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On the blog “Stuff Wh�te People L�ke,” entry no . 72 on Study Abroad 
beg�ns:

In add�t�on to accumulat�ng sexual partners, b�nge dr�nk�ng, drug use and 
learn�ng, wh�te people cons�der study�ng abroad to be one of the most 
�mportant parts of a well rounded college educat�on . Study Abroad allows 
people to leave the�r current educat�onal �nst�tut�on and spend a semester 
or a year �n Europe or Austral�a . Though study abroad are [s�c] offered to 
other places, these two are the overwhelm�ng favor�tes . By attend�ng school 
�n another country, wh�te people are techn�cally l�v�ng �n another country . 
Th�s �s �mportant as �t g�ves them the opportun�ty to �nsert that fact �nto 
any sentence they please . “When I used to l�ve �n [�nsert country], I would 
always r�de the tra�n to school . The people I’d see were �nsp�r�ng .” (Clander)

Fl�ppant as �t may sound, th�s sat�r�cal v�gnette nonetheless captures certa�n 
aspects of the convent�onal w�sdom surround�ng at least one type of study abroad, 
�ndeed largely cons�dered the prov�nce of “wh�te people,” whose exper�ence �s v�ewed 
as an exot�c r�te of self-d�scovery, �n wh�ch empath�z�ng w�th the poor and acqu�r-
�ng �mpress�vely cosmopol�tan tastes are card�nal features . Th�s type of study abroad 
�s generally ava�lable �n countr�es �n wh�ch e�ther the State can afford to subs�d�ze 
the cult�vat�on of �ntercultural sk�lls or part�c�pants can afford �t themselves, trad�-
t�onally mak�ng �t a “wh�te” act�v�ty to the extent that �t �s predom�nantly “wh�te” 
countr�es that possess such affluence, and wh�te students w�th�n them who are more 
l�kely to be able to access the programs (Woodruff et al .) . Ogden’s recent des�gnat�on 
of th�s type of developed-world sojourner as �ncreas�ngly “colon�al,” as a result of the 
packag�ng-for-comfort of some current study abroad programs, reflects contempo-
rary unease regard�ng the �ncreas�ng commod�ficat�on of th�s type of study abroad: 
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“In essence, colon�al students are becom�ng the creators and propr�etors of the�r own 
cultural exper�ences . They are able to enter a new culture as consumer and proceed 
to l�nger w�th�n �ts pleasure per�phery �nteract�ng only as needed and often �n an 
object�ve and d�sassoc�ated manner” (Ogden, View 10–11) . 

Ev�dently, there has long been a parallel stream of sojourners �n the oppos�te 
d�rect�on, more commonly labeled “�nternat�onal students .” These sojourners were 
�n�t�ally sponsored by the host nat�ons, who �n th�s way hoped to contr�bute to the 
development of the send�ng nat�ons wh�le spread�ng “�nternat�onal goodw�ll” (or, 
more cyn�cally, wh�le �ndoctr�nat�ng the rec�p�ents of the�r char�ty) . Latterly, many 
of the send�ng nat�ons became econom�cally advanced, allow�ng the host nat�ons 
to charge them large sums, so that �nternat�onal students are now an �nd�spensable 
source of �ncome for many tert�ary �nst�tut�ons �n the developed world . The benefit 
to the home nat�ons of develop�ng world sojourners has been quest�onable and the 
term “bra�n dra�n” was co�ned largely as a result of the tendency for sojourners to stay 
�n or move back to the host country after unsuccessful attempts to re�ntegrate �nto 
the home soc�ety . Equally, the assumpt�on of benefit to the host nat�on �n the form of 
ben�gn att�tudes of grat�tude pervad�ng el�te groups �n send�ng nat�ons has not always 
proven sound (Ward, Bochner and Furnham 14�–45; Bochner, “Sojourners” 188) . 

It �s the power relat�ons pre-supposed by these two oppos�ng streams of study 
abroad, the “wh�te,” self-d�scovery k�nd w�th �ts deepest roots �n the ar�stocrat�c 
“Grand Tour” of the European well-to-do �n the e�ghteenth century, as aga�nst the 
“non-wh�te” k�nd as a means of pr�nc�pally econom�c advancement—that underp�n 
most d�scuss�on and research of study abroad and of �nternat�onal student sojourn-
ers . Trad�t�onally, Anglophone Car�bbean students have followed other develop�ng-
world sojourners �n study�ng abroad �n dest�nat�ons wh�ch prom�se first-world edu-
cat�onal prest�ge and thus �mproved employment opportun�t�es: the UK, Canada 
and the U .S . . The ex�stence of a reg�onal un�vers�ty has also fac�l�tated study abroad �n 
other Anglophone Car�bbean terr�tor�es for many, though reg�onal traffic between 
the Un�vers�ty of the West Ind�es (UWI) campuses �s now s�gn�ficantly less than 
�n the past (UWI has campuses �n Tr�n�dad and Tobago, Jama�ca and Barbados, to 
wh�ch nat�onals of other CARICOM terr�tor�es transfer full t�me after complet-
�ng the�r first year at commun�ty colleges at home) . All of these trad�t�onal dest�na-
t�ons offer apparent cultural prox�m�ty, often the l�teral prox�m�ty of m�grant fam�ly 
members, and the lack of a language barr�er to be overcome .

More recently, however, �ncreas�ng numbers of Car�bbean students are opt-
�ng to sojourn �n dest�nat�ons whose pr�nc�pal lure �s the relat�ve l�ngu�st�c and 
cultural distance they have to offer (Mex�co, Cuba, France, Colomb�a, Costa 
R�ca), the opportun�ty to move beyond cultural boundar�es, wh�le often mov�ng 
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s�deways, rather than upwards, �n terms of educat�onal prest�ge or econom�c devel-
opment . The �mpl�cat�ons of th�s type of post-colon�al sojourn�ng, �n wh�ch the 
sojourner �s from a former colon�al terr�tory but heads somewhere other than the 
former seat of emp�re or a more econom�cally developed country, and pr�nc�pally 
for personal �ntercultural ga�n rather than econom�c or educat�onal prest�ge rea-
sons, have not been stud�ed; there appears to be even less research, �f any at all, �nto 
the un�que exper�ence of sojourners whose home countr�es are s�mply unrecogn�z-
able to the�r hosts because they are a m�nute fract�on of the s�ze, �n terms of popu-
lat�on, geograph�cal area and global pol�t�cal profile, of the countr�es they v�s�t . 

Th�s paper presents find�ngs of a p�lot qual�tat�ve study of Car�bbean stu-
dents undertak�ng overseas �mmers�on pr�mar�ly for the purpose of perfect�ng 
the�r knowledge of a language and understand�ng of a culture other than the�r 
own . The part�c�pants were a group of eleven UWI, Cave H�ll (Barbados) gradu-
ates, five �n Colomb�a, s�x �n France, all work�ng as Engl�sh-language ass�stants 
for e�ght to ten months dur�ng the 2007–2008 academ�c year . Of the five �n 
Colomb�a, four were Barbad�an, one St . Luc�an; of those �n France, one class�fied 
herself as both Tr�n�dad�an and Barbad�an, the others were Barbad�an . Only one 
of the subjects, �n Colomb�a, was male; all were of Afr�can descent . Three data 
collect�on �nstruments were used: d�ar�es kept by part�c�pants throughout the 
sojourn; eleven sem�-structured �nterv�ews averag�ng 56 m�nutes durat�on, w�th 
e�ght of these be�ng after the sojourn and three dur�ng (after three months); a 
quest�onna�re adm�n�stered s�x months after return . Regard�ng the content of the 
d�ary, sojourners were adv�sed as follows: 

The d�ary should be an honest reflect�on of your everyday exper�ence �n a new 
env�ronment . The follow�ng types of exper�ence are part�cularly of �nterest:

1 .  Encounters or happen�ngs you f�nd enl�ghten�ng, st�mulat�ng or 
d�fferent . 

2 .  Inc�dents or behav�ors you f�nd hard to understand or unusual .

� .  S�tuat�ons that are uncomfortable or humorous as a result of d�ffer�ng 
expectat�ons .

