The Curse of the Expat:

Chronic Cultural Shock


They say human beings long for a home. For a place to go back to, a place where they feel comfortable, warm and protected. A place they love, one that charms them and lures them, enchanting their spirit and curing their soul from the wounds of the outside world.

The over-civilised, wild 21st century made us change offhand our steadfastness for mobility. Thousands of people changed their homes for a better life somewhere in the other end of the planet. They left behind the cosiness of their motherlands to embrace the hospitality of the road which had always kept its front door open for anyone willing to come over. Some of them were looking for better living conditions, others had found their fiance miles away, while the most desperate ones were simply inventing an antidote for boredom. All of them had their own reasons to give away the comfort of their homes for something new and unknown. 

No matter how attractive the unknown may look, one eventually needs a lion’s share of willpower to identify oneself inside the mess of roads, places and cultures.

I had a dispute with a friend some time ago. She claimed cultural shock was something one experiences when he comes across a completely unknown culture. Something evoked by unimaginable rituals and unthinkable traditions, something that happens when one goes abroad even for three days as a humble tourist equipped with a guide, map and camera. But there is more to it than that. 

We all have our 'cultural baggage' in our mind – our traditions and beliefs, our life philosophy and moral values, our faith or the absence of such, our history, memories, national identity, the smell of the park in our town, the picturesque panorama of the neighbours' bedroom from the window of our kitchen, after all. All these little things we're so accustomed to eventually form a firm and rigid framework which shapes our view of life. When we see something new, we actually look at it through that framework and thus cannot see the full picture. We just see 'the new' through 'the old', and 'the unfamiliar' through 'the familiar'. One day 'the unfamiliar' becomes 'a little bit familiar', but paradoxically enough, simultaneously 'the familiar' also becomes just 'a little bit familiar'. 

Thus, if a humble guy called John from the suburbs of England visits Moscow, he will – what a surprise! - be somewhat shocked. 

The first shock will come from the sublimity of the Kremlin, the beauty of the nature, and the greatness of the city which will seem to be shockingly amazing. The first stage of cultural shock is like rose-coloured glasses, through which everything appears good and nice. If John the Brit is a humble tourist he will most probably check in to a hotel, get a map, a guide and go sightseeing. He will inevitably get equipped with his mental rose-coloured glasses and an impressive amount of enthusiasm which whispers in his ear that the city has a wisdom of its own. It is old and beautiful, the architecture is enchanting and even the sky here is higher. The food is quite good, the language is quite poetical and people – what a surprise! - are not that alien. They do have two arms, two legs and just one head.

John the Brit will probably leave Moscow in a couple of days, so he has no time to waste. In fact he has so little time that he cannot even get out of the first stage of cultural shock. Then, after going back home, he will tell his fellow Brits how gorgeous Moscow is – an image perceived through the rose-coloured glasses he did not have time to take off. An image John believes to be true in all frankness. 

But if John the Brit is not a humble tourist but a humble expat or even a humble student, he will stay. Then the euphoria of the rose-coloured glasses will soon give way to the sense of constant discontent. What on Earth, John the Brit might be thinking, is he doing in this indecently crowded city with its dirty streets and arrogant people?  He spends half of his days on the road, stuck in a traffic jam! If he decides to outwit it and use the underground, it does not get much better. Indeed, there are no traffic jams in the underground. Only people jams. Why are all of them so nervous? Why is the youth so impudent? How can there be so many beggars on the streets, and next to them people in extremely expensive cars? And why the hell nobody in this damned  country speaks English? Why does Russian have to be so awfully hard to learn, especially with their Martian alphabet?! And the weather, the weather is of course awful, and John the Brit might already have certain doubts concerning the probability of him surviving the winter. In short: this is all horrible, stop the world, let him off, or at least stop a car, let him in, and take him back to England.

Thus John the Brit is given a hearty welcome into the second stage of cultural shock. If he, however, gives up the idea of hitchhiking back home, he will realise that it is not in fact all that bad. After all, people do manage to live here somehow, don't they? Time passes and he gets more and more accustomed. At a certain point he even starts feeling comfortable.

John the Brit now speaks Russian quite well, knows enough about the country, the people and their customs, and if he wants he can even discuss politics. And yet, he is still somewhat alien. He understands the culture, loves the country but just does not belong there. He has not experienced what they have experienced; he has not seen what they have seen. No matter how hard he tries, he can never manage to see life through the eyes of Russians. His cultural framework has become wide enough, but it is still there and he cannot run away from it. 

Nevertheless, John the Brit has of course developed a philosophical approach to life, therefore such a minor thing as feeling somewhat alien can never deprive him of his enthusiasm and optimism. He is not trying to become Russian. He is quite happy to be where he is, do what he does and be who he is. He is... British, after all!

Or at least that was what he thought. 

During all the years in Moscow he is accompanied by a strong feeling of nostalgia. He has turned into someone quite patriotic. He longs for things his fellow Brits live with without appreciating them at all. He even misses the rain and the mist. After all, it was not that terrible compared to the Russian chilly weather. Yes, now in Moscow he is of course quite sure he loves England more than anything else and believes it to be the greatest country ever. He misses his motherland and wants to go back.

And one day he does. One day John the Brit goes home to pay a visit to his friends in England. He is astonished to find out that it is in fact quite easy to love your motherland while living abroad. He is even more astonished to find out that what he perceived as home during all this years is in fact not a home for him anymore. Not at all! Where did all these arrogant people who look like savages come from? They are so secure that the absence of serious worries has turned them into totally bored robots with no desires. And how on Earth can they think they know everything without actually having experienced anything apart from their daily routine? They are just so narrow-minded, John the Brit thinks. 

The prices have changed; his favourite store has moved; the neighbours are divorced... The country is the same in general, and yet there are some details that are not the way he remembers them. It is of course not very convenient, but it is not crucial. After all, is there something about England that can change drastically just in a couple of years?

Not about England. But there is certainly something that has changed about John the Brit. He has seen too much to be the same. His horizon has broadened, his cultural framework has widened, but his friends are still the same – humble Brits who know just enough to live happily. He does not belong to Russia, nor does he belong to England anymore. He has two homes, and yet he is homeless. 

