 

shows the extent to which they believe in the superiority of Britain as part of the West.  This 

argument relates to Basu’s (2009, p.226) claim that people have learnt to evaluate their life and 

culture on the basis of ‘Western’ standards and feel low-grade in matter of cultural and knowledge 

practices.  

“Our thinking is not up to the standards of UK” 

 Because of their feeling of inferiority as Algerian individuals, most of the participants were 

stressed and terrified of undertaking doctoral studies in Britain. Fatima claimed: 
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When I came here, I found it quite different […] the quality of our writing, of our 

thinking is not up to the standards of UK, so it is very hard for us as Algerian 

international students.                                       

 Fatima (interview) 

This extract highlights Fatima’s feeling of inferiority within British HE. By claiming that “our 

thinking is not up to the standards”, Fatima makes an essentialist statement that all “Algerian 

international students” are not only the same, but also necessarily deficient. Such statements 

contribute to strengthening the deficient model of so-labelled international students, which is 

critiqued in this study’s literature review. 

 Like Fatima, other participants displayed their fear of failure as well as their need to work 

harder than they used to do in Algeria in order to be “up to the level” because of their belief on 

inferiority. Because of they felt low-grade, the participants seem to have marginalised and Othered 

themselves before anybody else did. Believing strongly in the superiority of British academe made 

Fatima as well her colleagues doubt in their academic abilities. This example, together with others, 

demonstrates the participants’ intensity of praising British education which, I believe, is the result 

of idealising the West. 

“You are good, so you belong there” 

Western idealist inclinations conveyed by the participants’ statements seem to also be 

prevalent in their former socio-cultural environment. Sally stated: 

You know when I go back to Algeria, my teachers are like, yeah you’re there don’t 

come back here, you belong there, you’re good, so you belong there […] and your PhD 

is better if you do it there. 

 (Sally, interview) 

In this extract, Sally shares what her former teachers told her when she visited them while 

undertaking her doctorate in Britain. As she stated during participant observation, her former 

teachers perceived her as the example of a studious student who is hard working and 

knowledgeable. Stating “you’re good, so you belong there” indicates Sally’s teachers’ firm belief 

that British HE is better than the Algerian one. This statement not only implies that these teachers 
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believe in the ideological construct of the West, but also indicates their Western idealist tendency. 

Sally’s teachers urged her to stay in Britain after graduating because of their presumptions that life 

and work in Britain are better; they seem to think highly of Britain.  

In addition, telling Sally that “your PhD is better if you do it there” display her teachers’ 

mistrust of the Algerian HE and need for tutelage from the West, which I believe is the result of 

intellectual imperialism (Alatas, 2000). Hence, they believe that Sally will learn to do research 

properly only if she does it in the West, in this case, in Britain. These teachers’ overt subordination 

to Western patronage as a result of feeling inferior or may be deficient not only strengthens the 

imagined yet powerful boundary between the ‘West’ and the ‘Rest’, but also spread around them 

this idea in the mind of their other students. 

Feeling inferior: another reality 

The data revealed another reality in which the participants’ feeling of inferiority is not 

associated with their belief in the superiority of Western education, but is caused by the lack of 

resources and commodities at their former universities. In this scenario, the participants did not 

undervalue themselves or their Algerian teachers in favour of the British ones, but they rather 

explained how the perceptible lack of resources at particular Algerian universities affected some 

students’ performance.  

During the observation phase, Eva stated: 

Let’s be honest, they have this ‘culture’ of studying in the library which we do not 

have. We don’t have a library in my university. I mean, we have one, but it is not 

equipped, there are no books, no Internet connexion […] Here, when I talk to a BA or 

MA student, I feel he is more knowledgeable than me. I am not speaking about the 

language, I am speaking about knowledge about theories, methodology …etc. 

 (Eva, Fieldnotes) 

Like Eva, when they have first started their doctorate, most of the participants claimed that they 

felt not knowledgeable enough about some theories and methodologies when compared to other 

students they met who are at lower education levels. This feeling of lack made them feel inferior. 
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This inferiority is not about coming from a particular part of the world, but has more to do with 

noticing one’s lacks and the desire to improve oneself.  

In addition to that, Eva mentioned a ‘culture’ which, in this context, refers to the practice 

or even the act of studying in the library, which according to her, is rather rare at her university. 

Seemingly, because of the lack of means and resources in some Algerian universities, students did 

not really develop the routine of going to the library to study. Particular circumstances appear to 

have led some participants to be (or feel) less knowledgeable than other students who benefited 

from the means essential to their self-development as academics. This particular claim resonates 

with my own experience, and reminds me of my first days of doctorate. When attending classes, I 

felt so ignorant compared to doctorate students. I felt some pressure to read about and understand 

as many theories and concepts as possible to be able to participate during other meetings or classes.  

In the same vein, Zara claimed:  

I really like the library here. There are so many books, everything you search for, you 

find it even if you don’t find it you can ask for it and they can bring it to you either 

from the British library or other libraries, this is really helpful […] for example when 

I was in Algeria, I did my master’s degree on anxiety, I didn’t find any books related 

to anxiety. 

(Zara, interview) 

Like Zara, many participants were excited about the availability of a full range of resources at their 

current British universities. Zara shared her experience of doing a Master’s in Algeria, and 

complained about the lack of resources, especially books, related to her particular research topic. 

Such a lack of means seems to have led students, like Zara, to struggle on their own to find the 

resources necessary for the accomplishment of their research projects.  

 From Zara’s extract as well as others’, I noticed that Algerian universities had some 

characteristics of periphery universities presented in the literature review (see 4.2.2.1), which are 

believed to be located in the developing countries, and lack the conditions and resources to support 

students’ academic endeavours. On the contrary, their description of the British universities in 

which they are enrolled seems to describe the typical center university, which benefits from a full 
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array of resources, including funding and infrastructure such as libraries and laboratories to support 

education and research. 

“But what about those who are motivated? They don’t have resources” 

Moving from (what is constructed as) a periphery university to a centre one seems to make 

a difference in the participants’ motivation as well as academic performance. Many participants 

highlighted the lack of means and resources in hindering their academic endeavours and outcomes. 

Dany stated: 

Resources are very important […] laptops, desktops, books, comfortable environment. 

I myself didn’t have that. I had to do all my study at home, struggling with Internet 

and stuff which I think affect to a certain extent the outcome of what you’re doing […] 

you need to read books, and most of those books are not available in Algeria, you can’t 

access them online and you can’t order them or buy them or find them in the library.  

For me, that’s a very crucial element […]  a stereotype that I don’t agree with is for 

example students are not really motivated to work, but as I was saying before, but what 

about those who are motivated? They don’t have resources. 

(Dany, interview) 

Like Dany, the majority of participants made reference to the lack of resources in the particular 

Algerian universities where they studied. Not in attempt to generalise, but there seems to be a 

reality wherein the quality of education offered in Britain in terms of the availability of resources 

is better than the one these Algerian PhD students have already experienced in Algeria.  

In addition, Dany raises an important point, that of the grand narrative of “students not 

being motivated to work”. For him, it is a stereotype because this statement is founded on 

assumptions rather than facts. When looking at evidence - for instance: “struggling with Internet”, 

“most of those books are not available”, “can’t order them or find them in the library” – it appears 

that it is the particular conditions of study that led to students’ to lack motivation, and not any 

imagined deficiency. Many participants highlighted the importance of resources in supporting their 

academic performance and determination. Hence, even if students are motivated to work, if they 

go to the library and find no books or articles, and cannot buy them online because online shopping, 

in Algeria, is not common. Obviously, they will lose their motivation and just give up because 

there is no suitable environment to study.  
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Many participants’ statements indicated their preference of British education system over 

the Algerian one. While this preference seems to be predominantly related to their West idealist 

tendencies, some participants’ discourses indicates that it is related to their experiences of 

enhanced conditions and services that facilitated their academic endeavours. Sally shared her 

opinion on the subject: 

But in Algeria, if you don’t find it online, you’re not gonna read it. If you need a book 

here, […] you can buy whichever book you like, but in Algeria we don’t even have 

credit cards to buy books. I think this is a really interesting side of why people prefer 

here. 

(Sally, interview) 

Again, the participants compare their study experiences between Algeria and Britain. The 

availability of the appropriate means and resources is, according to Sally, one of the reasons why 

some participants prefer Britain over Algeria when it comes to education. It is important to mention 

that the participants do not exaggerate in their sayings. For instance, both credit cards and online 

shopping are uncommon in Algeria. Therefore, even if students wanted to purchase a book or an 

article that is not available in their universities’ library, they would not be able to.  Therefore, in 

this particular case, preferring Britain could be considered as devoid of ideological assumptions, 

and has more to do with the wish to study in better conditions.  

The following discusses the participants’ anticipated life in Britain in relation to their actual 

experienced reality.   

6.2. Life in Britain: expectations vs reality 

Many of the participants’ expectations of life in Britain seem to be based on either stereotypes, 

ideological drive, or grand narratives. Their expectations of the academic as well as social 

experiences appear to be idealistic and driven by their subordination to the superiority of the West. 

Whereas veiled participants’ expectation of ‘Othering’ appears to be founded on some prevailing 

grand narratives and mediatised events. Lastly, these participants’ expectation of British people 

seems to be based on some stereotypes and prejudiced thinking. The following section discusses 

the participants’ idealist expectations in relation to their actual experienced reality of life in Britain. 
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6.2.1. Idealistic expectations 

  Because of the participants’ West idealist tendencies, their imagined expectations of life 

in Britain appear to be equally idealistic. Believing in a superior West led the participants to have 

idealistic images of Britain which, in turn, resulted in having particularly positive expectations of 

how their life in there would be. Dany stated: 

Of course, I had. I would call them foolish expectations […] I imagined this as a perfect 

scenario, now it sounds really stupid, but I expected it to be like a fairy tale or 

something, like everyone friendly, life easy, comfortable, […] I just expected so much 

from life in here. 

(Dany, interview) 

This extract is an example of how high participants’ expectancies of life in Britain were. Thinking 

back to his expectations, Dany labels them as “foolish” because he became aware of how 

unrealistic they were. In addition, his imagination of “everyone friendly” and “easy life” seem to 

be the outcome of his utopian perception of Britain to the extent that he compared it to a “fairy 

tale”. The particular choice of words to describe his expectations seem to indicate how West 

idealism is deeply embedded in Dany’s thinking.  

 Like Dany, the majority of these participants had ideal expectations of how their journey 

in Britain would be because of the belief of going to a ‘better’ place. However, some of them were 

unexpectedly disappointed because their experienced reality did not meet their expectations. The 

following discusses participants’ expectations versus reality of British HE. 

6.2.1.1. Higher education in Britain: expectations vs reality 

As discussed earlier in this chapter, the participants idealised British education because of 

their West idealist inclinations. However, when I asked them about the extent to which their lived 

experience in Britain relates to their expectations, some of them were dissatisfied. Sally claimed: 

I know I shouldn’t be saying this, but this is how I feel. I’m a little bit disappointed 

because I never knew that this is how things would work. I mean they’re good, but 

they are not as good as I thought they would be […] the way I pictured the academic 

life before actually starting it, was different. I thought there would be many other 

activities in terms of studies […] because of the stereotypes again […] I’m not saying 
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it’s a bad thing what I’m getting here, but it less than I thought, but it is still better than 

Algeria. 

 (Sally, interview) 

I believe that Sally’s idealisation of the West shaped her idealist expectations of British HE. Her 

statement “because of the stereotypes” not only indicates that her expectations were based on some 

oversimplified clichés, but also her awareness of how prejudiced her thinking was. In addition, 

Sally’s visible disappointment through her statement “I never knew that this is how things would 

work” seems to indicate the extent to which her experience was different from what she expected; 

the more reality differs from expectation, the more is the feeling of disappointment. Despite being 

different from what she expected, Sally seems to prefer the quality of education offered in Britain 

over that of Algeria. I believe that part of this preference is related to the availability of resources 

and conditions necessary for doing research discussed in page 148. 

Sally was not the only one to mention her disappointment in the aspect of HE, Thiziri also 

did. She stated: 

Let’s talk about my academic life […] I expect that it is something amazing, and it’s 

something good, but it appeared it’s not […] I had my supervisor in Algeria, he was 

really helpful […] but now with my supervisor, he’s not helping. […] If I go back to 

Algeria, I will not say OMG the fancy world, it’s just normal. 

(Thiziri, interview) 

Thiziri, like some participants, was also disappointed by the academic aspect of her journey in 

Britain because she was expecting so much from it. Part of her disappointment is related to her 

dissatisfaction with her current supervisor. What is interesting about Thiziri’s extract is her 

statement “I will not say OMG the fancy world, it’s just normal” is her deconstruction of the grand 

narrative of the West. Expecting much from British education and using “fancy” to describe Britain 

indicates that she idealises the West, and changing her opinion and thinking of Britain as “just 

normal” may signify that she no longer idealises the West, at least in the aspect of education. 

Thiziri’s extract is an example of challenges the grand narrative of a superior Centre ‘West’, and 

claiming the margins. 
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6.2.1.2. Scenery of Britain: expectations vs reality 

Besides idealising British HE, some participants idealised its scenery. When asking 

participants about what expectations they had of Britain, Zara told me: 

Maybe the only thing that I expected and that I didn’t really meet here is, I had this 

image of oh Britain, big buildings and something fascinating, something sophisticated 

and modern, if we can say New York, I imagine Britain like that. At the end it’s not 

like this, so I was disappointed at this point. I really thought, it will be a big change in 

terms of the buildings, in the end it’s not. The landscape is not how I expected, I find 

it something normal. 

 (Zara, interview) 

She added: 

Thanks to the social media and the Internet, we can have an image or Britain, I mean 

it has the Big Ben, London Eye, the Tower Bridge. 

(Zara, interview) 

Zara’s extract shows the extent to which representation plays a major role in building people’s 

perceptions of places. She stated that the only image she had of Britain before visiting it was 

constructed according to what she saw in social media and Internet in general. Zara seems to have 

nurtured a stereotypical image of Britain. In describing the way she imagined Britain (e.g. “Big 

Ben”, “London Eye” and “Tower Bridge”), Zara’s depiction resembles the images advertised in 

touristic brochures and television documentaries. 

Another important point about Zara’s extracts is her interesting comparison of the way she 

imagined Britain to New York. When linking this statement to “big buildings and something 

fascinating, something sophisticated”, I believe that her imagination of Britain in terms of 

landscape was related to the idea of ‘modernity’.  Hence, her perception of Britain seems to be 

informed by ‘a discourse of modernity’, which commonly portrays countries of the West as a 

society that is developed, industrialised, sophisticated, and modern (Hall, 1992). Zara’s association 

of Britain to the idea of modernity indicates her agreement and subjection to the grand narrative 

of the West as a ‘modern’ world. 
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6.2.1.3. Social life in Britain: expectations vs reality 

Regarding social life in Britain, most of the participants – about eight – had positive 

expectations of it. These included meeting people from different countries and cultural 

backgrounds, try new food and activities, and travel places. The remaining minority had negative 

expectations of their social life mainly because of being veiled. In this subsection, I focus my 

discussion on the veiled participants’ expectations as well as actual experiences of life in Britain 

because, I believe, their accounts display interesting ideological discourses as well as prejudiced 

statements.  

“I expected some racism” 

In most cases, the veiled participants provided pretty negative expectations of how they 

imagined their life in Britain would be. Their accounts indicate a kind of expected Othering 

because of their Muslim head covering (i.e. veil). Sofia stated: 

I expected some racism. 

 (Sofia, interview) 

Along similar lines, Emily said:  

I expected that as I am a veiled woman, I’m gonna face problems […] so I’ve thought 

that maybe people won’t accept me, won’t include me in their life because I am 

different. 

(Emily, interview) 

Participants’ statements indicate a fear of Islamophobia as a prominent expectation of their journey 

in Britain. Here, fear of Islamophobia implies Muslim individuals being afraid to be victims of 

discrimination, exclusion or marginalisation by Islamophobic individuals. These females openly 

stated their fear of not being accepted into British society and being discriminated because of their 

veil, a visible marker of Muslim religion. Emily’s statement “because I am different” may seem 

innocent but, I believe, it is supported by ideological assumptions. Her feeling of difference may 

be driven by her “Us vs Them” perspective in which she is the Othered ‘Them’. Here, this 
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perspective may indicate a bigger ideological belief in the “West vs Islam” as two completely 

different worlds.  

In an attempt to understand the origins of this thinking, I tried to dig deeper, and I found 

out that this fear of Islamophobia may be, to a great extent, related to Western representation of 

Islam in the media rather than the participants’ ideological beliefs. Thiziri stated: 

Before I come here, I was expecting that people will be scared because we are labelled 

as terrorists […] Western media spread this about Muslim people, so anybody who is 

Muslim, for them is a terrorist. 

 (Thiziri, interview) 

This extract supports the argument that veiled participants regarded their religious dress as a 

potential reason for being discriminated. Thiziri offers a valid reason for her fear of Islamophobia 

that of the grand narrative of Muslims being labelled as terrorists in the Western media. Here, 

Thiziri did not consider herself different from ‘Them’, but accused Western media of mis-

representing Muslims and associate them with the act of terrorism. In addition, hearing about 

Islamophobic incidents, and veiled women being attacked or assaulted in Western countries made 

them afraid of living the same situation which, I believe, is a coherent reaction. If I were veiled 

myself, I would have probably felt alike.  

While some veiled participants feared Islamophobic incidents, the rest of these participants 

(male and unveiled female students) did not mention such fear probably because their physical 

appearance did not show any signs of religion when compared to the veiled students whose dress 

makes it difficult to go unnoticed. 

“No more an alien” 

There was an extreme case where a participant took her veil off convinced that it hindered 

her from adapting to life in Britain. The title of this subsection is inspired by my interview with 

Maria, and her choice of the particular term “alien” to express extent to which she felt odd in 

Britain. The following is a re-construction of my interview with her; it is the unique narrative that 

I re-construct in this study. I chose to do so to keep the statements in their context of production 
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in order not to lose the sense of wholeness which, I believe, helps capturing how naively and 

unconsciously Maria submitted to particular ideologies.   

Some months ago, Maria took her veil off. During her interview, I avoided questions related 

to her veil in order not to make her feel uncomfortable. So, we started the interview, and I was 

asking her some questions, then all of a sudden, she brought the topic up and tried to explain how 

and why she decided to take her veil off. I do not really know what triggered this, but I was glad 

she felt at ease enough to share this personal story with me. Maria started by claiming that she took 

her veil off because she had difficulties to socialise with people. Maria took the decision to put the 

veil a year before being granted a scholarship to Britain, and when she knew about the grant, she 

regretted her choice and wished she did not do it, claiming: 

I was telling myself why I did that? because I will go to a country which doesn’t have 

the same religion or the same way of life, so it will be a challenge for me, so if I didn’t 

put it, it will be easier for me being here. 

 (Maria, interview).  

She added: 

Being with a veil make me as an alien to them. At that time, I was thinking if I wasn’t 

wearing it maybe it would be different. 

 (Maria, interview).  

She told me about an incident that happened to her the very first days she arrived in Britain. Back 

then, when she was still veiled: 

I do remember once, it was in Canterbury, I was with my friends and we passed by a 

man and he said, Trump was right. 

 (Maria, interview) 

This is an example of the Othering Maria claimed she was a victim of. She felt bad at that time, 

this incident reinforced the thinking she had about the veil complicating her transition to Britain. 

After some time, she took it off. I was wondering if Maria had less difficulties in socialising now, 

she is scarfless, and she overtly said: 
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I thought that they would not accept me, but now I would say that maybe because I 

didn’t do any initiative to integrate; that’s why I didn’t integrate […] I’m saying to 

myself there is no barrier between us although there are other things apart from the 

hidjab, but again I say that the hidjab was kind of psychological matter. 

(Maria, interview) 

Surprisingly, she admitted that thinking that the veil was a hamper to her integration was wrong, 

she used it to justify the fact that she did not socialise with people other than Algerians. What is 

important to know about Maria’s first experience in Britain is that she came with many other 

Algerians, so she was most of the time hanging out with her national friends as most of the 

participants did, discussed in 7.2.3.1. Maria acknowledged that she did not put enough efforts in 

approaching other people because she already had friends, claiming that:  

In Canterbury, because we were in a closed environment which is full of Algerians, I 

only interacted with them and it seemed like I don’t have to interact with others. 

(Maria, interview) 

Maria admitted that when she first came to Britain, she did not put efforts into knowing other 

people because she already had friends or people to hang out with, so why bother herself knowing 

other people. She added that: 

 At that time, I thought that they would not accept me, but now I would say that maybe 

because I didn’t do any initiative to integrate with them. That’s why, I didn’t integrate, 

maybe if at that time when I was putting the hidjab, if I tried to integrate maybe they 

would accept me.  

(Maria, interview) 

Now, Maria is not wearing the veil, and she does not have as many Algerian friends as she used to 

have when she first came to Britain, she seemed to put more efforts in socialising with other people. 

Maria is now living in different circumstances, so may be the veil was not hindering her 

socialisation, but it is her thinking, her “psychological state”, as she said, that made her think that 

it was the veil that complicated her social life.  

There are several points raised in this narrative. First, Maria’s regret of putting the veil 

when she knew that she would go to Britain. In the above extract, I sense an acute discourse of 
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‘Us’ and ‘Them’ which displays the extent to which Maria believes in the (imaginary) division 

between the ‘West’ and the rest of the world in general, and between the ‘West’ and Islam in 

particular. Through her phrase “being with a veil makes me as an alien to them”, she categorises 

herself in terms of a binary relation where she is evil, while ‘Them’ are good. Thus, she perceived 

herself as an estranged ‘Other’ in this environment. After the incident of othering that she 

underwent, the sentiment of disparity widened, and Maria felt more ‘different’. That incident 

strengthened her idea of alienation and difference which led her to take her veil off. These 

declarations show the mental gap Maria constructed between the ‘West’ and Islam, and between 

her and ‘Them’. 

Another important issue raised by Maria was her reference to “integration”. She measured 

the success of her study-abroad experience to the extent to which she would integrate to the ‘host’ 

environment. Integration may mean different things to people, however, in this particular instance, 

Maria did not mean get along with people, but it was more of an assimilationist perspective. This 

latter implies seeing British culture as a fixed block and wanting to change in order to fit within 

this imagined homogenous rigid cultural block. Seemingly, integration was, for Maria, the ultimate 

objective. Although the ‘host’ environment did not require from her to change in order to be 

accepted, she, was nonetheless driven by particular beliefs that made her think so.  

Today, in a world where Islamophobia is so rampant, there are many other veiled girls who 

make the choice to uncover in order to go unnoticed and be immersed into ‘Western’ society. And, 

Maria, unlike other veiled participants, might have been tempted to melt into society. Maria was 

probably attracted by the idea of walking in British streets with no one (actually or supposedly) 

staring at her, no quizzical glances or sideways glazes. Henceforward, without that thin piece of 

fabric wrapped around her head, maybe she felt she was not that “alien” anymore, she was nothing 

but an individual who no longer stood out from the rest of people living in the ‘Western’ 

environment she now lives in. 

Although Maria admitted that she is the only one to blame for not having made any 

initiatives to approach people and get to know them, it seems she had some feelings of complex 

about the veil, and the Othering instance(s) she has experienced appear to have left psychological 

scars and strengthened her constructed beliefs of difference. She, then, probably believed that in 
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order to feel accepted in this new society where she would be living for at least three years, she 

had to make changes and facilitate her adaptation by taking her veil off, this piece of fabric that 

makes her feel different from others. I do not really know the reason why Maria chose to take her 

veil off - to protect herself, to look more beautiful showing her hair, or she was not convinced of 

its religious worth anymore - But what it is clear is that, in the new environment in which she lives, 

she did not feel at ease enough to keep it on.  

The following sub-section discusses participants’ perceptions of British people before 

experiencing life in Britain. 

6.2.2. Perceptions of British people: expectations vs reality 

From the data presented thus far, I discussed the way my participants perceived themselves 

and imagined to be perceived in their ‘host’ environment. In this section, I present the participants’ 

carried perceptions about how they imagined British people which seem to be based on 

stereotypes. The most common characteristics associated with their perceptions of British people 

include “conservative”, “cold”, “individualist” or “White”. A whole population - with its various 

ethnic, religious, cultural and social groups - was reduced to simple, essential, fixed traits. Fatima 

stated: 

In the beginning, I thought British people don’t laugh and are really strict […] and 

maybe it’s true maybe it’s not […] The first thing I had in my mind is like British 

people always serious, other stereotypes, I thought they are very conservative. 

 (Fatima, interview) 

Fatima’s perception of British people, as she said, is very stereotypical. In our postmodern world, 

‘culture’ is seen as a fluid entity, therefore, any attempts of generalisation or reduction is 

considered as an essentialist practice fed with some prejudiced discourses that prone similarity 

between members of the same group, and distinction between members of different groups – be 

they cultural, religious, racial or social. What is, however, important to note is that through her 

statement “maybe it’s true maybe it’s not”, Fatima acknowledges the unfixed nature of these 

descriptions, which shows some degree of awareness that these particular images may not be 
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correct. Nevertheless, correct or not, this is the perception the majority of the participants had 

about the inhabitants of Britain.  

When they had first arrived, the participants noticed that people they met were far from what 

they expected. In the following extract, Eva goes further in the description of British people, 

providing the physical characteristics she associated with a British person.  She stated: 

Before coming here, I thought that Britain is not that multicultural, so I thought that 

British people, the thought of white men with you know fair skin and fair hair and blue 

eyes came to my mind. 

 (Eva, interview) 

The features Eva attributed to her envisagement of a typical British person complies with the 

standards held about Western people in general. That is, “white”, “fair skin”, “fair hair” and “blue 

eyes”. Eva’s perceptions of how a typical British individual should look like are stereotypical, 

and kind of representative of her ‘native-speakerist’ alignment. Here, I think that ‘native-

speakerism’ (Holliday, 2005)56 as an ideology can be detected in many aspects not only the 

language but can also include the physical appearance as discussed in Hiouani (2020). 

 I shall admit that Eva’s extract resonates with my own experience and brought-up 

perceptions of Britain. I remember that when I have first arrived to Britain, the first thing that 

struck me was the large number of ‘Indian’ and ‘Black’ people (as I thought of them) at the airport. 

I was asking myself, where are the British? And, then, some days later, I noticed that my imagined 

or constructed perceptions are far from a more complex reality. I am ashamed for once having had 

such racist thoughts. Now, I know it, but at that time, I was not aware, I had a rather narrow view 

of Britain and of the world. Such perspectives can be considered as being rooted in ‘native-

speakerism’, like many of my participants, I considered those people (i.e. ‘Indians’ and ‘Black’) 

as non-representative of the ‘native-speakers’ of Britain.   

Another participant displayed some ‘native-speaker’ tendencies; Sally stated: 

                                                
56 is a pervasive ideology within ELT, characterised by the belief that ‘native-speaker’ teachers represent a ‘Western 

culture’ from which spring the ideals both of the English language and of English language teaching methodology 

(Holliday 2005). 
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The other day, I met this guy […] he has Pakistani origins and when I saw him, I 

directly related a side of him to an accent that didn’t exist. In my head, this one must 

have an accent, and then when he spoke, he had a very normal British accent with no 

things that I’ve already thought would be.  

(Sally, interview) 

This extract indicates Sally’s ‘native-speakerist’ inclination. Seemingly, her sight of this individual 

of “Pakistani origins” did not match her conception of how a British person should look like.  

Sally’s statement “I directly related a side of him to an accent that didn’t exist” indicates that her 

‘native-speakerist’ alignment also include how a British person should sound like. Here, I sense a 

kind of Othering of this person for not ticking all the boxes of her constructed image of a white-blue-

eyed individual with a “normal British accent” to quote Sally. Participants’ association of a particular 

appearance and accent to being a British ‘native-speaker’ seems to be related to their idealisation of 

the West and Western individuals.   

Eva and Sally displayed their stereotypical assumptions which, I believe, are driven by 

‘native-speakerist’ beliefs which, I believe, were brought-up with them from their former socio-

cultural environment. This ideology appears to be so engraved in their thinking that they fell into 

the trap of stereotyping. In addition, by assigning particular traits as exclusive to belonging to a 

particular country or ‘culture’, the participants displayed their essentialist view of ‘culture’. 

However, such carried assumptions seem to be questioned and challenges by the participants. The 

following is Sally explaining the development of her perceptions of British people, she stated: 

When I came here, I got to meet some people, and some of them are friends of mine 

and they changed my perception of Britishness. So, now a British person does not have 

to be ‘White’, they don’t have to have blue or green eyes, so they can have dark skin. 

 (Sally, interview) 

At the core of this extract is Sally’s process of perception change about British people thanks to 

some encounters she had with different people who seem to have challenged her established 

‘native-speakerist’ thinking. Based on the perceptions Sally brought with her, she would have 

excluded or potentially Othered people who did not have the traits she expected a British person 

to have. But, as she claimed, her perceptions changed. Henceforward, when thinking of British 

people, Sally would probably not think in terms of stereotypical traits. Like Sally, many 
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participants became aware of their stereotypical thinking, and challenged their brought-up 

perceptions thanks to their several social encounters.  

The following discusses how some participants’ prejudices, which relate to their 

constructed images of the Self and the Other, hindered or complicated their social interaction.  

6.2.3. When prejudices hamper socialisation 

When it comes to socialisation, many of the participants claim they had some prejudices 

about British people and about other people they encounter everyday. These prejudices seem to 

have hindered their social interaction with people other than Algerians.  

“I avoid having contact with British people because of being afraid to be rejected” 

In some cases, participants used their prejudices as allegedly valid reasons to justify their 

difficulty to socialise. Zara stated: 

These days, I started going to the gym, but still I cannot socialise because I believe that 

we Algerians we are known for loving to be in a community, but when coming to 

British people I don’t feel this, I don’t think they like to socialise especially with 

strangers […] so I avoid having contact with British people because of being afraid to 

be rejected. 

 (Zara, interview) 

When it comes to the social aspect of their study-abroad journey, some participants claim that they 

faced some difficulties befriending British people, or what some referred to as ‘local people’. This 

extract is another example of the participants imagined as well as ideological nature of their 

perceptions of British people. Zara’s statement “British people, I don’t think they like to socialise” 

seems to be an “easy answer” (Holliday, 2016) that justifies her difficulty to socialise with people. 

This easy answer might seem an ordinary comment but, I believe, it is rooted in ideology. When 

linking this statement with “we Algerians we are known for loving to be in a community”, Zara 

appears to make an ideological claim of “Us vs Them”.  

