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Study Abroad and the C�ty: 
Mapp�ng Urban Ident�ty
Scott Blair1

CEA Global Education

The city as we imagine it… soft city of illusion, myth, aspiration, and nightmare, 
is as real, maybe more real, than the hard city one can locate on maps in statistics, 
in monographs on urban sociology and demography and architecture.

Jonathan Raban

We’re all pilgrims on the same journey — but some pilgrims have better 
road maps.

Nelson Demille

The sent�ments of Raban and Dem�lle capture someth�ng essent�al about 
how the study abroad student encounters the 21st century c�ty . On the one 
hand, the c�ty �s a phys�cal and cultural construct of such �nfin�te complex-
�ty that v�s�tors to �t, �nclud�ng study abroad students, have d�fficulty gett�ng 
the�r bear�ngs: becom�ng d�sor�ented �s �nescapable . The c�ty thus shapes 
exper�ence . On the other hand, the c�ty �s a collect�ve, soc�al, and l�v�ng �nven-
t�on �tself shaped by h�stor�cally cont�ngent econom�c, pol�t�cal, and cultural 
forces, wh�ch, �f one has the appropr�ate maps, gu�des and mental d�spos�-
t�ons, can �ndeed help reveal the human rat�onal�ty and �nternal log�c that 
determ�ned the c�ty’s shape, l�fe, and mean�ng . In add�t�on, the c�ty and corre-
spond�ng myths about �t—C�ty of L�ght, Eternal C�ty, Sex and the C�ty, even 
the Emerald C�ty of Oz—are all very powerful attract�ons to students today . 

Indeed, much of �nternat�onal educat�on depends upon th�s very fact . 
Study abroad by U .S . students, desp�te recent growth �nto non-western and 
rural dest�nat�ons, often rema�ns focused on c�t�es, often very large and h�ghly 
urban�zed ones . Wh�le the dest�nat�on c�t�es for study abroad are located 
across the globe, European c�t�es rema�n predom�nant, and thus, th�s art�cle 
focuses on study abroad �n one such c�ty . In 2007–2008, for example, over 
40 .6 percent of Amer�can part�c�pants stud�ed �n four European countr�es 
and the�r major c�t�es . (Bhandar�, 2009) Students sojourn to these urban 
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places prec�sely because of the concentrated exper�ent�al and �ntercultural 
learn�ng they prov�de, of both the academ�c and non-academ�c k�nd . Both 
exper�ence and �ntu�t�on tell us that the �mpulse beh�nd th�s reverse “p�l-
gr�mage” to European c�t�es �s generated as much by the “hard c�ty” of carved 
stone and t�mber as �t �s by the “soft c�ty” of sweet �llus�on and myth . Thus, 
the challenge for study abroad profess�onals becomes: how to help students 
acqu�re conceptual maps for nav�gat�ng complex urban spaces and analyt�cal 
tools for understand�ng the�r many mean�ngs . Because students must learn 
new ways of study�ng the�r urban m�l�eu, wh�le s�multaneously plott�ng a 
personal course through �t and becom�ng a part of �t, they must use the c�ty 
as a l�v�ng and learn�ng laboratory . As Soja wr�tes: “…�t �s w�dely (and almost 
unavo�dably) acknowledged that th�ngs take place IN c�t�es, but w�th a few 
prom�nent except�ons…rarely have soc�al theor�sts recogn�zed that cities in 
themselves have a causal impact on social life, that the h�stor�cal development 
of human soc�et�es does not just take place �n c�t�es but �s also, �n s�gn�ficant 
ways, generated FROM c�t�es, and more spec�fically from the st�mulus of 
urban agglomerat�on .” (2003, p . 275)

The very purpose of study abroad �s greatly magn�fied �n the c�ty pre-
c�sely because the c�ty prov�des so many of those challenges and opportun�-
t�es requ�red of effect�ve pedagog�cal strateg�es �n cultural awareness . Iden-
t�ty format�on, exclus�on, affil�at�on, and commun�ty are all concepts that 
students encounter �n concentrated forms �n the modern c�ty . One author 
wr�tes, “[…] urban l�fe has become almost completely global�zed, as c�t�es 
now extend the�r reach to the global scale �n ways that have never before 
been �mag�ned .” (Soja, 2003) “Major c�t�es have emerged as a strateg�c s�te 
not only for global cap�tal but also for […] the format�on of transnat�onal 
�dent�t�es .” (Sassen, 1998, p .xxx) Indeed, the c�ty art�culates cultural, soc�al 
and econom�c forces �n ways that challenge trad�t�onal not�ons of, and toler-
ance for, how people express �dent�ty and find a sense of belong�ng �n the 
urban complex . Students abroad, of course, face th�s real�ty every day .