4 .  Any other thoughts or feel�ngs about your study abroad/�mmers�on 
exper�ence .
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Wh�le d�ary-keep�ng was naturally var�able and some were only sporad�c 
chron�clers, some part�c�pants managed as many as fifteen thousand words by 
the end of the sojourn . Keep�ng the d�ary was ment�oned by some as a thera-
peut�c exerc�se �n �tself, an observat�on that echoes find�ngs of prev�ous research 
( Jackson 180; Patron 1�6, 147) . 

Though the small s�ze of the sample and the open-ended character of the 
data collect�on �nstruments clearly l�m�t the general�zab�l�ty of the results, the 
a�m of the study was necessar�ly exploratory: to beg�n to map the terr�tory of 
the small-State sojourner exper�ence as aga�nst that of sojourners from large, 
recogn�zable nat�ons, whose study abroad exper�ence has been exam�ned from 
mult�ple perspect�ves for decades . Th�s exploratory a�m would have been under-
m�ned by over-determ�n�ng the sal�ence of part�cular aspects, so a w�de-rang�ng 
response was encouraged �n both d�ary entr�es and �nterv�ews .

It should be noted that the part�c�pants were not undertak�ng class�cally defined 
“study abroad,” as they were all employed as Engl�sh-language ass�stants at var�ous 
levels of the French and Colomb�an educat�on systems and d�d not attend formal 
classes . Though some worked or were housed w�th other non-local language ass�s-
tants, and others were close enough to compatr�ot fellow-sojourners to v�s�t each 
other fa�rly regularly, none were part of a co-nat�onal group from the perspect�ve 
of the �nst�tut�ons employ�ng them . The real�ty �s that th�s type of �mmers�on-w�th-
employment has thus far proved the only v�able means of regularly �nvolv�ng Anglo-
phone Car�bbean language students �n sojourns of longer durat�on . 

G o a l s  o f  t h e  S t u d y

One of the pr�nc�pal funct�ons of the present study �s thus to beg�n to fill a gap 
�n the research by assess�ng how the relat�ve s�ze and “recogn�zab�l�ty” of the home 
and host states may affect the sojourner’s exper�ence . Wh�le th�s broader ques-
t�on may at least beg�n to be addressed by study�ng Eastern Car�bbean sojourners, 
the spec�fic�ty of nat�onal and �ndeed �nd�v�dual �dent�ty means that any study of 
th�s group must necessar�ly have a more l�m�ted pr�nc�pal focus: to observe and 
�nterpret what these particular sojourners exper�enced . Th�s more spec�fic goal w�ll 
fac�l�tate subsequent pract�cal object�ves of the study �n the future: 

•	 The development of relevant, or�g�n-spec�fic or�entat�on and �nter-
cultural tra�n�ng mechan�sms for Car�bbean sojourners pr�or to departure, 
support mechan�sms and appropr�ate �ntervent�ons dur�ng the sojourn, and 
post-sojourn protocols such as reentry debr�efings, mon�tor�ng processes, 
employment ass�stance and other support serv�ces; 
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•	 The cult�vat�on of �nformed contact w�th host nat�on prov�ders of study 
abroad and �mmers�on opportun�t�es so that these are aware of the spec�fic 
needs and character�st�cs of Anglophone Car�bbean sojourners v�s�t�ng the�r 
nat�ons and �nst�tut�ons;

•	 Preparat�on of the Un�vers�ty of the West Ind�es and the soc�et�es �t serves 
for the �ncreas�ng �nternat�onal�zat�on of �ts student bod�es and labour markets; 

•	 Assessment of the broader soc�al �mpl�cat�ons of �ncreased study abroad, 
language �mmers�on and overseas sojourn�ng, such as �ncreased “bra�n dra�n,” 
or the poss�b�l�ty of a larger number of more �nterculturally exper�enced and 
d�vers�fied persons �n pos�t�ons of respons�b�l�ty �n pr�vate and publ�c sectors 
�n future, etc .

The first two of these are pr�mary, shorter-term goals, as �t �s known that the 
sojourn can be detr�mental to the att�tudes of both hosts and part�c�pants �f �t �s 
s�mply assumed that the mere fact of l�v�ng abroad w�ll automat�cally be benefic�al to 
all concerned (Tajfel and Dawson; Stroebe, Lenkert and Jonas) . In the case of these 
sojourners, unl�ke those part�c�pat�ng �n programs emerg�ng from the more openly 
consumer�st educat�onal ethos descr�bed by Ogden (“V�ew”), the r�sk �s an �nad-
equate degree of comfort�ng contact w�th the home culture: arr�v�ng from relat�vely 
much smaller and more homogenous soc�et�es, any ass�stance �n �ntegrat�on on the 
ground �n the�r new m�l�eu—�n many respects much “looser” and more heteroge-
neous than they are accustomed to—currently depends on the chance emergence of 
benefactors �n the�r place of employment or �n the local commun�ty . 

As the th�rd and fourth goals suggest, the reentry phase �s also cruc�al 
�f part�c�pants and the home soc�ety are to der�ve long-term benefit from the 
exper�ence of sojourn�ng abroad: as �s well known, �t �s common to exper�ence 
“reverse culture shock” as changes �n outlook and hab�t, wh�ch have somet�mes 
occurred outs�de awareness, fa�l to mesh w�th the comfort�ng not�on of “home” 
that susta�ns sojourners throughout the�r overseas exper�ence . Th�s �ssue acqu�res 
a greater proport�onal s�gn�ficance �n the context of small States �n wh�ch “bra�n 
dra�n” �s a r�sk and a real�ty . 

F i r s t  E n c o u n t e r s

Comment�ng on a 1960 study of �nternat�onal students �n the Un�ted States 
(Morr�s), Pa�ge notes that these “were found to be acutely sens�t�ve to host country 
att�tudes toward the�r nat�ons . If they felt the�r countr�es were v�ewed negat�vely 
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or as �nfer�or, the�r att�tude toward the Un�ted States would be negat�ve and the�r 
adjustment to U .S . culture hampered” (169) . Clearly, be�ng �dent�fied as a mem-
ber of a nat�onal group about wh�ch host nat�onals have certa�n assoc�at�ons �s a 
double-edged sword: on the one hand, �t carves out a ready-made n�che for the 
sojourner to occupy �n the scheme of th�ngs—one �s a known quant�ty, an al�en 
but w�th known attr�butes—on the other, th�s locat�on can become someth�ng 
of a pr�son cell �f the sojourner’s nat�onal�ty tr�ggers unfavorable assoc�at�ons or 
�f hosts are prone to over-general�ze �n a way that d�storts the sojourner’s own 
parameters of self-�dent�ty construct�on . Nonetheless, acculturat�on psychology 
suggests that some k�nd of n�che �s usually better than no n�che at all, as sojourn-
ers “are under cons�derable pressure to ‘ma�nta�n and rehearse the�r nat�onal and 
cultural �dent�ty’ (p . 279) [because] cultural ma�ntenance funct�ons to preserve 
and enhance self-esteem” (Ward and Rana-Deuba �02–0�, c�t�ng Bochner, 
McLeod and L�n) . Aga�n, the need to “ma�nta�n and rehearse” the home culture-
based �dent�ty �s part�cularly so �n the case of programs, such as the ass�stantsh�ps 
undertaken by the part�c�pants �n th�s study, that locate sojourners at a d�stance 
from each other and that offer no structured local support �n the host country: 
there �s emphat�cally no colon�al “veranda” from wh�ch these sojourners may 
securely survey the�r new env�rons (Ogden, “V�ew”) . 

Here are some accounts of the Car�bbean part�c�pants’ attempts to locate 
themselves nat�onally to the�r hosts: 

Female from Sa�nt Luc�a, �nterv�ew after sojourn �n Colomb�a: 

The �mmed�ate react�on after “soy de Santa Lucía” would be a blank stare—
 .“¿perdón?, ¿qué?”—they have no �dea where “Santa Lucía” �s . . . I try to l�nk 
�t w�th Puerto R�co, Jama�ca, they know Jama�ca so they say “¡qué r�co!,” 
everyone th�nks �t’s wonderful that I’m from the Car�bbean . But, �t just 
became annoy�ng because you always get the quest�on, man, I mean, �f I could 
just say a country and they could just say “ah, ok, how d�d you come here?” 
But �t’s just that you always have to expla�n where Sa�nt Luc�a �s, so I th�nk 
when I go back I’m gonna start say�ng Braz�l, or Afr�ca or someth�ng . . .