Zara’s statements indicate a kind of ‘collectivist vs individualist’ comparison wherein the 

Algerian ‘Us’ are collectivist, while the British ‘Them’ are ‘individualist’. In addition, she displays 
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a kind of hidden nationalism which is visible through her homogeneous and particularised 

conception of Algerians as a ‘collectivist’ population. Such overgeneralised assumptions indicate 

Zara’s essentialist thinking in terms of cultures and nations. Many participants also displayed this 

essentialist thinking through their conception of Algerians or British as two fixed block, each 

composed of identical individuals with particular traits. 

As Zara, many participants used such easy answers or ‘discourses of culture’ as valid 

reasons to justify their difficulties. For me, these ‘discourses of culture’ represent the participants’ 

carried prejudices and assumptions about not only the Other, but also themselves. In this context, 

the participants’ seem to have created imagined barriers between the Self and the Other which 

appear to be a prominent reason why they faced difficulties befriending people other than 

Algerians. The following discussion demonstrates how participants’ carried prejudices 

complicated their socialisation. 

“Probably the problem was not really in British people” 

The data showed that the participants’ carried perceptions of British people as “cold” and 

“individualist” was imaginary and based on stereotypes, and that such assumptions seem to have 

affected many participants’ social interaction with others. Sabrina claimed: 

A British girl made the initiative to congregate together and sometimes have lunch or 

dinner together, this made me realise probably the problem was not really in British 

people or international being very much reserved, but […] it’s being coward to take 

the initiative to get integrated or to try to know people, so there is always this sense of 

intimidation. As an international student studying abroad you always have this sense 

of intimidation, you are always afraid of taking the initiative. 

(Sabrina, interview) 

Sabrina openly admits that she was wrong and came into realisation that the real reason for not 

socialising with people from other nationalities, including British, is not because they are “very 

much reserved”, but because of her lack of engagement and efforts to get to know people. Before 

being approached by this “British girl”, Sabrina, like the majority of the participants, had a mental 

block in a form of prejudices towards the Other that seem to have impeded her socialisation. Thus, 

the problem of participants’ socialisation is not due to their foreignness or differences, but lie in 
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their prejudices. This argument resonates with my conceptual framework, and Holliday’s (2019) 

claim that wherever there was communication problems this has “concerned cultural ‘Othering’ 

and prejudice rather than foreignness per se” (p.165).   

 In addition, through her statement “As an international student studying abroad you always 

have this sense of intimidation”, Sabrina displays a kind of feeling of inferiority as being an 

international student as if she is deficient or lacking. Based on this statement and others presented 

earlier in this chapter, I think that Sabrina’s feeling of inferiority is linked to her subordination to 

the superiority of the West. However, her experience of being approached by a “British girl” made 

her realise that finding difficulties to socialise did not have anything to do with coming from a 

particular part of the world, but has more to do with her prejudices and lack of engagement.  

 Like Zara and Sabrina, other participants became aware of the falseness of their carried 

perceptions of themselves and others and the potential impact of their stereotypical statements on 

their study-abroad journey. This was displayed through the participants’ self-othering, feeling of 

inferiority and imagined individualist and cold nature of British people. Without such prejudices, 

the participants’ socialisation would have, to a certain extent, gone better. The following presents 

the sources of participants’ construction of particular realities related to their carried perceptions 

of Britain. 

6.3. Where did they get their perceptions from? 

Despite the absence of direct exposure or personal experience of life in Britain, participants 

seem to have brought with them particularly precise opinions and views about Britain, which 

appear to be stereotypical and/or rooted in particular ideologies. This section depicts where 

participants got their perceptions from. The most prominent sources that affected participants’ 

construction of particular perceptions of the Self and the Other include the social environment, 

media, and the national education system.  

6.3.1. The social environment  

Participants’ expectations of life in Britain appear, in most instances, to be fed by established 

stereotypes and grand narratives constructed through their social interactions back home. The 
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following instances address participants’ accounts about the role of their social environment in 

constructing particular views and opinions about Britain as part of the West. 

“I just blame the environment I grew up in” 

Data revealed that the participants’ social environment played a crucial role in instilling and 

spreading West idealism. The following extracts present the participants’ depiction of the 

particular social surrounding in which they grew up, and the way it appears to have influenced 

their thinking about Western countries. Arezki stated: 

I just blame the environment I grew up in that glorifies everything that is European or 

Western […] they are obsessed with clothes or shoes that come from European 

countries, and they call it d’origine57. It’s just one example, but there are hundreds of 

examples like this that make you expect so much from a European country, and have 

this idealistic image. 

 (Arezki, interview)  

Most of the participants appear to have been exposed to West idealism through their socialisation 

processes. Arezki’s extract indicates that his exposure to the various expressions and 

manifestations of praising the West has probably influenced the way he perceived it, and thus, his 

expectation of his life to be in there. As he stated, he had an “idealistic image” of how his life in 

Britain would be because of his idealistic perceptions of the West.  

One of the expressions of idealism is people labelling Western products as “d’origine” (or 

genuine) for praising the authenticity and genuineness of their products. In addition to Arezki’s 

example, there are many other examples that condition one’s thinking towards eulogising Western 

output. Such excitements over Western goods may seem innocent, but the intensity and amplitude 

of such idealistic discourses indicate their rooting in ideology. Arezki’s statement resonates with 

my personal experience of growing up in a similar environment; I recall having had similar views, 

and found all that is Western more appealing and of a better quality simply because they were (as 

I assumed) Western.  

                                                
57 It is the French translation for genuine.  
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“Everybody would dream about travelling to a European country” 

Seemingly, idealisation of the West or all what is Western seems to be quite common in the 

participants’ social environments, and appear to have been constructed through their multiple 

socialisation processes. The following is another instance of the prevalence of West idealism in 

the participants’ everyday social interactions. Dany stated: 

I think society in Algeria or the way of thinking in Algeria, I’m not generalising! […] 

People I met in my life, my friends, everybody would dream about travelling to a 

European country […] I think this is very idealistic scenario for most people in there. 

This, I think, helped me have this idea that everything will be good in here, you’ll be 

happy in here, you’ll have the best time of your life in here. I imagined this as a perfect 

scenario. 

 (Dany, interview) 

Idealisation of the West seems quite common between these participants and appears to have been 

commonly brought with them and constructed through their socialisation processes, and it is well 

illustrated in Ali’s statement “people I met in my life, my friends, everybody would dream about 

travelling to a European country”. In addition, Dany’s idealistic assumptions of his life in the West 

seems to be bound to the idealistic statements related to the West that were transferred to him by 

members of in his social community. 

 Most of the participants’ statements about the origins of their perceptions demonstrate that 

West idealism is manifested and widespread in their everyday social interactions. The participants’ 

sharing of a similar socio-historical background seems to have West idealism as a common aspect 

of their socialisation in Algeria. This is illustrated, inter alia, through Sally’s former teachers 

statements about British education (see page 145), or Arezki’s friends praise of Western clothes 

(see page 164). However, experiencing life in Britain seems to have challenged their thinking and 

influenced some participants’ carried perceptions.  

 Besides the social environment, the participants’ overgeneralised assumptions of life in 

Britain seem to be also influenced by media, discussed in the following subsection. 
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6.3.2. Media 

Media seem to be another important source of the participants’ perceptions construction of 

themselves and the Other. Data revealed that media, tremendously, affected their perceptions of 

Britain. In addition, media seem to have also fed participants with images about Britain and the 

West in general, but also about themselves as Muslims in the West. Here, the media include 

television, Internet, and the social media.  

6.3.2.1. Perceptions of Britain and the West 

Despite the absence of direct exposure and personal experience of life in the West, all the 

participants seem to have been exposed to it otherwise, potentially through the media. Sabrina 

stated: 

I am exposed to other cultures through the use of media, television, internet and so on. 

 (Sabrina, interview)  

Similarly, Zara stated: 

Thanks to the social media and the Internet, we can have an image or Britain 

(Zara, interview) 

Some participants seem to rely much on all types of media to stay informed about what is 

happening in the world, and to learn about other ‘cultures’. Sabrina and Zara’s statements indicate 

how they naively and uncritically seem to trust what is portrayed in media. On other occasions, 

their stereotypical statements that “British people are reserved” or “British people do like to 

socialise” respectively appear to indicate that media are not always a reliable source of 

information. Sometimes, instead of reporting facts, they distort reality. Dany seems to have his 

own opinion on the subject, he claimed: 

What we know about people comes from the media; for example, I remember watching 

a documentary about how Britain is suffering from young people heavily drinking, and 

that idea stuck with me honestly […] I’m just trying to show you how these stereotypes 

work, and they affect what kind of image you have about certain people just from a 
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simple documentary […] it was just a documentary showing a series of facts or a series 

of things happening in a certain region, that doesn’t reflect the whole thing. 

(Dany, interview) 

In this extract, Dany confirmed what Sabrina said in the previous extract about the media as being 

a popular source of knowledge about other populations. However, media representation is not 

always reliable, they not only promote unrealistic and stereotypical representation of particular 

social and cultural groups, but also contribute to the construction and spread of particular grand 

narratives. To illustrate, Dany explained how a simple documentary he watched projected a 

particular reality about British youth. Although “that doesn’t reflect the whole thing” to quote 

Dany, but for some people this representation could become part of their knowledge about Britain, 

“a single story” (Adichie, 2009). 

 In some cases, participants uncritically consumed media contents as a mirror of the ‘truth’ 

about Britain or the West. This lack of criticality mainly caused by their absence of exposure to 

the outer world as will be discussed (see 6.4.), appears to have led the participants to blindly trust 

what is depicted on media, and consider it as shared meaning or knowledge. The following 

discusses how media representation of Muslims has influenced participants’ perceptions of 

themselves as a member of this community.  

6.3.2.2. Perceptions of Muslim in the West 

Alongside providing a source of (questionable) information about Britain and the West, 

participants claimed that media also provided a particular reality about Muslims. Their awareness 

of the (mis-) representation of this particular group to which they seem to feel part of, led the veiled 

participants to envisage Islamophobic attacks as a prominent expectation of life in Britain. During 

participant observation, Zara claimed: 

I saw many videos about veiled women being attacked because of hatred towards 

Islam. When I knew I was coming to Britain, I was really excited and happy, but I was 

also afraid of being attacked or insulted because I am a hidjabi 58girl […] Media spread 

this bad image about Muslim people, and everybody seems to believe. 

                                                
58 also ‘hidjab’ is the Arabic translation for veil. 
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 (Zara, fieldnotes) 

As discussed earlier (see 6.2.1.3.), many of the veiled participants expected some kind of Othering 

related to their veil because of the multiple Islamophobic attack towards Muslim they saw on 

media. Zara’s extract is self-explanatory and seems to indicate that her fear is understandable, any 

individuals in her situation would have had this fear of a potential Othering. Zara made reference 

to the “bad” media representation of Islam and Muslims. Like Zara, many participants seem to 

believe that media foster people’s negative perceptions of Muslims because of their 

misrepresentation. Seemingly, as Zara claimed, the depiction of Muslim on Western media is 

linked to a terminology of ‘terror’ fuelled with Islamophobic discourses, which, seem to have 

successfully framed the public’s thinking towards a negative perception of Muslims. Their 

awareness of the power of this established representation seems to have made the life of the veiled 

participants in the West complicated. 

 Some veiled participants seem to live in a relentless pressure to challenge those images and 

perceptions imposed on them. For instance, during a participant observation, Sally and I were 

about to cross the road, and there were no traffic lights. Before crossing, I remember, she looked 

at me and kindly asked if she could come to the other side so that when drivers see us, they would 

see me first, a non-veiled girl. She said:  

I do not want them to have a bad image of Muslims, although I know they already 

have. 

(fieldnotes, Sally) 

Like Sally, many veiled participants were really concerned about the way their actions affected 

Other’s perceptions of Muslims. I observed an engagement towards challenging the grand 

narrative about Muslims, as if they were ambassadors of Islam abroad.  

 Other participants also displayed their willingness to do some efforts to challenge the 

public’s opinion about Muslim and correct their stereotypical thinking. For instance, Sabrina 

claimed that she challenged the prejudiced opinion of her flatmate about the submission of Muslim 

women, she stated:  
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I was talking about the concept of marriage [..] I was saying that if you want to get 

married then you need to be convinced, they have the same thinking like you or at least 

you have certain emotions for them, and then the girl told me you really changed my 

view of Muslim women in general [...] because I have a different view of Muslim 

women being very much submissive, being very much obedient whereas you have a 

totally different image. 

(Sabrina, interview) 

Faced with the prejudices of people they encountered in Britain; the participants’ accounts appear 

to indicate their responsibility towards their community and their willingness to correct their 

encounters’ prejudiced thinking. For instance, Mina claimed that she had to clarify some 

stereotypes about the position of women in Algeria, and her right to work. Sofia also corrected a 

friend’s stereotypes about Algerian veiled women’s consent marriage age.  Participants seem to 

challenge those stereotypes by providing disconfirming information that belies and/or deconstruct 

the predominantly negative images of Muslim women as submissive, obedient, and oppressed. 

The following presents national education books of English as another sources of 

participants’ prejudiced thinking related to Britain and the West. 

6.3.3. National education books 

In addition to socialisation and media, the national education books seem also to have played 

an influential role in the construction of particular perceptions about Britain and the West. Eva 

stated that: 

In secondary school they used to teach us the American and the British culture […] 

For British, they always say that they don’t smile, English people are posh […] I think 

these are the only perceptions I got that time. 

 (Eva, interview) 

Like Eva, two other participants claimed that most of what they know about Britain came from 

books of English used in their national education system. The image Eva described of English 

people as “they don’t smile” is very stereotypical. Such a representation arguably strengthens 

stereotyping and promotes an essentialist view of culture. In addition, participants of this study 

and I share some similarities in the way our generation was brought up in a particular moment in 
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history. We went through the same education system and used the same national books of English 

language. Hence, Eva’s reference to secondary school books resonates with my own experience. 

Like her, I remember I had this particularly stereotypical perceptions of Britain: 

British people are the citizens of Britain; they are tall, white and blue-eyed. They are 

conservative. Big Ben, Queen Elizabeth, red phone boxes and hop-on hop-off buses 

were the image I had of Britain, and I certainly got it from schoolbooks of English 

classes. 

 (Research journal) 

This excerpt represents an instance of my own carried perceptions of Britain and the way I 

constructed them. What some participants said about their particular perception of Britain 

resonates with me because I also recall having had similar views which I can trace back to when I 

have first encountered English language in secondary school.  

Besides secondary schoolbooks, some participants like Maria mentioned their university 

courses, she said: 

I only knew some stuff that I learned from some course that we had at university when 

we studied a module called ‘civilisations and cultures’, so we had some courses about 

American Vs British Cultures. 

 (Maria, interview) 

Maria stated that she only knew a few things about Britain which were partly acquired from her 

university courses. Other participants did not make reference to their university courses, but only 

secondary books of English maybe because at tertiary level, they had already constructed an 

arguably fixed perceptions of Britain. What is, however, important to note in this extract is the 

way national education system, through the content of books and lessons, appears to have affected 

participants’ perceptions of a particular part of the world.  

6.4. “When you have never travelled, you believe” 

This subsection discusses the reasons that support participants’ uncritical trust and 

assimilation of particular media representations and common narratives in their society back home. 
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The main reason includes their absence of contact and exposure to other cultures because they 

appear to have never left their ‘native’ environment.  Dany stated: 

These stereotypes we get them all the time, and about so many countries, I know they 

are bad, but for example when you have never travelled to a country, or you don’t keep 

in touch with what’s happening in this country whether its politics or culture wise, so 

you tend to believe those stereotypes. 

 (Dany, interview) 

In some cases, when people have never left their parochial social environment, they tend to naively 

absorb all that is said around them. Dany claimed that he came from a small city, where the 

inhabitants knew each other and all what he learnt in his life was primarily constructed from his 

interaction with his social environment and the media. In addition, Dany asserted that because he 

has never travelled out of Algeria, he tended to believe what is said on media about other countries 

because it was the only means of information that connect him to the outer world. Similarly, most 

of the participants, naively believed media content, especially regarding Britain, because it was 

the only reality they were exposed to. In addition, Dany labelled stereotypes as “bad” because he 

is now conscious about the danger of reducing people to oversimplified traits. This was also the 

case for the majority of the participants whose carried perceptions of Britain, as discussed in this 

chapter, are a set of stereotypical and prejudiced views.  

Data analysis also revealed that these Algerian PhD students went through a process of 

perception change. In the course of this process, participants discovered that there is no “single 

story” (Adichie, 2009) about cultures, but multiple realities. Dany explained his own process of 

perception change, stating that: 

I have had a very simplistic idea about UK […] I think living in here really helped me 

learn how to deal with people and […]  how to avoid all the assumptions and the 

stereotypes and the prejudices […] you feel absolutely guilty if you approach any 

person with any sort of stereotype which will offend them which is a thing that we 

don’t want to do, so we learn this from real life. 

 (Dany, interview) 

Most of the participants claimed having gone through a process of perception change in which 

they questioned and re-examined their carried perceptions. In this extract, Dany described a kind 
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of evaluation process he went through in which he became more aware of the considerable gap 

that exists between representation and reality59. Dany seems to understand that reality is different 

from what he used to think, reality is more complex and experiencing real life situations taught 

him that stereotypes are kind of blocks that pull people apart because of their focus on the 

differences that exist between people rather than the commonalities, or the threads (Amadasi and 

Holliday, 2017). Although their brought-up perceptions seem to be filled with ideological 

assumptions and prejudices, participants’ developed perceptions seem to go through an ever-

changing process of reflexivity and criticality before being grasped, and this is thoroughly 

discussed in Chapter 8.    

Discussion summary 

This chapter offered a discussion on the extent to which participants’ expectations reflect their 

lived experiences. This section aims at recapitulating the major issues discussed in this chapter and 

answering the first research question: “What are a group of Algerian PhD students’ expectations 

of life in Britain, and to what extent do they reflect their lived experiences?”.  

Within the particular setting of the study, a prominent component of this ‘small culture’ 

journey to Britain is ‘the ideal West’ narrative carried with them from their upbringings. This 

narrative represents participants’ stories about how they imagine life in Britain as ideal considering 

it part of what they imagined to be the West. The ideal West’ narrative appears to be either based 

on, or related to how participants believed the West is superior to where they come from. It is a 

grand narrative because it does not represent reality, but it is rather an abstract product of their 

imagination; a “single story” (Adichie, 2009) based on their ideological perceptions of the West 

as a superior ‘world’. This idealisation appears to have affected many aspects of their life, 

including education, lifestyle and goods.  

In addition, participants’ accounts display a perpetual comparison between what they imagined 

to be Algerian and British ‘culture’ through essentialist and stereotypical ‘discourses of culture’ 

(Holliday, 2019). This perpetual comparison appears to have had an impact on the way they 

perceived the world as well as themselves. For instance, many participants displayed a self-

                                                
59 in the sense of lived experience and not absolute truth. 
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deprecation, and feelings of inferiority and deficiency when compared to Western individuals (see 

6.1.2.). This phenomenon highlights how ideological beliefs and positions, exerted through 

discourse, affect the participants’ identity. 

Data analysis indicates that participants expected so much from life in Britain that their real-

life experiences of living there were, for most of them, disappointing. One participant even 

compared his expectations to “a fairy tale” to express their unrealistic nature. Most of the 

participants imagined going to a better place where they would have many friends, have the best 

educational support, and see incredible landscapes. Although participants spoke positively about 

their journey in Britain, their experiences did not seem to match their expectations, they set the bar 

so high that their discontent was equally high. Speaking of her experience of British HE, Sally 

stated “I’m a little bit disappointed because I never knew that this is how things would work [...] 

but they are not as good as I thought they would be”. Because of her belief in the narrative of an 

ideal West, Sally and other participants expected so much from it. 

Despite their idealisation of the West and feeling of inferiority as non-Western individuals, 

participants’ perceptions of British people does not seem to be necessarily associated with positive 

attributes. This finding does not confirm Hiouani’s (2020) that participants’ stereotypical beliefs 

about Western individuals reinforces their idealisation of Western values and standards. 

Seemingly, the participants’ stereotypical perceptions of British people are more associated with 

nationality (i.e. British) rather than being Western individuals.  

Other carried perceptions include some participants, particularly veiled, fear of 

Islamophobia which resulted in a fear of being othered or rejected because of their religious dress. 

However, as data showed it, most of the veiled participants’ fear of rejection was imagined. And 

this was clearly displayed in Sabrina’s extract where she stated that “a British girl made the 

initiative to congregate together [...] this made me realise probably the problem was not really in 

British people or internationals but […] it’s being coward to take the initiative to get to know 

people”. Seemingly her prejudices about other people being Islamophobic acted as a block that 

hindered her socialisation process. This particular finding resonates with Holliday’s (2019) claim 

that where there is social awkwardness or communication problems, these have “concerned 

cultural ‘Othering’ and prejudice rather than foreignness per se” (p.165). 
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Despite their lack of exposure and experiences of life in Britain, participants seem to have 

developed quite strong perceptions of what they believe to be British ‘culture’. Data revealed that 

much of what these participants know about the outer world was acquired from three main sources, 

namely their socialisation process back home, media and their national education system. Most of 

the participants seem to have constructed their imagination of Britain in particular and of so-called 

Western countries primarily through society and their multiple socialisation processes. This 

finding supports Hiouani’s (2020) conclusion that her participants grew up being exposed to 

expressions that eulogised the West in different ways, and which appears to have influenced the 

way they perceived it.  

Seemingly, growing up hearing particular discourses, and observing particular behaviours 

implying the superiority and excellence of what they picture as Western countries appear to have 

led participants to not only construct a particularly positive image of these countries, but also 

expect much from them, and this is illustrated in Arezki’s interview extract discussed in Chapter 

6 (see page 164)60. Like my participants, I have also been exposed to similar West idealist 

discourses for as long as I can remember. One instance of my unconscious subscription to the West 

idealism is that “I used to go to a particular stores to buy my cosmetics because I knew I could 

find what we call ‘cabas61’ products”. The use of this particular term (i.e. cabas) implies that the 

products are genuine and come straight from a Western (usually European) country.  

Data also revealed that another source of the participants’ construction and maintenance of 

their beliefs about an ideal West is media. These latter seem to have strengthened their imagined 

perceptions of a superior West that they have primarily constructed from their socialisation 

processes. This finding supports the argument that Western hegemony is maintained through 

media imperialism by colonising people’s mind (Boyd-Barrett, 2015; Mavrinac, 2019; Tomlinson, 

2001). Participants naively bought into particular constructed grand narratives about the ‘West’ 

that it became “common-sense” (Gramsci, 1971) to them. Part of this naivety comes from their 

                                                
60 Especially when he stated, “I just blame the environment I grew up in that glorifies everything that is European or 

Western” (Arezki, interview). 
61 A French term which means travel bag. In some particular areas in Algeria, cabas refers to goods (beauty products, 

clothes, and shoes) that come straight from so-called Western countries (usually from Europe) carried in travel bags. 

People prefer them because they imagine they are better or more genuine because they come directly straight from the 

West. 
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upbringing and the fact that they have never left their parochial, ‘native’ environment, thus, never 

experienced alternative views. Because of their lack or absence of experience and exposure to 

countries other than theirs, most of the participants blindly assimilated media contents because as 

Dany said, “when you have never travelled to a country [...] you tend to believe”.  

Besides media and socialisation processes, another source of perceptions construction of 

British people are the national schoolbooks of English language. What some participants said 

about their particular perceptions of Britain, and of British people (see 6.2.2.) resonates with me 

because I also recall having had similar views which I can trace back to when I have first 

encountered English in secondary school. 

Nevertheless, participants’ lived experiences narratives proved that they became more 

aware of their ideological beliefs, and prejudiced perceptions. For instance, Dany became aware 

of his idealisation of the West when he referred to his expectations as “foolish”, or “fairy tale” (see 

page 150), or when Thiziri stated “I will not say OMG the fancy world, it’s just normal” (see page 

142). Other participants became aware of their prejudices, as Sabrina who stated that “a British 

girl made the initiative to congregate together [...] this made me realise probably the problem was 

not really in British people or internationals but […] it’s being coward to take the initiative to get 

to know people” (see page 162). Such discourses are evidence of how participants’ perceptions of 

the Self and Other changed thanks to their lived experiences in Britain. This means that direct 

exposure contributed to raising participants’ awareness towards their prejudiced assumptions, and 

ideological beliefs.   

In the following chapter, I dig deeper and dive into what is happening between the different 

layers of everyday life of the participants by discussing the challenges they faced, the strategies 

and coping mechanisms that helped them in their transition to Britain, and their perceptions of 

their ongoing journey in Britain. 
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Chapter 7: Adaptation to the Transition: experiential narratives of 

the Algerian PhD students’ study-abroad journey 

This second data chapter discusses the participants’ narratives of their adaptation journey 

to life in Britain. It further captures the authentic lived experiences of the participants by providing 

an in-depth and nuanced understanding of their journey through observed behaviors and negotiated 

lived experiences to which I had an insider’s view. Data analysis revealed that these participants 

had not only to adapt to their geographical transition to Britain, but also to their changing status of 

being doctorate students. In fact, being enrolled in a doctoral programme emerged as a crucial 

component of this study-abroad journey and appeared to overweigh the geographical 

displacement. It also proved to be replete with emotions, stress and personal hardship that 

participants had to cope with. However, data revealed that despite the downs the participants 

appear to have gone through, they seem fairly positive about their overall study-abroad experience. 

In this chapter, I start by discussing the potential challenges faced by the participants, 

which are divided into academic as well as social and personal challenges. Then, I present the 

strategies and coping mechanisms that have potentially helped them in their transitions; these 

mainly include sporting activities, friendships, and social media. Finally, I examine the 

participants’ assessment of their journey in Britain which, overall, appears to be fairly positive. 

7.1. Challenges affecting adaptation to the transition 

During their study-abroad journey, the Algerian doctorate students faced some challenges 

that seem to have affected their adaptation to the transition from their ‘home’ to ‘host’ 

environment. This transitional period is characterised by some academic, social as well as personal 

challenges discussed in the following subsections. 

7.1.1. Academic challenges 

Many of the participants – about ten - claimed that they faced challenges at the level of 

academia. These include the difficulty of coping with their changing role and area of expertise, 

their relationship with their supervisory team as well as coping with the emotions that accompany 
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the doctoral research. Data indicate that these challenges seem to be all related to undertaking a 

doctorate rather than being an international student or a “foreigner”.  

 “I’m doing a PhD like a research degree which is different”: role change 

Some participants claimed that one of the challenges they faced pertains to their changing 

status and the responsibilities accompanied with doing a doctorate. As PhD students, they took on 

new roles with new responsibilities and duties. Zack stated: 

If I compare that’s different because I’ve done BA and master’s where we just go to 

lectures and go to classrooms, somebody speaks about a subject and at the end of the 

trimester, there will be examination. But if you compared to here, I’m doing a PhD 

like a research degree which is different.  

(Zack, interview) 

Maria further explained: 

At first when I came here, I found it difficult, it took me almost one year to get used to 

how things are going, so I found difficulties with producing written work. At the 

beginning, I had difficulties also with deciding and grasping what I am working on, 

but gradually I started being used to that and I started now being very productive. 

(Maria, interview) 

In these extracts, Zack and Maria highlight the difference between the two roles of being a taught 

MA student and a research PhD student, “which is different” to quote Zack. As master’s students, 

they used to attend classes and sit for exams, and tended to depend a lot on the teachers’ courses. 

Whereas, becoming doctoral students involved being more dependent on themselves because the 

goal is not to pass exams and complete an assigned set of courses, but to produce work 

demonstrating original thought, based on independent study (Quality Assurance Agency, 2020) 

Most of the participants’ accounts indicate that their lack of experience and unfamiliarity 

with the particularities of doing a doctorate are among the most prominent challenges they faced. 

When they have first started their doctoral journey, like Maria, most of the participants appear to 

have “found it difficult”, it took them some time “to get used to how things are going” to quote 

Maria. They needed some time to adjust to their new role as well as responsibilities of being a 
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doctorate student. These include the difficulty of focusing one’s interest and “producing written 

work”. Data also revealed that most of the participants mentioned that writing a doctoral thesis 

proved to be more demanding than they expected it. However, after some time, participants 

mentioned that they have adjusted to the new academic environment and learned how to work 

within it. As Maria claimed, she needed some time to adjust and gradually she “started being used 

to” her role, and be “very productive”.  

 “The academic side was a bit challenging because it’s a very new field”  

Besides finding difficulties in taking in their role of a doctorate student, A few participants 

mentioned their changing area of expertise as another academic challenge. Sofia stated: 

The academic side was a bit challenging because it’s a very new field […]  and I had 

to grasp all the main bases and discussion in my field and get in the loop of the newest 

publications. In a way, I was overwhelmed by so many things that I had to know; that 

was very challenging. 

(Sofia, interview) 

Sofia studied at an Algerian university, and graduated in the field of Literature and Civilisation, 

but for her PhD thesis, she shifted to politics which, according to her, is “challenging” because she 

had not only to adjust to her role of a doctorate student, but also build a new background related 

to her new field of interest. Like Sofia, two other participants mentioned their challenge of 

undertaking a doctorate research in a new field and, at the same time, coping with their new role 

of being PhD students. 

 Supervisor-supervisee relationship  

Another noteworthy factor that characterises doctoral research is supervision. Some 

participants mentionned inadequate supervision as another challenge that hindered their transition. 

Thiziri stated:  

Concerning the supervisors, I believe that I’m not receiving sufficient guidance from 

my supervisor, when I meet him […] I should have with him one hour, but at the end 

I got only 20min and that really disappoints me […] I thought I will have a good 
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supervisor who guides me, who really appreciates what I’m doing […] I need 

feedback. 

 (Thiziri, interview) 

In this extract, Thiziri shares her feeling about her supervisor-supervisee relationship; she claims 

that she was “not receiving sufficient guidance” from her supervisor. For Thiziri, a good supervisor 

is the one who gives her constructive feedback, who appreciates her work, allocates her enough 

time during supervisory meetings to discuss her burdens.  

Similarly, during a participant observation, another participant expressed her bitterness and 

how the supervisor-supervisee relationship affected her self-confidence as a researcher: 

Zara received a call from her friend to discuss the issue of their supervisor, they are 

planning to meet with the head of the department to discuss this issue and try to find 

solutions […] she told me that at her university, they are just accepting students for 

money, and each supervisor has at least 7 supervisees, so they cannot focus on them, 

they are overloaded. 

(Zara, fieldnotes) 

During participant observation, I witnessed the extent to which Zara’s progress and well-being 

was affected by the carelessness and neglect of her supervisor. She was constantly thinking and 

worried because she claimed that her supervisor rarely read her work, he did not provide her with 

enough guidance and feedback, she felt lost. Although Zara seemed to be aware that the doctorate 

is an independent work to which she was the only person in charge, she expected a minimum 

guidance.  