C�t�es g�ve access to museums, monuments, l�brar�es, and d�verse cul-
tural express�ons and study abroad �nstructors often �nclude study excurs�ons 
around these when des�gn�ng general academ�c programm�ng and spec�fic 
course content . Th�s strategy appears to be effect�ve; �ndeed, students w�dely 
report �n course evaluat�ons and post-program feedback that such act�v�t�es 
helped them understand, apprec�ate, and s�tuate �n-class lectures; d�st�n-
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gu�shed the�r study abroad courses from s�m�lar ones at the�r home �nst�tu-
t�ons; and were the most memorable part of the�r study abroad exper�ences . 
But c�t�es offer much more . The study of “outs�ders” or marg�nal�zed con-
st�tuenc�es �n the urban m�x, for example, can be part�cularly fru�tful . Urban 
soc�olog�st Sask�a Sassen argues: “Those who lack power—those who are d�s-
advantaged, who are outs�ders, who are members of m�nor�t�es that have been 
subjected to d�scr�m�nat�on—can ga�n presence �n global c�t�es, presence v�s-
à-v�s power and presence v�s-à-v�s each other .” (Sassen, 2003, p . 25) 

The quest�on, then, �s how to use all the resources of study abroad host 
c�t�es �n ways that are culturally and geograph�cally spec�fic, are �nter-cultur-
ally relevant, and �n the end, foster the �ntercultural learn�ng that �s a pr�n-
c�ple a�m of study abroad . Th�s art�cle thus looks at how exper�ent�al learn-
�ng act�v�t�es can be employed to support greater tolerance for d�vers�ty �n 
an era of global�zat�on by us�ng a case study from a study abroad course on 
the urban landscapes of LGBT commun�t�es �n Par�s . Draw�ng on Nat�onal 
Soc�ety for Exper�ent�al Educat�on (NSEE) gu�del�nes for exper�ent�al learn-
�ng, th�s a art�cle 1) proposes a theoret�cal approach to us�ng the c�ty as a 
laboratory for fac�l�tat�ng �ntercultural learn�ng, understand�ng �dent�ty for-
mat�on, and bu�ld�ng tolerance of d�vers�ty; anda 2) shows how mapp�ng 
can be used to better understand the complex�ty and spec�fic�ty of urban 
landscapes and the �dent�t�es they generate . 

T h e o r e t i c a l  C o n s i d e r a t i o n s : 
E x p e r i e n t i a l  E d u c a t i o n

Most study abroad �nstructors �n urban locat�ons are s�multaneously 
enthused and overwhelmed by the learn�ng opportun�t�es centur�es-old c�t�es 
present to the�r students . However, no matter the�r academ�c field, �nstructors 
are able to �dent�fy for the�r students (gu�ded as they generally are through c�ty 
streets, urban parks, mun�c�pal bu�ld�ngs, museums and monuments) prac-
t�cal and v�s�ble examples of knowledge and theory d�rectly related to core 
concepts of the �nstructors’ �nd�v�dual d�sc�pl�nes . They may be challenged, 
however to make comprehens�ble to the�r students the complex�ty, apparent 
confus�on, and chaot�c accumulat�on of h�stor�cal, soc�olog�cal, and mater�al 
ev�dence that modern c�t�es d�splay . Th�s �s part�cularly true when students 
are unfam�l�ar w�th the host c�ty and �ts culture and perhaps altogether new 
to urban l�fe and �ts bas�c structures and organ�z�ng pr�nc�ples . 
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The Nat�onal Soc�ety for Exper�ent�al Educat�on (NSEE) has drafted 
and adopted Eight Principles of Good Practice for All Experiential Learning 
Activities . These prov�de one way to respond to th�s key d�lemma . The pr�nc�-
ples adapt well to the spec�fic goal of gett�ng study abroad students �nvolved 
�n, and learn�ng about, the�r c�ty surround�ngs . Both common-sens�ble and 
theoret�cally well-grounded, NSEE pr�nc�ples ask �nstructors, before tak�ng 
the�r students out of the qu�et, well-des�gned and appropr�ately furn�shed 
classroom �nto the no�se, d�stract�ons and d�scomforts of urban on-s�te 
�nstruct�on, to cons�der the follow�ng: intention; preparedness and planning; 
authenticity; reflection; orientation and training; monitoring and continu-
ous improvement; assessment and evaluation; and acknowledgment (NSEE, 
2010) . Authenticity may be the most cruc�al of these concepts . For NSEE 
authenticity means that the student �s placed �n real world sett�ngs (outs�de 
the classroom) whose r�chness conveys personal mean�ng and �mpact . 