Male from Barbados, d�ary of sojourn �n Bogotá, Colomb�a:

[I]t was extremely d�fficult try�ng to expla�n where I’m from . Everyone, 
�nclud�ng and mostly the blacks, asked �f I’m from N�ger�a or South Afr�ca . 
Then when I sa�d Barbados, they would ask �f �t �s �n Afr�ca, someone even 
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asked �f �t �s �n Central Amer�ca . . . guess they sk�pped Geography . I had to 
use Jama�ca as a reference wh�ch surpr�sed me s�nce I thought that only 
happened back �n the U .S . years ago .

Female from Barbados, �nterv�ewed after sojourn �n France:

The students had to guess where we [the Engl�sh ass�stants] were from [ . . .] 
�n the last class a boy sa�d, you’re from the Car�bbean, you’re from Jama�ca . I 
was happy he sa�d the Car�bbean, but Jama�ca, no, I had to expla�n that I was 
from B’dos . “Where’s that?,” “�t’s close to St . Luc�a,” “where’s that?,” “�t’s close 
to St . V�ncent, you know, where P�rates of the Car�bbean was shot,” “Oh, 
so you saw Johnny Depp!,” “no . . . . .” It was frustrat�ng . Then you had to say, 
“you know the s�nger R�hanna, she’s from B’dos,” “no, she’s from the Un�ted 
States,” “no, she’s from Barbados,” “oh, so she’s your s�ster! .” It was stressful at 
first, but gradually they start gett�ng the po�nt that there are other countr�es, 
other than Jama�ca, that form the Car�bbean .” [ . . .] [My colleagues] were 
exc�ted, they wanted to know what typ�cal foods we eat, they wanted me to 
cook for them, they love hear�ng the accent, they wanted to know everyth�ng 
about Barbados—Barbados spec�fically, not the Car�bbean—they asked me 
quest�ons I could not even answer, l�ke how many square m�les �s Barbados, 
how h�gh �s the h�ghest po�nt . . . they asked me about the mus�c, the culture, 
the food, �f there are any wh�te people there, any Arabs . . . 

The common denom�nator of these and all other accounts �s the ted�um of 
rehears�ng lengthy explanat�ons of or�g�n, coupled w�th a m�ld patr�ot�c �rr�tat�on 
at hav�ng to accept an assoc�at�on they feel as relat�vely d�stant, w�th Jama�ca, �n 
exchange for ach�ev�ng some degree of recogn�zab�l�ty . In the case of Colomb�a, �t 
was also common for sojourners to be asked what country the�r terr�tor�es “belonged 
to,” as most Colomb�ans seem to be aware that most of the Greater Ant�lles are fully 
�ndependent, but assume that smaller Car�bbean terr�tor�es are �sland outposts of 
ma�nland nat�ons by analogy w�th the �nsular Colomb�an terr�tor�es of San Andrés, 
Prov�denc�a and Santa Catal�na . In the case of France, a number of sojourners 
reported that Guadeloupe and Mart�n�que were less helpful reference po�nts than 
Jama�ca, s�nce wh�le most were aware that the former were overseas French terr�to-
r�es, few metropol�tan French seemed to have a sense of the�r geograph�cal locat�on . 

In the final account above, the more pos�t�ve responses of the sojourner’s adult 
�nterlocutors, as aga�nst the ch�ldren she deals w�th �n class, are �ncluded to avo�d 
the �mpress�on that all was bleak �n th�s area: clearly, some more �nterculturally 
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attuned adults �n both Colomb�a and France were d�scern�ng enough to real-
�ze that an �ndependent �sland over a thousand m�les d�stant from Jama�ca was 
l�kely to have �ts own �dent�ty, and enqu�red accord�ngly . None of the sojourn-
ers, however, reported meet�ng �nterlocutors who had d�rect knowledge of the�r 
home terr�tor�es, so that answer�ng quest�ons, rather than shar�ng po�nts of actual 
recogn�t�on, was always the common mode of �nteract�on when address�ng the�r 
nat�onal or�g�n w�th hosts . 

E m o t i o n a l  a n d  S o c i a l  W e l l - B e i n g

As we see, Eastern Car�bbean sojourners are often forced �nto a m�s-�dent�fi-
cat�on, or an �dent�ficat�on at several removes, because the�r actual nat�onal or�g�n 
�s s�mply a “null” category for the�r hosts . Faced w�th th�s lack of country-spec�fic 
assoc�at�ons, we m�ght pos�t that �n the case of these “anonymous” sojourners, the 
ma�ntenance and rehearsal of nat�onal and cultural �dent�ty alluded to above �s 
more rel�ant on contact w�th other co-nat�onals and part�cularly those undergo-
�ng a s�m�lar exper�ence . Th�s was �ndeed very marked �n the group �n France, 
who hab�tually soc�al�zed w�th each other �n Barbados before they left (perhaps 
a consequence of the�r relat�vely small and cohes�ve educat�onal sett�ng �n the 
home culture), and who travelled together w�th�n and outs�de France on a num-
ber of occas�ons, as well as meet�ng up at each other’s homes on a fa�rly regular 
bas�s throughout the sojourn . 

In the case of the Colomb�an cohort, a number of them also travelled 
together w�th�n Colomb�a and several c�ted fa�rly regular contact w�th co-
nat�onals as an �mportant emot�onal support mechan�sm . Aga�nst th�s, one 
m�ght set the example of an earl�er sojourner �n Colomb�a , who was placed �n 
Montería, hours from her co-nat�onals �n Bogotá . Wh�le she �n�t�ally requested 
to be moved and reported suffer�ng �solat�on and lonel�ness, after several months 
she w�thdrew her appl�cat�on to be placed closer to her co-nat�onals and ended 
up stay�ng out her sojourn �n Montería . There �s some ev�dence that although co-
nat�onal relat�onsh�ps are emot�onally susta�n�ng wh�le those w�th hosts are more 
merely �nstrumental �n the early go�ng, the long-term benefits of find�ng �nt�mate 
rapport w�th host nat�onals may outwe�gh the early emot�onal and cultural d�f-
ficult�es of do�ng so (Ward and Rana-Deuba �02) .

A st�ll under-researched area �n the l�terature �s the role of modern commu-
n�cat�ons technology �n chang�ng the exper�ence of the contemporary sojourner . 
Use of soc�al network�ng s�tes (at the t�me of th�s study Facebook predom�nated) 
to send photo reports and bullet�ns to relat�ves and fr�ends at home and else-
where, as well as to keep �n contact w�th other sojourners, was un�versal and usu-
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ally da�ly amongst both cohorts . Messag�ng software st�ll appears to preva�l over 
�nternet phone serv�ces such as Skype for more personal�zed contact w�th the 
home country, wh�le purchase of a cell phone was naturally a pr�or�ty for most on 
arr�val . Though there has been some research �nto the use of controlled blogg�ng 
and messag�ng exerc�ses between students abroad and the�r home-study counter-
parts (Elola and Oskoz; Schuetze), the broader effects of these med�a need fur-
ther exam�nat�on as the poss�b�l�t�es of free, �nstantaneous commun�cat�ons that 
may �nclude vo�ce and v�deo, and of keep�ng others appr�sed of one’s exper�ences 
as they happen through Facebook and s�m�lar s�tes, would seem to represent a 
qual�tat�ve d�fference �n the way sojourners relate to the�r home culture soc�al 
network, and �ndeed to a w�der network of �nternat�onal contacts, wh�ch �n turn 
m�ght be expected to affect reentry and �ts attendant challenges . 