In addition, Zara’s statements that universities accepted doctorate students for money, 

especially when there are high-fee-paying international students, and that “each supervisor has at 

least 7 supervisees” raise an interesting point, that of the neoliberal nature of her university. As 

discussed in Chapter 4, there was a reconfiguration of British University towards a business-like 

institutions. This shift seems to have affected the participants’ well-being through the lack of 

supervision. This relates to Beasy et al. (2019) conclusion that many PhD students perceived their 

doctoral studies as a “a dehumanising experience” (p.9) because of the “impersonal and rigid” 

(ibid) support provided by their supervisors.  
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 Moreover, such inadequate supervisions seem to have negatively affected the participants’ 

satisfaction with British HE. Seemingly, the doctorate experience as seen by Zara and Thiziri is 

characterised by a false advertising that occurs within a neoliberal landscape which places value 

on economic imperatives over quality of service and candidate experience. This dissatisfaction 

with their supervisory team appear to have contributed to deconstruct some participants’ imagined 

excellence of British education which, in turn, seems to have challenged their overall idealistic 

perceptions of the West.  

Besides, the supervisor-supervisee relationship appeared as a contributory factor to the 

well-being of doctoral student. Sofia, shared her opinion: 

I like the relationship that goes between the supervisor and the students and how they 

are very informal because they know how this journey is difficult to students, so they 

would like to help with whatever possible whether emotional support or whatever. 

 (Sofia, interview) 

As Sofia mentioned, the work of supervisors is beyond providing academic guidance, they also 

offer emotional support to doctorate students “because they know how this journey is difficult to 

students”. In addition, data also revealed that participants’ regularity and intensity of (adequate) 

supervisory meetings appear to be essential to their progress (Ploner, 2011). Whereas, inadequate 

supervision appeared to negatively affect their well-being, which seems to be the case for Thiziri 

and Zara.  

Sofia’s extract resonates with my own experience of being a doctorate candidate. I 

remember one day I went to my supervisory meeting, I felt negatively about myself and very guilty 

because I felt I was not working enough. I started complaining to my supervisor, he then found the 

right words to make me feel better, he complimented me for the good work that I completed, and 

motivated me for the remaining things that I needed to work on. I think the supervisor’s role is 

beyond being an academic guide, he also embraces the role of a personal counsellor who cheers 

you up when you feel really bad. Therefore, I agree with Salmon (1992) that supervision can 

sometimes be a “therapy” (p.90) where the supervisor provides emotional support to the candidate. 

As will be discussed in the next subsection, the doctoral journey is accompanied with an emotional 

luggage; thus, being inadequately supervised may make the journey even more difficult. 
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 Doctorate-related emotions    

One of the most unexpected findings of this research is the weight the doctorate had in the 

participants’ study-abroad journey. Their adaptation to their transition to Britain appeared to have 

been mostly affected by the myriad of emotions and tribulations accompanied with the doctorate. 

This subsection discusses participants’ experiences as well as feelings involved in engaging in a 

doctoral research. I am not only using the participants’ experiential accounts, but also my first-

hand experience of being a PhD student in Britain, a way to relate to or dissociate from their 

experience(s).  

“It’s a struggle with being confident and being doubtful” 

Undertaking a doctorate appeared to be accompanied with a plethora of emotions. 

According to the participants, embarking on a doctorate was a rather demanding process which is 

accompanied with mixed feelings of excitement and doubt. Dany stated: 

I think a PhD is like this chaos and by the end it will come to order, but I have always 

this idea, and if the order doesn’t come, and you’re not capable of getting out of that 

chaos, it’s a very scary idea. At the same time, I’m like, so many people could do it, 

you can do it and get very confident, it’s a struggle with being confident and being 

doubtful. It’s a very tricky thing to do.  

(Dany, interview) 

Embarking on a doctorate journey appeared to be emotionally difficult to the participants. Most of 

them mentionned the unstable nature of the doctorate-related emotions characterised with “a 

struggle with being confident and being doubtful” to quote Dany. However, what seems to keep 

the participants motivated is their awareness that the “chaos” would eventually “come to order”, 

and the final outcome (i.e. the title of a doctor) would be worth the struggle. In addition, drawing 

on my own experience, I also perceived my doctoral journey as this instable tide, which was in 

constant rise and fall, there are days where I feel motivated, productive and capable of anything, 

while there are others where I feel down, doubtful and fed up. This relates with the mixed feelings 

that are generated by the doctorate (e.g. Chapman Hoult, 2009; Stone, 2018) where there are 

moments of excitement, of joy and insight, but also many moments of anxiety, doubt, and despair. 
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During participant observation, I noticed that all the doctoral I spoke to students – 

regardless of their provenance - were constantly complaining about their PhD and about being 

always busy and not productive enough. There seems to be an established consensus particular to 

PhD students which describes instances that each student seems able to identify with. There are a 

number of discourses surrounding the doctorate experience, many of which are posted on various 

websites and Facebook pages (see for instance www.phdcomics.com, or Shit PhD Students Say). 

Some show pictures of people before and after doing a PhD, and others talk about the doctorate 

thesis between expectations and reality (see appendix 12). I noticed that some participants were 

sharing them on their Facebook accounts62. What is important to notice here is the commonness 

that exists between these students who share the same circumstance of being PhD students. 

Coming from a particular part of the world, having some religious or ideological beliefs, or having 

a particular physical appearance do not matter, all what matters seem to be related to embarking 

in the same journey, and being able to anchor63 (Beasy et al., 2019) or relate to one another.  

“I got anaemic, I’ve lost some weight, I lost the will to socialise” 

Besides their affecting participants’ psychological health, a few participants mentioned that 

undertaking a doctorate also affected their physical health. Sofia stated:  

I can name you different things. I got anaemic, I’ve lost some weight, I lost the will to 

socialise, so no social life and I don’t like to cook now most of my diet is chocolate. I 

guess the most important one is being in stress, very positive things from this PhD 

journey so far, hopefully will turn for the better in the future. 

(Sofia, interview) 

During their doctoral journey, a few participants experienced extreme cases of depression like 

described by Sofia, these included mainly mental and physical health issues. During the interview, 

she stated that she went through a rough period during her first year of the doctorate and this 

appears to have left in her negative emotional scares. As one can notice, Sofia’s statement “very 

positive things from this PhD” is sarcastic, and this may be a way of hiding or minimising the 

                                                
62 noticed during participant observation. 
63 anchoring is deployed by Beasy et al. (2019) to articulate the participants’ search for points of reference in the 

doctoral journey to locate their experience. 

http://www.phdcomics.com/
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relatively negative outcomes she listed. I cannot really relate to Sofia’s view, but I admit having 

gone through a rough period during my first year of the doctorate, where I had some psychological 

health issues. I thought I was very sick and needed to urgently return to Algeria for two weeks, but 

it was nothing, but a paranoia caused by the stress I developed during my doctoral research. 

Additionally, as mentioned by Sofia, undertaking the doctorate seems to have affected 

participants’ social interaction. Because of the long hours they spent working on their research, 

the participants appeared to not have much time to socialise. This lack of interaction may have, in 

turn, increased their feeling of isolation and loneliness associated with being far from home, 

discussed in the next section. 

As discussed in this section, the participants’ accounts indicate that all the negative feelings 

that were related to the PhD seem to be caused by the stress that emerged from it. However, besides 

these academic challenges, the participants seem to have faced challenges of another nature. The 

following sections discusses the most prominent social and personal issues the participants claimed 

they have experienced. 

7.1.2. Social and personal challenges 

In addition to facing academic issues related to undertaking a doctorate research, the 

participants’ accounts indicate that they faced other challenges related to the social and personal 

aspects of their life. I chose to merge the social and personal challenges in one section because I 

believe they are intertwined and for reasons of consistency64.  

7.1.2.1. Missing Family 

Data analysis revealed that being away from their family affected the participants in multiple 

ways and to various extents. For these Algerian doctorate students, family appears to be a very 

important component of their life. Eight participants reported that living away from their family 

is, by far, the most difficult challenge they faced during their transition to Britain. Sally stated: 

                                                
64 consistency in the length of the section when compared to the previous section Academic Challenges. 
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I think that the most challenging thing is having to live without your family. 

(Sally, interview) 

Most of the participants acknowledged the importance of their family, and how difficult their 

experience abroad was without it. During participant observation, I noticed that all the students 

contacted their family members, especially their mothers at least once a day, Sally, however, 

phoned her family at least five times a day, and she was really worried when they did not pick up, 

or did not reply to her texts. I, myself, cannot spend a day without contacting my mom. I have 

already discussed in the methodology section (see 5.2.5.4.), how talking to her during my data 

collection process helped me overcome some challenges related to data collection process. 

Along the same lines, Danny stated: 

One very important thing is the family relation that we have. For me, family is very 

very very very important, I can’t stress enough! 

 (Dany, interview)   

In this extract, Dany repeats the word ‘very’ many times to emphasise the importance of the 

relationship he has with his family. Therefore, being away from it is very challenging to him. Like 

Dany, most of the participants asserted being very close to their family members, and being away 

from them impacted largely on their study-abroad journey. Being away from home and family 

involved missing important family events such as weddings and births, but also the loss of a family 

member, Maria stated: 

I lost my father, that was the most challenging thing. 

(Maria, interview) 

When you are very close to your family, losing one member may be very difficult to accept and 

surmount. I remember during the interview, Maria cried after talking about the death of her dear 

father while she was in Britain. It was the saddest and most touching moment of my data collection 

process. Here is an extract from my fieldnotes: 
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Maria started crying, I did not know what to do. I, first, asked her if she wanted to stop 

the interview, she said no, let’s carry on. I felt so bad, sad and sorry […] I tried to 

comfort her. 

(Maria, fieldnotes) 

At that moment Maria started crying, I felt powerless, I knew whatever I would tell her, I would 

never be able to comfort her, especially she was abroad while her father passed away. Maria have 

not seen him for months, and when she left him some months ago, she never thought that it would 

be the last time she would see her father. Losing one’s parents might be the most painful experience 

one can experience, but losing them while being abroad appeared to hurt more. Besides adapting 

to the transition of coming to Britain for her PhD, Maria had also to adapt to another transition, 

that of losing her father while being abroad, miles away from her family.  

 Data also revealed that the participants’ separation from their family and friends generated 

some feelings of anxiety and loneliness, and these feelings had tendency to increase with the 

participants’ lack of socialisation. The following subsection discusses loneliness as another 

challenge of studying abroad. 

7.1.2.2. “The most challenging thing is getting used to that feeling of loneliness” 

Loneliness was cited by some participants as another prominent challenge they faced during 

their study-abroad journey, and which appeared to be related to the lack of socialisation. Sofia 

stated: 

The most challenging thing is getting used to that feeling of loneliness. Because of the 

constraints of doing a PhD can have on your life, you don’t have much freedom to be 

socially engaged as much as you want to.  

(Sofia, interview) 

When coming to study in Britain, these Algerian PhD students left their family, friends and social 

life. While some participants found it easy to socialise and make friends, others found it quite 

difficult. In her extract, Sofia claimed that because of her doctoral research, she did not find enough 

time to socialise. This statement suggests that the loneliness felt by the participants appeared to be 

partly related to their lack of social interaction. On this matter, Sabrina stated: 



186 

 

I, usually, don’t have spare time to be honest. My schedule is very strict, I start my 

study at around 9 and then I finish at around 6, then I need to prepare my dinner […] 

I sometimes, regret the fact that I am always enclosed in my study office, always doing 

research whereas I wanted to integrate more into society, so I don’t feel really satisfied 

in this side because I spend 8 hours studying per day, this prevents me from socialising.  

(Sabrina, interview)  

Participants’ accounts indicate that undertaking a doctorate took a large place in their life. Most of 

them claimed that they did not have enough time to socialise with people because of their 

doctorate. Seemingly, they were busy studying and working on their thesis, respecting deadlines 

and also developing their academic selves. Like Sofia and Sabrina, other participants had very 

strict study schedules and did not allocate time to social activities.  

Participants appeared to have given priority to their academic life at the expense of their 

social one. Sabrina seems aware of it and appears to have regretted her choice. However, I guess 

that it is not late for Sabrina, she still has one year ahead before the completion of her thesis to 

fulfil this desire of socialising. Who knows? may be today she fulfilled this desire and does not 

feel lonely anymore. What is important to notice here is that the feeling of loneliness associated 

with a lack of socialisation appeared to be caused by the participants themselves not doing enough 

efforts or being too prejudiced to approach and interact with others (see 6.2.3). 

During the data collection process, I observed many lifestyles, and I noticed that 

participants organised their life differently. Some chose to keep a balance between their social and 

academic life (see 7.2.1.). While, others preferred to focus on their doctorate only. However, there 

were some participants who did not really have an active social life, but seemed glad about it. They 

did not feel the need to evaluate their journey abroad in terms of an imagined ideal consensus 

developed by the Centre West claiming that international students’ experience abroad is successful 

when they have managed to have many friends, and have assimilated the ‘host’ country’s features.  

7.1.2.3. “I don’t have friends who are British or international students” 

When it comes to the social aspect of their study-abroad journey, some participants claimed 

that they faced some difficulties befriending students other than their fellow Algerian colleagues, 

or what some participants referred to as ‘British’ and ‘international’ students. Zara stated: 
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Most of my friends are Algerians, I don’t have friends who are British or international 

students, I don’t have such kind of friends because I don’t really socialise much […] 

when it comes to British people, I don’t feel I don’t think they like to socialise 

especially with strangers […] so I avoid having contact with people because of being 

afraid to be rejected […] I hope that I have friends from either other nationalities or 

British people, but it’s really difficult to have them.  

(Zara, interview) 

In this extract, Zara shares her inability of approaching local and other international students by 

fear of being rejected. Her statement British students “not liking to socialise with strangers” seems 

to be the reason why she and other participants believed in the difficulty of approaching them. 

However, as discussed in the previous chapter, most of the participants’ carried perceptions of 

British people appeared to be a set of prejudices and stereotypes which affected their socialisation 

(6.2.3.). In addition, Zara’s scepticism and fear might have appeared in her behaviour and other 

people might, in turn, have assumed that she was the one who is difficult to approach.  

Many of the participants’ statements about their lack of interaction with ‘local’ or other 

international students indicate their prejudiced thinking. This imagined barrier in some 

participants’ minds appears to be the reason why they experienced some challenges to socialise. 

However, data indicate that there might be another reason why the participants did not put much 

effort into socialising with people other than Algerians. Thiziri stated: 

There is a big community here in [name of the city], if I were in another city, I would 

be obliged to do other things for example, engage with British people. I will push 

myself because here I feel there are Algerian students, so no need to have other friends. 

 (Thiziri, interview) 

The availability of a large community of Algerians in particular universities seems to be another 

factor that prevented participants from approaching ‘local’ or other international students.  Most 

of the participants opted for socialising with other Algerian students with whom they claimed to 

share many aspects of their identity. In addition, as their accounts indicate, the participants were 

very busy studying, therefore, instead of putting much effort into socialising, they seemed to have 

chosen the easiest way to fulfil their social needs, and reduce their feeling of loneliness. Moreover, 
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as Thiziri claimed, if she were in a city where there were not so many Algerian around, she would 

probably have put more efforts into approaching other people. 

During participant observation, I had many interesting informal conversations in which some 

participants shared their feelings about socialisation. Dany stated: 

Because of the PhD, sometimes, you don’t want to talk to other people because you’re 

not in the mood, and to be honest, I became a little bit anti-social. But sometimes I 

need this kind of social interaction in my life, so I just talk to other Algerian colleagues 

I meet in the library […] because I don’t have to make much effort to socialise. They 

are there, we have so many things in common, and it does the work. 

(Fieldnotes, Dany) 

This extract identifies the availability of other Algerian PhD students as a potential factor that 

prevented some participants from socialising with other people. Like Dany, many participant 

mentioned that they, most of the time, were “not in the mood”, or lost their will to socialise because 

of all the emotions generated from being away from home and undertaking a doctoral research. 

However, as social creatures, sometimes, participants felt the need to talk to other people, so the 

availability of co-national colleagues in the area appeared to be the best option for socialising.  

In addition, participants’ accounts indicate that they were not looking for friends, but for 

moments of friendship. Thus, for practicality purposes, they appeared to find it more convenient 

to socialise with other Algerian students. Moreover, most of the participants who only befriended 

co-national students seem to find their friendship highly beneficial in reducing loneliness and 

receiving emotional support, As Dany stated, “it does the work”. Nevertheless, data also revealed 

that befriending co-national students may sometimes engender some negative effects. 

7.1.2.4. Co-national friendships: conformity pressure  

A common complaint about co-national friendship is the participants’ feeling of a kind of 

pressure to conform to some imagined Algerian social norms. Eva stated: 

Others don’t care about your traditions, or they don’t care about these stuff, they just 

care about yourself as a respectful person and this is what they are looking for, they 

don’t care about your religion or…but when I compare to my Algerian, colleagues 
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they always, I mean my experience, my point of view. Algerians, here, they always 

look at this aspect of religion, so they relate everything to religion. 

(Eva, interview) 

In this study, conformity pressure encompasses the participants’ feeling of pressure and 

judgements from the part of their co-national colleagues. This finding relates to Brown (2009) who 

reported that students manifested a resentment of conformity pressure that led them to withdraw 

from the co-national group. Some participants like Eva appear to be annoyed with some Algerian 

students’ comments about the way she lives and dresses. In addition, Eva claims that, compared 

to other students, her Algerian colleagues use religious comments too much. She feels some 

pressure to conform to what is expected from her based on their constructed Algerian social norms 

in order to fit into other Algerians’ expectations of how an Algerian should behave. All these are 

social constructs and Eva chooses to go beyond these social constructs and live her life however 

she wants. 

As stated in the socio-historical background of Algeria (see 1.5.), religion plays a 

significant role in the construction of some of the values of Algerian society. As Bouherar (2020) 

states, religion permeates Algeria in every aspect of life that it is almost impossible to separate 

culture and religion. Hence, having lived all their life in Algeria, the participants of this study were 

brought up in a particular way, embracing a particular religion and particular cultural and social 

norms. When they came to Britain, they carried this socio-cultural upbringings with them, full of 

morals, norms and values, which people tend to buy into because it is part of their national identity. 

When they came to Britain, some participants let some of their upbringings go away, while others 

stuck to it, and perceived what around them as the norm everywhere. Thus, all the behaviour that 

did not conform with their upbringings’ norms was perceived as strange. 

In addition, some participants also mentioned that their Algerian colleagues attached 

negative connotations to particular behaviours, such as going to pubs, partying and hanging out 

with people who drink alcohol. Therefore, to avoid any misunderstandings or conflicts, they 

preferred hanging out with people from other nationalities who, according to them, were not as 

judgmental. Because of such peer pressure and judgments, as will be discussed in 7.1.2.4., 

participants like Eva chose to befriend multinational friends with whom they appeared to feel more 
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freedom to be themselves. Nevertheless, this did not prevent them from having a few Algerian 

friends who shared their respect for others’ freedom. 

Another challenge that participants experienced appear to be related to social awkwardness 

discussed in the following subsection. 

7.1.2.5. “When my behaviour doesn’t fit”: social awkwardness 

Some participants mentioned social awkwardness as a potential challenge in their transition 

to Britain. Through their immersion in a new cultural environment, all the participants experienced 

some sort of unfamiliarity with British practices and particularities. In other words, while 

transitioning to life in Britain, participants’ accounts indicate that they faced some communication 

issues related to their lack of knowledge of certain British social norms and cultural references. 

Although they did not face any language barriers, they appeared to have faced some 

communication awkwardness. The following extract is rather long, I chose to keep the statements 

in their context of production so as not to lose the sense of wholeness which, I believe, allows to 

capture the way in which some participants challenged the assimilationist theory on international 

students’ adaptation. Dany stated: 

I think in here we try hard to communicate […] In Algeria, we share so many things 

with our neighbour, with our friends […] all these things help communication go 

smoother, you don’t feel it really unless it’s missing which is here […] For example, 

I’ve been once with 3 English boys, and we went to a pub and there was music and 

each song that comes on they would ask me do you know this song and I was like no, 

I didn’t recognise any of the songs, but they grew up with these songs, but at the same 

time would I expect them to know all the songs that I grew up with? Of course, not 

[…] At that time, I was a bit embarrassed, but when I think about it now, I shouldn’t 

have been, it’s normal if I didn’t recognise the songs, I came from a different place, I 

didn’t grow up with them. This is just an example to say even when my behaviour 

doesn’t fit or doesn’t go as smooth […] it’s no one’s fault, it’s just how people work 

and how they should understand that we’re different […] they are not very important 

as long as the communication is meaningful, meaning is there, people understanding 

what you’re saying and you understanding what they say. 

 (Dany, interview) 

In this long excerpt, Dany provides an example in which he faced some communication issues 

related to his lack of knowledge of some references particular to being brought up in a different 
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socio-historical environment than the boys he encountered. What is interesting about Dany’s 

extract is his awareness of his ability to communicate with people even though he did not share 

their cultural references. What appears to be important in such a cross-cultural interaction is 

Dany’s ability to communicate and covey his message to those boys. While he did not share the 

same cultural reference of “songs they grew up with”, he appears to share the meaning or the form 

of this cultural practice of having been also a child who was brought up with particular songs. This 

shared meaning seems for Dany, the most important thing while communicating with others. 

At the beginning of their study abroad journey, some participants perceived their lack of 

knowledge or unfamiliarity with some cultural references and practices related to British society 

as a liability. As Dany stated it, “at that time, I was a bit embarrassed”. However, after some time 

spent in Britain, their accounts indicate that their unfamiliarity with certain British cultural 

practices was no longer perceived as a problem, but rather “normal” because they “came from a 

different place” to quote Dany. Here, Dany did not seek to learn about those English boys’ 

childhood songs, but believed in his ability to communicate and convey his idea without 

assimilating British customs and practices. As Dany said, “it’s no one’s fault, it’s just how people 

work and how they should understand that we’re different”.  This statement resonates with 

Ecochard and Fotheringham’s (2017) who wonder why international students are blamed for not 

being familiar with (what is constructed as) ‘British culture’. They believe that it would be 

unrealistic to expect them to arrive to Britain with the pre-existing knowledge of cultural norms 

and idioms similar to a ‘native’ inhabitant. 

Participants of this study came from a particular place, with particular personal trajectories, 

cultural resources and practices and most of their background knowledge about Britain, as 

discussed in Chapter 6, appear to be built upon popular stereotypes. Therefore, not getting other 

people’s reference to their childhood, or something particular to their personal upbringing is 

neither a shame nor a failure. In some cases, not getting a cultural joke or not knowing some 

references particular to the context of the speaker can be normal, what matters instead is as Dany 
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said, “people understanding what you’re saying and you understanding what they say”. For that, 

finding threads65 and not focusing on blocks66 seemed to foster communication with the ‘Other’. 

The question of cultural practices67 and their narratives proved to be what distinguished 

people from one another. Like Dany, other participants understood that people are the product of 

their social environment, so the way some things are done in a particular social context appeared 

to be different from the way it is done in another context. These practices do not necessarily require 

people to come from different countries. The ways of doing things may differ from the family next 

door, the neighbouring community, village or city. In the case of the participants, some of the 

reasons that caused their social awkwardness appeared to be the blocks in forms of prejudices and 

Centre grand narratives about the ‘Other’ that complicated their communication. However, some 

time after transitioning to Britain, many participants, like Dany, they appeared to have become 

aware of their prejudiced thinking and tried to search for threads and dissolve the mental 

boundaries that set them apart rather than pull them together. 

Data revealed that despite the numerous challenges participants claimed they faced, they 

appear to have managed to find some strategies and mechanisms that helped them with their 

transition to Britain. 

7.2. Strategies helping to cope with the transition 

Although this particular group of Algerian PhD students faced many challenges while 

living in Britain, their accounts appeared to indicate that they found ways to get over them or to 

cope with them, at least to some extent. This section discusses the coping strategies and sources of 

support that appear to have aided participants to cope with the transition to Britain as well as manage 

the stress generated by the doctorate. 

Data revealed that one of the most challenging instances experienced by the participants 

appear to be related to their lack of socialisation due to either their prejudices or their lack of 

                                                
65 Threads are resonances we create to connect with others. They need to be DeCentred to avoid being blocks. 
66 Blocks are resonances we create that relate to Centre narratives and discourses that construct boundaries between 

ourselves and others (from Holliday and Amadasi, 2020, p.8).  
67 cultural practices shared and established ways of doing things. 
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engagement. The following discusses the way creating a balance between the academic and social 

life helped some participants cope with their changing role and transition.   

7.2.1. “It’s just impossible to carry on this way just studying and no life”: find a balance 

Most of the participants claim not being able to participate in social activities as much as 

they wanted to because of their research responsibilities and commitments. As previously 

discussed in 7.1.2.2., although they wished to spend more time socialising, most of the participants 

had tendency to prioritise their academic life. Nevertheless, some of them have displayed their 

need for social interaction. Their accounts indicate that they needed some extracurricular activities 

outside the doctorate. Eva stated: 

In the beginning, I didn’t socialise, I tried my best to focus on my studies because it’s 

PhD, it’s not something easy, so I preferred to study so hard in the beginning […]  I 

stayed like 4 months studying too hard, I didn’t socialise with others. I had kitchen 

mates, but I didn’t socialise with them because I didn’t have time. Then, I was like no, 

it’s not what I wanted, this is not life, it’s just impossible to carry on this way just 

studying and no life no social life, and then I just decided to do more organisation in 

my life and then I created a new lifestyle. 

(Eva, interview) 

As discussed earlier, participants’ accounts indicate that undertaking a doctorate took a large place 

in their life, and that they have given priority to their academic life at the expense of socialisation. 

In the above extract, Eva explained the way she changed her daily routine in order to create a 

balance between her social and academic life. When she had first come to Britain, Eva’s extract 

indicates that she did not see the purpose of socialising with other people because she had so much 

work to do for her doctorate, but with time, she could no longer endure being committed to only 

the doctorate without taking some time off. As she said, “this is not life, it’s just impossible to 

carry on this way just studying and no life no social life”. Thus, she decided to change her daily 

routine, and include more time for herself and her well-being. As a doctoral student, I do share 

Eva’s opinion. Sometimes, we need some time for leisure or to rest our mind, it is depressing to 

think about the doctorate 24/7.  
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Most of the participants’ accounts indicate that they are caught between working hard for 

their research and making the best of their experience abroad by socialising with other people, 

visiting places and enjoying their life. Therefore, most of the participants seem to have made 

efforts from time to time, to get away from their research to do other non-PhD-related activities. 

For that, creating a balanced routine between social, personal and academic activities appeared to 

be an efficient coping strategy. Eva seems to have managed to create a balanced life. Here is an 

extract from the fieldnotes:  

Today is the weekend, a sacred day for Eva because during the weekend she puts her 

studies aside, and enjoys her free time to sleep in, go out and hang out with friends. 

(Eva, fieldnotes) 

During participant observation, I noticed how important extracurricular activities were to Eva. She 

appeared to have managed to be both socially and academically active thanks to her organised 

agenda; she organised her schedule so that she could have time for herself as well as her doctorate. 

During weekdays, she studied and went to the gym with some friends, and during weekends, she 

enjoyed her free time to eating out and visiting places. I was impressed by the way she managed 

her life. Certainly, not all the students have the same lifestyle arrangements or preferences as Eva, 

but having a kind of routine and organisation appears to be helpful in maintaining a balanced life.  

Besides working hard for their doctorate, the participants’ accounts indicate that well-being 

activities and self-care appear to be of a vital importance to their transition to Britain as well as 

their doctoral journey. Zack stated: 

I try to have fun while doing this [doctorate abroad] either doing my training session 

at the gym, running or studying all day. I know for sure at the end of the experience 

doing a PhD will a very good result. 

(Zack, interview) 

Extracurricular activities appeared to be very important in the participants’ overall well-being and 

resilience. Here, these latter appear to be related to mental health and ability to resist or recover 

from tough transitions which seemed vital to the participants’ study-abroad journey. This was 

displayed in Zack’s optimism and confidence while performing his daily activities. In fact, by 
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stating “I know for sure at the end of the experience doing a PhD will a very good result”, Zack 

appears to be pretty confident about the positive outcomes of his doctoral journey abroad because 

of his multiple activities that seem to positively affect his well-being.  One of the extracurricular 

activities that appears to contribute to the participants’ well-being is sporting activities, discussed 

in the next subsection.  

7.2.2. “I need a lot of other activities that go along with studying”: sporting activities 

As previously discussed, participants acknowledged their need of extracurricular activities 

alongside their academic ones. Some participants appear to have found in sports activities an 

efficient shelter for hardship. Zack stated: 

I need a lot of other activities that go along with studying. I started running, about two 

years ago, and with that I kind of developed some sort of inner motivation. 

 (Zack, interview) 

Emily also stated: 

I go to the gym regularly because I want to release stress, I want to meet people, I need 

to talk, I need to see some fun, I need to see things different from academia. 

(Emily, interview) 

According to the participants, being a doctorate student appears to be difficult because of the 

constant feelings of anxiety, guilt and the long hours spending working on their thesis. Seemingly, 

they found in sports activities an efficient strategy to “release stress”, and “develop some sort of 

inner motivation”, to quote Emily and Zack respectively. Participants’ accounts indicate that the 

gym came at the top of the most popular sporting activities; six out of thirteen participants 

identified the gym as a good stress reliever.  

Besides being a suitable strategy to release the stress accumulated during the day, the gym 

appears also to be a good way to socialise and “meet people” to quote Emily. In this matter, Arezki 

claimed: 
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Other PhD students are always asking the same questions about studies and books, and 

when I ask them to do stuff, they say no, they just want to go home and rest. So, I 

prefer to hang out with guys in the gym […] They, sometimes, go for trips like 

canoeing and I really enjoy it. 

 (Arezki, fieldnotes) 

For some participants, the gym became a venue that enabled them to socialise with people and 

escape from the sphere of academia. During participant observation, Arezki told me that he did 

not like hanging out with his PhD colleagues because they were non-stop talking about studies. 

Sometimes, he needed to unplug and disconnect from academia and the doctorate, and meet people 

with whom he would share activities and conversations related to fields other than the doctorate. I 

spent seven days shadowing Arezki, and I was impressed by his motivation to work out six days a 

week. Thus, for a better recreation, they appeared to favour the gym and consider it as a better 

place to meet people and free their minds. The following discusses friendship as another coping 

mechanism.  

7.2.3. Friendships 

In addition to the factors discussed above, developing some social relationships appears to 

be a valuable source of support in this study-abroad journey. Data revealed that participants’ 

friendship patterns comprehend primarily co-nationals (individuals from one’s own country), and 

multi-nationals (individuals from other countries).  

7.2.3.1. Co-national friends 

The most prominent friendship pattern is co-national friends; nine out of the thirteen 

participants found it easier to socialise with other Algerian PhD students with whom they claimed 

to share many aspects of identity be it nationality, language, cultural practices, or being a doctorate 

student abroad. Sally stated:  

About my social life, I have Algerian friends and I think that’s what helped me with 

you know moving here and everything […] there are many Algerian people here, you 

know not many of them are my friends. 