NSEE pr�nc�ples g�ve �nstructors and students shared respons�b�l�ty for 
exper�ent�al learn�ng . Instructors must des�gn and fac�l�tate authent�c learn-
�ng exper�ences, wh�le students must act�vely engage as learners . Together 
students and �nstructors bu�ld a pedagog�cal relat�onsh�p that �s learn�ng-
or�ented, mutually empower�ng, and exper�ent�ally anchored . Of course, 
�mplement�ng act�ve learn�ng pedagog�es requ�res careful thought and plan-
n�ng . Exper�enced study abroad �nstructors recogn�ze how hard �t �s to ensure 
that the ons�te exper�ence �ntent�onally leads to knowledge that could not be 
acqu�red w�thout �t and that students:

•	 have a pre-establ�shed foundat�on upon wh�ch they bu�ld mean�ng 
 out of the exper�ence, 
•	 know what des�red learn�ng outcomes they are work�ng toward,
•	 th�nk deeply about the exper�ence before, dur�ng and after the fact,
•	 rece�ve �nstructor feedback dur�ng the exper�ence so that they can 
 gauge �mprovement,
•	 be evaluated on the outcome of the�r effort to bu�ld knowledge 
 upon the exper�ence, and
•	 conclude that the knowledge they ga�ned �s both real and useful .

Moreover, �f study abroad �n the c�ty �s �deal for exper�ent�al educa-
t�on, and �f we bel�eve �n the soundness of NSEE pr�nc�ples for exper�ent�al 
learn�ng, then we need to encourage �nstructors to apply these �n ways that 
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 demonstrate that student learn�ng abroad �s more potent because �t takes 
place �n a fore�gn env�ronment, because �t takes outs�de of the classroom, and 
because �t draws from urban cultures very d�fferent from the�r own .

W�th th�s end �n v�ew, th�s art�cle d�scusses how NSEE pr�nc�ples and 
pract�ces can be �ntegrated �nto effect�ve ons�te study . Us�ng mapp�ng as a strat-
egy for th�s, �t �ncludes a template, drawn from an actual study abroad course . 
Essent�ally a m�n�-syllabus for a day, �t alerts both students and �nstructors to 
the need to prepare well for the excurs�on and ma�nta�n a h�gh level of con-
centrat�on throughout to ensure that the exper�ence and attendant learn�ng 
w�ll be mean�ngful . What �nstructor has not been deflated �n the ons�te sett�ng 
upon find�ng students, hands �n pockets, utterly �ll-prepared to part�c�pate and 
learn? Deta�led preparat�on, gu�del�nes and tasks send a compell�ng message to 
students that the�r act�ve part�c�pat�on and performance are both requ�red and 
subject to �nstructor assessment . Wh�le the NSEE pr�nc�ples are not a check l�st 
to be mechan�cally appl�ed, they are useful for gu�d�ng the sp�r�t and approach 
to �ntegrate exper�ent�al learn�ng act�v�t�es �nto the�r courses . In short, when 
NSEE best pract�ces �n exper�ent�al educat�on are employed, ons�te �nstruct�on 
�n busy urban centers has a much better chance of be�ng successful .