Wh�le the potent�al of soc�al network�ng s�tes as support mechan�sms appears 
prom�s�ng, Ogden (“V�ew” 54) �ncludes l�m�t�ng da�ly t�me spent on e-ma�l as 
part of h�s adv�ce to sojourners to help prevent the “colon�al�zat�on” of the�r expe-
r�ence through excess�vely pers�stent contact and �dent�ficat�on w�th the home 
culture . For the Car�bbean sojourners, wh�le a degree of reassur�ng contact w�th 
co-nat�onals may m�t�gate the anx�ety generated by the lack of host recogn�t�on 
�n the early go�ng, there �s a r�sk that the more �ntroverted or less �nterculturally 
prepared, part�cularly, m�ght be tempted to adopt a wholesale separat�on strategy 
that would be detr�mental �n the longer term . Excess�ve use of Facebook, ema�l 
and other commun�cat�on tools m�ght ult�mately fac�l�tate such a strategy .

G e n d e r  a n d  R a c e

References �n the research to the exper�ence of non-wh�te student sojourners 
have frequently tended to assume one of the two trad�t�onal contexts descr�bed 
above: develop�ng-world students �n econom�cally developed countr�es, or “stu-
dents of color” from countr�es such as the Un�ted States sojourn�ng �n a var�ety 
of countr�es, the�r exper�ence naturally be�ng compared and contrasted w�th the�r 
ma�nly wh�te counterparts sojourn�ng �n the same dest�nat�on . At first s�ght, �t 
m�ght seem pred�ctable that c�t�zens of a small, predom�nantly black Eastern 
Car�bbean nat�on such as Barbados sojourn�ng �n a country such as France m�ght 
exper�ence more challenges �n th�s regard than, say, Afr�can Amer�cans, used to 
pos�t�on�ng themselves as members of a m�nor�ty rac�al group and w�th exper�ence 
of how th�s �dent�ty m�ght need to be negot�ated . Wh�le Barbad�ans are qu�te l�kely 
to have prev�ously v�s�ted a country �n wh�ch they too are categor�zed as belong�ng 
to a rac�al “m�nor�ty,” there �s obv�ously a cons�derable d�fference between do�ng 
th�s as a tour�st or fam�ly v�s�tor, often w�th the buffer of locally-based k�n, on the 
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one hand, and actually enter�ng the labor market as a contr�but�ng and rec�p�ent 
member of the host soc�ety, albe�t a temporary one, on the other . 

Perhaps more pred�ctably st�ll, however, �t turns out to be the spec�fic�ty of 
part�cular pract�ces, rather than any general�zed not�on of race, that has a deter-
m�nant effect on sojourners’ percept�on of how the�r own rac�al self-construc-
t�on meshes w�th the construct�ons thrust upon them by the host soc�ety . The 
spec�fic pract�ce of most s�gn�ficance �n th�s context also expla�ns the conflat�on 
of race and gender here: to the extent that the �ssue of race ar�ses �n the l�terature 
analyz�ng U .S . exper�ences of study abroad, �t �s often assoc�ated w�th the exper�-
ences of non-wh�te Amer�can females as v�ct�ms of unwelcome sexual remarks 
or overtures that conta�n rac�al references or are rac�ally spec�fic . Thus Woodruff 
et al (191) c�te the example of how an Afr�can-Amer�can student �n M�lan dealt 
w�th the percept�on amongst some locals that she was a prost�tute, wh�le Talburt 
and Stewart (1999), �n a qual�tat�ve study of five female students on a summer 
language study �n Spa�n, documented the adjustment d�fficult�es that one stu-
dent encountered when Span�sh men responded to her as a rac�ally d�fferent and 
gendered target of piropos �n publ�c sett�ngs” (Anderson �2) . 

In a s�m�lar ve�n, �n Stephenson’s study of U .S . students �n Sant�ago de Ch�le, 
“the two black part�c�pants, both female, �nd�cated feel�ng extreme unease �n Ch�le 
(1�),” wh�le Twombly remarks that �n Costa R�ca “�n the context of a very verbal cul-
ture �n wh�ch terms such as negr�ta (dark�e) and gord�ta (fatso) are regularly used as 
terms of descr�pt�on, even affect�on, p�ropos are accepted as normal �f not flatter�ng” 
(1�) . Bond, Koont and Stephenson  .report that on a U .S . un�vers�ty tr�p to Cuba, 
“the s�ngle Afr�can Amer�can part�c�pant was m�staken to be Cuban and asked for 
�dent�ficat�on by a hotel employee and sexually harassed by a European man on a 
separate occas�on,” though �t �s unclear whether the v�ct�m was male or female here 
(109) . Other research, wh�le stress�ng cultural rather than overtly rac�al factors, has 
shown that the exper�ence of female sojourners �s often markedly—and usually neg-
at�vely—d�fferent from that of the�r male counterparts �n contexts where rad�cally 
unfam�l�ar male and female gender roles generate stressful obstacles to �ntegrat�on . 
Thus U .S . women �n Japan were frequently uncomfortable conform�ng to Japanese 
construct�ons of female �dent�ty (S�egal), wh�le �n Russ�a they suffered d�stress at the 
predatory behav�our of Russ�an males (Polany�) .

The prevalence and tolerance—albe�t grudg�ng—of mascul�ne “call�ng out” 
behav�our �n Anglophone Car�bbean soc�et�es, where �t may also conta�n rac�al 
ep�thets, seems to make at least th�s exper�ence, wh�le not exactly welcome, at 
least s�gn�ficantly less shock�ng to the part�c�pants �n th�s study than �t m�ght be 
for many U .S . sojourners, for example:
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1 .  They would say l�ttle th�ngs l�ke “moren�ta” and tell you what they 
would l�ke to do w�th you . . . It happens here �n Barbados too, on the 
streets men tell you these k�nd of th�ngs . [ . . .] For me �t’s not really a 
problem �n Colomb�a, cos I’m accustomed to �t here �n Barbados . [ . . .] 
“Moren�ta” doesnt’ bother me; “negr�ta,” at f�rst �t d�dn’t bother me 
but then I found out that “negr�ta” �s k�nda l�ke a derogatory term �n 
some ways, even though to me �t just meant, l�ke, “l�ttle black g�rl,” 
noth�ng too . . . but some people �n Colomb�a were say�ng they felt �t 
was derogatory so �t started bother�ng me a l�ttle b�t more . . . 

2 .  Colomb�an men behave l�ke Barbad�an men, really macho; they th�nk 
as long as they call at you, you’re supposed to answer . The�r way of 
call�ng to women would d�sgust me somet�mes . Somet�mes . L�ke, th�s 
one man was say�ng, “I bet you fuck really well,” that’s what he was 
say�ng �n Span�sh [ . . .] I walked pretty fast, [laugh�ng] so I started to 
run, ch�p, walk, run, to get home . Then th�s other one sa�d he wanted 
to have a baby, so I thought “he m�ght rape me,” so I walked pretty fast 
aga�n . But then somet�mes they would call you, l�ke “re�na,” “queen” 
and “negra bella”; I d�dn’t used to l�ke the “negra” part, but I d�dn’t 
m�nd cos they were say�ng that I was beaut�ful . 

Though these and s�m�lar accounts frequently express a degree of contempt 
for the perpetrators, they also commun�cate a very strong sense that female Car�b-
bean sojourners are both hab�tuated and equ�pped to deal emot�onally w�th these 
k�nd of predatory behav�ors, wh�ch represent an area of overlap between Lat�n 
Amer�can and Anglophone Car�bbean soc�al pract�ces . Indeed, as Patron (62) 
also reports �n relat�on to French sojourners �n Austral�a, an absence of harass-
ment can generate d�scomfort �f �t �s commonplace at home, as exper�enced by 
th�s Barbad�an �n Colomb�a: 

I don’t seem to be not�ced by guys or g�rls for that matter . In Barbados I don’t 
have that problem . Is �t the�r percept�on of beauty? Must I have long ha�r, clearer 
sk�n… I get not�ced by men who are not my type or near my age . I have seen two 
m�xed couples but then I don’t really see that many black people . So I dec�ded 
to do my own research . I left home �n a t�ght jeans, no jacket, ha�r open etc . 
Luck�ly, the weather was not very horr�ble that day!! I got looks or glances but 
no approaches . The construct�on guys kept the most no�se but they do that �n 
Barbados too . It �s part of the�r culture! My research w�ll cont�nue but �n a more 
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subtle way . I don’t need pneumon�a to get an answer . It �s not l�ke I am search�ng 
for a boyfr�end cos I already have one . It �s just that I find �t strange, I am not 
accustomed to th�s type of behav�our . I ment�oned that I d�d not not�ce rac�sm 
but �s th�s d�scr�m�nat�on, am I too black? Who knows? 