 (Sally, interview) 
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This extract identified co-national friendship as an important factor in facilitating their transition 

to Britain. Sally pointed out the importance of having Algerian friends around her in minimising 

homesickness68. This co-national friendship seems to provide some emotional support and a sense 

of belonging to some participants. Like Sally, most of the participants appear to have a relatively 

similar pattern of friendship; that is, befriending other Algerian PhD colleagues who are available 

in the area where they live 

Despite the availability of a large number of Algerian students in some British universities, 

not all the Algerian PhD students necessarily connect with each other, as Sally claimed, “not many 

of them are my friends”. This reality refutes the essentialist view that students from the same 

‘culture’ are quite the same, so they are more likely going to hang out together. On the contrary, 

these participants maintain that it is not the case, it is not because they are Algerians that they have 

necessarily to get along. Some participants stated that they had more in common with people from 

other nationalities than with their Algerian mates. 

Regarding the role of co-national friendship, during participant observation, Zara shared 

some of her thoughts: 

Zara told me that she liked celebrating national and religious festivities with other 

Algerians because they understand their meaning, and they get to eat traditional food, 

play games, go away from studies and more importantly, she feels a sense of belonging 

somewhere. As she said, “we are going through the same situation”.  

(Zara, fieldnotes) 

Seemingly, befriending co-nationals appear to have some advantages in preserving the 

participants’ cultural and national identity, and appreciating the feeling of belonging to a particular 

group, which seemed to be a noteworthy feeling when living abroad. Additionally, as already 

discussed, the participants underwent some tough moments as a consequence of undertaking a 

doctorate abroad. Therefore, experiencing pleasant moments with their Algerian friends, “eat 

traditional food, play games” and “go away from studies” appear to be priceless. Co- national 

friendship appears to provide some kind of emotional support for the participants. Coming from 

the same country provided a kind of feeling home, especially during the national and religious 

                                                
68 Or what participants of this research referred to as missing family or missing home. 
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celebrations when the feeling of homesickness was at its highest. For instance, Zara stated that she 

liked celebrating national and religious festivities (e.g. Eid69) with other Algerians because they 

understand their meaning, and more importantly, she feels a sense of belonging somewhere. As 

she said, “we are going through the same situation” whether when talking about the PhD process 

or homesickness. 

Although the most common friendship pattern is co-national friendship, some participants 

mentioned having friends from other nationalities.  

7.2.3.2. Multi-national friends 

It is important to note that we usually tend to be essentialist and think that students from 

the same ‘culture’ are quite the same, so they are more likely going to hang out together, but some 

participants of this study chose to hang out with multi-national friends claiming that they could 

not relate to other Algerians. In fact, four out of the thirteen participants indicate that they preferred 

befriending people from other nationalities rather than Algerians. Fatima stated: 

I think when I came here, the first people that I found easy-going are Indians. I have a 

lot of Indian friends […] So, for my social life, I think I am quite enjoying my life 

here, going to the pubs with your friends, travelling. I do travel a lot with my friends 

[…] to be honest, I don’t have many friends from my country because they judge. 

(Fatima, interview) 

In this extract, Fatima claims that she bonded with Indians (as she referred to them) and could 

relate to this particular group in terms of mindset and personality. She describes them as easy-

going people which appeared to meet the requirements upon which she selects her friends. Here, 

Fatima’s phrase “Indian friends” may appear essentialist, but here, I am interested in her friendship 

pattern rather than her perceptions of people.  

                                                
69 There are two Eid: Eid al-Fitr (or ‘Festival of Breaking the Fast’) is a religious holiday celebrated 

by Muslims worldwide that marks the end of the one-month-long fasting of Ramadan. Eid al-Adha (or ‘Feast of the 

Sacrifice’) involves slaughtering an animal and sharing the meat in three equal parts – family, relatives and friends, 

and poor people. It honours the willingness of Ibrahim (Abraham) to sacrifice his son Ismail (Ishmael) as an act of 

obedience to God’s command. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religious_holiday
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Muslim
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ramadan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abraham_in_Islam
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_sacrifice
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ishmael_in_Islam
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/God_in_Islam
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Besides, I sense a kind of fear of peer pressure, especially when Fatima claims, “to be 

honest, I don’t have many friends from my country because they judge”. This particular statement 

appears to be related to the sentiment of conformity pressure described by some participants 

(7.1.2.4.) which encompasses the participants’ feeling of pressure and judgements from the part of 

their co-national colleagues. Fatima mentions going to pubs, which I think could be perceived as 

a socially inappropriate behaviour according to some imagined and established Algerian social 

norms. Therefore, by avoiding hanging out with her co-national colleagues, Fatima was may be 

trying to avoid their judgements. Hence, in order to live the life that she wanted and do whatever 

she liked without feeling judged or criticised, Fatima simply chose not to befriend her co-national 

colleagues.  

While some participants like Fatima preferred befriending multi-nationals because of 

conformity pressure felt with co-national friends, other participants appear to have found it easier 

to meet people from other nationalities thanks to the places they frequented. Zack stated: 

It’s good to say that I’m in students’ accommodation. It’s quite big with 200 students 

living in the same building with a social room downstairs, shared kitchen, so I meet a 

lot of people in here when I say a lot it’s quite a lot because most people come here for 

a semester like 6 months here and other people come, so every time new people show 

up. I made a lot of friends in here, at uni, at gym because these are the places I go. 

Sometimes, we go for dinner, we go for drinks, we go activities like hiking, camping 

road trips, that’s quite my social life. 

(Zack, interview) 

For some participants like Zack, their accommodations, and the particular places they frequented 

appear to have facilitated their social interactions. During participant observation, I noticed that 

some participants lived in accommodations where they shared some common areas with other 

international and/or local students. As Zack stated, he made many friends thanks to the 

particularities of his accommodation. Seemingly, accommodation appear to have played a role in 

enabling the participants to socialise with others. 

While some students complained about not having enough social interaction, others appear 

to have found more opportunities of social interaction. Besides accommodation, Zack mentions 

university and the gym as other places that potentially helped him socialise and have multi-national 
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friends. In addition, participants’ accounts indicate that they have different particular 

circumstances in which they live. Like Zack, Eva seems also to have benefitted from living in an 

accommodation that aided her to befriend multi-nationals. During participant observation, I 

noticed that Eva and her kitchen mates usually meet during weekends. They either go out, play 

games, or simply chat around a cup of tea. 

Either by choice or by chance, multi-national friends appear to play a role of recreation 

buddies, people with whom the Algerian doctoral students like trying new things, which they might 

not dare to do with their Algerian mates by fear of being judged or socially pressured about some 

behaviours that might be perceived as inappropriate according to some imagined social norms. 

7.2.4. “I like to hear that other students are missing home”: being able to relate to one’s 

situation  

Data revealed that being able to relate to one’s situation - not only as internationals who are 

away from home, but also as doctorate students who struggle with their thesis - appeared to be an 

important feeling to participants of this study. The following is an excerpt from my fieldnotes, 

Zara stated: 

This may sound bad, but sometimes, I like to hear that other students are missing home, 

are feeling down or they are not okay. This provides me some relief, and I tell myself: 

Oh, you’re not the only one, other people are also paranoid and are concerned about 

their health and stuff. 

 (Zara, fieldnotes) 

Seemingly, being able to relate to one’s situation appear to be important in reducing the intensity 

of Zara’s torments. Knowing that she is not the only one going through some tough moments 

appears to reassure her, and make her feel better. What is, however, important to notice here is that 

Zara did not make reference to nationality, she only mentioned students. The commonness that 

exists between these students and Zara appears to be related to being a student away from their 

families who are complaining about their studies. In this context, coming from a particular part of 

the world, having some religious or ideological beliefs, or having a particular physical appearance 



201 

 

appears to be irrelevant; all what matters to Zara seems being able to anchor70 or relate to one 

another. 

In addition, data also revealed that being able to relate to one’s situation playes a role in 

rising the participants’ awareness towards the doctoral journey. During a participant observation, 

I attended a meeting where many doctoral students and supervisors gathered together, and students 

shared instances of their research journey. I observed the way students were attentively listening 

to each other’s accounts. Seemingly, dialogues with others provided participants a sense of 

reassurance and moral support. 

 Realising that they are not the only ones struggling with their thesis, who are missing their 

family or who are experiencing tough instances, appear to comfort some participants and release 

them from further redundant worries. In addition, participants appear to have benefitted from the 

support, advice, and guidance provided by advanced students throughout their doctorate. In turn, 

they also offered support to students in the earlier years of their programs. This is what Baker and 

Pifer (2011) refer to as “family tree effect”, whereby knowledge extends beyond the most 

immediate dyadic relationship or exchange. I think this helped the participants in learning some 

tips and techniques to overcome some potential subsequent issues and resolve some problems they 

would eventually face. 

This resonates with my own experience. Reflecting back on my data collection, I think that 

the interaction I had with my participants was very relevant to me as an international doctoral 

student. I had not only collected data for my research but also learnt many other things. Although 

there were some things that I already knew either about research or about living abroad, but hearing 

actual experiences kind of helped me become more aware. I also got to learn tips and techniques 

to overcome some potential issues. Additionally, hearing some personal stories, the ups and downs 

participants went through made me realise that all the uncertainty, stress and lassitude appear to 

be ordinary emotions that any doctoral student experiences. The following discusses social media 

as another coping mechanism. 

                                                
70 anchoring is deployed by Beasy et al. (2019) to articulate the participants’ search for points of reference in the 

doctoral journey to locate their experience. 
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7.2.5. Social media 

 Social media appear to be an important component of the study-abroad experience. Data 

analysis indicates that participants used social media in a variety of ways to help them adjust to 

living in Britain. Whether for keeping in touch with their family and friends, for making new 

friends abroad, or for entertaining oneself, the use of social media had proven to have many 

functions. This finding supports Hall and Sivakumaran’s claim (2014) which indicates that 

international students use social media in a variety of ways to help them adjust to living in a foreign 

country during their study abroad experience. 

7.2.5.1. Keep in touch with family  

For most of the participants, traveling to Britain appeared to be their very first experience 

away from home and away from family and friends. Certainly, there were some who had already 

experienced university accommodation before, but still, they would go home every weekend or 

during the holidays. For the majority of participants, social media emerged as essential to their 

journey abroad experience. Sofia highlights the importance of talking to her mother, she stated: 

I talk to my mom every day because I cannot see a day without me speaking to my 

mom, it’s brutally essential for me to live here because I’m very close to my family, 

and that’s the only way that keeps me staying here. 

(Sofia, interview) 

As discussed earlier (see 7.1.2.1.), family appears to be extremely important to all the participants 

of this study, and social media seem to be the most efficient way of keeping contact with them and 

receiving their moral support. In the above extract, Sofia stresses on the importance of frequent 

contact with her family, especially her mother. Through her statement “it’s brutally essential”, 

Sofia displays her necessity of keeping in touch with her mother in withstanding her study-abroad 

experience. Being miles away from her mother, appears to have dramatically affected Sofia. 

 Like Sofia, other participants mentioned the need to keep contact with their family 

members through social media applications. In this scenario, social media appear to be an effective 

strategy in helping the participants’ cope with their transition to Britain, and seem to have 
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positively impacted on their journey abroad. Regarding the frequency of contact with their family, 

it varied from one participant to another. I observed a participant who talked to her mother at least 

five times a day, while others talked to their family members from one to three times a week. 

Apparently, this depended on the participants’ needs, their availability and, Internet coverage. 

7.2.5.2. Socialisation 

Besides staying in touch with their families, participants’ accounts indicate that they used 

social media such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram to keep contact with their friends left in 

Algeria, make new friends while in Britain, and stay in touch with their new friends once they 

went back home. The following is an extract from the fieldnotes: 

Eva kept in touch with her friends back home and her former flatmates on Facebook 

and Instagram, each evening before sleeping she scrolls through pictures on Instagram. 

She likes or comments their photos, asks about them, and about their life after going 

back to their home country […] She is planning a trip to visit her former flatmate who 

invited her to Ireland. 

(Eva, fieldnotes) 

Data revealed that social media are being used with increasing frequency by the participants, and 

hold the potential to support them in social connections and relationships during their study-abroad 

journey. The above extract shows another function of social media in the study-abroad experience, 

which is keeping in touch with friends, either back home or in other countries. Thanks to social 

media, Eva seems to have managed to keep in touch with some of her multi-national friends even 

after they left Britain. A good example is being invited by her former flatmate to visit her country. 

Even when they are thousands of miles away, participants appear to have found ways to preserve 

their friendships. 

Besides, as previously discussed, doing a PhD appeared to be a lonely journey. While, some 

participants found time and ways to socialise, others appeared to have found social media 

platforms a suitable way for socialisation. Sabrina stated: 

I, usually, don’t have spare time to be honest. My schedule is very strict [...] then 

the thing that I do is to go to social media because the feeling of loneliness pushes me  
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to go to social media where I can find some friends to talk to. 

 (Sabrina, interview) 

Sabrina appears to have found in social media a kind of shelter that helped her withstand her feeling 

of loneliness. As previously mentioned in 7.1.2.2., Sabrina seems to be the kind of student who 

prioritised her studies at the expense of her social life, which pushed her to feel lonely and sought 

some virtual social interaction. Although using social media appears to have a positive impact on 

reducing some participants’ feeling of loneliness, I think that it had also negatively impacted on 

some participants’ efforts towards approaching others through face-to-face interaction.  

7.2.5.3. Entertainment and tutoring 

In addition to chatting, the participants also used social media as an entertainment and 

learning tool. Here are some notes of participant observation: 

Zara took a break, and she is now scrolling on Instagram. She told me that she likes it 

because it entertains her […] she follows many influencers, and I saw how she likes 

watching their Instagram stories […] She also watches YouTube tutorials that explain 

theories, methodologies and other stuff related to the PhD. 

(Zara, fieldnotes) 

Zara and two other participants mentionned using social media for entertainment. During 

participant observation, I also noticed a participant watching Turkish series she used to watch back 

home. In addition, YouTube appears to a popular medium for tutorial videos that help participants 

understand some theories related to their research works. Moreover, Instagram seems to be popular 

among the participants because it allows them to follow influencers’ accounts, be they specialised 

in makeup, sports, or fashion. Each participant seems to find their cup of tea. For instance, Arezki 

adopted a new diet when he started weightlifting, and to learn more about weightlifting in terms 

of lifestyle, he follows Instagram accounts of weightlifting influencer. He claims that he got to 

know many people who are experts in this sports, and he learnt many tips, recipes and pieces of 

advice relevant to weightlifting. The following discuses university resources and staff as another 

source of participants’ support. 
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7.2.6. University resources and support services 

All the participants of this study indicated that they found university resources and staff 

very helpful. The various services their universities offer appeared to have contributed to the 

support and well-being of these Algerian doctoral students. The availability of resources that 

fulfilled their academic needs came at the forefront. Dany claimed: 

Academically, the environment here is very helpful and supportive for you to be more 

successful, we have resources, the library which is very well-equipped and research 

friendly which helps you be more productive.  

(Dany, interview)  

Dany seems to think that being in a “supportive” and “research-friendly” environment helped him 

be more motivated and productive. For participants of this study, the availability of resources 

(computers, and library) appears to have played a fundamental role in their academic success, 

which in turn, appears to have positively impacted on their academic transition. In fact, as 

discussed (see page 148), the lack of resources in most Algerian universities appears to have 

hampered student success and negatively affected their motivation. 

Besides the availability of means and equipment suitable for research, some participants 

mentionned the support services provided by university staff. Zara stated: 

Concerning challenges […] if you have a problem, university administration will help 

you. I think that they really solve problems rapidly, they don’t keep you waiting. They 

just ensure you that it’s ok, it’s fine, it’s not a problem.                                     

(Zara, interview) 

Along the same lines, Mina stated: 

The staff members are really helpful, they are understanding, they provide constant 

guidance. 

(Mina, interview) 
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Zara and Mina appear to have had a positive experience with their university staff and support 

services. Their statements indicate the role of university support services in providing guidance, 

and assistance to students. Zara’s statement “they just ensure you that it’s ok, it’s fine, it’s not a 

problem” seems to indicate the extent to which her university staff was helpful in assisting her 

with her problem.  Like Zara and Mina, other participants mentionned the role of their university 

services in assisting them with some of their issues, be they academic, social, or personal. Some 

of the adjectives used by the participants to describe their university support services include: 

“friendly staff”, “kind”, “efficient”, and “helpful”. Seemingly, university services and support 

appeared to have played an active role in facilitating both the participants’ transition to Britain as 

well as their doctoral journey. 

7.3. “I think I’m satisfied with what I’m doing”: Algerian doctorate students’ 

assessment of their ongoing journey in Britain 

Data revealed that despite the ups and downs participants appear to have gone through, 

they seem fairly positive about their overall study-abroad experience. When I asked participants if 

they wished their journey were different, most of them seem satisfied with what they had 

accomplished thus far, and claim that the particular instances they experienced – be they positive 

or negative – contributed to the construction of who they became (Hall, 1996). Mina stated: 

I’m satisfied with my experience so far […] PhD gave me lots of opportunities to learn 

more and to explore new horizons. 

(Mina, interview) 

Along the same lines, Dany stated: 

I think I’m satisfied with what I’m doing and the way I’m doing it […] what you see 

now as not good for you or as not your ideal situation or ideal lifestyle, you’ll discover 

later that it’s good and it took you to a place. 

(Dany, interview) 

Similarly, Emily stated: 
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I’m quite satisfied about the journey that I’m having now because every single day I’m 

experiencing different things and I’m learning from them, so I can consider this 

experience as a very good lifelong experience that made the person I am now. 

(Emily, interview) 

In the above extracts, participants general impression regarding their journey appear to be 

“satisfaction”. Although participants’ journey in Britain did not go the way they expected or 

imagined it, they still perceived it as a positive experience. As Dany stated: “what you see now as 

not good for you or as not your ideal situation, you’ll discover later that it’s good and it took you 

to a place”. What is important to notice in the participants’ review and assessment of their journeys 

is that they did not make reference to the challenges they faced, or the disappointment they felt 

because their experienced reality did not meet their expectations, but they looked at the outcomes 

of their journey (thoroughly discussed in the next chapter). In fact, all the participants seemed to 

be quite satisfied with their journey that far because the sum of positive outcomes appear to have 

overtaken the negative ones.  

In addition, the participants’ accounts reflect another reality within which transition appear 

more complex than usually described. According to the established Centre West ‘assimilationist’ 

approach towards international students’ transition, these participants’ transition to Britain might 

have been perceived as unsuccessful because it did not tick all the boxes of the typical ‘successful’ 

transition within which international students are falsely expected to ‘integrate’ into society, have 

many ‘local’ friends, and have assimilated the ‘host’ country’s features. On the contrary, 

participants of this study proved to have agency, and appear to assess their journey according to 

their own standards, and not according to some established Centre systematic standards. This 

particular view is at the core of deCentering the grand narrative associated with how international 

students’ transitions should be. Moreover, the participants appear to have managed to navigate 

change and be themselves, in Britain, in their own terms. As an apparent matter of fact, there were 

some participants who did not socialise with many internationals or local students but, overall, 

they appear to be “satisfied” with what they have accomplished, and this seems the most important 

outcome to them.  
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As far as adaptation to transition is concerned, it seems to be related to creating a ‘new’ 

life routine related to the ‘new’ environment regardless of where it is located. Dany stated: 

You need time to adjust and to get used to things, to establish new routines and after a 

while that becomes your routine and becomes your comfort zone and you just go back 

to normal.  

(Dany, interview) 

In this extract, Dany spoke of adjustment as making some changes in order to achieve a desired 

fit, not integrating to the host environment’s features, but based on his own needs and preferences. 

As one can notice, when talking about his transition to Britain, Dany did not make any references 

to ‘culture’ or to his inability or failure to adapt to the transition because of an inherent cultural 

disadvantage or deficit.  

In addition, data revealed that the participants seem to have managed their geographic 

transition to Britain. They appeared to have gone through a period of identifying some of their 

needs and challenges, then came up with potential solutions or coping strategies in order to fulfil 

their needs and overcome the identified challenges. This did not necessarily mean that it was a 

straightforward process, but time seems to be the key. As Dany said, he needed some “time to 

adjust and to get used to things”, “establish a new routine” to which he got used to and became his 

“comfort zone” in which he seems to experience familiarity as he did with his ‘home’ environment. 

Like Dany, other participants also indicated that they adapted to their transition from Algeria to 

Britain, at different paces though. 

Participants of this study proved to be resilient or have developed resilience during this 

journey abroad which appeared to have maximised their chances of adapting to the transition. 

What is also important to notice is the participants’ subsequent identity shift, mainly displayed 

through their awareness of their West idealist beliefs, and prejudiced thinking. Therefore, they 

tried to adjust to the actual environment in which they lived, not as imagined, but as experienced. 

This reality challenges the “deficit model” and the established narrative claiming that international 

students’ difficulty to adapt to life in the ‘host’ environment is due to their lack of the necessary 

skills related to that ‘new’ (usually ‘Western’) environment’s social, cultural and academic 

experiences.  
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Discussion summary 

This chapter has attempted to present a detailed picture of a ‘small culture’ of Algerian 

doctorate students’ transition from Algeria to Britain. It shed light on the particular factors 

involved in this life-changing journey from an emic perspective. This section aims at recapitulating 

the major issues discussed in this chapter and answering the second research question: “What are 

the factors that influenced (aided or hindered) the participants’ transition to Britain?”.  

One prominent finding suggests that participants’ study-abroad journey is composed of 

two major transitions: a geographical and a role transition. While geographical transition is 

related to the physical displacement or a kind of “cultural travel” (Holliday, 2016) that consists of 

leaving their ‘home’ country and fly miles away to Britain, role transition entails participants 

taking on a new role of becoming independent doctorate researchers. Data revealed that 

participants seem to have managed their geographical transition to Britain, though at different 

paces. They appear to have gone through a period of identifying some of their needs and 

challenges, then came up with potential solutions or coping strategies in order to fulfil their needs 

and overcome the identified challenges. This did not necessarily mean that it was a straightforward 

process, but time seems to be the key. As Dany said, he needed some “time to adjust and to get 

used to things”, “establish a new routine” to which he got used to and became his “comfort zone” 

wherein he could experience familiarity. However, adapting to their role transition appears to have 

taken more time.  

One of the most unexpected findings of this research, and which contributes to the new 

knowledge this thesis offers is the importance of the doctorate in the participants’ study-abroad 

journey. This study suggests that being a so-labelled international student did not affect 

participants as being doctorate students did. As data revealed, participants seem to have come to 

terms with being internationals. They seem to have found ways to cope with this status – although 

differently – mostly thanks to some coping mechanism presented in this chapter. Participants 

showed that they cannot be defined by their national badge. Before everything else, they are 

doctorate students with a multi-faceted identity that goes beyond being nationals of a particular 

country. This finding offers a new perspective for looking at international doctoral students beyond 

their provenance, and which helps deconstructing the grand narratives linked with international 

students’ transitions.  
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In trying to cope with their transitions and overcome the challenges they faced, family 

appeared, for many participants, an essential factor in their transition abroad. Family support was 

mainly provided, virtually, via social media which bridged the geographical gap and enabled 

participants to keep in touch with members of their family and friends left in Algeria. One of the 

participants (Sofia) even mentioned that talking to her mother at least once a day was “brutally 

essential” to live in Britain, and that it was the only reason that kept her staying in Britain. This 

supports other research findings (e.g. Oppedal and Idsoe, 2015; Cano et al., 2016; Ghodbane, 

2020) on the importance of family support in reducing levels of stress and anxiety while living 

abroad by providing emotional support when it is needed. 

Another effective factor in coping with their transition is friendship networks which appear 

to have helped participants enhancing their psychological state and mitigating homesickness and 

other difficulties associated with life abroad; a finding similar to many studies (e.g. Rui and Wang, 

2015; Sullivan and Kashubeck-West, 2015; Zhou and Cole, 2016). Data analysis indicates that the 

most prominent friendship pattern is co-national friendship. Coming from the same country 

provided a kind of feeling home, especially during the national and religious celebrations when 

the feeling of homesickness was at its highest. Another reason for choosing co-national friendship 

is participants’ fear of discrimination or rejection which, as discussed in Chapter 6, was imagined 

and ideologically driven. This relates to Montgomery (2010) and William and Johnson’s (2011) 

finding that international students often have difficulties befriending local students which is likely 

due to their prejudicial attitudes. 

However, some participants avoided befriending co-nationals because of the feeling of 

conformity pressure. This latter encompasses participants’ feeling pressured and judged about the 

way they live and/or dress. This finding relates to Brown (2009) who reported that students 

manifested a resentment of conformity pressure that led them to withdraw from the co-national 

group. Nevertheless, in this study, there was not a complete withdrawal from co-national groups, 

but rather from particular co-national peers with whom participants did not feel at ease to be 

themselves. Participants displayed a need to interact with co-national friends (at least one) because 

they seem to provide some kind of emotional support related to living a similar situation of being 

sponsored Algerian doctorate students abroad. This does not mean that it is a homogenous group 
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because they came from the same country, but rather despite their diversity, they share similarities 

that appear to bring them closer. 

Other participants preferred multi-national friendships; this includes befriending so-

labelled ‘host’ or ‘local’ students and/or students from other nationalities. A few participants 

(about four) have deliberately chosen to befriend multi-nationals either to avoid conformity 

pressure felt with some co-national peers, or desiring to know people from other backgrounds, 

which was a common expectation of their study-abroad journey. Other participants fortuitously 

made friend with multi-national friends because of the lack of Algerian co-national peers in their 

area, or due to their particular accommodation circumstances. As observed during shadowing, 

some participants live in accommodations where they share some common areas with other 

students, and this appears to have played a prominent role in enabling them to socialise with multi-

national students. As Zack stated, “my accommodation is quite big with 200 students living in the 

same building with a social room downstairs, shared kitchen, so this helped me meet a lot of 

people”. 

Participants’ narratives presented in this chapter highlight the complexity of doctorate 

students’ life. Participants perceived the doctorate as an everyday struggle to cope with the ongoing 

stress caused by enrolling in doctoral research. Data suggests that undertaking the doctorate is 

characterised by a feeling of loneliness caused by the long hours they spend working on their 

research projects, an inherent stress associated with study-life conflicts, and pressures of timely 

completion. For most of the participants, being full-time doctorate students interweaves through 

their everyday life which seem to have affected their wellbeing. This finding confirms Beasy et 

al.’s (2019) that the PhD students’ wellbeing is considerably affected by their doctorate. Data 

analysis revealed that once participants had allocated some free time away from their academic 

life, they tended to favour sporting activities, mainly the gym. They seem to have found them 

efficient not only to get away from the academic life and the thesis, but also to release their 

accumulated stress. As Emily said, “I go to the gym regularly because I want to release stress, I 

want to meet people, I need to talk, I need to see things different from academia”.  

 Besides the gym and other sporting activities, another as much popular as effective coping 

mechanism are social media. Data showed that social media were increasingly being used by 

participants, though at varied rates. They seem to hold the potential to support participants in 
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preserving their relationships and connections with family and friends left in Algeria, make new 

friendships and socialise while abroad, or entertain oneself. For instance, participants who found 

difficulties socialising face-to-face appear to have found social media as a good strategy that 

helped them socialise virtually, as Sabrina stated, “the feeling of loneliness pushes me to go to 

social media where I can find some friends to talk to”. This finding supports Hall and 

Sivakumaran’s (2014) which indicates that international students use social media in a variety of 

ways to help them adjust to living in a foreign country during their study abroad experience. 

An interesting point that I noticed is the participants’ absence of reference to university 

emotional support. This may mean that family and friendship networks (alongside other coping 

mechanisms discussed below) have provided participants with the support needed for the 

transition. Nonetheless, many participants mentioned university academic support claiming that 

their supervisors and university staff were helpful in offering guidance and assistance on ways to 

fix academic-related issues. Seemingly, university services and support appear to have contributed 

more to helping participants adapting to their role transition rather than their geographical one. 

Regarding the assessment of participants’ transition to Britain, in line with previous research 

(e.g. Gould, 2018; Nada et al., 2018; Saubert, 2014), participants of this study also demonstrated a 

positive attitude towards their transition despite the numerous challenges they claimed they 

encountered. Most of the participants seem to be satisfied with their journey that far because the 

sum of positive outcomes appears to have overtaken the negative ones. When I asked participants 

if they wished their journey were different, most of them seem pleased with what they have 

accomplished, and claimed that the particular instances they experienced – be they positive or 

negative – contributed to the construction of who they became. As Dany claimed, “I think I’m 

satisfied with what I’m doing and the way I’m doing it” and “what you see now as not good for 

you or as not your ideal situation or ideal lifestyle, you’ll discover later that it’s good and it took 

you to a place”.  Additionally, these students seem to be resilient, self-directed and capable of 

making their educational experience engaging and rewarding. 

Findings of this study provide another reality about the so-labelled international students’ 

transitions which supports the repudiation of any thoughts about an eventual ‘culture shock’, and 

viewing cultural difference as a liability. Participants’ accounts reflect a reality within which 

transitioning to Britain appears less dramatic than usually described by the assimilationist 
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literature71. There is an established consensus developed by the Centre West claiming that 

international students’ experience abroad is successful when they have managed to integrate into 

society, have many ‘local’ friends, and have assimilated the ‘host’ country’s features. As 

previously discussed in Chapter 4, this model of integration to an imagined homogenous cultural 

group is perceived as neo-racist and essentialist72. Based on the assimilationist conditions to 

international students’ successful adaptation, these participants’ transition to Britain might have 

been perceived as unsuccessful because it did not tick all the boxes of the typical ‘successful’ 

transition within which international students are falsely expected to ‘integrate’ into society, have 

many ‘local’ friends, and have assimilated the ‘host’ country’s cultural features. 

However, participants in this study seem to not think in those terms. They seem to take a 

deCentred position towards their journey and have other criteria rather than integration. They 

proved that they have agency, and seem to be able to make their own choices and not follow some 

Centre grand narratives about international students’ integration. They appear to assess their 

journey according to their own standards, and not conforming to some established Centre West 

criteria. Although this journey abroad did not go the way they expected or imagined it, it is still 

perceived as positive and successful experience. 

The following discusses the way these Algerian doctorate students negotiated their identity 

or facets of it while studying in Britain. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
71 and critiqued in this thesis’ literature review. 
72

 derived from a notion of travel from one bounded large culture to another (Holliday and Amadasi, 2020, p.32) 
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Chapter 8: Identity Formation and Studying Abroad: a journey of 

becoming 

In this last data chapter, I offer an insight into how the Algerian doctorate students 

negotiated their identity or facets of it while studying in Britain. As thoroughly discussed in the 

two previous chapters, living abroad seems to have changed the way participants perceived 

themselves and the world around them. Data showed that they have multifaceted identities thanks 

to their rich cultural, ethnic, religious, and linguistic diversity which make them interesting but 

equally difficult to pin down.   