T h e o r e t i c a l  C o n s i d e r a t i o n s :  U r b a n  M a p s

We began w�th the prem�se that many study abroad students are unfam�l�ar 
w�th complex urban landscapes, much less European ones (Kelly, 2009, p . 22) . 
Our case study �ntroduces elements of map-mak�ng �nto exper�ent�al pedagogy 
as a means of strengthen�ng students’ v�sual, �nterpret�ve, commun�cat�ve and 
soc�olog�cal sk�lls—these are cruc�al to understand how people from d�fferent 
cultures use and conce�ve urban space . Maps can be a powerful tool for med�at-
�ng the relat�onsh�p between the study abroad student and the c�ty . Maps record 
and store huge amounts of �nformat�on and prov�de a means of organ�z�ng, 
analyz�ng and convey�ng �t . They s�tuate relat�onsh�ps, assoc�at�ons and connec-
t�ons—often qu�te obscure ones—over var�ed d�mens�ons of space, t�me and 
culture . Maps often offer h�dden perspect�ves, thus help�ng one become aware 
of deeper structural real�t�es nearby . They form a k�nd of spec�al�zed language, 
w�th both “syntax” and “grammar,” �nvolv�ng subtle nuance, �mpl�c�t express�on, 
and d�screte contours of mean�ng . Maps propose or�entat�on, d�rect�on, loca-
t�on, and d�stance . They are abstract �mages of a thousand self-spoken words . 
Taken together, these qual�t�es are str�k�ngly close to the very attr�butes and 
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ab�l�t�es we seek to �nculcate �n study abroad students . Maps, �n short, comb�ne 
both med�um and message . It �s surpr�s�ng, then, that map-mak�ng and map-
study rema�n such untapped resources �n study abroad .

Gett�ng students enthused about maps �s, of course, another th�ng . Amer�-
can students today �ncreas�ngly rely on d�rect�onal GPS systems, el�m�nat�ng the 
need for cr�t�cal observat�on and problem-solv�ng when encounter�ng unfam�l-
�ar places . (Instructors m�ght want to grapple w�th th�s real�ty and find ways of 
putt�ng the smart-phone wonder of Google Maps and Google Earth to creat�ve 
use as the�r students explore study abroad c�t�es on foot .) However, European 
c�ty maps such as those publ�shed by M�chel�n, or by the Topography Serv�ce of 
Par�s’ mun�c�pal government, feature great deta�l, leg�b�l�ty and esthet�c beauty . 
At the very least, students should rece�ve �nstruct�on �n map-read�ng and map-
mak�ng along w�th more focused techn�cal help on the use of certa�n onl�ne 
map appl�cat�ons, wh�ch they can later use �n the�r study abroad courses to chart 
the�r own �deas of what the c�ty �s, how �t evolved, and why �t �s structured as 
�t �s . For students who grew up �n small towns or even suburban areas, and for 
whom maps were largely unnecessary, pedagog�cal strateg�es us�ng maps offer 
geograph�cal gu�dance as well as �ns�ght �nto urban real�t�es that otherw�se 
m�ght rema�n h�dden (Kelly, 2009, pp . 30–35) .

The Par�s case study presented below h�ghl�ghts a d�st�nct process of 
urban �dent�ty format�on and spat�al appropr�at�on and suggests how an 
�ntent�onal use of maps, both �n class and ons�te, serves as an �nstruct�onal 
support . Indeed, �t w�ll be seen that mapp�ng �s a part�cularly effect�ve tool 
for teach�ng study abroad students about the complex forces beh�nd c�ty 
des�gn and construct�on, but part�cularly about how m�nor�ty groups both 
respond to and �nfluence such forces . Other subjects less obv�ously su�table 
to mapp�ng could nevertheless benefit from �t when approached w�th crea-
t�v�ty and �mag�nat�on . Instructors may custom�ze the�r approaches to us�ng 
a map-based approach to teach�ng about the c�ty accord�ng to the�r d�sc�-
pl�nes, the purpose here �s to �llustrate how the pedagog�cal use of maps can 
promote exper�ent�al learn�ng �n the study abroad c�ty . 