Wh�le �t thus seems that the contours of race and gender �n the�r home cul-
tures equ�p Anglophone Car�bbean females to negot�ate “p�ropos,” even where 
these are rac�al�zed, other aspects of gender relat�ons may prove more problem-
at�c: a major�ty of sojourners �n both Colomb�a and France ment�oned be�ng 
�n�t�ally d�scomforted by open d�splays of affect�on between couples �n publ�c 
places, wh�ch are relat�vely uncommon �n Anglophone Car�bbean soc�et�es . F�rst 
�n Colomb�a: 

Female sojourner:

Dur�ng the n�ght, I went to an �nternet café . [ . . .] The way love �s demonstrated 
�n th�s culture �s too much for me . She just kept k�ss�ng and touch�ng h�m 
wh�le on her knees of course . I mean relax woman no one wants your man! 
These people need to leave some of th�s affect�on for the bedroom . In Spa�n, 
the behav�or was the same, these people k�ss and embrace as �f the other 
person �s go�ng to war and they w�ll never see them aga�n . They don’t even 
stop to breathe, �t’s �ncred�ble! Ha ha! It �s no wonder that there �s a h�gh 
pregnancy rate among young people .

Male sojourner:

It seems l�ke everywhere you go a couple are k�ss�ng, and I don´t mean the 
trad�t�onal Lat�n Amer�can greet�ng, I mean KISSING!! At school, at the 
bus stop, �n the restaurants, on the bus . One even�ng wh�le wa�t�ng for the 
bus, no fewer than three couples came r�ght �n front of me, one after the other, 
go�ng at �t . I thought I had a k�ss�ng booth s�gn on me or had m�stakenly been 
stand�ng �n front of one . Another n�ght, on the bus, these two were so �ntense 
I thought they would have done the deed r�ght there �f the bus was empty . 
Get a room people!!! Even the gays walk�ng the streets hold�ng hands .

Turn�ng to race alone, two of the sojourners responded affirmat�vely to the 
quest�on that they had exper�enced rac�sm . One exper�enced a percept�on that she 
was treated d�fferently “spread across a var�ety of exper�ences,” for example secur�ty 
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guards �n Colomb�an stores who seemed more �ncl�ned to s�ngle her out for a bag 
search than other customers . The only member of the French cohort who c�ted 
a spec�fic �nstance of rac�al d�scomfort �dent�fied other non-wh�tes as the source 
(she worked at a school w�th a large proport�on of �mm�grant students): 

One l�ttle guy from Turkey called me “caca,” wh�ch means sh�t, he sa�d you 
look l�ke what comes out �n the to�let, you’re the same color . I sa�d, “okay .” 

Another encountered black Afr�can appeals to a sense of rac�al sol�dar�ty she 
found hard to rec�procate: 

What I found we�rd was the Afr�cans would always tell themselves “we have 
to st�ck together,” even though they’re �n France, more or less “�nvad�ng,” they’re 
say�ng “we have to st�ck together .” [There was Afr�can mus�c] �n the club once 
and the French were danc�ng out of t�me and th�s Afr�can guy came up to me and 
was po�nt�ng and laugh�ng at them and say�ng “they can’t dance; that mus�c �s �n 
your body and �n your blood .” [ . . .] That was h�s excuse for gett�ng my number: 
see�ng that I know how to keep �n t�me, I should be able to g�ve h�m my number, 
cos he knows how to keep �n t�me as well . I don’t know how he thought that 
would’ve worked w�th me, but �t d�d not work w�th me .

The unease of these and other �nteract�ons w�th non-wh�te �nterlocutors tends 
to echo the find�ngs of Landau and Ch�on� Moore (2001), who report on the 
greater �nc�dence of m�spercept�on between Afr�can Amer�can students and the�r 
hosts �n Ghana, when compared w�th wh�te Amer�can fellow sojourners . The easy 
and categor�cal locat�on of sojourners as Other on the bas�s of a superfic�al charac-
ter�st�c such as d�fferent sk�n color, �t seems, m�ght prov�de a buffer that m�t�gates 
poss�ble offence caused by culturally �nappropr�ate behav�our . In some �nstances, 
there may thus be more pressure on sojourners who are superfic�ally more s�m�lar 
to understand and to conform more read�ly to local pract�ces, and a more po�nted 
mutual d�strust may ar�se �f they fa�l to do so (Ogden, “V�ew” 47) .

Aga�nst th�s, we should note Patron’s (1�2–��) find�ng that the two Franco-
As�an part�c�pants �n her study reported feel�ng bolstered �n Austral�a by the�r 
b�-cultural background .  .We m�ght also cons�der the test�mony of the lone male 
part�c�pant �n the present study, who reported spend�ng most of h�s soc�al t�me 
w�th Colomb�ans of Afr�can descent, �n marked contrast to h�s female fellow-
sojourners, because he felt act�vely accepted by th�s group more than by others . 
Only further research can establ�sh whether th�s �s a general�zable pattern �n the 
Car�bbean-Colomb�an encounter . Female sojourners �n Colomb�a tended to find 
that Afro-Colomb�an men approached them �n overtly sexual�zed fash�on, wh�le 
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Afro-Colomb�an women were guarded at best towards them, a react�on also 
reported by the sojourners �n France when encounter�ng sub-Saharan Afr�can 
women (none spec�fically reported encounters w�th other “non-wh�te” women) . 

I n t e r c u l t u r a l  L e a r n i n g

In assess�ng the sojourners’ ga�ns �n �ntercultural competence, I follow Byram 
�n see�ng language learn�ng as dependent not “on a concept of neutral commu-
n�cat�on of �nformat�on across cultural barr�ers, but rather on a r�ch defin�t�on of 
commun�cat�on as �nteract�on, and on a ph�losophy of cr�t�cal engagement w�th 
otherness and cr�t�cal reflect�on on self ” (71) . In the follow�ng d�scuss�on, more-
over, I use Byram’s taxonomy of �ntercultural  .sk�lls to evaluate the sojourners’ 
developmental ga�ns �n th�s area, compr�s�ng broadly:

•	 Intercultural attitudes (savoir être): cur�os�ty and openness, read�ness to 
suspend d�sbel�ef about other cultures and bel�ef about one’s own .

•	 Knowledge (savoirs): of soc�al groups and the�r products and pract�ces 
�n one’s �nterlocutor’s country, and of the general processes of soc�etal and 
�nd�v�dual �nteract�on .

•	 Skills of interpreting and relating (savoir comprendre): ab�l�ty to �nterpret 
a document or event from another culture, to expla�n �t and relate �t to 
documents or events from one’s own .

•	 Skills of discovery and interaction (savoir apprendre/faire): ab�l�ty to 
acqu�re new knowledge of a culture and cultural pract�ces and the ab�l�ty 
to operate knowledge, att�tudes and sk�lls under the constra�nts of real-t�me 
commun�cat�on and �nteract�on .

•	 Critical cultural awareness (savoir s’engager): an ab�l�ty to evaluate, 
cr�t�cally and on the bas�s of expl�c�t cr�ter�a, perspect�ves, pract�ces and 
products �n one’s own and other cultures and countr�es . 

My assessment of the sojourners’ capac�ty to cr�t�cally reflect on self �s, �n turn, 
made aga�nst the background of Downey’s analys�s of the p�tfalls of sojourner 
narrat�ves on study abroad . Downey �dent�fies three patterns,“ach�evement,” 
“theolog�cal” and “theod�cal” narrat�ves, wh�ch “have a dangerous tendency to 
pre-maturely ‘close’ the �nternat�onal exper�ence, cutt�ng off �ts potent�al effects, 
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�nclud�ng on-go�ng transformat�on” (117) . In br�ef, these fram�ngs �mply the 
follow�ng �nterpretat�ons of the sojourn’s mean�ng by the sojourner: ach�eve-
ment—pos�t�ng the host country, �ts culture and people as a ser�es of hardsh�ps 
to be bravely tolerated; theolog�cal—summar�zed by Downey as the “touched by 
an angel” mot�f, �n wh�ch a “messenger” �s prov�dent�ally “sent” to  .enl�ghten the 
student of “the poss�b�l�ty of transcendence by the �nd�v�dual w�thout cons�der-
at�on of soc�al systems”; theod�c�an—the conclus�on on the part of the sojourner 
that they are “sooooo blessed” at not be�ng forced to suffer the trava�ls faced by 
nat�onals of the �mpover�shed host country .