Data analysis revealed that participants’ identity is in constant shift and movement, and this 

accumulated self, resulting from an overlapping negotiation of a brought-up and developed self – 

located in ‘home’ and ‘host’ environment respectively - allows the construction of a hybrid identity. 

Through their day-to-day interactions within British environment - including their encounters in 

both their social and academic settings - participants seem to constantly mediate their present-day 

sense of self and their accumulated past and a constructed self, ready to face what awaits them in 

the future. Additionally, their accounts indicated that, when they have first arrived in Britain, they 

felt a kind of unfamiliarity with their ‘host’ environment. But after some time, they managed to 

familiarise themselves and adapt. This familiarity implies a continuous process of learning some 

particular practices and practicalities related to the participants’ particular ‘host’ environment.  

In this chapter, I discuss the participants’ evaluations of themselves while in Britain. Data 

analysis suggests that studying abroad and being away from some family and social pressures 

appear to have enabled participants to perceive themselves and the world around them differently. 

After that, I discuss the way participants re-discovered themselves through their contact with the 

Other. Participants’ accounts indicate that interacting with other people from different 

backgrounds appear to have impacted on their identity construction, particularly on their 

perceptions of themselves and their sense of belonging. Then, I present some participants’ 

narratives of identity change and outcomes of studying abroad. Data revealed that undertaking 

their doctorate in Britain enabled the participants to develop a wide range of skills and perceptions. 

Not only have they proven to be self-reliant and autonomous, but also confident about their 
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choices. Finally, I explore the way participants negotiated the multiple facets of their identity in 

the multiple spaces they occupied.  

8.1. Self-evaluation in the ‘West’ 

In this section, I discuss participants’ evaluations of themselves while in the so-called West. 

Once transitioned to Britain, the Algerian doctoral students appear to have gone through a process 

of self-evaluation and discovery of themselves as an outcome of their interaction with British 

society, as part of the West. In addition, data also suggests that studying abroad and being away 

from some family and social pressures appear to have enabled participants to perceive themselves 

and the world around them differently. Either because of being driven by powerful beliefs in an 

allegedly more liberal West, or because of being away from their native environments, 

participants’ accounts indicate that they enjoyed more freedom of being themselves in Britain.  

8.1.1. “Travelling gave me another perspective of life” 

Participants of this study claim that travelling away from home and social locality influenced 

their way of looking at themselves and others. I think that it reflects well the idea of perception 

change that most of the participants mentioned as a result of their study-abroad journey. Eva stated: 

In Algeria, I was not that open as now. In Algeria, I was like in a hole, now I can see 

this, but in Algeria I couldn’t notice. I was in a hole, not living there, everything was 

nice, but travelling gave me another perspective of life […] when I came here, I met 

people with different religions, different beliefs and I changed my mind. I went through 

a deep reflection concerning these personal choices. 

 (Eva, interview) 

Like Eva, many participants expressed statements related to the process of perception change as a 

result of travelling away from their localities. Here, perceptions seem to comprise all the beliefs 

views and attitudes participants used to have about themselves and others. For instance, the 

prejudices they had about British people, discussed in (see 6.2.2.). As Eva stated, through her 

interaction with the Other, she appeared to have broadened her knowledge and developed a more 

global view of what surrounds her.  
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In addition, claiming that she was “like in a hole” may sound negative and suggest that Eva 

was oppressed, but her statement “not living there, everything was nice” cancelled this suggestion. 

What she seems to mean is that her thinking was limited because of having never left her locality. 

All she knew about the world appears to be related to what she learnt from her local environment 

where she shared many aspects of life with other members, including religion, language, the 

education system and social norms. Thus, leaving her locality, coming to Britain, and meeting 

“people with different religions, different beliefs” as she said, appear to have led Eva assess her 

background knowledge and question some of her brought-up beliefs as a consequence of multiple 

social interactions she had in her host environment. That is, when getting out of her “hole”, as she 

said, and started learning about other religions, other people, and other cultural and social realities, 

Eva discovered more diversity and more perspectives of looking at the world. This perceptions 

change appears to be related to leaving one native environment rather than being in the so-called 

West. 

However, many participants associated their perception changer to being in the so-called 

West. Their accounts indicate that they claimed they found more freedom in Britain. While, they 

demonised where they came from, claiming that they felt socially pressured and lacked freedom, 

discussed in the next sections. 

8.1.2. “He has changed because he’s in the UK is not good in Algeria” 

Most participants of this study acknowledged that they have changed in many aspects. This 

change appears to encompass their way of thinking, dressing and/or speaking. However, changing 

appears to be negatively perceived in their upbringing environment. Dany stated: 

The idea he has changed because he’s in the UK is not good in Algeria, it has a very 

negative connotation. People don’t understand that change is a normal process, change 

is growing. But in Algeria they say you went to the UK; you’re becoming more 

Western. Although I have always wanted to dress like this […] it’s just here I had the 

freedom and courage to do it, and then when I went back to Algeria, I kind of had 

comments, but I was very confident about the choices that I made or the things that I 

do on a daily basis. This is who I am, just the idea of change they don’t accept it, but 

I’m satisfied. 

 (Dany, interview) 
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Like Dany, many other participants mentionned the stigma attached to change in their home 

environments. For instance, when participants went back to their country for holidays, they appear 

to have received some judgemental comments about their ‘new’ look or outlook, accusing them of 

“becoming Western”, to quote Dany. On the contrary, participants’ claim that they perceive change 

as a “normal process” which has a rather positive connotation because it represents growth and 

development of the self rather than the denial or refutation of one’s upbringing and origins. In 

addition, Dany claims that he had always wanted to dress in a particular way, but coming to Britain 

appears to have given him “the freedom and courage” needed to be who he wanted to be. Dany 

adds that he could not dress the way he wanted when he was in Algeria because of fear judgement. 

This argument was widely used by all the participants. A constructed fear that appeared to be 

caused by some (imagined) social norms and peer pressure that dictated the standards of clothing 

in his particular social context.  

Through my several conversations with other students, I think this argument may resonate 

with every university students who left their particular socio-cultural environment and moved to 

another environment, where they felt a new sense of freedom away from their parents, friends, 

neighbours, and their conformity pressure. This argument resonates with some participants’ 

preference to befriend multi-nationals because of conformity pressure felt with co-national 

colleagues (see 7.1.2.4.). However, between the lines of the participants’ discourses, I noticed a 

constant (ideological) comparison of Britain and Algeria in favour of Britain. Participants seem to 

be driven by some Centre grand narratives about a more liberal West, where people are free to do 

whatever they want. An assumption that appears to be related to the participants’ idealisation the 

West brought with them from Algeria. When, this might simply be the fact of being away from 

one’s family, friends, or society’s pressure on them. On this matter, Arezki stated: 

If you see me change, it doesn’t mean I am superior […] Some people seem they don’t 

understand this thing, especially those people who never went abroad, or never been 

in touch with different people, so they are all being together with their colleagues they 

grew up with, so they share common things. If someone’s personality has changed, 

that means ‘not good’ […] come on guys, of course people change when they go 

abroad because they need to adapt to live, not just to eat and sleep, to live which means 

also accommodate yourself, treat yourself well, do what you have to do to achieve your 

goals. I always fail to explain this to people. 

(Arezki, interview) 
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For some people in the participants’ home environment, being different from who the participants 

used to be appeared to be negatively perceived. Most of the participants seem to have faced some 

judgmental comments related to their change after living some time in Britain. As previously 

mentioned, there seems to be a stigma attached to change in the participants’ particular upbringing 

environment. While Dany appears to be accused of being ‘Westernised’, Arezki was charged of 

feeling superior. In other words, it seems that some participants, like Arezki, were blamed for 

changing their physical appearance and/or perceptions, believing that they were showing off or 

bragging about living abroad. Although Arezki tried several times to explain to those people (as 

he referred to them) that his change was more of an innate mechanism of adjustment rather than a 

way of displaying a kind of superiority, they did not seem to understand. 

In addition, as pointed out by Arezki, those people who may have judged him for changing, 

had probably never left their locality, with little or no exposure to other cultures. And, like the 

participants of this study, all they knew about other populations and about living abroad is probably 

related to what they learnt from media and from their social environment (as discussed in Chapter 

6). Moreover, the participants’ accounts gave me the impression that people, in their upbringing 

environment, seem to be parochial. As Arezki said, “they are all being together with their 

colleagues they grew up with”. These people, as participants of this study, were born, raised and 

grew up in the same socio-cultural environment, with the same social norms and a local mindset, 

so anything that appears different from what they usually see could be interpreted negatively. Thus, 

seeing one of them changing after some time abroad may be perceived as not desiring to be like 

them anymore, or a threat to their own national culture.  

However, in this particular scenario, participants claimed that it was not a question of 

rejecting their national cultures or denying their origins, but it was more a question of self-

development and growth related to their new goals and role changing. Arezki, like most of the 

participants, claimed that they changed as a result of interaction with the new social environment 

where they were living. However, another portion of the participants claimed that their change 

also partly related to the alleged freedom they found in the West, further discussed in the following 

subsection. 
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8.1.3. “Here, in the UK, there is this freedom”: the so-called freedom found in Britain 

In this subsection, I discuss the way most of the participants claim they found and enjoyed 

more freedom in Britain compared to the country they came from. Mina stated: 

Here in the UK, there is this freedom of you being who you are without worrying about 

anything, anything that may seem extreme for example in a ‘Third World’ country or 

a country like Algeria which is Arab and Muslim, for example, the LGBT rights, here 

I know they are still like, it’s not ideal, but they have equal rights  

 

to anyone else. 

 (Mina, interview) 

Freedom, Mina and most of the participants, referred to appear to be related to the freedom of 

being and doing whatever suit them, in terms of religious beliefs, physical appearance and sexual 

orientation. What may seem unacceptable in the country where Mina came from - labelled as 

‘Third World’ country – appears to be, most of the time, accepted in Britain. In this context, Mina’s 

reference to his country as ‘Third World’ may indicate his belief of the inferiority of Algeria 

compared to Britain (as a Western country) when it comes to practices of freedom. 

Mina’s reference to Algeria as an “Arab and Muslim” country appeared to be related to 

some participants’ complaints about a lack of freedom in their upbringing environments. An 

important thing to know and which was highlighted by the participants is that religion occupies a 

large place in the Algerian society, and many of the social rules and regulations are stated by 

religion. Thus, practices such as kissing in public, LGBT rights, or clothes that could be perceived 

as provocative might be taboo or socially unacceptable because in the holy Quran, for example, 

sexual relationships outside marriage or homosexuality are forbidden. This might sound 

‘conservative’, ‘oppressing’ or even ‘discriminatory’ to some people, but I think each society has 

its way of regulating people’s behaviours and actions. People who do not follow the social rules 

are not imprisoned or punished, but they might be pointed at or spoken about until another 

‘scandal’ appears as it is the case in every society. However, being in a so-called Western country 

appears to be sufficient to make the participants feel the “freedom of you being who you are 

without worrying about anything” to quote Mina. 
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The freedom participants claim they enjoy in Britain – real or imagined – appears to be 

part of their idealisation of the ‘West’, previously discussed in Chapter 6. Participants seem to 

believe that they enjoy more freedom and less judgments in Britain simply because it is a ‘Western’ 

country. But an in-depth analysis of the participants’ accounts also proved that their feeling of 

freedom appear to be related to being away from some sources of pressure – e.g. societal, religious, 

familial - which seemed to have imposed on participants some pressure to conform to some 

constructed social norms. The following presents another point of view regarding so-called 

‘Western’ freedom. 

8.1.4. “There are no limits”: negative perception of ‘Western’ freedom 

While most of the participants praised the so-called freedom found and enjoyed in Britain, 

a small minority complained about it. Arezki stated: 

The ‘Western’ world has this kind of liberal thing, and they are more open, there are 

no limits, they can do whatever they want. But, for us, there are certain limits. It doesn’t 

mean it is a very close society, it’s a very open society, but we respect things […] we 

cannot do things because we are Muslims, for example, you cannot go to parties and 

drink where you can forget your name, going in what we call illegal relationships […] 

so we respect the rules which comes from Islam. For example, even if someone is with 

his wife, and it is legal now, why aren’t you able to give her hug or kiss in front of 

relatives […] I am very open-minded, of course I can hug my wife at any time, but not 

when my relatives are around, it’s quite embarrassing, I believe. 

 (Arezki, interview) 

Arezki’s extract supports the argument about the status of religion in the participants’ upbringing 

environment (see 1.5.), and highlights that some of the social norms that appear to regulate 

Algerian society “comes from Islam” to quote Arezki. Religion, according to a third of the 

participants, occupies a large part in the Algerian society, and some of the “rules” people should 

respect, and follow appear to be prescribed by Islam. 

  In Arezki’s extract, there seems to be an explicit ‘Us vs Them’ discourse that displays 

Arezki’s imaginary division between Islam and the West, represented in his statements: “But, for 

us, there are certain limits”, “we cannot do things because we are Muslims”, and “we respect the 

rules which comes from Islam”. Here, Arezki seems to associate the so-called ‘Western’ freedom 
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with some particular aspects of what he imagines to be ‘Western’ culture. According to a few 

participants, this freedom or “liberal thing” has “no limits”, to quote Arezki. This particular 

perception appears to be among the rare reasons that transformed participants’ idealisation of the 

West into deprecation. In fact, although a number of participants displayed their constant 

inclination towards Western output and way of doing things, their accounts appeared to indicate 

that when it comes to a particular aspect of culture, a few participants tended to condemn the West 

and demonise it. Part of this demonisation of the West was displayed in the way they asserted how 

superior their religion was to Western ones. 

A small number of participants (about three) indicated their feeling of superiority towards 

the West in terms of religion. In this context, this statement appears to indicate that there are no 

social norms that regulate Western society. That is why; people “can do whatever they want”. 

Whereas, in Algeria, people are restricted by religion, culture and social norms. May be, Arezki 

suspected that there were no rules in the “Western world” (as he referred to it), and everybody was 

free to do whatever they liked because he compared it to what people were (socially) authorised 

to do in his own country. In other words, I think Arezki’s perception of the West as very liberal 

where “there are no limits” whereas in Algeria, people’s actions are restricted by both culture and 

religion appeared to be driven by his ethnocentric beliefs, displayed through his judgment of the 

so-called ‘Western’ behaviours according to the standards set by his own cultural background 

(Capucao, 2010; Bizumic, 2015). To illustrate, Arezki related some practices observed in Britain 

(e.g. kissing one’s partner in public, or drinking alcohol) to what is socially accepted in his own 

cultural background, and referred to them as “embarrassing” to do in his own country. Arezki’s 

claims resonate with my own experience of being brought up in Algeria. There are some social 

practices that we cannot do in public. They are not forbidden, but they are socially unaccepted.   

Either because of being driven by powerful ideologies, or because of being away from their 

parochial environments and some family and social pressures, participants’ accounts indicate that 

participants enjoyed more freedom of being themselves in Britain. In addition, studying abroad 

appears to have enabled them to perceive themselves and the world around them differently. The 

following section discusses the way participants claim they re-discovered some aspects of their 

personality thanks to their contact(s) with the Other.  
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8.2. Re-discovering the Self through the Other 

Participants’ accounts indicate that interacting with other people from different 

backgrounds – be they cultural, national, religious, or ethnic – appeared to have impacted on their 

identity construction, particularly on their perceptions of themselves and their sense of belonging. 

This led some participants to embrace a particular facet of their identity, and feel part of. This 

section underpins how participants reconstructed their views of the Self through their interaction 

with the ‘Other’ (Hall, 1996). 

8.2.1. “I’m a north African person” 

Seemingly, it is when individuals come in contact with the ‘Other’ that they understand 

themselves, and know where they belong (Hall, 1996). This subsection presents the way one 

particular participant embraced a facet of his multifaceted identity that he was not aware of until 

he came to Britain. Dany enthusiastically shared his story of belonging. He stated: 

One thing that is very important for me, and I became aware of it when I came here is 

the way I look which I’ve been said that I look like a typical north African person […] 

The way I look doesn’t define me, but I like that people can recognise that I’m a north 

African person. 

 (Dany, interview) 

In this extract, Dany stated that he likes being recognised as coming from north Africa, a thing that 

he did not pay attention to until he came to Britain. As a consequence of his contact with the 

‘Other’, the way he looks appears to become important to Dany, not because it defines him (as he 

stated), but because it helped other people recognise him, thus acknowledge his existence in this 

new environment. This feeling of acknowledgment seems to be important for a person who is 

living in a foreign country, miles away from his home. Like Dany, other participants displayed an 

inherent need to belong and receive attention from other people may be because of the feeling of 

comfort it could provide. 

Dany carried on talking about how people managed to identify him as a north African. He 

stated: 
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I have a very curly hair. I didn’t like it before, but after coming to the UK I was like, 

you know all the insecurities that you have as a teenager, I had those all over again 

about how I look, what people are thinking about me, why do I look different, but now 

I really appreciate how I look, I really love the fact that people can identify me as north 

African […] I think this comes from a growing sense of belonging. 

(Dany, interview) 

Before coming to Britain, Dany was an Algerian citizen among many others who are similar and 

different in many ways. However, when he came to Britain, he started feeling insecure. Dany 

compared his transition to Britain to his adolescence, and appears to have had the same 

“insecurities” he felt during his teenage years where he questioned who he was, and felt insecure 

about his physical appearance and people’s perceptions of it. However, one of the factors that 

helped Dany overcome such feelings was people he met identifying him as a north African, a 

particular aspect of his identity. Danny’s enthusiasm for being identified as a north African 

indicates his need for acceptance and recognition in his new environment. As discussed in Chapter 

7, one of the challenges of being doctoral students abroad were the feelings of loneliness and social 

awkwardness. Therefore, being recognised as being a part of something was like being accepted 

and this appears to have provide an emotional comfort for some students like Dany, as if they were 

worthy, which in turn appeared to have positively impacted on their overall well-being. 

In addition, his “very curly hair” to quote Dany, that he disliked when he was in Algeria 

became a blessing in Britain. Seemingly, it helped him be noticed and identified as a north African. 

Through his statements “but now I really appreciate how I look, I really love the fact that people 

can identify me as north African”, Dany acknowledges that he accepts his differences and 

cherishes them because they enabled other people to look at him, recognise him, and made him 

feel not an outsider anymore. Dany’s extracts indicates how important appearance was to him, it 

acted as an indication that helped other people locate where he came from. He stated: 

I came to realisation that I grew it [his hair] because I accept myself […] I was like 

what really shows who I am? Let’s grew my hair, make it more apparent although it’s 

just hair, but this is me! […] This is just an example of how life in here affects you 

[…] The way I look is very important to me now, like as part of me that says I’m 

different, that says I came from a certain place. 

(Dany, interview) 
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What is clear from the above extract is the way people managed to identify Dany’s origins based 

on his physical appearance, particularly his curly hair. When he came into realisation that his hair 

helped people notice him, Dany decided to let it grow and make it more apparent not only because 

it was a strong identifier of where he came from, but it was also a way of accepting himself and 

his physical appearance. As he said, for others “it’s just hair”, but for him, it was more than that, 

it seems to be a statement of accepting himself, and the way he looks. 

Additionally, This extract displays how Dany’s interactions with the ‘Other’ enabled him 

to not only acknowledge, but also embrace a facet of his multi-faceted identity, that of being north 

African. Dany explained how he gradually moved from feeling different in British environment to 

accepting himself. The insecurities and feelings of difference he felt at the beginning of his 

transition to Britain appear to have been overcome thanks to his acceptance of himself and the way 

he looks. Thus, the feeling of difference that bothered Dany transformed into a statement of 

acceptance of the Self and embracing of his north African origins, displayed through his 

statements: “I’m different, that says I came from a certain place”. In these excerpts, Dany’s 

narratives of identification with north Africa and his acceptance of the Self, and his physical 

appearance may be temporary due to the changing nature of identity, and also because it is context 

dependent. In this reality, Dany was identified as a North African in Britain because of his curly 

hair. However, this reality, probably, would not have existed if the people he met did not identify 

him as a North African, or if he had short hair. 

8.2.2. “I am a tamazight girl” 

Unlike Dany who was identified as a north African by other people, here, Emily self-

identified herself as a “Tamazight girl”, Tamazight or Amazigh is, for the record, an ethnic group 

in Algeria (see 1.5.). Emily stated: 

When I used to live in Algeria, I used to have this thinking that I’m an Algerian 

individual and that’s it, I don’t care like whether I am an Arab or, but when I came 

here, and I started learning about the other people, I started to learn about myself and 

who I am […] Nowadays, when people ask me about my identity, I say I’m not Arab! 

And that’s not doing it on purpose or being a racist, but this is a fact, that I should 

reveal to anyone that I am a tamazight girl and I am really proud of being so. 

(Emily, interview) 
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This extract showcases Emily’s journey of embracing her ethnic identity. Seemingly, she went 

through the state of not caring about her ethnic identity, Amazigh identity per se, to identifying 

herself with it thanks to her contact with other people. Emily claims that she was able to learn more 

about herself thanks to the various encounters she had in Britain. As she said, “when I came here, 

and I started learning about the other people, I started to learn about myself and who I am”. As a 

result of her exploration of the self, she appears to feel more committed to her ethnic Amazigh 

identity rather than other facets of her identity. This finding relates to Hall’s (1996) argument that 

individuals have to interact with the outside world and with other people, communities, religions 

and ethnicities to know where they belong and feel part of. 

In addition, leaving her locality and home environment where people seemed to have so 

many things in common appear to have also contributed to Emily’s self-identification as a 

“tamazight girl”. Now that she is living abroad, away from her family, friends, and upbringing 

environment, she appears to have felt a need of belonging somewhere. Seemingly, she did not 

want to be identified in terms of her nationality, religion, or language, but in terms of her ethnicity. 

Claiming that “I should reveal to anyone that I am a tamazight girl and I am really proud of being 

so” indicates that Emily felt a need to display her ethnic identity because it appears to have 

provided her some emotional comfort needed during her sojourn in Britain. 

Emily has always known that she held an ethnic identity, and she was may be performing 

it unconsciously through the various cultural and linguistic features particular to her Amazigh 

identity, but she was not aware of its importance until she went abroad. In other words, when 

Emily was in Algeria, she did not acknowledge her ethnic identity because she did not feel the 

need to, as she said: “I’m an Algerian individual and that’s it, I don’t care like whether I am an 

Arab or”. However, when she came to Britain, she found an opportunity to re-discover herself and 

redefine it.  

Eva is another participant who identified herself in terms of her ethnic identity. She stated:  

For others, I start by saying I’m Amazigh, I’m not Arab, and they say what is your 

native language, they got confused because for them we are Arabs, so for them I speak 

Arabic, and then I need to clarify this point, we have this, this, and this […] it has to 

do with politics. You know, after independence, they created this stereotype and 

ideologies, the process of Arabisation and they just succeeded in doing it because there 
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is power, when there is power there is everything. There is always confusion about 

Algerian identity. 

 (Eva, interview) 

In this extract, Eva raised some interesting points. First, she identified herself with her ethnic 

identity, and refused to be associated with ‘Arab’ identity, claiming that “I start by saying I’m 

Amazigh, I’m not Arab”. Like Emily, Eva’s refusal to be associated with Arabs did not appear to 

be triggered by any racist beliefs, but appears to be related to acknowledging her ethnic identity 

that seems not very known by people they encountered in Britain.  

Eva is living in an accommodation where she shares the kitchen with many other students 

who come from different parts of the world and when she says that she is Algerian, people tend to 

tell her “oh you are Arab, and you speak Arabic” because they have this perception of Algeria as 

an Arabic country. However, she seems to try her best to correct this information and to explain 

that there are two (constructed) ethnic groups in Algeria: Arabs and Amazigh, and emphasises on 

the fact that she is not Arab. In fact, the general knowledge about Algeria is being an Arab country 

which seems to bother Eva who makes sure to correct this information. As she stated, “I need to 

clarify this point”. Seemingly, not recognising her ethnic identity appears to bother Eva a lot, as if 

it was a way of erasing an important part of herself. Being myself an Amazigh, I can relate with 

Eva’s statement. 

In addition, Eva highlighted the grand narrative of Algeria being a solely Arab country. 

According to her, this construct is supported by powerful political forces. After the independence 

of Algeria in 1954, some politicians implemented the policy of Arabisation to exterminate any 

traces of French colonisation (see 1.5.), which also threatened Amazigh identity, or succeeded in 

spreading the idea that Algeria is an Arabic country, to a great extent. The objective of Arabisation 

was not simply to eradicate the language of the former coloniser, but also to eradicate the Berber 

language and references to Algeria’s pre-Islamic past (Aïtel, 2013, p.65). For Algerian elites, 

Arabo-Islamism “would act like a searchlight to illuminate the national identity of Algerians” 

(2013, p.52).  

However, by implementing this policy, instead of unifying the country under Arabo-

Islamism homogenisation, which has strengthened linguistic antagonism between Arabs and 
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Berbers of Algeria and decimated the country’s pluralism73 and the real mother tongues: (Algerian) 

dialectal Arabic and Berber (Benrabah, 2013, p.54). Nowadays, in Algeria, there is this tension 

between Arabs and Amazigh and the Algerian government continues claiming that Algeria is an 

Arab country, which angers and irritates most of the Algerian citizens who identify themselves as 

Amazigh, claiming that denying Amazigh identity is denying centuries of history. That is why, Eva 

tries to promote her Berber Amazigh identity at the first occasion, claiming: “I start saying I’m 

Amazigh, I’m not Arab”. 

Seemingly, because of some socio-political circumstances in her environment back home, 

Eva appears to have developed her ethnic identity before coming to Britain. However, once there, 

she made sure to promote her Amazigh identity and correct people’s perceptions of Algeria as a 

solely Arab country. Eva gets offended when she is called Arab because it is a way of erasing a 

facet of her identity which is already threatened in Algeria. Therefore, Eva’s refusal of being 

associated with Arabs, and the promotion of her Amazigh ethnic identity seem to be driven by a 

fear of being deprived from her Amazigh ethnic identity which appears to be already threatened in 

their own country. 

8.2.3. “I belong to the world”: forgoing the national badge 

This subsection discusses the way some participants displayed ‘openness’ (Delanty, 2009) 

by identifying themselves as global individuals. Here, openness refers to the individuals’ discard 

of the imagined segregationist or national boundaries with respect of the Other’s dissimilarity. 

Some participants identified themselves as belonging to the global world (also referred to as 

“human race” or “the world” by participants) within which they are perceived as inhabitants of the 

world, and not as inhabitant of a particular nation. Sofia stated: 

There is only one race, the human race. People are so focused in seeing the differences, 

but at the end we are all humans. 

(Sofia, interview) 

                                                
73 Although Classical Arabic was used in religious and educational institutions, the language generally spoken by the 

people was dialectal Arabic, Tamazight and French which differed significantly from Classical Arabic (La Roux, 

2017, p.125). 
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Along the same lines, Zack stated: 

 

I feel more open to the world. I think we belong to the world, we live in the same Earth, 

so everyone should respect everyone […] I think people are people. 

 (Zack, interview) 

These extracts demonstrate the way Sofia and Zack identify themselves as “people” belonging to 

“the human race”. In this era in which we live, the world is ideologically divided into two worlds: 

‘Us’ and ‘Them’. Thus, people tend to judge and/or be judged according to where they come from, 

or the group they belong to, based on some stereotypical views. I think, in order to avoid having 

prejudiced judgments or being a victim of any discriminations be they racial, religious or physical 

and enjoy their experience abroad, some participants, like Sofia and Zack, prefer looking at 

themselves and others simply as inhabitants of the world. As Zack claimed, “people are people” 

regardless of where they come from.  

 Sofia illustrated the way she imagines people should behave as a member of “the human 

race”, she stated: 

I have one of my friends last year, she’s Indian and she’s Christian as well, we clicked 

over, she understands that I am Muslim and understand she’s Catholic and I’m not 

bothered with that because we have this tolerance […] She accepts me for who I am, 

and I accept her as well and I wish more people be more like that, accepting the others, 

who they are, we don’t have to be all the same. 

 (Sofia, interview) 

This extract demonstrates the amount of openness and understanding Sofia has towards other 

people. In her extract, Sofia’s statements about her Indian, Christian Catholic friend (as she 

referred to her) appears to indicate her critical cosmopolitan beliefs, those of looking at people as 

all the same regardless of their differences. As she said, “we don’t have to be all the same” in our 

religion, physical appearance or nationality, but more in our way of behaving with the Other. Sofia 

speaks of tolerance, acceptance, and understanding as the main moral values that should regulate 

people’s behaviours, illustrated in her friendship with a person who appears to be religiously and 

culturally different from her, but with who she appears to have developed a powerful friendship.  
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Sofia efforts to spread some positive images of the ‘Other’, and promotes the idea of going 

beyond the assumptions of ‘Us’ and ‘Them’. Through her statements “I wish more people be more 

like that, accepting the others, who they are, we don’t have to be all the same” indicate her critical 

cosmopolitan assumptions and principles that are based on openness rather than universalism 

which denies the plurality and diversity of people (Delanty, 2006). In this context, developing an 

openness stance towards other people does not necessarily demand from participants to like or to 

agree with the ‘Other’, but it did entail that they have capabilities to tolerate, understand and 

respect other people on the basis that they are similar human individuals. Sofia seems to believe 

that people - whoever they are and wherever they come from – share the commonality of being 

human individuals.  

Some participants like Sofia and Zack do not want to hold any national badge. They wish 

to be associated neither with their “home” nor “host” environment. Through their statements, they 

seem to prefer being identified as inhabitants of the world where they could be themselves in their 

own terms, and going beyond the imaginary barriers of ‘Us’ and ‘Them’. Seemingly, travelling to 

Britain and being away from their locality appear to have influenced participants’ thinking about 

themselves and others. The following presents the participants’ narratives of how they claim their 

study-abroad journey changed them. 

8.3. Narratives of identity change and outcomes of studying abroad  

Data revealed that the participants went through a process of identity shift. According to 

their accounts, this shift constitutes the development of a wide range of new skills and abilities, 

and appears to have affected many aspects and facets of their identity, including personal, social 

as well as academic. Data also revealed that the participants’ identity change appears not to be 

related to being in the West or particularly in Britain (as they thought) but seems to be associated 

with various factors, including being away from one’s upbringing environment, being in a more 

cosmopolitan country within which they claim they had experienced cross-cultural or intercultural 

encounters, and being a doctoral student. The following subsections present the most prominent 

outcomes of the participants’ journey in Britain. 
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8.3.1. “I thought that my religion, and my beliefs are the very best ones”: overcoming 

ethnocentrism 

As discussed in Chapter 6, most of the participants’ perceptions of the ‘Other’ appear to be 

based on stereotypes and prejudiced thinking. However, their accounts suggest that leaving their 

locality and upbringing environment and travelling abroad appear to have risen their awareness 

towards their ethnocentric thinking, and become more accepting of others’ differences. Mina 

stated: 

When I came here, I thought that my religion and my beliefs are the very best ones. I 

used to believe that, because I didn’t have much knowledge about the others […] But, 

now, I do not think that anymore. 