C a s e  S t u d y :  M a p p i n g  I d e n t i t y  i n  G a y  P a r i s

Our case study on mapp�ng urban �dent�ty comes from a course called Gay 
Paris: Culture, Society, and Urban Sexual Identity, an �nvest�gat�on of the cul-
tural, soc�al, and l�terary h�stor�es of homosexual �dent�ty �n the Par�s context . 
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Par�s �s a un�que urban place, funct�on�ng as a “canon�cal cap�tal c�ty” 
for many French c�t�zens . Further, Par�s’s most recent gay ne�ghborhood 
Le Marais serves as a “canon�cal gay reference or lieu de mémoire for many 
of France’s homosexual c�t�zens” (Provencher, 2007, pp . 152–153) . Before 
World War I, the earl�est contemporary concentrat�ons of gay c�t�zens 
were located �n Montmartre, a d�str�ct already known for �ts “anarch�sm, 
Bohem�an�sm and �ll�c�t sexual�ty .” The �nterwar years saw gay popula-
t�on m�grat�ng to the Champs-Elysées d�str�ct on the R�ght Bank and near 
Montparnasse on the Left . Postwar ex�stent�al�st Par�s found gays relocat-
�ng to Sa�nt-Germa�n-des-Prés before return�ng to the R�ght Bank near the 
Opéra and Pala�s Royal quarters �n the 1970s . The most str�k�ng urban sh�ft 
of th�s populat�on, however, took place �n the 1980s and 1990s when gay 
populat�ons from both Par�s and the prov�nces relocated en masse to the 
Mara�s quarter between the Bast�lle and the Pomp�dou Center, where well-
l�t bars, open�ng �nto the street and �ntent�onally v�s�ble, announced that 
French homosexual�ty was fully out of the closet (Provencher, 2007, pp . 
155–156) . Gay Par�s scholar M�chael D . S�bal�s s�m�larly cla�ms that the 
Mara�s d�str�ct, both a soc�al and commerc�al space where gays find a sense 
of belong�ng and commun�ty, reads l�ke an “open book” celebrat�ng and 
affirm�ng gay v�s�b�l�ty: 

 [ .  .  .] Le Mara�s shapes and susta�ns a nascent gay commun�ty . The quarter’s 
venues are much more than h�ghly profitable bus�nesses to the men who 
frequent them . They fac�l�tate soc�ab�l�ty and re�nforce sol�dar�ty among 
men who share a sexual or�entat�on . (S�bal�s, 1999, p . 36)

Even more �nterest�ng for study abroad students seek�ng an understand-
�ng of how collect�ve �dent�t�es are acqu�red, shaped and protected both 
w�th�n groups and across “compet�ng” groups, S�bal�s rem�nds us that  .”  .  . 
the �nhab�tants of Le Mara�s rema�n soc�ally, ethn�cally and sexually a h�ghly 
d�verse group, �nclud�ng (among others) bourgeo�s fam�l�es of old French 
stock, orthodox Jews from Eastern Europe or North Afr�ca and much more 
recent �mm�grants from the Far East .” (S�bal�s, 1999, p . 34) It �s th�s demo-
graph�c d�vers�ty and sh�ft�ng pattern of group m�grat�on, all w�th�n the con-
text of strongly affirmed �dent�t�es, that makes the Mara�s quarter—but a 
few square k�lometers—the soc�olog�cal laboratory �t �s for exper�enc�ng and 
understand�ng how cross-cultural �ntegrat�on �s negot�ated .
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The Gay Par�s course beg�ns w�th an exam�nat�on of the format�ons and 
construct�ons of sexual �dent�ty as framed �n Par�s over the past 100 years 
and cont�nues w�th a survey of the relevant theoret�cal underp�nn�ngs of sex-
ual�ty and sexual �dent�ty . Th�s gender stud�es course �s spec�fically des�gned 
to be taught �n central Par�s �n the very heart of the Mara�s d�str�ct, st�ll home 
to one of the most densely populated LGBT commun�t�es �n Europe . An 
�ntegral part of the course �nvolves mapp�ng the urban landscape of LGBT 
commun�t�es, both geograph�cally over the twenty arrondissements of the 
c�ty and temporally across the 20th century, as LGBT populat�ons d�screetly 
m�grated from quarter to quarter . 

Throughout the semester, students beg�n bu�ld�ng the �ntellectual 
superstructure of the course by creat�ng and us�ng two maps that help them 
s�tuate the course content wh�le l�nk�ng �t to course learn�ng object�ves: one 
map �s of gay Par�s and the other �s of lesb�an Par�s . Both are large 3½ by 
2½ foot mounted maps . Commerc�al maps of Par�s serve as a neutral back-
drop that the students then “fill-�n” w�th commentary, collage, photogra-
phy, �nserts, symbols, d�rect�onal �nd�cators and keys . The annotated maps 
p�npo�nt and reflect gay and lesb�an urban spaces, commun�ty centers, and 
locales �n the contemporary c�ty space, both geograph�cally and temporally, 
that students find s�gn�ficant . Students chart past focal po�nts for h�stor�-
cal gay and lesb�an c�t�zens of the c�ty, many of whom were l�terary or art 
figures who, through the�r exper�ence �n Par�s, exerted cons�derable �nflu-
ence on the h�story of �deas . Thus, the maps teach students how gay and 
lesb�an �nd�v�duals and commun�t�es, w�th�n a var�ety of contexts, s�tuate 
themselves �n urban spaces they occupy and shape . Through creat�ng and 
us�ng these maps, students beg�n to see gay Par�s (and perhaps the larger 
c�ty that hosts �t) as a mult�-faceted personal�ty occupy�ng the very d�fferent 
geograph�cal spaces that �t d�d �n the course of the 20th century . The course 
�nstructor reports as well that the c�ty of Par�s actually becomes a sort of 
figure or character �n class . (Greta Sch�ller’s award w�nn�ng documentary 
of �nterwar lesb�an art�st�c c�rcles, Paris Was A Woman [1995] �s screened 
�n class and re�nforces the anthropomorph�c �mpulse students have towards 
the c�ty .) The d�fferent ways students have conceptual�zed the gay or gen-
dered �dent�ty of Par�s �s expressed �n the maps they create . For example, 
one semester found a class of part�cularly amb�t�ous students agree�ng to 
create five d�st�nct phys�cal maps: 
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1 . Contemporary Gay Par�s centered on The Mara�s