Wh�le Downey’s categor�es apply spec�fically to sojourners cross�ng a starker 
d�v�de, on the face of �t, from the developed world to poorer countr�es, stra�ns 
of the theod�c�an tendency are certa�nly ev�dent—perhaps unsurpr�s�ngly—
amongst the Eastern Car�bbean students �n Colomb�a, relat�vely unaccustomed 
to the v�s�b�l�ty of poverty �n large develop�ng-world metropol�ses: 

Every s�ngle day, I pass vagrants on the streets, people on buses show�ng off 
the�r deform�t�es and ask�ng for donat�ons for med�cal procedures, men and 
women talk�ng about the�r s�tuat�ons and ask�ng for money to feed the�r 
ch�ldren, young people s�ng�ng, rapp�ng, play�ng the gu�tar… .anyth�ng to 
make a dollar (or a peso!) It �s qu�te sad and I do g�ve but somet�mes �t really 
can be annoy�ng espec�ally the people who reveal tw�sted l�mbs from bone 
cancer when I’ve just had lunch . Th�ngs l�ke that really make you real�ze how 
well off we are most of t�me �n the Car�bbean . 

Downey’s “ach�evement” mot�f also appears to have general currency—
“There were t�mes I wanted to go home, but I thought ‘�f I can st�ck �t out, I w�ll 
be very proud of myself for stay�ng the 8 mths’, and �f I can do �t, be�ng an only 
ch�ld and hav�ng to become �ndependent stra�ght away, anyone can do �t’”— .as 
there are �nev�tably very real obstacles and anx�et�es generated by �mmers�on 
exper�ences, regardless of whether an obv�ous soc�oeconom�c d�v�de �s crossed 
from home to host nat�on . In c�t�ng these narrat�ve patterns, there �s obv�ously 
no suggest�on that the sent�ments expressed are �n any way �ns�ncere: Downey’s 
�dent�ficat�on of these common stra�ns �n sojourner narrat�ves merely serves to 
po�nt up certa�n commonplace ep�stemolog�es �n sojourners’ attempts to der�ve 
mean�ng from the�r exper�ences, and suggests that true �ntercultural agency 
requ�res a movement beyond these �nev�tably egocentr�c early cons�derat�ons .

Desp�te the natural tendency toward cl�chéd �nterpretat�on of the exper�-
ence descr�bed above—all were first-t�mers �n the context of long-term �mmer-
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s�on outs�de the�r own language and reg�on, after all—ev�dence of enhanced 
�ntercultural sk�lls �s not hard to find �n the sojourners’ test�mony: 

I figured maybe I should start wr�t�ng more about what’s go�ng on �n 
Colomb�a as much as �t doesn’t d�rectly affect me . Reason be�ng, as much as 
my entr�es and p�cs have changed a few m�nds and I have some fr�ends who 
actually want to v�s�t th�s country, others are st�ll caught up �n the st�gma 
of coca�ne and k�dnapp�ngs . So to prov�de a balanced v�ew of l�fe here and 
avo�d hav�ng people th�nk that �t’s parad�se… .I’m go�ng to start read�ng the 
papers more often and prov�de some deta�ls of what’s go�ng on .

Here, the sojourner’s acute awareness of her role as a cultural �ntermed�ary, 
�nterpret�ng the real�ty on the ground for her home culture �nterlocutors through 
her blog, �s ev�dent, spurr�ng her to acqu�re greater knowledge (savoirs �n Byram’s 
class�ficat�on) of the broader soc�al and pol�t�cal real�ty �n order to temper her 
accounts thus far, wh�ch she clearly feels have gone too far the other way �n seek�ng 
to counteract the v�olent and unstable stereotype of Colomb�a . In tak�ng stock of 
th�s role as a source of �nformed cr�t�que of the host country, she consc�ously seeks 
to move beyond pure �ntrospect�on and the �mmed�ate c�rcumstances of her l�fe �n 
Medellín and her subsequent subm�ss�ons reflected th�s broader focus . 

A s�m�lar comm�tment to research�ng the causes of current events (Byram’s 
savoir apprendre) also arose from a plan to travel to Ecuador on the part of a 
number amongst the Colomb�an cohort, ult�mately thwarted by pol�t�cal devel-
opments, wh�ch the male sojourner assessed as follows: 

The funny part for me was how on earth d�d Chávez get �nvolved? When I heard 
that Venezuela would be send�ng troops to the border, and Señor Chávez mak�ng 
war threats after Colomb�an armed forces had k�lled FARC’s “Raúl Reyes” on 
Ecuador�an so�l, I had to scramble for my map . The last t�me I checked, Ecuador 
was south and Venezuela north of Colomb�a . Yet, before you could say “patr�a o 
muerte,” he was all over th�s th�ng . And I wonder what would have happened �f 
comrade F�del was �n good health, or st�ll at the re�ns of Cuba . . .

Th�s sojourner’s burgeon�ng �nterest �n the pol�t�cal s�tuat�on leads h�m to 
observe an ant�-terror�st street demonstrat�on: 

Speak�ng of the ant�-FARC rall�es, that was another �nterest�ng exper�ence . 
Imag�ne Kadooment Day, probably ten or fifteen t�mes larger at least, 
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w�thout the mus�c trucks and everyone wear�ng wh�te T-sh�rts; balloons, 
confett� and streamers fly�ng all over the place . The streets were jammed as 
people, clad �n the�r “No más FARC” sh�rts and carry�ng placards bear�ng the 
names of k�dnap, murder and torture v�ct�ms marched from all d�rect�ons to 
Bolívar Square, wh�ch �s about 15 m�nute’s walk from my apartment . I got 
an �nv�tat�on from some Afro Colomb�an students to jo�n �n, but not hav�ng 
any comprehens�ve knowledge of the march�ng/protest�ng culture I pol�tely 
decl�ned, or rather, made myself scarce . I d�d go to the Square and I have 
never seen so many people �n one place . And what was pleasantly �ntr�gu�ng 
was that w�th so many people, noth�ng got out of hand .

Though caut�ous of affil�at�ng w�th a part�c�pat�ng group, the sojourner 
nonetheless attends, compar�ng the scene to an event �n h�s home culture, the 
Kadooment Day street parade that �s the culm�nat�on of the Crop Over carn�-
val season �n Barbados . Hav�ng w�tnessed v�olent small-scale demonstrat�ons 
�nvolv�ng �ncend�ary dev�ces and stone-throw�ng �n Bogotá, he �s �ntr�gued by 
the fest�ve atmosphere and lack of aggress�on, desp�te the ser�ousness of mot�ve 
and vast crowds . One senses a grow�ng cur�os�ty to understand the nuances of 
soc�al confl�ct and protest �n the host country, borne of a w�ll�ngness to engage 
d�rectly w�th at least some of �ts man�festat�ons (Byram’s savoir être) . To acqu�re 
full-fledged cr�t�cal cultural awareness (savoir s’engager) �n an area as complex 
as Colomb�an c�v�l str�fe, however, one suspects structured research of the type 
advocated by Downey would be requ�red .