 (Mina, interview) 

This extract describes Mina’ perception change process. Through her statements, she appears to 

have had some ethnocentric beliefs about the superiority of her cultural heritage, displayed through 

her statement “I thought that my religion and my beliefs are the very best ones”. Like Mina, some 

participants appear to have had some ethnocentric beliefs brought with them from their upbringing, 

thinking that their religious practices and beliefs are “the very best” to quote Mina. However, after 

leaving their locality and travelling to Britain and meeting other people from different religious, 

cultural and ethnic backgrounds, participants like Mina became aware that their thinking was 

incorrect and that their cultural heritage was not the best, at least to some extent.  

In addition, in this study, religion emerged as one of the most salient aspects of 

ethnocentrism spotted in Mina’s statement “my religion and my beliefs are the very best ones” and 

also observed in Arezki’s ethnocentric views (see 8.1.4.). Algeria is socially constructed as a 

Muslim country where religion, based on the participants’ accounts, appears to take a large part of 

their life. Many participants claim that they thought that their religions is the best because they 

seem to have been instilled with beliefs similar to those Mina held; thinking that their cultural and 

religious practices are superior to those of other people. Having also grown up in a similar socio-

cultural environment, I can relate to what Mina describes because that similar to what I have grown 

up hearing and observing around me. 
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 May be deep in her heart, Mina still thinks that Islam is the best religion and that is why 

she embraced it. However, what is important to note is that she became aware of her prejudiced 

thinking and ethnocentric beliefs. Claiming “but now, I do not think that anymore” appear to 

indicate Mina’s perception change as a prominent outcome of her study-abroad journey. 

Ostensibly, she developed an awareness towards her prejudices and developed an ability to 

appreciate others’ cultural heritage. As Mina, the majority of the participants reported that 

travelling abroad, and more specifically to Britain, enabled them to perceive the world differently, 

especially regarding their ethnocentric assumptions. 

8.3.2. “I never thought that one day, I would see drinking alcohol in a very normal way”: 

overcoming prejudices 

Data revealed that participants tended to have a very limited and biased view of the world 

because of their limited exposure to different cultural and social backgrounds. Their accounts 

indicate that they used to have preconceived ideas based on inherent stereotypes acquired mainly 

through their socialisation process in their upbringing environment and the media. However, 

exposure and interaction with a variety of people with different backgrounds appear to have 

influenced their thinking, and become more tolerant. Emily narrates the way she overcame her 

prejudices thanks to interaction and exposure. She stated: 

To be honest, I had very negative stereotypes about them [flatmates] at the beginning 

because they were drinking and wearing very revealing clothes. Then, I said to myself 

“you have to take these negative stereotypes out of your mind” […] I started knowing 

them, going out with them, they became my family here, there was a very bounded 

relationship between me and them […] I do accept the way they live because everyone 

has his own perceptions towards life […] I don’t drink, I don’t smoke, they talk about 

topics like sex, but I got used to them, I got used to the topics they are talking about. I 

started seeing things as very normal, yet they are not normal in the Algerian culture 

[…] I don’t know if I were close-minded because I was surrounded just by Algerians, 

I used to live in a very small city […] I never thought that one day, I would see drinking 

alcohol in a very normal way, but that day came actually.  

(Emily, interview) 

In this long extract, Emily explains the way her thinking developed from imagined stereotypes to 

real-life experiences in which she appears to have learnt to overcome her prejudices and 

preconceived ideas about people. When she first arrived in Britain, Emily was not living with co-
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national colleagues, but with multinational flatmates. She did not know much about them apart 

from the perceptions she brought with her from her upbringings. She appears to have had “very 

negative stereotypes” about her flatmates “because they were drinking and wearing very revealing 

clothes” as she stated.  

However, reflecting on her behaviour, Emily appears to become aware of her prejudices 

because she judged her flatmates and classified them in a particular category without actually 

getting to know them. So, she took the decision of getting to know these people beyond the 

superficial image they reflected, and for that, she had to take her negative stereotypes out of her 

mind, as she said. Surprisingly, once Emily learnt to know her flatmates beyond her prejudices, 

these people she could not relate to at the beginning became her “family” abroad, as she said. In 

my opinion, depicting this group of people as her family probably means that she saw in them a 

source of affection and support a family usually offers (Anderson et al., 2011; Schlossberg et al., 

1995). 

In addition, Emily, like many of the participants, appears to have judged other people’s 

behaviours and beliefs according to the standards set by her own cultural background (Capucao, 

2010; Bizumic, 2015). This can be observed when juxtaposing her statements “they were drinking 

and wearing very revealing clothes” and “I started seeing things as very normal, yet they are not 

normal in the Algerian culture”. Note that Emily came from a “small village” where consuming 

alcohol in public is forbidden because of some religious proscriptions and/or cultural limitations, 

posed by her own socio-cultural background.  

Emily’s thinking seems to be framed by the social standards of the environment in which 

she grew up, which determine the norms and the extremes. Emily, therefore, learnt to respect those 

social codes that helped her distinguish ‘normal’ practices from ‘not normal’ ones in her particular 

socio-cultural environment. However, leaving this native environment and learning more about 

other people’s beliefs and views, beyond the fixed and negative prejudices, appear to have enabled 

her to accept and perceive particular behaviours and practices, such as drinking alcohol as 

“normal”, as she said. Once again, the argument of leaving one’s upbringing environment 

reappear, but coloured differently.  
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Many participants like Emily cited becoming more open-minded and accepting of others’ 

differences as one of the most prominent outcomes of their study-abroad journey. They appear to 

have learnt not to judge people based on some imagined stereotypes or based on their own cultural 

background’s social norms. In her extract, Emily claimed that she learnt that people have different 

ways of looking at life, and eventually learnt to respect them. As she said, “everyone has his own 

perceptions towards life”. To illustrate, Emily learnt that it did not harm to talk to people who do 

things that she would not do. May be for her “drinking and wearing very revealing clothes” are 

“not normal”, but for her flatmates it is. The following subsections presents flexibility as another 

facet of participants’ identity shift. 

8.3.3. “I became more flexible, more like a dough, you can shape me in any shape you want” 

In the same fashion, alongside becoming more open-minded, participants claimed that they 

became more flexible. Dany stated:  

I became more flexible, more like a dough, you can shape me in any shape you want. 

It’s not like I’m playing along with someone, it’s more like this is who I am now, this 

individual is open to everything, and nothing surprises me […] So, these things for me 

are very important and core parts in what I have learnt about life and about social life 

in Britain. 

(Dany, interview) 

Dany states becoming more flexible as a prominent outcome of his study-abroad journey. He used 

an analogy and compared himself to “a dough” that could take any shape depending on the social 

situation. Here, flexibility refers to the ability to adapt to different social situations and adjust one’s 

behaviour accordingly. Seemingly, experiencing life abroad, having numerous encounters, and 

discovering new ways of thinking helped Dany become the flexible person he claims he is now.  

In addition, Dany mentioned becoming more “open to everything and nothing surprises 

me” which, in this context, appears to indicate that, before, in his home environment, he was not 

as flexible as he became. Although, some behaviours such as kissing in public (an example 

mentioned by another participants, see 8.1.4.) maybe perceived as ‘not normal’ in his native 

environment, Dany appears to have developed the flexibility necessary to cope with and adapt to 

different social situations. Participants’ accounts indicate that studying abroad and moving away 
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from their native environment enabled them to develop some skills and competences that they 

could not develop back in Algeria. Once again, the argument of leaving one’s locality, appears to 

have helped some participants develop their ability to be socially flexible and, to some extent, 

adapt under any circumstances. Another prominent identity change relates to increased 

independence discussed in the following subsection.  

8.3.4. “I became an independent woman who can do so many things by herself”: developing 

more practical life skills 

Participants’ accounts indicate that most of the participants (particularly female), claimed 

that they became more independent, and developed new skills related to life practicalities. During 

their study-abroad journey, the Algerian doctorate students have suddenly found themselves alone, 

far from the comfort and assistance provided by their family and friends; they had to do everything 

by themselves.  

Mina stated: 

I became an independent woman who can do so many things by herself. I can travel 

alone, I learnt how to use the bus, the train, the railcard, so my life has been completely 

changed from a dependent person to a completely independent woman. 

 (Mina, interview) 

Along the same lines, Zara stated: 

When I was in Algeria, I was not really independent at all, at all! I was really relying 

on my father to do all the stuff that has do to with administration, and grocery shopping 

…etc. But when I came here, I feel that I developed myself in terms of being 

autonomous in so many things. 

(Zara, interview) 

These extracts represent different aspects of what the participants meant by becoming more 

independent. For most of them, studying in Britain represents the first time they left their home. 

Taking care of oneself in a foreign country after spending a lifetime depending on family for 

everyday needs is one thing shared between most of the participants in this research. Throughout 

their study abroad experience, they appear to have accumulated a wide range of new skills and 
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abilities. These include, becoming more autonomous and self-reliant in achieving some daily-life 

activities such as learning how to manage their finances, cooking, doing grocery shopping as well 

as developing more practical skills related to life in Britain, such as “how to use the bus, the train, 

the railcard” to quote Mina. This finding relates with Ghodbane (2020) who found that being 

autonomous was one of the various changes highlighted by his participants.  

In this context, becoming more independent has nothing to do with coming from a 

particular part of the world, but more with leaving the comfort and familiarity of their home which, 

according to the participants, was easier thanks to the assistance provided by family and friends. 

Participants’ accounts indicate that, at the beginning, they experienced some unfamiliar situations 

which required from them familiarising themselves with practicalities of life in their new 

environment, such as taking the bus or booking a trip. Unlike moving across the same country, 

studying in a different country that has its own life system appears to need more practical skills. 

Like the majority of the participants, Mina and Zara learnt to cope with the socio-cultural norms 

and practices of the particular British city wherein they live, and little by little, they became as the 

‘local’ citizens, with their favourite shops, daily habits and activities.  

The following subsections discusses the academic aspect of participants’ identity shift.  

8.3.5. “I improved my academic identity”: becoming an academic 

The majority of the participants mentioned developing academic skills and qualifications 

as a result of being a doctorate student in Britain. This section discusses the development of 

doctoral students’ academic identity, which emerged as a noteworthy outcome of the participants’ 

journey in Britain. Arezki stated: 

I engage in academia; I’m a PhD student, I am research assistant, I’m starting also a 

role as a uni-club tutor which is delivering some lessons to year 9 […] I am the research 

ethics committee Rep […] It’s a lot better from the one I had in Algeria […] Now, I 

got this kind of self-confidence, and thanks to the engagement that I took, like pushing 

myself to be involved in this kind of academic events, my interaction with academics 

was fruitful and I learnt from it, and that helped me to improve my academic identity. 

(Arezki, interview) 
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Alongside the same lines, Zara claimed: 

My academic life has developed because of I’ve attended many seminars, workshops 

here at university which in Algeria was lacking […] I really feel that I have changed, 

I feel that I belong to a community and feel myself as a researcher. 

(Zara, interview) 

Participants claimed that one prominent outcome of their study-abroad journey is developing their 

academic identity. According to their accounts, academic identity involves developing academic 

skills, such as writing, research skills, and more importantly a sense of ownership of their research 

work. Additionally, data analysis also revealed that engaging in some academic events such as 

workshops, seminars and conferences appeared to have positively affected their academic identity. 

Seemingly, taking an active role in research and the ‘academic culture’ (Holley, 2011) provided a 

positive experience for doctoral students’ academic identity development. 

 Participants displayed a sense of agency in forging their academic paths. As mentioned in 

Arezki and Zara’s extracts, engaging in academic activities appears to be deliberate and self-

willed, and participants displayed different paces and intensities towards academic engagements. 

Some participants seem to put more efforts than others in constructing their academic selves. While 

some participants like Arezki engaged in many academic activities, other participants, like Zara, 

seem content with attending some academic events without engaging more. However, much or 

little, academic engagement appears to positively impact on developing the participants’ academic 

identity. 

In addition, Arezki stated that he “got this kind of self-confidence” thanks to his 

engagements in many academic activities. Such engagements seemed to result in developing his 

academic confidence and skills (McAlpine and Amundsen, 2009).  Through his statement “my 

interaction with academics was fruitful and I learnt from it”, Arezki displays a particular sense of 

pride associated with engaging in the academic community. In similar vein, Zara’s statement “I 

feel that I belong to a community and feel myself as a researcher” indicates her pride for being a 

member of the academic community. This sentiment of belonging to academia appears to be 

important, especially for the participants who did not have an active social life outside the 

academic context. 
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Most of the participants claimed that their academic life in Britain was better than the one 

they had in Algeria. According to the data, this appears to be related to two main reasons: their 

changing status of becoming independent doctorate students, and also because of the several 

academic opportunities that seem available and accessible in Britain (i.e. Centre universities) when 

compared to Algeria (i.e. peripheral universities). According to Arezki and Zara’s academic 

experience, their universities in Britain seemed to provide them with the appropriate academic 

support needed to improve their academic identity.  

Seemingly, participants juggled between ‘being’ doctorate students as well as ‘becoming’ 

established academics, while simultaneously embracing other aspects of their multi-faceted 

identity (Hall, 1996). As a result, participants appear to have developed and sustained multiple 

roles and identities at once, which might have resulted in some situational and contradictory 

identities (Pham and Saltmarsh, 2013). Data revealed that this notion of identity as multiple 

existing within one individual needed a process of negotiation in the several social groups and 

distinct contexts wherein participants interacted. This is discussed in the following section. 

8.4. Identity negotiation narratives: situational and hybrid 

In this section, I explore the way participants negotiate the multiple facets of their identity 

in the multiple spaces - public and private - they occupy. Embedded within these spaces are the 

multi-layered settings of interactions within which facets of their identity were negotiated. These 

spaces include their accommodation, the university setting, the workplace, and other settings. This 

section is important because it displays how participants of this study, who are usually labelled as 

international students, are so many other things.  

During the week of shadowing with Arezki, I noticed many facets of his identity. Here is 

an extract from the observation phase: 

I met Arezki at his university, and from what I observed, he seems so professional [...] 

Arezki gets ready for Friday’s prayer, as I have already noticed, he is a practicing 

Muslim […] I met Arezki and his friends around 7p.m, we went to a Turkish restaurant, 

most of the time Arezki was making jokes, I think he is different from the Arezki I 

observed so far [...] Today, I met Arezki around 10.30 a.m., and we went to the gym. 

He told me a lot of stuff about sports especially weightlifting. He seems so passionate, 
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he even asked me to video record him while doing a weightlifting exercise […] I had 

the opportunity to see Arezki in different settings, talk to him many times.  

(Arezki, fieldnotes) 

This extract presents some snapshots from Arezki’s observation. I had the occasion to see multiple 

facets of his identity; I saw him as the Muslim guy, the doctorate student, the athlete, the friend, 

and the colleague. Arezki appears to tailor his behaviour depending on the setting and the people 

around. For instance, Arezki could be characterised as professional when he is in an academic 

setting, and this is displayed in the way he dresses and speaks. Whereas, in the gym he is absorbed 

by his working out programme, and he speaks with other people in the gym about diet and 

weightlifting. While, he is relaxed and makes jokes when he is with his friends. Seemingly, 

Arezki’s embodiment of facets of his identity is situational, and shifted within the space he 

occupied, and people with whom he interacted. 

Participants’ identity negotiation appears to be shaped by their different experiences, 

through their mediation of their accumulated past selves (things acquired in their home 

environment), and their developed selves. As discussed in the three data chapters, at several 

instances, participants identified themselves with many aspects of their identity, be it nationality, 

ethnicity, religion, institutional affiliation, or other small culture memberships74. This shows the 

richness of the complex multifaceted and hybrid nature of their identity. This argument is 

supported by my conceptual framework.  

Besides being situational, participants’ identity negotiation appears to be related to their 

multilingual competences. Participants appear to have brought with them diverse sets of linguistic 

competences from their upbringing that help them negotiate their position within the small cultures 

wherein they interact. The following is an extract from a participant observation: 

Eva uses Kabyle75 with her family when she speaks on the phone […] She has some 

French housemates, so she sometimes uses French to communicate with them […] Eva 

speaks Arabic with her co-national friends and colleagues […] She usually uses  

 

                                                
74 feeling a sense of belonging to, or identifying oneself with one small culture, such as co-national friends. 
75 a variety of the Amazigh language. 
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English to communicate in the academic setting, and with her multi-national friends. 

 (Eva, fieldnotes) 

This extract shows that each time Eva changes the language, a facet of her identity seems to change 

and this depending on the topic and the people with whom she interacts. For instance, when she 

spoke with her parents, she was calm and talked about herself and the events that happened in her 

life. Whereas, when she was with her female kitchen-mates who are very cheerful girls, she was 

quite like them, high-spirited and zestful. While, at university, she used English to communicate 

with her supervisor and other fellow colleagues.  

Seemingly, Eva uses her linguistic competences to negotiate the multiple facets of her 

identity. Like the majority of the participants, Eva’s mastery of many languages appears to have 

helped her gain other forms of competence and skills related to interaction in both the academic 

and social settings. In other words, her multilingual competences and skills carried with her from 

her upbringing helped her secure other skills, such as socialisation. In particular, the participants’ 

language skills alignment with the demands and expectations associated with particular academic 

and social contexts appear to contribute to their level of success in negotiating more 

comprehensive forms of participation and construction of their desirable identity. 

Data analysis showed that participants tend to adjust their identity, including their dress, 

their personality and language according to the context. Thus, the version of themselves that they 

display at university during a supervisory meeting would probably be different from the version 

they would display in a restaurant with their friends. This multiplicity of identity may result in 

contradictory identities (Pham and Saltmarsh, 2013) existing within one individual that may need 

a process of negotiation in several social groups and distinct contexts. According to this study, the 

dynamics of identity negotiation appears to consist of participants continuously involved in the 

production of their selves, revision of identity narratives, and creation of new ones which valorise 

new modes of being and belonging (Pavlenco and Blackledge, 2004) enabled through the ‘third 

space’ (Bhabha, 1994), an ‘in-between’ space wherein their hybrid identity is negotiated. 

Taken together, participants displayed some sort of agency in their ability to manage and 

negotiate their identity abroad. Towards their journey of becoming, participants appear to negotiate 
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their past and present selves in a space in which the different facets of their identity (old and new) 

blend to form new selves. This ability to shift and adapt to different spaces displays what I would 

call a hybrid identity resulting from the merging of their home’s upbringing, and host’s developed 

practices and perceptions. They appear to have preserved their cultural practices (such as being 

practicing Muslims and using their mother tongue), and at the same time developed other practices 

(discussed in this chapter). Participants appear to have managed to be themselves in their own 

terms in a society which initially was ‘new’, ‘strange’ and ‘unfamiliar’ to them.  

Discussion Summary 

This chapter offered an insight into how the Algerian doctorate students negotiate their 

identity or facets of it while studying in Britain. Living abroad, away from their native environment 

seem to have changed the way participants perceived themselves and the world around them. This 

section aims at recapitulating the major issues discussed in this chapter and answering the third 

research question: “To what extent does this ‘travelling to the West’ journey affect the identity 

formation of these Algerian PhD students?”. 

This study offers a reality where these Algerian doctoral students imagine themselves new-

fangled and renewed in Britain, where their options seem to be broadened. Seemingly, being away 

from their ‘home’ environment, and away from some social pressure enabled participants to better 

understand themselves and the world around them, with an opportunity to reconstruct themselves; 

as Eva stated, “travelling gave me another perspective of life”. This process of self-evaluation 

involved getting out of their ‘comfort zone’, reflect and try to understand themselves without being 

restricted by any social norms (real or imagined) or caring about people’s reactions regarding the 

way they live, dress or behave.  

In this study, many participants mentioned freedom they enjoyed while in Britain, and 

associated it with being in the so-called West. Participants seem to be driven by some ideological 

beliefs about a more liberal ‘Western world’ that made them imagine that they enjoy freedom 

because they are in the West. Whereas, as discussed in this chapter, it is being away from their 

native environment and other social pressures that created this feeling rather than being in the so-

called West. Any university students – be they international or not - may feel the same because 

they are away from some social and parental pressure. 
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Doing their doctorate in Britain seems to have enabled the growth of these participants at 

many levels, including personal, social and academic. Many participants mentioned independence, 

autonomy and flexibility as the most prominent outcomes of their journey abroad. This is displayed 

in Zara’s claim “I feel that I developed myself in terms of being autonomous in so many things”, 

and Dany’s statement “I became more flexible, more like a dough”. In addition, being able to 

manage their life though living away from the comfort of their ‘home’ environment seem to have 

provided participants with a feeling of confidence in themselves and their choices.  

Data analysis also indicates developing an academic identity as a prominent outcome of 

their journey abroad. This study demonstrates that developing an academic identity relates to the 

active engagement and participation in the multiple facets of the ‘academic culture’76 (Holley, 

2011). Upon the beginning of their doctoral journey in Britain, most of the participants felt a 

sentiment of inferiority, doubt and a fragile self-esteem. However, taking an active role in research, 

gaining a solid grasp of their topic and developing their academic skills appear to have positively 

affected participants’ self-esteem. As Arezki stated, “now, I got this kind of self-confidence thanks 

to the engagement that I took”. 

I believe ‘travelling to the West’ strongly affected these Algerian PhD students’ identity 

formation. Participants’ accounts indicated that interacting with other people from different 

backgrounds – be they cultural, national, religious, or ethnic – appeared to have impacted on their 

identity construction, particularly on their perceptions of themselves and their sense of belonging. 

This led some participants to embrace a particular facet of their identity, and feel part of. This 

relates to Stuart Hall’s (1996) argument that identity is perceived as “constructed through, not 

outside, difference” (p.4). That is, it is through the relation to the ‘Other’ that participants’ 

reconstructed their views of the Self through their interaction with the ‘Other’. This is displayed in 

Dany’s embracing of his north African facet of identity, and Emily’s identifying herself in terms of 

her Amazigh ethnic identity. 

Another prominent outcome of this study abroad journey on participants’ identity 

formation is their perception shift regarding some of their carried views. A few participants 

                                                
76 academic culture refers to the “active repertoire of behaviours, beliefs, and actions that include symbols of meaning 

and cultural practices selectively used by group members” in the context of academia (Holley, 2011, p.79). 
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displayed their ethnocentric beliefs manifested through claims such as “I thought that my religion 

and my beliefs are the very best”, or “I started seeing things as very normal, yet they are not normal 

in the Algerian culture” (see 8.3.2.). Participants ethnocentric position and feeling of superiority 

concerned mainly the aspect of religion. However, after a personal experience of life in Britain, 

most of the participants became aware of how their perceptions were ideological and stereotypical, 

and learnt to be more flexible and accepting of the ‘Other’. As Emily stated: “I never thought that 

one day I would see drinking alcohol in a very normal way, but that day came actually”.  

A number of themes emerged from the participants’ narratives which highlight the hybrid, 

and multi-faceted nature of their identity. This latter seems to be fluid and is reconciled primarily 

through interaction where identity is negotiated accordingly. Data analysis revealed that 

participants’ identity is in constant shift and movement and this accumulated self, resulting from 

an overlapping negotiation of a brought-up and developed self that displays their hybrid identity. 

Through their day-to-day interactions within British environment - including their encounters in 

both their social and academic settings - participants seem to constantly mediate their present-day 

sense of self, and their accumulated past self, ready to face what awaits them in the future. These 

participants try to negotiate their two identities – past and present - and try to manage both their 

brought-up and developed upbringing to negotiate their identity in an in-between space that 

Bhabha (1994) refers to as ‘third space’. It is a space that allows participants to negotiate their 

hybrid identity both locally77 – within spaces of their ‘home’ and ‘host’ environment - and 

transnationally, anywhere outside of their locality.  

Data indicates that participants are responsible for their identity construction and 

negotiation. They demonstrated that they have the skills to function and negotiate their identities 

both locally and globally. Here, negotiating identity locally implies that participants have 

particular personal trajectories and upbringings, and thus can function in their particular local 

environment. Whereas, negotiating identity globally refers to being able to function and interact 

in various cultural settings regardless of where they come from because of their ‘underlying 

universal cultural processes’ (i.e. the shared abilities and skills that enable individuals, regardless 

                                                
77 The environments where they are living either in Algeria or in Britain. In this scenario, Britain can be considered 

as locality to these participants because they have been living there for at least two years. 
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of their backgrounds, to read, engage with and take part in the production of culture wherever it 

is) that help them locally are also functional globally, outside participants’ local environment.  
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Chapter 9: Further Discussion, Implications, and Conclusion 

This chapter is divided into four sections each of which has a particular function. First, it 

seeks to provide an answer to the fourth research question: “What is it therefore like ‘travelling to 

the West’?”, which provides a recapitulation of the most important points discussed in the data 

chapters. I am not looking at the three first questions because I have already answered them in the 

summaries at the end of Chapters 6, 7, and 8 respectively. Second, this chapter provides a 

discussion of the implications based on the constructs and realities discovered in this study. Third, 

it suggests ideas for future research. Finally, it presents a conclusion to this thesis in which I 

summarise the main points discussed. 

In the following section, I provide a discussion that explains the overarching key findings 

related to the participants’ “travel to the West”. It presents how all their views and behaviours 

discussed in this study are related to various social constructs they seem to have brought with them. 

9.1. What is it therefore like ‘travelling to the West’? 

One aim of this study is to understand what ‘travelling to the West’ entails. At this point, I 

think that I can attempt to answer to the last research question which, I believe, brings all the 

discussions of this research together. This section therefore presents the particular sets of 

circumstances, features, and realities peculiar to the participants’ journey to the so-called West. It 

is divided into five subsections, each of which tackles a particular aspect of the participants’ 

‘travelling to the West’ journey. 

9.1.1. Characteristics of the participants’ transition to Britain, as part of the West 

One aim of this study is to investigate the perceptions of some Algerian doctorate students 

regarding their experiences of transitioning to Britain, and examine the factors that could 

(positively or negatively) influence their study-abroad experience. Using Schlossberg’s 4Ss 

transition model (see page 18), I sought to understand how the participants conceptualised their 

transition journey, and the assets and liabilities relative to their experience of life in the so-called 

West. As discussed in Chapter 7, participants experienced several negative instances and 

challenges, however, they seem to have found ways to overcome or, at least, cope with some of 
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them. In this section, I discuss some of the common and most prominent factors that proved to be 

effective in helping participants adapt to their transition to Britain in terms of situation, self, 

support, and strategies, components of Schlossberg’s 4Ss transition model. 

9.1.1.A. Situation 

Situation is related to the particularities of the transition. Findings of this study suggest that 

participants’ study-abroad journey is composed of two major transitions: a geographical and a role 

transition. The former is related to the physical displacement or a kind of “cultural travel” 

(Holliday, 2016) that consists of leaving their ‘home’ country and fly miles away to Britain. While, 

the latter entails participants taking on a new role of becoming independent doctorate researchers. 

Data revealed that participants seem to have managed their geographical transition to Britain, 

though at different paces. However, adapting to their role transition appears to have taken more 

time.  

Participants experienced transitioning and living in Britain differently. The particular 

ethnographic design of my research enabled me to access the participants’ world, where each of 

them tried to adjust to their particular environment in order to take full advantage of what it offers. 

In fact, I observed many environments, from people living alone to living in shared 

accommodations. I observed participants in the gym, doing groceries, cooking and I even attended 

supervisory meetings. This immersion in their life – although for a short period – enabled me to 

learn more about the participants and understand that each individual is unique in his way of living, 

being and thinking. This particular finding agrees with Jones (2017) that it should not be assumed 

that students from a particular country will all experience a new living environment in the same 

way. And more importantly, we should not try to define them based on their origins, but rather 

examine how they define themselves past that.  

Regarding the assessment of participants’ transition to Britain, in line with previous research 

(e.g. Gould, 2018; Nada et al., 2018; Saubert, 2014), participants of this study also demonstrated a 

positive attitude towards their transition despite the numerous challenges they claimed they 

encountered. Most of the participants seem to be satisfied with their journey that far because the 

sum of positive outcomes appears to have overtaken the negative ones.  
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9.1.1.B. Self 

Self relates to the participants’ personal characteristics that impacted the transition, such as 

gender, age, upbringings, and other characteristics. Data of this study did not reveal much about the 

role of age and gender in their transition, only two particular realities. First, male participants, unlike 

females, did not mention becoming more independent as an outcome of their study-abroad journey, 

and this could have many interpretations that do not change much to the overall focus and 

argument(s) of this thesis78. Second, unlike the majority of veiled female participants, males did not 

expect any types of ‘Othering’ whatsoever because their clothing does not show their religious 

affiliation. Nevertheless, participants’ upbringings appeared to have, to a significant extent, 

impacted on their transition. 

Participants’ upbringings and personal experiences appeared to have played a two-way role 

in their transition. They emerged both as a liability and an asset at the same time. In adjusting to 

the transition, most of the participants demonstrated an ability to cope with, and adapt to the new 

environment’s features through skills they seem to have brought with them from their upbringings. 

This ability involves some skills they have developed as an outcome of engaging in various small 

cultures; for instance, participants have developed skills related to making new friends, and 

negotiating their position within various social groups. In the literature, I referred to such skills as 

underlying universal cultural processes (Holliday, 2011, 2019). These skills are also connected 

with Schlosberg theory’s (1989, 1995) assumption that people are equipped with innate resources, 

developed through the numerous life transitions, and that help them adapt to change.  

Here, participants used part of their carried upbringings to negotiate their position in the 

multiple social context(s) wherein they interacted being aware that cultural difference is not a 

deficit. For instance, in his encounter with the English boys (see 7.1.2.5.), Dany did not get several 

of their cultural references, however, instead of feeling inferior or deficient, he turned what could 

be perceived as a liability into an asset. Dany tapped into his upbringings and ability to 

communicate in his ‘home’ environment to negotiate his position in that cross-cultural interaction. 

He did not think that he had to conform to assimilation, but rather used his upbringings as a source 

of skills accumulated over time to manage a meaningful communication with others. As he stated, 

                                                
78 It could have been important if I were doing a gender study or if the findings related to gender were more substantial. 
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“even when my behaviour doesn’t fit […] it’s no one’s fault, it’s just how people work and how 

they should understand that we’re different […] they are not very important as long as the 

communication is meaningful”.  