2 . Contemporary Lesb�an Par�s 

3 . H�stor�cal Gay Par�s (ra�nbow-color cod�ng �nd�cates how centers 
of gay l�fe have sh�fted �n the 20th century .)

4 . L�terary Gay/Lesb�an Par�s (based on the Modern�st per�od .)

5 . ACT UP / AIDS Map (follows two �mportant homosexual 
movements �n the 20th century along w�th the�r �nfluence on 
Par�s’s urban space .)

To help students understand the value of mapp�ng urban spaces as an 
effect�ve tool for learn�ng about urban cultures, local res�dents from the gay 
and lesb�an commun�ty meet w�th students to present the�r own �ns�ghts 
�nto the �dent�ty of Gay Par�s . Drawn from var�ous backgrounds and nat�on-
al�t�es, these �nd�v�duals had been prev�ously asked to th�nk about and then 
draw the�r own maps of Gay Par�s for presentat�on to the class . The research 
of Den�s Provencher for Par�s and Darren Kelly for Dubl�n (Kelly, 2009) has 
demonstrated the cross-cultural �ns�ghts th�s exerc�se can reveal . Provencher 
wr�tes: “S�m�lar to the way French gays and lesb�ans perform homosexual 
�dent�ty by mak�ng amb�guous cla�ms to same-sex preference dur�ng the�r 
com�ng-out stor�es, French homosexuals perform the tens�on between the 
global (Anglo-Amer�can) and local (French) when draw�ng the�r maps of 
gay urban terra�n” (Provencher, 2007b, p . 43) . Provencher’s more recent and 
extens�ve work, Queer French: Globalization, Language, and Sexual Citizen-
ship in France, serves as the Gay Par�s course textbook and �ntroduces stu-
dents to over a dozen add�t�onal maps of gay and lesb�an Par�s they can use 
�n both the�r da�ly personal l�ves and �n the�r study of Par�s soc�ology (Pro-
vencher, 2007a, pp . 149–191) . Provencher sets out to answer, among others, 
the follow�ng quest�ons relevant to student cross-cultural learn�ng �n urban 
spaces: what �t means to be gay �n France and Par�s; how th�s mean�ng d�ffers 
from Amer�can urban exper�ence; how var�ous forms of “Frenchness” affect 
sexual �dent�ty; and how sexual c�t�zensh�p �nfluences and �s �nfluenced by 
urban space . Students study the maps Provencher’s research subjects have 
drawn up for them so as to better shape the�r own �deas about the forms 
urban mapp�ng may take . 

To acqu�re geograph�cal and h�stor�cal knowledge of the spat�al sh�fts 
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Gay commun�t�es �n Par�s have exper�enced �n the 20th century and to 
encourage students to survey in situ the terra�n of urban gay commun�t�es, 
past and present, students set out on weekly study excurs�ons organ�zed by 
the �nstructor . These may, for example, follow the trajectory of a lesb�an 
novel set �n Par�s and read �n class (Djuna Barnes’ Nightwood) . More trad�-
t�onal study excurs�ons to gay authors’ homes, bookstores, cafés and other 
soc�al venues where fellow modern�sts and lesb�ans of the 1920’s convened, 
have also been �ntroduced �nto the course as has formal part�c�pat�on �n Par�s 
street marches for fight�ng AIDS and support�ng Gay Pr�de . Where poss�ble, 
th�s add�t�onal �nformat�on �s added to the maps . To re�nforce a student’s 
apprec�at�on and awareness of urban structure and organ�zat�on, all such 
study excurs�ons str�ve to �ntegrate map-mak�ng and map awareness �n the 
context of authent�c locat�ons and w�th�n the context of NSEE pr�nc�ples of 
good pract�ce �n exper�ent�al educat�on . 