In other perhaps less complex areas, such as dress, development of the 
sojourners’ sk�lls of �nterpret�ng and relat�ng (savoir comprendre) �s almost �nev�-
table, as the gulf between the�r own norms and those of the�r hosts �s apparent 
da�ly . Ult�mately, th�s leads to a reflect�on on the broader �mpl�cat�ons of greater 
or lesser conform�ty �n th�s area: 

I dressed l�ke a European th�s week w�th a short dress, legg�ngs and boots on . 
I don’t know what I was th�nk�ng . The dress was so short I felt we�rd but no 
one looked at me d�fferent . I love how l�beral these people are . That makes 
me wonder . If I get a p�erc�ng somewhere crazy l�ke the secretary �n the office 
noth�ng w�ll change, but I know as I land �n Barbados, all the mal�c�ous 
Bajans [Barbad�ans] would have someth�ng to say . It just amazes me the 
th�ngs that we waste t�me th�nk�ng about . The French are defin�tely more 
l�beral when �t comes to th�ngs l�ke that . We �n the Car�bbean th�nk too 
much about how we look when �n truth and �n fact no one’s look�ng cause 
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they’re too busy check�ng the�r own selves out . It’s p�t�ful actually . I’m glad 
I had the opportun�ty to come out here and broaden my m�nd and real�ze 
what �s �mportant from what �s not . I now understand what people mean 
when they say that some West Ind�ans w�ll get nowhere because they too 
busy look�ng at the smaller p�cture or l�v�ng �n the past . Please Lord let them 
grow up some t�me because they would sadly m�ss out .

These sent�ments regard�ng the “mal�c�ous” character of Barbad�ans (�n local 
parlance, the term spec�fically means nosy and judgmental of others) are echoed 
�n a number of sojourners’ re-entry test�mony, part�cularly the French cohort, an 
�nd�cat�on that the�r att�tudes have become somewhat �mbued w�th a sense of the 
�nd�v�dual freedom perm�tted by the relat�vely “looser” and less conform�st host 
culture . Elsewhere, they find the laissez faire of the French much less palatable: as 
d�scussed above, �n relat�on to publ�c d�splays of affect�on (though some ev�nce 
greater tolerance of th�s as the sojourn progresses), or hyg�ene norms (food prep-
arat�on, publ�c sp�tt�ng, or the approach to dog excrement, for example) . Wh�le 
they may not yet all be able to �ntegrate the�r responses to these elements by see-
�ng clearly that both the character�st�cs they come to regard as super�or (lack of 
judgemental att�tudes) and those they cont�nue to find �nfer�or (laxer hyg�ene 
norms) are frequently two s�des of the same �nd�v�dual�st co�n, the w�ll�ngness to 
reflect cr�t�cally on the�r own cultural mores at all should not be underest�mated 
�n the context of the�r educat�on am�dst often unm�t�gated nat�onal�st or ethno-
centr�c rhetor�c �n publ�c d�scourse �n the�r home States .1

R e - e n t r y

A number report hav�ng to use the�r new sk�lls of savoir comprendre spar-
�ngly and d�plomat�cally on return �n order to avo�d be�ng accused of an affected 
cosmopol�tan snobbery by those around them (a problem shared by Patron’s (�4) 
French sojourners return�ng from Austral�a): 

Strangely enough, [com�ng back] has been very d�fficult . [ . . .] I tend to see 
th�ngs that I d�dn’t see before here, flaws and faults, and my �nteract�on 
w�th people �s d�fferent . I wanted to eat French food! I wanted cheese that 
I couldn’t find, I went to Super Centre to find cheese . . . It’s l�ke you have 
bl�nders off, you see t�ny flaws that you d�dn’t see before; �t seems smaller, �t 
seems a l�ttle, what’s that word . . . not backward, �t just seems less advanced . 
[ . . .] Generally people here aren’t that �nterested �n my exper�ence, funn�ly 
enough, I thought people would have more quest�ons, but I find I’m the one 
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who’s more prompt�ng conversat�on about my tr�p or I see someth�ng on 
the TV and I say “oh, I was there!” But people here really aren’t �nterested, 
you know, they l�ve �n Barbados, Barbados �s great, they don’t want to know 
about anyone else, really . It depends on what I say, but people w�ll throw �n 
comments l�ke “oh, you’ve been away and you th�nk you’re better off now .” 
Or, “you’re cr�t�c�z�ng because you’ve been away, but remember you’re a 
Barbad�an,” you know, that k�nd of th�ng, you know, k�nd of scold�ng me �f I 
po�nt out th�ngs that I th�nk are wrong . 

The sojourners’ new ethno-relat�v�sm thus somet�mes generated fam�l�ar 
problems of reverse culture shock: “commun�cat�ng w�th fr�ends, deal�ng w�th 
stereotypes, uncerta�nty over cultural �dent�ty, soc�al w�thdrawal, and decreased 
relat�onsh�p sat�sfact�on” (Ward, Furnham and Bochner 16�) . Desp�te these d�f-
ficult�es, however, a number of the sojourners are able to apply the�r new capac�ty 
to d�stance themselves and relat�v�ze the�r exper�ences to the re-entry process: 

Wh�le be�ng �n Barbados I also d�scovered that the small th�ngs that used to 
bother me about l�v�ng �n a small �sland no longer get on my nerves l�ke a late 
bus or people goss�p�ng . I th�nk that �s because be�ng �n Colomb�a and see�ng 
major problems before your eyes makes tr�v�al th�ngs pale �n compar�son; �n 
fact I laugh to myself cause I th�nk we don’t have those major �ssues to deal 
w�th and should be over the moon about �t but we aren’t . Yet I can’t judge 
cause �f not for th�s exper�ence I wouldn’t have known th�s e�ther .

Others, however, are both more apprec�at�ve of the comforts of home they 
had prev�ously taken for granted, and more cr�t�cal as they no longer accept as 
natural other less ben�gn tra�ts:

There are many aspects of my home and country l�fe wh�ch I v�ew d�fferently 
s�nce I’ve returned . They range from “tr�v�al,” for example the phys�cal state 
of the country—�ts small s�ze, the seem�ngly poor �nfrastructure . Before 
leav�ng, these th�ngs were a fact of l�fe, not extremely �mportant, but 
on my return, they stood out �n my m�nd as horr�ble �nadequac�es . I also 
feel d�fferently about, and quest�on many soc�al and cultural norms—the 
mental�ty of the Barbad�an regard�ng rel�g�on, educat�on, gender relat�ons, 
just to name a few . My feel�ngs however, are not all negat�ve . Wh�le I am 
reel�ng from the apparent “backwardness” of Barbados, as compared to my 
host country France, I also have a greater apprec�at�on for these so-called 
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shortcom�ngs . An example, the small s�ze of the country makes travel much 
eas�er than �t �s overseas . 

Wh�le the sojourners were able to cast a more d�scern�ng eye on the�r home 
culture on return, the press�ng pract�cal�t�es of reentry also qu�ckly began to assert 
themselves . In a number of cases, the stra�n on relat�ons w�th fr�ends and k�n 
generated by the subtle cultural d�sconnect ar�s�ng from the sojourn was further 
exacerbated by the express des�re of many return�ng sojourners to leave home 
aga�n as soon as the opportun�ty presented �tself, also remarked by Patron (�09) . 
Wh�le th�s des�re was partly mot�vated by a new-found cultural cur�os�ty and a 
nostalg�a for aspects of the sojourn, bleak local employment prospects were also 
c�ted by mult�ple part�c�pants:

I have earned a deeper apprec�at�on for my country w�th regard to our 
standard of l�v�ng and the access�b�l�ty of educat�on and chances to �mprove 
and further oneself . However, my exper�ence also opened my eyes to the 
relat�ve pass�v�ty w�th wh�ch we l�ve . I am somewhat concerned about 
the lack of career enhancement and money-mak�ng opportun�t�es or the 
d�ssem�nat�on of �nformat�on on such opportun�t�es for people w�th�n the 
language-learn�ng fratern�ty . [ . . .] There �s d�re need to show poss�b�l�t�es and 
opportun�t�es us�ng languages, both teach�ng and non-teach�ng . 