Data analysis also revealed that participants’ upbringings negatively affected their 

adjustment to the transition, and, in some instances, it played the role of a liability rather than an 

asset. This concerns their carried perceptions of Britain in particular, and of the ‘West’ in general. 

Participants’ carried perceptions, which seem to have to a considerable extent influenced the way 

they perceived themselves and others - appeared to be stereotypical and rooted in the powerful 

construct of the West. This discussion supports Holliday’s (2016a) argument that the underlying 

universal cultural processes that could enable people to engage with ‘culture’ across boundaries 

jointly provide them with prejudices and grand narratives about the ‘Other’ that could cause 

difficulties when travelling abroad.  

As concluded in Chapter 6, participants’ West idealist assumptions seem to have led them 

to demonise themselves and their home country in favour of British output. For instance, 

participants’ idealisation of British education created a feeling of inferiority as non-Western 

students which appears to have hampered their academic adjustment (see 6.1.2.). Another aspect 

that was affected by participants’ upbringings is socialisation. For example, some veiled 

participants claimed having faced some difficulties to interact with so-called British people 

because of their imagined individualist and cold nature when, as discussed in (see 6.2.3.), they 

have simply not put enough efforts into socialising with others.  

9.1.1.C. Support 

Support refers to the aid and assistance that an individual has. The sources of support 

participants appear to have benefited from are family, and networks of friends who provided either 

assistance and guidance on ways to fix a problem, afforded love and affection, or delivered support 

and motivation. Family appeared, for many participants, an essential factor in their transition 

abroad. Family support was mainly provided, virtually, via social media which bridged the 

geographical gap and enabled participants to keep in touch with members of their family and 

friends left in Algeria. Data suggested that a limited interaction with this source of support during 
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the sojourn abroad was clearly a source of distress for the participants, especially during the first 

weeks of transition. This supports other research findings (e.g. Oppedal and Idsoe, 2015; Cano et 

al., 2016; Ghodbane, 2020) on the importance of family support in reducing levels of stress and 

anxiety while living abroad by providing emotional support when it is needed. 

Another prominent finding regarding support is friendship networks which appear to have 

helped participants enhancing their psychological state and mitigating homesickness and other 

difficulties associated with life abroad; a finding similar to many studies (e.g. Rui and Wang, 2015; 

Sullivan and Kashubeck-West, 2015; Zhou and Cole, 2016). As a result of living away from family 

and friends left in Algeria, participants started interacting and engaging more often with other 

people with whom they shared similar interests. Like Ghodbane (2020), I also found out that 

participants’ made friend with people with whom they shared some aspects of their identity as 

members of particular small cultures such as Algerian, Muslim, international or PhD student, etc.  

Data analysis indicates that the most prominent friendship pattern is co-national friendship. 

Coming from the same country provided a kind of feeling home, especially during the national 

and religious celebrations when the feeling of homesickness was at its highest. Another reason for 

choosing co-national friendship is participants’ fear of discrimination or rejection which, as 

discussed in the data chapters, was imagined and ideologically driven. However, some participants 

avoided befriending co-nationals because of the feeling of conformity pressure. This latter 

encompasses participants’ feeling pressured and judged about the way they live and/or dress (see 

7.1.2.4.). This finding relates to Brown (2009) who reported that students manifested a resentment 

of conformity pressure that led them to withdraw from the co-national group. 

 Nevertheless, in this study, there was not a complete withdrawal from co-national groups, 

but rather from particular co-national peers with whom participants did not feel at ease to be 

themselves. Participants displayed a need to interact with co-national friends (at least one) because 

they seem to provide some kind of emotional support related to living a similar situation of being 

sponsored Algerian doctorate students abroad. This does not mean that it is a homogenous group 

because they came from the same country, but rather despite their diversity, they share similarities 

that appear to bring them closer. Other participants preferred multi-national friendships; this 

includes befriending so-labelled ‘host’ or ‘local’ students and/or students from other nationalities. 
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A few participants (about four) have deliberately chosen to befriend multi-nationals either to avoid 

conformity pressure felt with some co-national peers, or desiring to know people from other 

backgrounds, which was a common expectation of their study-abroad journey. Other participants 

fortuitously made friend with multi-national friends because of the lack of Algerian co-national 

peers in their area, or due to their particular accommodation circumstances.  

An interesting point that I noticed is the participants’ absence of reference to university 

emotional support. This may mean that family and friendship networks (alongside other coping 

mechanisms discussed below) have provided participants with the support needed for the 

transition. Nonetheless, many participants mentioned university academic support claiming that 

their supervisors and university staff were helpful in offering guidance and assistance on ways to 

fix academic-related issues. Seemingly, university services and support appear to have contributed 

more to helping participants adapting to their role transition rather than their geographical one.  

9.1.1.D. Strategies 

Strategies consist of the multiple ways in which participants take initiatives in finding 

coping mechanisms for adapting to or coping with both their geographical and role transitions 

besides other supporting systems discussed above. Strategies are relevant to this study because they 

demonstrate that participants have agency and are relatively self-reliant as they displayed an ability 

to take charge in navigating their transition process. Participants faced a multitude of challenges of 

all kind, some related to their geographical transition and others to their role changing. Data analysis 

revealed that the feeling of homesickness associated with their physical displacement appears to be 

reduced, to some extent, by keeping in touch with family and engaging in manifold friendships. 

Whereas, for the other challenges related to their role change of becoming doctorate students, 

participants seem to have found other strategies to overcome them. 

Discussing the strategies that the participants found effective in coping with their role 

transition is important and relates to the need to gain more understanding of the doctoral process 

and the potential strategies and coping mechanisms that could help PhD students manage their 

doctoral journey and the negative feelings accompanied with it. Participants’ accounts suggest that 

undertaking the doctorate is characterised by a feeling of loneliness caused by the long hours they 
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spend working on their research projects, an inherent stress associated with study-life conflicts, 

and pressures of timely completion. For most of the participants, being full-time doctorate students 

interweaves through their everyday life which seem to have affected their wellbeing. This finding 

confirms Beasy et al.’s (2019) that the PhD students’ wellbeing is considerably affected by their 

doctorate.  

However, unlike Beasy et al.’s (2019) who found that doctorate students perceived their 

wellbeing was not a priority of their neoliberal University, I found that participants rather blamed 

themselves for not allocating more time to more non-PhD-related activities. Data analysis revealed 

that many participants allocated most of their time to working on their thesis at the expense of 

social interaction. This finding relates to other research (e.g. Ghodbane, 2020; Smith, 2009; 

Welikala, 2011) which concluded that undertaking a doctorate affects principally social interaction 

because of the long hours students spend working on their research projects. 

Nonetheless, some participants became aware that neglecting social life decreased their 

well-being, and showed agency in modifying their situation. Creating a balance between one’s 

academic and social life proved to be important in coping with their role transition, and for that 

organisation and time management seem to be crucial. Doctorate students imagine that they do not 

have time because they have many things to do besides working on their thesis (i.e. each 

participants have their personal circumstances and responsibilities beside the doctorate). That is 

why managing one’s time seems to be an effective strategy to take into account in order to continue 

enjoying life while working on one’s thesis.  

Data analysis also revealed that once participants had allocated some free time away from 

their academic life, they tended to favour the gym and other sporting activities. They seem to have 

found them efficient not only to get away from the academic life and the thesis, but also to release 

their accumulated stress. There are, however, a few participants who initially joined the gym the 

socialise, but appeared to have found difficulties interacting with other people, and this appears to 

be caused by their carried prejudices and stereotypical assumptions; like Zara who stated, “I started 

going to the gym but still I cannot socialise because I believe that we Algerians we are known for 

loving to be in a community, but when coming to British people I don’t feel this, I don’t think they 

like to socialise especially with strangers” (see 6.2.3.). Such an ‘Us vs Them’ discourse is an 
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example of the participants’ stereotypical assumptions about British people carried with them, and 

which appear to have, to a great extent, hindered their socialisation. 

Besides the gym and other sporting activities, another as much popular as effective strategy 

to manage their role transition are social media. Data showed that social media were increasingly 

being used by participants, though at varied rates. They seem to hold the potential to support 

participants in preserving their relationships and connections with family and friends left in 

Algeria, but also make new friendships and socialise while abroad. This finding supports Hall and 

Sivakumaran’s (2014) which indicates that international students use social media in a variety of 

ways to help them adjust to living in a foreign country during their study abroad experience. 

9.1.2. The ‘ideal West’ narrative 

A prominent component of this group of Algerian doctorate students’ journey to Britain is 

‘the ideal West’ narrative carried with them from their upbringings. This narrative represents 

participants’ stories about how they imagine life in Britain as ideal considering it part of what they 

imagined to be the West. This idealisation appears to have affected many aspects of their life, 

including education, lifestyle and goods. Many of the discussions that took place in the field 

revealed that most of the participants’ expectations of their journey in Britain were driven by an 

‘ideal West’ narrative. Participants expected so much from life in Britain that their real-life 

experiences of living there were, for most of them, disappointing. Most of the participants 

imagined going to a better place where they would have many friends, have the best educational 

support, and see incredible landscapes. However, although participants’ experiences did not match 

their expectations, they spoke positively about their journey in Britain.  

Notwithstanding the intensity and prevalence of the participants’ praise of Britain and 

perceiving it as necessarily superior at many levels, a few participants displayed their anti-Western 

position manifested through some ethnocentric claims. These latter were displayed through 

participants’ feeling of superiority towards other constructed cultures including Western, and 

judgements of the rightness or wrongness of some actions based on the standards set by their own 

cultural background (Capucao, 2010; Bizumic, 2015). The participants ethnocentric position and 

feeling of superiority concerned mainly the aspect of religion. Two or three participants criticised 
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some aspects of what they believed to be ‘Western’ culture which have to do with excessive liberty, 

alcohol, and sexual relations (see 8.1.4.). One particular participant complained about the 

excessive liberty found in the West claiming that Western individuals have “no limits, they can do 

whatever they want” and believed that where he comes from, people “have certain limits” and 

“respect things”. These limits appear to represent the social norms that regulate people’s 

behaviours in his environment back in Algeria.   

The social norms that regulate the participants’ behaviours seem to be related to religion 

rather than nationality. Some participants stated that they could not perform certain actions because 

they are Muslim, for example drink alcohol, or have sexual relationships outside marriage because 

their behaviour is regulated by “some rules that come from Islam” (Arezki, interview). Findings 

of this study support Hiouani’s (2020) conclusion that some participants assumed that being 

‘Western’ necessitates performing actions that are frowned upon or not allowed in their native 

society, and their sense of superiority becomes elevated for not doing them. However, after some 

time spent abroad, participants’ perceptions and views appear to have changed. Seemingly, 

participants stopped judging others according to their own cultural standards. As Emily stated: “I 

started seeing things as very normal, yet they are not normal in the ‘Algerian culture’”, and that “I 

never thought that one day I would see drinking alcohol in a very normal way, but that day came 

actually”. 

After a personal experience of life in Britain, most of the participants became aware of how 

their perceptions were ideological and stereotypical. However, despite their awareness some 

participants kept idealising the West at different extents. Findings of this study suggest that the 

participants’ perceptions of the West, after real-life experience, can be divided into three fractions, 

those who still fully idealise the West, those who partially idealise it, and those who claimed they 

stopped idealising it. It is, however, important to precise that even if participants partially or 

completely ceased idealising Britain as part of the so-called West, they may have changed their 

mind since, or still hold other ideological beliefs that are juxtaposed with their idealisation of the 

West.  

The first category encompasses the participants who kept idealising Britain in many aspects 

despite their real-life experiences. Some participants’ direct exposure to life in Britain seems to 
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have amplified their idealised envisagement of Britain as part of the West rather than the opposite, 

and this is explicitly expressed by Fatima who stated: “back in my country, it’s really a very big 

image when you are living in the West [...] they think that we are living just like in a metaphoric 

way in heaven, and it, actually is! I mean, I agree with that”. Such discourses give the impression 

that participants with such a firm ideological position will probably contribute to spreading such 

ideological beliefs around them. This may contribute to feeding into Western hegemony, which 

seems to have succeeded in spreading and maintaining the idea of superiority and modernity 

associated with so-called Western countries (i.e. North America and Western Europe), discussed 

in Chapter 3 (see 3.5.). 

The second category encompasses the participants who became more aware of their 

ideological beliefs, especially regarding their imagined idealistic nature of the West, but still 

idealise certain aspects of it. For instance, some participants ceased idealising Britain in terms of 

education, others in terms of landscape or lifestyle, depending on the participant. However, despite 

being aware of their ideological position vis-à-vis the West, they could not resist or challenge it 

probably for two reasons. First because this ideology is so deeply rooted in their thinking that it 

seems difficult to get rid of, and secondly, because they still hold some idealistic feelings towards 

some aspects of the West. 

The third category concerns a few participants who seem to have become fully aware of 

their ideological position vis-à-vis the West, and try to challenge it, claiming that Britain is just 

another country with its particular way of life, detached from the idea of being a Western country. 

Their real-life experiences seem to have contributed to their perception change and deconstruction 

of the ‘ideal West’ grand narrative. A good example is Thiziri claiming: “If I go back to Algeria, 

I will not say OMG the fancy world, it’s just normal”. This participant’s discourse implies that she 

is going to contribute to de-constructing the ideal West’ grand narrative around her rather than the 

opposite.  

Nevertheless, some members of this third category seem to believe that Britain has better 

things to offer compared to where they come from, especially when it comes to academic resources 

and support. Speaking about Algerian higher education, a participant stated: “resources are very 

important […]  I myself didn’t have that. I had to do all my study at home, struggling with Internet 
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and stuff which I think affect to a certain extent the outcome of what you’re doing” (Dany, 

interview) juxtaposed with “in Algeria, we don’t even have credit cards to buy books. I think this 

is a really interesting side of why people prefer here” (Sally, interview). In this particular instance, 

participants’ preference of Britain seems to be devoid of ideological assumptions. It is the 

availability of the appropriate means and resources for studying, and other utilities that facilitate 

life (e.g. credit cards and fully-equipped libraries) that contributed to their choice rather than their 

ideological positions. After all, as any individuals, these participants are also looking for ways of 

bettering their life conditions. 

9.1.3. Stereotypes and prejudices  

Amongst the most salient aspects of the construction and maintenance of the participants’ 

views about Britain is stereotypes. Data analysis revealed that stereotypical views are mainly 

observable in the participants’ perceptions of British people, some of which were described in 

Chapter 6 (see 6.2.2.). Participants’ carried perceptions of British people are in a form of reduced 

essentials, and simplified characteristics (Hall, 1997). Examples of this include the popular 

stereotypes with which British individuals are usually associated with, such as Fatima’s 

perceptions of ‘conservative’ and ‘strict’ people, Zara’s reference to individualism, or Sally’s 

‘native-speakerist’ assumptions, which are shared by other participants in the study. 

Despite their idealisation of the West and feeling of inferiority as non-Western individuals, 

participants’ perceptions of British people does not seem to be necessarily associated with positive 

attributes. This finding does not confirm Hiouani’s (2020) that participants’ stereotypical beliefs 

about Western individuals reinforces their idealisation of Western values and standards. 

Seemingly, participants’ stereotypical perceptions of British people are more associated with 

nationality (i.e. British) rather than being Western individuals. Besides media and socialisation 

processes, another source of perceptions construction of British people are the national 

schoolbooks of English language (see 6.3.3.). What some participants said about their particular 

perceptions of Britain resonates with me because I also recall having had similar views which I 

can trace back to when I have first encountered English in secondary school. 
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We all mis-imagine each other in varying degrees all the time, however, when this mis-

imagination is supported by ideological beliefs and lack of exposure, it can rapidly transform into 

prejudices that distort reality and affect our communication with others. Data analysis suggests 

that participants’ carried prejudices appear to have led them theorise about not only the ‘Other’, 

but also about themselves, and this appears to have, to a certain extent, affected their transition to 

Britain. The various taken-for-granted narratives played the role of ‘blocks’ (Holliday, 2011, 2019) 

that hindered or delayed participants’ adjustment process. This is illustrated in the veiled 

participants’ fear of Islamophobia or rejection because of their veil, which appear to have affected 

their socialisation in Britain (see 6.2.3.). 

However, there are some participants who approached social interaction with a less 

prejudiced mind, searching for a ‘thread’ (Holliday, 2013, 2019) or a commonality that would 

enable communication rather than disable it. At the heart of challenging stereotypes and finding 

the ‘thread’ is a non-essentialist approach to cultures and individuals. That is, approaching people 

as ordinary individuals who can be so many things at the same time (e.g. student, brother, Muslim, 

artist, male, friend ...etc) rather than as a member of a particular group with pre-defined 

characteristics. All in all, I believe that, either acquired through socialisation processes, media or 

national education, participants’ carried perceptions about a variety of people and cultures 

influenced, to a great extent, their transition to Britain. However, travelling abroad seems to have 

helped them challenge these carried perceptions or at least question them. 

9.1.4. Feeling home everywhere, that what intercultural is. 

In everyday engagement with other people, there is a constant construction of small 

cultures where we learn to position ourselves, and negotiate our place within. Thanks to all the 

small cultures we all take part in, we develop skills and abilities as we go, and this relates to the 

underlying universal processes (Holliday, 2013, 2019) which comprise all the shared skills that 

enable communication of the Self with the ‘Other’ and vice versa. Holliday explained that 

wherever people come from, they can always find the thread that can connect   them with other 

people’s experiences and work communication out. This argument implies that people, regardless 

of provenance, possess a hybrid identity because their constructed skills enable them to work out 

communication everywhere: locally or globally. Therefore, no matter how foreign people are, their 
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hybrid identity can enable communication negotiation in a ‘third space’ where the threads are 

connected. As discussed in the literature (see 2.3.), ‘third space’ is a creative space wherein all 

people, all time can work out cross-cultural communication. 

 For instance, in Dany’s encounter with the English boys (see 7.1.2.5.), he had a choice of 

looking for the block of not getting their childhood songs and feel different and deficient (which 

is often easier), or to loo k for the thread that would facilitate their conversation. Dany could have 

immediately started with prejudiced ‘discourses of culture’ which invoke the false large culture 

images of how he is different from ‘them’, however, he chose to look for threads by looking 

beyond the imagined, yet powerful ‘Us vs Them’ construct. Despite differences, Dany found ways 

to communicate with those boys and acknowledged that all cultural differences become less 

important when meaning is conveyed. Other participants also encountered some communication 

awkwardness and difficulty due to their lack of knowledge about others’ cultural practices and 

references. However, they seem to have found ways to engage and communicate beyond the 

imaginary construct of ‘Us’ and ‘Them’. This boundary-dissolving communication appears to be 

related to the way ‘culture’ is approached, and seems to work at the level of small non-essentialist 

rather than large essentialist conception of ‘culture’.  

Data analysis revealed that despite the numerous challenges they claimed they faced during 

their transition from Algeria to Britain, each of the participants appeared to have succeeded in 

finding their own creative ways of overcoming those challenges and be themselves without trying 

to integrate or assimilate. This is because, as data showed it, home is not a country; it does not 

have borders. Home is not a place, but rather a feeling. Participants’ accounts appear to indicate 

that they felt home even in places where they have never been before without having to assimilate. 

This ability of feeling home and being able to find oneself even in unfamiliar terrains represent 

what being intercultural really is.  

The concept of interculturality or what Collins (2018) refers to as “the intercultural”79 was 

subject to several meanings in the literature, some of which prompted to an essentialist and neo-

                                                
79 Given the multiple variants of the term intercultural (‘intercultural communication’, ‘intercultural studies’, 

‘intercultural competence’, ‘intercultural understanding’ and so on), Collins (2008) grouped them into a single term 

which he called ‘the intercultural’. 
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racist conception of ‘culture’. However, in this study, I found that interculturality seems to be 

created whenever people negotiate their personal experiences and upbringings in relation to social 

structures (i.e. social settings in which they interact) which enable them to continuously position 

and reposition themselves at different times in different ways, depending on the circumstances, 

and the particularities of the small culture in which they engage or participate. I had the chance to 

observe a diversity of circumstances that govern the particularities of how each of the participants 

engage. I was immersed in their daily life’s activities and each of them had different personal 

experiences, and lifestyles, different hobbies and friendship patterns, and give the impression to 

blend into the society’s fabric regardless of their provenance. 

Throughout this thesis there has been references to resisting essentialist blocks by non-

essentialist threads that transcend structural boundaries, and I believe that my definition of “the 

intercultural” contributes to this end. We are made to position and reposition ourselves, in different 

ways, at different times depending on multiple circumstances. This means that “the intercultural” 

has always been with us as we move through diverse settings in everyday life, from family, friends, 

school or work, through finding ways to be ourselves and feel or create familiarity wherever we 

go and whenever we interact by negotiating our upbringings in relation to structures of the small 

culture wherever it is located. Based on this discussion, I think that adaptation to change and 

transitions is an everyday constructive process of negotiating one’s hybrid multifaceted identity in 

relation to the setting’s systems and particularities - be it local or global - necessary for getting on 

with things. This negotiation takes place in a creative “third space” (Bhabha, 1994) where all 

people, at all the time can deconstruct national boundaries, being aware of the threads that could 

dissolve the blocks that hamper or delay adaptation.  

9.1.5. Inclination to Britain: ideological or innocent discourses? 

As previously discussed, most of the participants’ expectations of life in Britain appeared 

to be ideological in nature, grounded in an idealistic image of Britain as part of what they imagined 

to be the West. However, experiencing life in Britain proved to be different from what they 

expected, but still remains a positive experience for most of the participants. Throughout this 

thesis, I tried to deCentre the alleged superiority of the West, and deconstruct Centre West grand 

narratives. However, there are some realities that participants experienced, and which led them to 
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prefer some aspects of life in Britain. Most of the participants talked about a better academic 

environment (e.g. workshops and conferences), more freedom, and better living conditions. 

As far as academia is concerned, the majority of the participants displayed their enthusiasm 

and pride for being doctorate students in Britain for two main reasons. The first one is because of 

their ideological belief that having a doctorate from Britain is prestigious. And, the second reason 

is due to the resources and equipment available in their British universities. These two reasons 

seem to be related to the fact that participants’ universities are considered as Centre universities 

which are usually perceived as the world’s most prestigious research institutions (see 4.2.2.1). 

Maybe the grand narrative of a superior West is fallacious, but the participants’ real-experiences 

of studying in Britain seem to indicate that their universities benefit from a full array of resources, 

including funding for attending conferences, equipped libraries to support research, and legislation 

that supports academic freedom. 

Despite a few complaints about inadequate supervision, most of the participants’ 

discourses about their academic experiences seem to be fairly positive. Such positive discourses 

may contribute to the perpetuation of Western hegemony, but as a critical researcher, I understand 

that the participants’ accounts represent a reality and not the ultimate truth about what studying in 

Britain is like. Besides, I understand that as doctorate students they would prefer the best 

conditions to study, especially when undertaking a degree of such importance.  Many participants 

highlighted the way the lack of means and resources in their home universities affected their 

academic endeavours and outcomes. Even the students who are motivated rapidly lose motivation 

and interest when the means are lacking (see 1.4.1.). 

 Another aspect of the participants’ ‘travel to the West’ is their reference to freedom. 

Freedom of being who they have always wanted to be, and dressing however they want are the 

types of freedom most of the participants claimed they enjoyed in Britain when compared to their 

home country. While participants strongly believed that this freedom is associated with being in a 

so-called Western country, using thick description and juxtaposing discourses, behaviors and 

events enabled me to offer an alternative interpretation. The kinds of freedom participants 

mentioned seem to be related to being away from family and social pressure experienced in their 

local environment. I am in no way claiming that the participants’ home country is socially 
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pressuring, or that all the participants have experienced that. I am only trying to explain that when 

living in the same place for many years with people with whom you share so many things, trying 

to behave or dress differently may be perceived as ‘not normal’ because of some imaginary and 

socially constructed norms as it was the case for most of the participants. 

When they came to Britain, participants of this study thought they found more freedom to 

“be who they really want to be”. However, when they go back to their hometown for holidays, 

they say that they do not change to conform, but rather proudly assume their choices. This may 

indicate that the freedom they imagined they found in the West was there in their hometown all 

the time, they did not see it because they seem to have associated freedom to Western countries 

only. Some particular behaviors might be perceived as inappropriate in some places not because 

of the imaginary West-Rest dualism, but because of the way societies are socially and ideologically 

constructed. In other words, people are similar in being different, and difference may be observed 

in some social, religious as well as cultural practices that differ from a place to another. However, 

associating a particular behavior or a social practice with a particular society may either lead to 

overgeneralisation and stereotyping, or display particular ideological positions (e.g. 

ethnocentrism, West idealism). This latter is the case of some participants whose association of 

freedom with their imagination of the West indicates their West idealist position.  

9.2. Implications  

In this section, I discuss the implications of my study which, I think, might be of interest 

of many (e.g. international students, prospective doctorate students, supervisors, host universities’ 

administration). It is divided into three subsections. First, I discuss the role of ideological 

discourses and prejudices in affecting the participants’ transition to Britain, and society in general, 

and the need to deconstruct them. Second, I explain how my study contributes to the overall context 

of international studies by challenging the dominant assimilationist discourses surrounding so-

labelled international students’ transitions. Third, I present some of the overarching findings 

related to ways the doctoral process could be enhanced. 
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9.2.1. Effecting social change 

We all carry with us views about each other all the time, however, when these views are 

supported by ideological beliefs and lack of exposure, it can rapidly transform into prejudices that 

distort reality and affect our communication with others. Findings of this study demonstrated that 

participants’ prejudices seem to be driven by powerful ideological positions. The most prominent 

ideologies concerns their idealisation of the West displayed in their idealistic expectations of life 

in Britain (see 6.2.1.). Participants seem unaware of their ideological positions and this apprears 

to be related to the subtle nature of ideologies that are often “hidden and latent” (Wodak and 

Meyer, 2015, p.8), inherent between the lines of the participants’ everyday beliefs and discourses. 

However, participants’ lived experiences narratives proved that participants became more 

aware of their ideological beliefs, and prejudiced perceptions. For instance, when Thiziri stated “I 

will not say OMG the fancy world, it’s just normal” (see page 142). Other participants became 

aware of their ethnocentric beliefs, as Mina who claimed, “when I came here, I thought that my 

religion and my beliefs are the very best ones […] But, now, I do not think that anymore” (see 

page 231). Other participants became aware of their prejudices, as Sabrina who stated that “a 

British girl made the initiative to congregate together [...] this made me realise probably the 

problem was not really in British people or internationals but […] it’s being coward to take the 

initiative to get to know people” (see page 162). Such discourses are evidence of how participants’ 

perceptions of the Self and Other changed thanks to their lived experiences in Britain. This means 

that direct exposure contributed to raising participants’ awareness towards their prejudiced 

assumptions, and ideological beliefs.   

A prominent outcome of participants’ study-abroad journey is raising their individual 

consciousness about their prejudiced and ideological thinking by deconstructing some of the grand 

narratives they grew up with about a ‘better West’. As discussed in this Chapter (see 9.1.2.), not 

all participants have completely withdrawn from idealising the West. However, becoming aware 

of it remains an equally relevant step in effecting change around them.  Being aware of the 

existence of some ideologies and the consequences they can have might result in prudence about 

the practices that the ideologies may entail (Hiouani, 2020). In addition, participants could 
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contribute to the deconstruction of the grand narrative of an ‘ideal West’ around them (and other 

ideologies), and thus raise a collective consciousness towards prejudices and ideological beliefs. 

Another social change that is targeted by this research is the perception of so-labelled 

international students as deficient. In the field of HE, international students are theorised and 

framed in a powerful representation, and it seems difficult for them to get away from it. This image 

comes with particular perceptions constructed around their imagined cultural deficiency. For 

instance, if international students display behaviours that are not usually associated with them 

(such as being critical or autonomous) this can only be explained by being ‘Westernised’, or having 

learnt those behaviours because they are in the so-called West. Based on this neoliberal logic, 

international students are constructed as deficient individuals who need help; they come to the 

West to learn how ‘to be better’. Additionally, if international students fail to fulfil the conditions 

of a successful adaptations as stated by the assimilationist theorists, they blame it on their ‘culture’; 

And ‘culture’ should never be an excuse. The danger of looking through this lens is the 

consolidation of segregation and Othering. This is further discussed in the following section. 

9.2.2. Challenging the assimilationist discourse of deficiency 

This study contributes to deconstructing the discourses and grand narratives of deficiency 

usually associated with so-labelled international students’ transitions. The assimilationist theory 

of adaptation is essentialist and neo-racist because not only does it approach international students 

as a homogenous group of people coming from a particular place, but also assumes their deficiency 

“driven by a desire to fix the nature of their ‘culture’ and cultural difference” (Holliday, 2011, p.6). 

Findings of this study provide another reality about the so-labelled international students’ 

transitions which supports the repudiation of any thoughts about an eventual culture shock, and 

viewing cultural difference as a liability. Based on the assimilationist conditions to international 

students’ successful adaptation, these participants’ transition to Britain might have been perceived 

as unsuccessful because it did not tick all the boxes of the typical ‘successful’ transition within 

which international students are falsely expected to ‘integrate’ into society, have many ‘local’ 

friends, and have assimilated the ‘host’ country’s cultural features. However, participants in this 

study proved that they have agency, and carried with them the skills necessary to adapt to change. 
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They appeared to assess their journey according to their own standards, and not conforming to 

some established Centre West criteria.  

This finding might be of interest of partisans of the assimilationist approach and policy 

makers who should become aware of their discriminatory approach to promoting the neoliberal 

University. They should be aware that so-labelled international students are not deficient, and that 

this long-standing grand narrative should no more be used. International students do not need to 

enroll in any of the intercultural courses promoted by the neoliberal University to help them learn 

the ‘culture’ of the host country in order to better adapt; this is a fallacy. Instead, international 

students should be perceived as simply students who - regardless of where they come from - are 

endowed with skills carried from their upbringing which make them able to negotiate their position 

wherever they go.  

That is why, I disagree with Guerriche (2019) who encourages the neoliberal University 

and its neo-racist approaches by claiming that the absence of pre-departure orientation and 

intercultural training minimised the positive outcomes of the cultural experience of some Algerian 

PhD students, and led to difficulties to accommodate to the host environment. Maybe so-labelled 

international students need some information about everyday life practicalities (e.g. how university 

facilities, transportation or accommodation work) because it may be different from where they 

come, but not some kind of intercultural knowledge about the host country, this sounds very 

positivist and essentialist. I agree with Collins (2018) that the concept of interculturality is 

fallacious, and that ‘discourses of interculturality’, which is usually targeting overseas students, 

are employed for commercialising the neoliberal University, and generate revenues.  