The template that follows �s an example of th�s sort of excurs�on, �n th�s 
case to the Mara�s quarter, a current hub of LGBT l�fe �n Par�s .

Description: This onsite study excursion takes you through the principal 
streets of the Marais district where, through both directed and team-based learn-
ing, you will identify and analyze those discrete characteristics of the social and 
urban fabric that have rendered this part of the city so congenial to the gay popu-
lation of Paris over the past three decades. Through your own powers of observa-
tion, supported by both maps and personal photography, you will seek to catalog 
the social, economic and cultural make-up of selected streets or blocks in the 
quarter so as to better understand how the urban space of the Marais both influ-
ences identity and is shaped by it. You will also explore the Rue des Rosiers, 
the heart of the Jewish Quarter, along with the neighboring religious sites and 

Gay Paris: The Marais Quarter Onsite Study Excursion

Course Title: Meeting Point:
Gay Paris:  North façade of the Centre Pompidou 
Culture, Society, and Urban  Métro: Rambuteau 
 Sexual Identity 
Course Number: GEN 330 Meeting Time: 10:00 am
 Contact Information: 
Instructor: Dr. D. Jones  Instructor: 54 23 87 25 
Study Center: 45 83 14 77
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related cultural manifestations, In addition, you will study the quarter’s surround-
ing physical structures and road network, the relationship of specific buildings to 
the neighboring quarter, the architectural styles you encounter, and the significant 
ways that the quarter’s past is linked to today’s cultural and commercial liveli-
hood, as well as to the diverse resident communities. Finally, you will think about 
and appraise the sustainability and longevity of the Marais quarter as the current 
social center of Gay Paris. While the quarter is economically alive and currently 
expresses the aspirations and ambitions of its diverse populations, what forces 
do you find at work that might lead to significant change in the quarter’s make-up 
and urban identity?

Learning Objectives:
• Discern through the extant urban buildings, street layout, and 
 accompanying map the structure and organization of the Marais quarter
 Identify and chart on your map the commercial, social, and cultural 
 presence of distinct communities affirming their identity in this quarter
 Identify and explain reciprocal influences between place and identity 
 as experienced in the Marais
 Locate and explain examples of inter-community collaboration and  
 cooperation in the quarter
 Identify and read the social iconography & discrete historical 
 references in the Marais district
 Place particular monuments in their historical context and to describe 
 their significance, past and present
 Generate pertinent insights into the lifestyles manifested by each 
 community
 Hypothesize why the Paris Gay community chose a quarter untouched 
 by Haussmann for its home 

Instructional Format: You will learn about the Marais through a number of 
instructional techniques, all of which are supported by the readings and assign-
ments that you must complete before the start of this excursion. To begin, the 
instructor will, at specific times, verbally identify and describe certain places, 
monuments and buildings representative of the quarter, both past and present. 
Please stay within close earshot at these times. Take notes as you would in 
class and ask questions or make observations that reveal that you are making 
progress on the day’s learning objectives. At other times, you will explore and 
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analyze, individually or in small groups, specific streets, commercial establish-
ments, historical sites, or architectural elements you encounter or must locate. 
Use the map provided to both locate and situate important places and catalog 
the information you acquire directly on to this map. The specific things you 
must see, analyze and retain are stipulated in the instructions below or in the 
package of documents provided to you last week. In certain instances, you 
must photograph particular sites, businesses, or architectural elements. Keep 
your camera ready. At the end of the session, everyone will re-group and the 
instructor will make concluding comments, query you on your findings and put 
to you additional questions and assignments for the next class meeting. 

Form of Assessment: In addition to a reflection paper in which you discuss 
the relationship between urban place/space and social identity, the instructor 
will collect and evaluate the materials, ideas and writings you have gathered 
during the study excursion and in preparation for it. You will be evaluated on the 
amount of information you compile; the accuracy of the information you present; 
and the significance you ascribe to the facts and ideas you have integrated into 
your work. All your work must reveal a mastery of the day’s learning objectives 
and of the course learning objectives that they support. You must archive all 
excursion documentation and answer sheets for final evaluation.