Employment �s naturally one of the pr�nc�pal concerns of return�ng sojourners, 
who have often exper�enced relat�vely long-term employment and financ�al autonomy 
for the first t�me wh�le abroad . All part�c�pants �n th�s study have found employment 
as language teachers �n secondary or pr�mary educat�on, where the�r �mmers�on expe-
r�ence clearly g�ves them a compet�t�ve advantage, but the major�ty do not v�ew edu-
cat�on as a long-term career cho�ce . Wh�le �t would seem that the �ntercultural sk�lls 
acqu�red dur�ng study abroad and language �mmers�on would be h�ghly valuable �n 
econom�es dom�nated by �nherently �nternat�onal act�v�t�es such as financ�al serv�ces 
and tour�sm, as are many �n the Car�bbean, anecdotal ev�dence suggests that there �s 
a h�gh degree of conservat�sm amongst Car�bbean employers w�th regard to types 
of relevant exper�ence, w�th qual�ficat�ons from trad�t�onally prest�g�ous un�vers�t�es 
carry�ng much greater we�ght than exper�ences such as overseas �mmers�on, wh�ch 
cult�vate “l�fe-sk�lls” not expl�c�tly recogn�zed by educat�onal �nst�tut�ons . Employers 
�n areas such as tour�sm or government may thus cont�nue to opt for cand�dates who 
need less �n�t�al tra�n�ng but who are l�kely to rema�n more ethnocentr�c and less able 
to relate effect�vely w�th �nterlocutors from outs�de the�r culture . 
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C o n c l u s i o n s

The “self-shock” (Zaharna) exper�enced by all first-t�me sojourners r�sks 
be�ng exacerbated �n the case of small-State sojourners as a result of the non-rec-
ogn�zab�l�ty of the�r nat�onal or�g�ns . The�r efforts to locate th�s or�g�n for the�r 
hosts frequently �nvolve recourse—not always successful—to recogn�zable mass 
cultural references (overwhelm�ngly the performer R�hanna �n the case of Barba-
dos) and, more often than not, other terr�tor�es �n the�r reg�on w�th wh�ch they 
are then manoeuvred �nto an uneasy �dent�ficat�on (mostly Jama�ca) . It would 
seem that the most real�st�c way of m�t�gat�ng the d�scomfort caused, as�de from 
due d�scuss�on dur�ng or�entat�on, would be to equ�p students act�vely to educate 
the�r hosts regard�ng the�r home countr�es . Th�s m�ght �nvolve the product�on 
of a portable presentat�on, �nclud�ng embedded film to make �t more �mmed�-
ate, ta�lored for part�cular host nat�ons and us�ng comparat�ve elements, g�v�ng 
bas�c �nformat�on and a flavour of l�fe �n Eastern Car�bbean home terr�tor�es . 
Product�on of such mater�al would be a st�mulat�ngly pract�cal project for poten-
t�al sojourners to undertake �n collaborat�on w�th the�r return�ng counterparts, 
open�ng up �ssues of self-presentat�on and stereotyp�ng �n a product�ve manner . 
Equally, as s�mple a step as equ�pp�ng sojourners w�th appropr�ately des�gned 
t-sh�rts, file-folders, st�ckers, bookmarks and other day-to-day �tems show�ng 
�mages, maps and bas�c data on the home terr�tory m�ght allev�ate some of the 
�rr�tat�on generated by the need for repeated lengthy explanat�ons of or�g�n . 
Approach�ng home-country bod�es such as the tour�st author�t�es and Fore�gn 
Affa�rs m�n�str�es for adaptable mater�al and sponsorsh�p �n th�s endeavor m�ght 
be a gentle nudge to these author�t�es regard�ng the ambassador�al and promo-
t�onal potent�al of sojourners abroad, a l�nk that m�ght ult�mately m�l�tate �n 
favor of the sojourners’ employab�l�ty �n such �nst�tut�ons �n future . As a con-
t�ngent benefit, the sojourners’ frank assumpt�on of the non-recogn�zab�l�ty of 
the�r or�g�n and w�ll�ngness to ass�st hosts by offer�ng �nformat�on �n th�s form 
�s h�ghly l�kely to generate pos�t�ve affect amongst rec�p�ents . Future research 
m�ght report on the efficacy of these measures . 

Turn�ng to the �ssues of gender and race, �t appears thus far that Anglo-
phone Car�bbean sojourners’ generally robust self-percept�on—and hab�tuat�on 
to sexual�zed and somet�mes rac�al�zed “call�ng out” behav�our �n the case of 
females—precludes any necess�ty of hard warn�ngs about e�ther piropos or rac�al 
att�tudes �n these host countr�es, at least . However, work�ng on the pr�nc�ple that 
forewarned �s forearmed, �t may be of �nterest to �ncorporate w�th�n ex�st�ng lan-
guage/culture courses the test�mony of former sojourners regard�ng race and gen-
der �ssues �n spec�fic terr�tor�es, or �nto spec�fic or�entat�ons for sojourners . Th�s 
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use of sojourner test�mony as part of language and culture courses can be v�ewed 
as a pract�cal component of a larger project for reg�onally ta�lor�ng the mater�al 
presented �n such offer�ngs �n the Un�vers�ty of the West Ind�es, currently often 
based on fore�gn textbooks . The �mmers�on exper�ence w�ll thus feed back �nto 
curr�culum des�gn and mater�als development �n a product�ve manner that w�ll 
help to generate �ncreas�ng relevance �n the UWI’s language offer�ngs . Offer�ng 
sojourners remunerat�on to produce short mult�med�a modules to a spec�fied 
format on aspects such as “my exper�ence of piropos” or “mult�cultural France” 
would be a product�ve way to l�nk graduate sojourners back to the UWI and 
generate culturally spec�fic mater�al for language programs there�n . The �ncreas-
�ng ava�lab�l�ty to sojourners of record�ng med�a such as DV cameras, st�lls cam-
eras w�th mov�ng �mage capac�ty, mp� recorders and the l�ke makes such projects 
w�th�n the reach of many and �n some cases would merely enta�l extrapolat�ng, 
work�ng up and structur�ng mater�al already gathered for post�ng on Facebook 
or s�m�lar forums . 

W�th respect to ga�ns �n �ntercultural competence, �t seems clear that wh�le 
these were made, they could be max�m�zed through more extens�ve or�enta-
t�on mechan�sms and, part�cularly, post-sojourn enqu�ry of the type promoted 
by Downey to ensure ongo�ng reflect�on and to prevent �mpover�shment of the 
exper�ence through egocentr�c mechan�sms of closure .

W�th regard to the employment �ssue, the relat�ve �ntang�b�l�ty and d�ffi-
culty of measur�ng �ntercultural competence, though �t may make the d�fference 
between a h�ghly effect�ve employee and a largely �neffectual one, mean that 
educat�ng potent�al part�c�pants alone regard�ng study abroad �s only one com-
ponent of the task ahead . If sojourn�ng abroad �s to become an �ntegrated com-
ponent of the Car�bbean educat�onal exper�ence, employers and dec�s�on-makers 
�n the soc�ety at large need to be conv�nced of �ts worth . Wh�le th�s may happen 
by d�nt of sheer attr�t�on as part�c�pant numbers r�se, �ntervent�ons �n popular 
commun�cat�ons med�a (newspaper art�cles, documentar�es) may exped�te the 
process, as has already begun to happen (Hanton) . Ult�mately, the access�on of 
former sojourners to pos�t�ons of respons�b�l�ty �n Anglophone Car�bbean �nst�-
tut�ons and bus�nesses �n future �s l�kely to prove the dec�s�ve factor �n enhanc�ng 
the value placed on study abroad and �mmers�on exper�ences (Trooboff, Vande 
Berg and Rayman 24–26), wh�ch are surely cruc�al to opt�m�z�ng development 
�n th�s most hybr�d and �nternat�onal of reg�ons . 
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N o t e
1 When asked to produce descr�pt�ons of the�r own country, Barbad�an students 
often reflex�vely generate what sounds susp�c�ously l�ke tour�st advert�s�ng copy . 
In a letter-wr�t�ng exchange w�th students �n Equator�al Gu�nea, for example, 
these latter frankly descr�bed less attract�ve aspects of the�r nat�onal or�g�n, such 
as petro-corrupt�on, chauv�n�st�c att�tudes and poverty . Contrad�ctor�ly, the 
Barbad�an students agreed they apprec�ated th�s frankness on the part of the�r 
Afr�can correspondents, but were just�fied �n self-censor�ng the�r own account �n 
response . S�m�larly, �n an essay-wr�t�ng test a major�ty of students who answered 
the quest�on argued �n favor of the propos�t�on that “�t �s r�ght to contrad�ct a 
fore�gner who cr�t�c�zes your country, even �f the cr�t�c�sm �s just�fied .“
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