The neoliberal discourse of helping international students ‘integrate’ through intercultural 

courses should be deconstructed and be replaced by a critical cosmopolitan discourse that promotes 

diversity an openness (Delanty, 2006) rather than universalism. For that, I think that host 

university’s administration should not approach so-labelled international students (who have a 

minimum level of English) as a homogenous group and teach them in a class particular to ‘them’, 

but rather mix them with the rest of students regardless of their provenance. This will probably 

reduce international students’ feeling of deficiency and marginalisation, and encourage cultural 

difference rather than strengthen the inherent imagined racial, religious or national dominant 
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markers that accentuate segregation and Othering.  This may also provide so-labelled international 

students with an opportunity to make a positive contributions to curricula, institutions’ inclusion 

and ‘widening participation’ policies. As such, students’ biographies and upbringings represent 

valuable resources in developing innovative learning and teaching in increasingly diverse social 

science classroom settings (Ploner, 2017). 

So-labelled international students should also become aware of their innate ability to adapt 

to change. Understanding that where they come from and their upbringings are a source of 

powerful identity negotiation skills (even abroad) will probably help them gain more confidence 

in themselves and their abilities, and thus be less sceptical about socialising with others. In fact, 

their upbringings and life experiences that help them understand how to live and negotiate their 

place in their local society are also effective outside their locality. Besides international students, 

I believe that people, regardless of their origins, should be aware of their ability to adapt to change 

and trust their upbringings as a reliable source for identity negotiation even abroad.  

That is why, I disagree with both (Guerriche, 2019), and Brinkmann and Weerdenburg 

(2003) who claim that (what they referred to) ‘intercultural knowledge’ about the host environment 

is a very important factor for enhancing the participant’s self-efficacy prior the exposure 

experience. Instead, I think that the experience of travelling places fosters interculturality and 

adaptation to change. As I stated earlier (see 9.1.4.), being intercultural is the ability to feel home 

and get familiar with the setting wherever it is. Therefore, I believe that the more people travel 

places, meet people from different backgrounds and negotiate their place within those small 

cultures, better their communication and quicker their adaptation will be. 

9.2.3. Navigating the doctoral journey 

One of the overarching findings of this study stipulates that participants did not really 

struggle adapting to the geographical transition, but rather found more difficulties adapting to their 

new role of becoming doctorate students. As discussed in the data chapters, undertaking a 

doctorate is a rather demanding and lonely process that generates mixed feelings of excitement, 

anxiety, and despair (e.g. Chapman Hoult, 2009; Stone, 2018), and which seems to affect, to a 

great extent, social interaction (e.g. Ghodbane, 2020). That is why, one of the thesis implications 
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is to put more efforts into further understanding the particular support and strategies that could 

help doctorate students – regardless of provenance – cope with their doctoral journey. Based on 

the participants’ experience, in this section, I present some of the most prominent factors that 

appeared to have positively impacted their doctoral journey. 

Many participants mentioned developing an academic identity helped them gain 

confidence in themselves as doctorate students.  In this study, the term academic identity refers to 

feelings of belonging to and/or fitting into the academic community. Data analysis demonstrates 

that developing an academic identity relates to the active engagement and participation in the 

multiple facets of the ‘academic culture’80 (Holley, 2011). Academic cultural practices may 

include collecting data, attending workshops and conferences, meeting with the supervisory team, 

or meetings and discussions with doctoral peers and colleagues (Ghodbane, 2020). Upon the 

beginning of their doctoral journey in Britain, most of the participants felt a sentiment of 

inferiority, doubt and a fragile self-esteem.  However, taking an active role in research, gaining a 

solid grasp of the academic culture, and becoming a part of a discipline seem to have positively 

affected the participants’ doctorate experience. 

Additionally, this study found that there is a link between the development of an academic 

identity and socialisation. This finding relates to Baker and Lattuca (2010) and Hopwood’s (2010) 

who claim that social encounters and networks are important in developing an academic identity. 

Future doctorate students should be aware of the importance of collaboration, and socialising 

within the academic community on their doctoral journey. Baker and Pifer (2011) speak of the 

“family tree effect”, whereby knowledge extends beyond the most immediate dyadic relationship 

or exchange. I, myself, have experienced this ‘family tree effect’ during my doctoral journey. I 

benefitted from the expertise, advice, and guidance provided by advanced students throughout 

their doctorate. In turn, I shared my experience and expertise with students in the earlier years of 

their programs as well. Another role of socialisation in academia is providing support. Participants 

claimed that dialogue and collaboration with other doctorate students provided them reassurance 

                                                
80 academic culture refers to the “active repertoire of behaviours, beliefs, and actions that include symbols of meaning 

and cultural practices selectively used by group members” in the context of academia (Holley, 2011, p.79). 
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and support. For instance, some participants stated that being able to relate to one’s situation 

appeared to be important in reducing the intensity of stress related to undertaking the doctorate. 

 Supervision was also mentioned as an important component of the doctoral journey. Some 

participants acknowledged the importance of supervisor-supervisee relationship in the completion 

of the doctorate, and claimed that inadequate supervision have negatively affected some of them 

(see 7.1.1.3.). This finding relates to many others’ (e.g. Adkins, 2009; Ploner, 2011; Salmon, 1992; 

Stone, 2018) who established that the relationship between the student and supervisor is at the 

heart of doctoral work, and an inadequate supervision may lead to failure. Thus, supervisors should 

be aware of their critical role in their supervisees’ progress and well-being, try to allocate them 

more time, and put more efforts into supporting them. 

Data analysis also demonstrated that taking care of the Self is a substantial component of 

the doctoral journey. Extracurricular activities appeared to be very important in the participants’ 

mental health and resilience (i.e. ability to resist or recover from tough experiences). Besides 

working hard for their doctorate, participants’ accounts indicated that well-being activities and 

self-care appeared to be of a vital importance to their doctoral journey. Many participants were so 

absorbed with their doctorate that they neglected all other aspects of their life, especially 

socialisation. As one participant said, “sometimes, we need some time for leisure or to rest our 

mind, it is depressing to think about the doctorate 24/7”. One of the most popular activities that 

appeared to contribute to the participants’ well-being are sporting activities, not only did they help 

participants release their stress, but also provided an opportunity for socialisation (see page 196). 

Whether through sports or other activities, prospective doctoral students should remember to take 

care of themselves and their mental health while doing their doctorate. 

Despite the challenges they faced, participants demonstrated agency and autonomy in 

navigating their doctoral journey. Findings of this study suggest that participants acted as positive 

agents in forging their own learning paths; their doctoral experience appears to be continually 

shaped and reshaped by students themselves rather than by their institutions. Thus, I think that 

policy makers and host institutions’ staff should be aware of international doctorate students’ 

ability to navigate their doctoral journey. Hence, they should ask them about their needs and try to 

fulfil them rather than urge them to do things assuming they know what is best for them. 
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9.3. Recommendations for future research 

Through looking at the lived experiences of thirteen Algerian PhD students “travelling to 

the West”, this research has yielded valuable findings that, I believe, contribute to international 

and intercultural scholarship. In thinking about future contribution, I would like to make the 

following suggestions. 

This study explored students’ views, perceptions, and reflections related to their transition 

to Britain. One prominent finding is idealisation of the West as an inherent ideology in the 

participants’ accounts, displayed through their praise of what they consider to be ‘Western’, and a 

depreciation of their home country at many levels. Many participants in this study claimed they 

became more aware of their prejudiced thinking and that they stopped idealising the West at least 

to some extent. Therefore, undertaking follow-up research with the same group of people would 

help ascertain if their claims regarding their perception change are accurate, and the extent to 

which the ideological construct of the West is rooted in their thinking. It would also be interesting 

to investigate whether ‘idealisation of the West’ uncovered in this study is also inherent in other 

so-called international students’ discourses. Therefore, sampling a larger number of so-labelled 

international students, not particularly Algerian, would contribute to understand this overlooked 

discourse. 

 Another prominent finding is the overwhelming impact of the doctoral journey itself in the 

Algerian students’ sojourn in Britain. Data analysis demonstrated that participants transition to 

Britain is composed of a geographical as well as a role transition. Participants seem to have found 

ways to cope with being away from home. However, adapting to their new role of doctorate 

students appeared to be challenging, and that is due to the interweaving of the doctorate with their 

everyday life. Hence, conducting more research that focuses particularly on experiences of 

students undertaking a doctorate – regardless of their provenance – would contribute to uncovering 

some of the challenges that doctorate students experience during their studies, and try to find 

prospective solutions. 

As discussed in this thesis, the doctorate is a lonely journey that requires deep sustained 

engagement, material and emotional support, and above all wellbeing conditions. Therefore, if 
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further research tackles all these points from the perspective of the students involved, it would 

provide an in-depth understanding and increased awareness for prospective doctorate candidates, 

supervisors, and host institutions’ staff of the structures that exist within the doctoral journey. 

Future doctorate candidates would better prepare themselves in facing potential challenges and 

institutions would be able to provide the necessary support.  

One considerable strength of this study is the involvement of the researcher. 

Notwithstanding the fact that my immersion and experience sharing could bias the study, the 

involvement of the researcher should be appreciated and acknowledged for its valuable outcomes. 

Sharing some similarities with my participants enabled an in-depth analysis of the topic from a 

socio-historically sensitive point of view. Data analysis was enriched by the fact that it was 

anchored in a deep understanding of the particular Algerian historical experience. Hence, 

conducting more research that encourages the researcher’s participation and personal experience 

sharing would not only contribute to emancipating social sciences from the long-standing positivist 

paradigm that dominated research for centuries, but also encourage researchers to include their 

personal experiences which could enrich data analysis and interpretation.  

9.4. Conclusion 

In this section, I provide a conclusion to this thesis. This study investigated what ‘travelling 

to the West’ entails. It explored how a particular group of Algerian doctorate students transitioned 

to Britain, and examined the impact that studying abroad had on their identity construction. It also 

looked at their perceptions of life in Britain as part of what they imagined to be the West, their 

challenges, learning experiences, and coping strategies during their sojourn in Britain. By 

examining participants’ accounts, I was able to get to the bottom of the complexity of what was 

going on between the lines of participants’ ‘travelling to the West’ journey. It is important to 

remember that the phrase ‘the West’ emerged from the data, and was initially introduced by the 

participants.  

The method of shadowing enabled me to access many aspects of participants’ everyday 

lives. This gave me a first-hand and multidimensional picture of the worlds of these participants. 

In addition, findings of this study suggest that the application of Schlossberg’s transition theory is 

helpful to comprehend the participants’ transition to Britain. Although this model is composed of 
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the 4Ss (i.e. situation, self, support, strategy) which represent the factors that characterise the 

transition, it remains flexible, and does not give the feeling of systematically assessing the 

successfulness of the participants’ transition, but rather understanding it from their perspective. 

Besides Schlossberg’s theory, findings of this study are also supported by other theoretical choices 

(including critical cosmopolitanism, poststructurlist theories of identity, and cultural travel) that 

enabled me to go beyond the surface and be more critical about the participants’ discourses. They 

helped me put my prejudices and assumptions aside, and be more critical. It also helped me discard 

the imagined national segregationist boundaries that could have led me to fall into the danger of 

generalisation and stereotyping, and therefore perpetuating the dominant Centre West discourses.  

Instead of exploring how so-labelled international students can integrate, this research 

focused on combating the prejudices and exclusion that are implicit in the discourse of the 

assimilationist theory, and promote a more deCentred reality about so-labelled international 

students’ transitions. This research sought to provide an alternative (de-Centered) reality about 

how a particular group of students, conventionally labelled as ‘internationals’, transition and adapt 

to life in Britain. To this end, I tried to provide the most representative and trustworthy account of 

this ‘small culture’. The particular ethnographic design of my research, which consisted of 

interviewing and shadowing, allowed me to access the participants’ world, where each of them 

tried to adjust to their particular environment in order to take full advantage of what it offers. My 

immersion in their life – although for a short period – enabled me to learn more about the 

participants and understand that each individual is unique in their way of living, being, and 

thinking. This suggests that it should not be assumed that students from a particular country would 

all experience a new living environment in the same way. More importantly, we should not try to 

define them based on their origins, but rather examine how they define themselves past that.  

The following points briefly recapitulate the answers to my research questions, which I 

extensively answered in Chapters 6, 7, 8, and 9: 

 What are a group of Algerian PhD students’ expectations of life in Britain, and to what extent 

do they reflect their lived experiences? 

A prominent component of this group of Algerian doctorate students’ journey to Britain is ‘the 

ideal West’ narrative carried with them from their upbringing. This narrative represents 

participants’ stories about how they conceptualised life in Britain as ideal considering it part of 
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what they imagined to be the West. ‘The ideal West’ narrative appears to be either based on, or 

related to how participants believed the West is superior to where they come from in many aspects 

of their life. This understanding seems to have been based on a binary relationship between the 

West and Algeria, as part of the ‘Rest’, in the sense that the superiority of one unavoidably entails 

inferiority of the other. 

Participants’ idealisation of the West led them to expect so much from life in Britain this, in 

turn, led them to have ideal expectations. The participants’ idealist expectations affected all of 

their perceptions of a better academic system, a ‘modern’ landscape, and an ideal social life. 

Findings of this study indicate that participants’ expectations, for most of them, did not meet their 

real-life experiences. Their expectations were so high that their disappointment was equally high. 

In addition, some ‘veiled participants’ expected Islamophobia and other types of ‘Othering’ 

because of their religious dress (i.e. the veil). However, the findings demonstrate that their fear 

was imagined and caused mainly by their prejudices, and their lack of social engagement. Another 

‘expectation vs reality’ example includes participants’ stereotypical perceptions of so-called 

British people as ‘White’, ‘individualist’, and ‘conservative’ people. 

Most of the participants’ carried perceptions of Britain appeared to be ideological and 

constructed around stereotypes. Despite their lack of exposure and experiences of life in Britain, 

the participants seem to have developed quite strong perceptions of what they believe to be British 

‘culture’. Data revealed that many of the participants carried perceptions that appeared to be 

constructed through their socialisation processes, the media, and their national education system 

during their upbringing. Seemingly, growing up hearing particular discourses implying the 

superiority of what they picture as Western countries, appear to have influenced participants. They 

did not only construct a particularly positive image of these countries, but also expected much 

from them. 

 What are the factors that influenced (aided or hindered) the participants’ transition to Britain? 

Undertaking a doctorate research can be challenging for many people in terms of juggling 

between all other life activities (e.g. socialising, taking care of the Self, working out ...etc). 

Participants stated several challenges they faced during their study-abroad journey that could be 

divided into academic, and social and personal challenges. Academic challenges include lack of 

supervision, difficulty to cope with their changing status of becoming doctorate students, and 
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coping with the doctorate-related emotions. Whereas, the social and personal challenges include 

all of missing family, loneliness, lack of social interaction and co-national conformity pressure. 

This study suggests that during their study-abroad journey to Britain, participants 

experienced two types of transitions: a geographical, and a role transition. Adjusting to the  

geographical change appears to be less difficult than adjusting to their role change. Participants 

seem to have found ways to cope with being away from home. However, adapting to their new 

role of doctorate student appears to be more challenging. Despite a number of challenges, data 

analysis suggests that participants have agency in finding the suitable sources of support and 

strategies to cope with their two transitions. This seems to come from a continuous development 

of skills and abilities aquired thanks to their multiple life experiences and transitions.  

The sources of participants’ support include all of family, friends, sporting activities, social 

media, and university support services. Family support was provided, virtually, via social media 

that bridged the geographical gap, and enabled participants to keep in touch with members of their 

family and friends left in Algeria. Friendship networks appear to have helped participants enhance 

their psychological state and mitigating homesickness and other difficulties associated with life 

abroad. Data analysis indicates that the most prominent friendship pattern is co-national friendship. 

Other participants preferred multi-national friendships. Additionally, practicing a sporting activity 

(e.g. gym), and using social media represent other effective coping mechanism that helped students 

relieve their stress and socialise. Many participants mentioned university academic support 

claiming that their supervisors and university staff were helpful in offering guidance and assistance 

on ways to fix academic-related issues.  

 To what extent does this ‘travelling to the West’ journey affect the identity formation of these 

Algerian PhD students? 

Participants’ accounts indicate that their ‘travelling to the West’ journey has noticeably 

affected their identity formation. Outcomes of this study-abroad journey on participants’ identity 

mainly affected their perception shift regarding their carried views. Their direct exposure to life in 

Britain contributed to raising participants’ awareness towards their prejudiced assumptions, and 

ideological beliefs. In addition, their lived experiences are evidence of how their perceptions of 

the Self and Other changed.   
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On the one hand, perceptions of the Self include feeling more confident in themselves, and 

capable of achieving their goals thanks to developing their academic identity as well as other facets 

of their identity. Despite the inferiority (as non-Western individuals) felt at the beginning of their 

study-abroad journey, participants’ lived experiences seem to have changed this negative 

perception of themselves. On the other hand, perceptions of the Other include becoming more open 

towards others’ way of living and doing things. Most of the participants affirmed that living abroad 

helped them become more flexible, more accepting, and more importantly, less prejudiced. While 

participants claimed that they changed thanks to being in the so-called West, data analysis, through 

thick description, enabled me to find that participants’ changed at many levels thanks to leaving 

their upbringing environment and travelling outside their familiar terrains. 

 What is it therefore like ‘travelling to the West’?  

Participants’ accounts of their ‘travelling to the West’ journey appear to be rich, multi-

layered, and complex. These people came with a rich upbringing and personal experiences that 

played a double role in their journey abroad. On the one hand, their upbringings played the role 

of an asset and a source of valuable skills and capitals accrued through their life experiences. 

Here, participants’ upbringings helped them in their transition to Britain thanks to their carried 

skills that they have developed as an outcome of engaging in various small cultures, and through 

the numerous life transitions.  

On the other hand, participants’ upbringings also played the role of a liability because of 

some ideological and prejudiced perceptions carried with them. This study demonstrated the way 

participants’ ideological positions, mainly idealisation of the West, and their prejudices about 

other people hindered both their academic as well as social lives. This discussion supports 

Holliday’s (2016a) argument that the underlying universal cultural processes that could enable 

people to engage with ‘culture’ across boundaries, jointly provide them with prejudices and grand 

narratives about the Other that could cause difficulties when travelling abroad.  

In addition, either because of being driven by powerful ideologies, or because of being away 

from their upbringing environments and some family and social pressures, participants’ accounts 

indicate that participants enjoyed more freedom of being themselves in Britain. Experiencing life 

in Britain proved to be different from what they expected, but remains a positive experience for 

most of the participants. Throughout this thesis, I tried to deCentre the alleged superiority of the 
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West, and deconstruct Centre West grand narratives. However, there are some realities that 

participants experienced, and which led them to prefer some aspects of life in Britain. Most of 

the participants talked about a better academic environment (e.g. workshops and conferences), 

and better living conditions.   

One of the aims of this study is to challenge the assimilationist theory usually associated 

with so-labelled international students’ transitions abroad. In this study, I critique this theory and 

accuse it of being essentialist and neo-racist. Assimilationist theorists not only assume that so-

labelled international students are the same because of its tendency to homogenise national cultures 

to understand individuals according to pre-defined (and usually stereotypical) determinant factors 

of a particular nation. But, they also imply that non-Western individuals are deficient, and need 

help from what they imagine to be the West. Supported by my literature review, I also argue that 

this theory maintains Western hegemony through the neoliberal University and marketisation of a 

prestigious HE that can ‘help’ non-Western students ‘better’ themselves. I believe that my study 

succeeded in not only challenging this grand narrative, but also deconstructing it. 

 Participants’ accounts provide another reality where these Algerian doctorate students are 

far from being deficient. Conversely, these students seem to be resilient, self-directed and capable 

of making their educational experience engaging and rewarding. First, participants demonstrated 

agency in assessing their transition according to their own standards, and not conforming to some 

established Centre West criteria about international students’ integration. Based on the 

assimilationist conditions to international students’ successful adaptation, these participants’ 

transition to Britain might have been perceived as unsuccessful because it did not tick all the boxes 

of the typical ‘successful’ transition within which international students are falsely expected to 

‘integrate’ into society, have many ‘local’ friends, and have assimilated the ‘host’ country’s 

cultural features. However, although this journey abroad did not go the way they expected or how 

they imagined it, the participants demonstrated a positive attitude towards their transition, and seem 

satisfied with what they have accomplished.  

Secondly, these participants demonstrated the hybrid nature of their identity, and their 

ability to negotiate it both locally and globally. Having a hybrid identity entails that participants’ 

identity is not only multifaceted and changing, but also complex and negotiable. In everyday 

engagement with other people, there is a constant construction of small cultures where we learn to 
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position ourselves, and negotiate our place within. Thanks to all the small cultures that we all take 

part in, we develop skills and abilities as we go. These shared skills enable communication of the 

Self with the ‘Other’ and vice versa. Thus, wherever people come from, they can always find the 

thread that can connect them with other people’s experiences and work communication out in an 

in-between place (i.e. a Third space). In this space, people connect the threads, and dissolve the 

blocks that complicate identity negotiation, such as grand narratives of cultures. This argument 

implies that people, regardless of provenance, possess a hybrid identity that enable them to work 

out communication everywhere: locally or globally. Therefore, no matter how foreign people 

might be, their hybridity can enable identity negotiation. 

A significant contribution is my redefinition of what being intercultural entails. 

Participants’ accounts appear to indicate that they felt home even in places where they have never 

been before without having to assimilate. This ability of feeling home and being able to find 

oneself even in unfamiliar terrains represent what being intercultural really is. In this study, I found 

that interculturality seems to come out whenever people negotiate their personal experiences and 

upbringings in relation to social structures (i.e. social settings in which they interact). It enables 

them to continuously position and reposition themselves at different times, in different ways, 

depending on the circumstances, and the particularities of the small culture in which they engage 

or participate.  

This means that “the intercultural” has always been with us as we move through diverse 

settings in everyday life; from family, friends, school or work, through finding ways to be 

ourselves and create familiarity wherever we go by negotiating our identity in relation to structures 

of the small culture wherever it is located. Based on this discussion, I think that adaptation to 

change and transitions is an everyday constructive process of negotiating one’s hybrid multifaceted 

identity in relation to the setting’s systems and particularities (be it local or global), necessary for 

getting on with things. This negotiation takes place in a creative “third space” (Bhabha, 1994) 

where all people, at all the time can deconstruct national boundaries, being aware of the threads 

that could dissolve the blocks that hamper or delay adaptation. These arguments discussed above 

contribute to the new knowledge this study provides, and which contributes to the fields of 

internationalisation and intercultural studies. 



274 

 

In this study, I may have succeeded in deconstructing the grand narrative of deficiency 

usually associated with so-labelled international students, but I could not deconstruct Algerian 

universities as being perceived as a periphery university. What participants described in terms of 

lack of means and resources cannot allow me to deconstruct this reality. Nevertheless, I am aware 

that Algerian universities being perceived as periphery universities is a social construct and a 

reality that is open to change. Who knows? Perhaps another piece of research with participants 

coming from the same socio-historical area would be able to deconstruct this reality.  

Reflecting back to what I said on page (page 33) about “the idea of the West is becoming 

more and more appealing”, I would like to be more explicit and articulate about what I mean. 

Because of globalisation, the world has become as a small town, and not only the West has 

become more appealing, but also other food and artefacts such as sushi, or K-pop81. However, I 

am not concerned about normal globalisation and the open market, what concerns me is the 

appealing ‘Western’ cultural imperialism, and perceptions of the West that the ‘non-Western’ 

participants of this study brought with them- as they emerged from the data. It is not about 

artefacts and food we see everywhere, but about discoursal issues and idealisation. Like my 

participants, I used to hold an idealistic discourse about the West. 

Looking back at my upbringing and my personal experiences, I remember firmly believing 

that everything that is allegedly ‘Western’ is undoubtedly better. I have a vivid memory of my 

childhood; I remember being very excited when members of my family who came back from 

France visited us, I was sure to eat sweets and have new clothes. I was not happy because they 

were new, but because (as I believed then) they were better than what we had in Algeria. Another 

instance of my unconscious idealisation of the West is that I used to go to a particular stores to 

buy ‘cabas products’, or products and goods (such as shampoo, make up, or clothes) that come 

straight from so-called Western countries (usually from Europe) carried in travel bags. As many 

of my friends, I preferred those products because I believed they are better and genuine because 

they come straight from the West. Back then, I was not aware of my ideological beliefs because 

of the way I was brought up and my socialisation processes.  

                                                
81 Korean pop. 
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I would like to conclude with some personal reflections about some of the major things that 

the process of pursuing this research degree has taught me. Before travelling to study abroad, as 

my participants, I had so many expectations of life in Britain. I came with some carried 

perceptions of how life in Britain would be, and how British people are. However, my lived 

experiences taught me that reality is much more complex than I expected it to be, and that my 

carried perceptions needed to change. First, I moved from idealising the West as a “better” and 

“more modern” place to a deeper and wider understanding of this social construct. Also, I have 

become aware of my ideological thinking, have learnt to be more flexible and try not to be 

influenced by my prejudices. I, may be, driven by other ideologies even today, but I think being 

aware of the existence of ideological discourses (which are not so innocent), helps in challenging 

the grand narrative of the West, and many other ideologies (e.g. neo-racism, essentialism). 

Today, I can proudly say that I have changed, and I am less prejudiced and stereotypical than I 

used to be. 

When I reflect back on my journey, from all my experiences, I learnt that studying abroad 

is not just about studying; it is more about experiencing, learning, and growing. Throughout my 

doctoral journey, I noticed the changes I experienced in my thinking, my beliefs, behaviour, and 

overall identity. I believe that I have developed in the last couple of years, and progressively moved 

from “being” to “becoming” (Hall, 1996) in absolutely all aspects of my life, be they personal, 

social, or academic. Ever since, I have not stopped from becoming! I noticed my progression from 

being a student to a researcher, and from an Algerian international student to a global citizen of 

the World. I think travelling away from my comfort zone and family nest helped me a lot in 

becoming more independent and self-reliant. I believe that it is more to do with travelling rather 

than being in the so-called West. 

This journey is far from what I expected, as there are so many things that I have not been 

able to do. However, I lived so many unexpected and unplanned experiences that are far more 

exciting and thrilling than what I have had imagined: I had the opportunity to observe participants 

and be immersed in their lives for a few days, I met so many fascinating people; I lived 

unforgettable moments, I cried, I laughed, I travelled, and more importantly, I grew. Writing these 

last lines made me so emotional because I lived so many experiences, good and bad, during the 

past four years that made me the person I have become today. 
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Appendix 1: Interview Schedule 
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Appendix 2: Photos of my first day of data collection 
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Appendix 3: Description of my B&B room 

 

“I like my room because it has a wash basin, I don’t need to go to the shared bathroom each 

time I want to wash my hands or face. It has a small tv hanging on the wall. On a small table there 

is a kettle, a mug and a box with small bags of coffee, sugar and tea bags. I thought it was the 

breakfast, so the first morning I had coffee with cookies I brought with me from Canterbury. When 

I left in the morning to meet my participant at university, I read a notice of the board saying that 

the breakfast is served from 8a.m to 10 a.m. I asked at the reception and the lady explained to me. 

So, tomorrow, I will have an actual breakfast and not just boiled water with coffee” (research 

journal). 
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Appendix 4: The consent form 
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Appendix 5: My first interview impressions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 



309 

 

Appendix 6: Participant information sheet 
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Appendix 7: Example of transcription 
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Appendix 8: Behind the scenes of data analysis 
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Appendix 9: Example of descriptive coding 

 

 

 

 

 

Interview Extracts Comments Descriptive 

codes 

  

Here is academia itself. Here in the UK, the environment, the conditions are available to 

fulfil my potential, for example I go to the library and find whatever book I want, this is 

one the aspects which I really appreciate here in the UK. back home, there was this lack of 

books, I don’t think our university was very much interested in fulfilling our potential since 

the basic means were not available, so we can take this aspect into consideration. (Sabrina) 

 

When I came here, I found it quite different, like here you are more independent, you have 

to work by yourself, and the supervisors never satisfied, and the quality of our writing, of 

our thinking is not up to the standards of UK, so it is very hard for us as Algerian 

international students, I will call myself and yeah  it’s totally different and I hope, that’s 

why I said it’s a shame, and I hope I start all my studies here, at least the bachelor, mater 

and then PhD. (Fatima) 

 

I forgot to tell you about this when you asked about my expectations, I’m going to be honest, 

like, I know I shouldn’t be saying this, but this is how I feel. I’m a little bit disappointed 

because I never knew that this is how things would work. I mean they’re good, but they are 

not as good as I thought they would be. They are hundred times better than Algeria because 

I have friends who are doing their doctorate there and it’s terrible, but here [...] I mean I 

imagined like the way I pictured the academic life before actually starting it, it is different. 

I thought there would be many other activities, I thought that activities in terms of studies, 

I know, I’m not doing a talk course and everything, but you know the way the courses, they 

are not courses, they call them RDP sessions, here as you know. The way the RDP sessions 

are conducted is a disappointment to me. (Sally) 
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materials and 
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Appendix 10: Example of interpretative coding 

 

 

Interview Extracts Descriptive 

Codes 

Interpretative 

Codes 

 

I forgot to tell you about this when you asked about my expectations, I’m going to be 

honest, like, I know I shouldn’t be saying this, but this is how I feel. I’m a little bit 

disappointed because I never knew that this is how things would work. I mean they’re 

good, but they are not as good as I thought they would be. They are hundred times better 

than Algeria because I have friends who are doing their doctorate there and it’s terrible, 

but here [...] The way the RDP sessions are conducted is a disappointment to me. (Sally) 

Maybe the only thing that I expected and that I didn’t really meet here is, I had this image 

of oh Britain, big buildings and something fascinating, something sophisticated and 

modern, if we can say New York, I imagine Britain like that. At the end it’s not like this, 

so I was disappointed at this point. I really thought, it will be a big change in terms of the 

buildings, in the end it’s not. The landscape is not how I expected, I find it something 

normal. (Zara) 

I would call them foolish expectations because you think of it’s the UK everything is good 

there, I think society in Algeria or the way of thinking in Algeria, I’m not generalising! I 

think! People I met in my life, my friends, everybody would dream about travelling to a 

European country, specifically to the UK, and live here, or study here, or work here and 

settle here. I think this is very idealistic scenario for most people in there. This, I think, 

helped me have this idea that everything will be good in here, you’ll be happy in here, 

you’ll have the best time of your life in here [...]I imagined this as a perfect scenario, now 

it sounds really stupid, but I expected it to be like a fairy tale or something, like everyone 

friendly, life easy, comfortable, you have loads of friends, you go outside and have fun, 

you travel, you work, you study, I don’t know why I imagined this. I just expected so 

much from life in here and from people, but now I see it’s just another country, it’s just 

other people. (Dany) 

Back in my country, it’s really a very big image when you are living in the West, especially 

in these countries: UK, France, America […] they think that we are living just like in a 

metaphoric way in heaven, and it, actually is! I mean, I agree with that. (Fatima) 
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Appendix 11: The thematic map 
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Appendix 12: Examples of PhD comics 

 

 