Required Readings: 
(These must be completed before the study excursion begins.)
Denis Provencher, Queer French: Globalization, Language, and Sexual 
Citizenship in France. Burlington: Ashgate, 2007, chaps. 3–5.
David Pinckney, Napoleon III and the Rebuilding of Paris, Princeton Paperbacks: 
PUF, 1972.
Linda Krause and Patrice Petro (eds.), Global Cities, Cinema, Architecture, and 
Urbanism in a Digital Age, New Brunswick: Rutgers, University Press, 2003, 
Chaps. 1–3.
Pascal Fonquernie, ParisMarais.Com and Gay Marais websites
George Sinclair, Historic Maps and Views of Paris, Black Dog: London, 2009.

Required Supplies & Fees: Street Map of Le Marais, camera, writing platform, 
pencils and paper for sketching, class handouts, bottle of water, comfortable 
walking shoes, compact umbrella, 5 €.
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Study Excursion Instructions: 
 I. Instructor Presentation: The Role of the Pompidou Center in the 
  Renaissance of the Marais
  Student Tasks:

Identify the functional color scheme of the Pompidou Center building.
Note what impact the building is having on local business and 
populations.
3. Situate on your street map Haussmann’s transformations of the 
Marais quarter. 

 II. Team Investigation: Identity and Public Space
  Group Tasks:

Locate and visit the LGBT center on the Rue Beaubourg. 
Acquire & consult the Gay Paris map that the LBGT Center 
distributes. 
Learn the mission of the LGBT center and the means employed to 
achieve it.
What message does the center’s store window and building convey?
What is significant about the location of this center vis-à-vis the Marais 
quarter?

 III. Team Investigation: Gay Business in the Rue Saint-Croix de la 
  Bretonnerie
  Group Tasks:

Find this street on your map and go to its west end.
Catalog on your map the individual commercial activities of this street.
Categorize this activity by the primary identity each establishment 
manifests (if any).
Where precisely do you find significant “frontiers” in gender or social 
identity in this street?
What physical structures in this street might account for the “change” 
in identity you encounter?
 

 IV. Instructor Presentation: The Rue des Rosiers: Where Jewish and 
  Gay Identities Meet

 Students Tasks:
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How have the Jewish residents memorialized in their street the anti-
Semitism they have suffered?
Is there any sign in this street that the gay population has been a target 
of discrimination?
Log onto your map the many references you find in this street to the 
Holocaust.
How do you account for relative lack of Gay commerce in this street?
What messages do you encounter in the four bookstore windows of this 
street?

 V. Student Assignment: A Visual Essay on Urbanism: Past & Present

  Individual Research:

Return to the Marais quarter during the coming week and compile a 
photographic journal of urban identity and inter-cultural “dialog.” Locate the 
angle of each photograph on your Marais street map. Write paragraph-long 
captions for each image. Be prepared to project, present and discuss your 
journal next week in class. Clearly link your presentation to the general learning 
objectives of the course syllabus and to the specific objective of the Marias 
study excursion. Send an e-copy of your presentation to course instructor no 
later than two days before next week’s class. It must be available online to the 
entire class before you present it.

The process of comp�l�ng, organ�z�ng and anchor�ng the learn�ng done 
over some twelve weeks of �n-class course work and ons�te study excur-
s�ons �s accompl�shed through the act of creat�ng the comprehens�ve onl�ne 
e-map to wh�ch everyone has access . Th�s �nvolves both an �nd�v�dual and 
team effort of logg�ng relevant �nformat�on �nto the onl�ne map . Act�ve 
contr�but�on to bu�ld�ng the onl�ne map helps students learn how the c�ty 
�s structured �n general and how and why the local gay c�t�zenry uses �t as 
they do . Because the course began w�th a map-based approach to the sub-
ject, student attent�on �s already drawn toward the c�ty’s general structure, 
�ts related organ�c evolut�on, �ts use of hor�zontal and vert�cal space, and �ts 
many �nterconnected networks of transport, ut�l�t�es, commun�cat�on, parks 
and bu�ld�ngs . Th�s fac�l�tates the mak�ng of the on-l�ne map . Mapp�ng Gay 
Par�s helps students not only v�sual�ze the urban fabr�c of Gay Par�s and �ts 
d�st�nct const�tuent quarters but develop keener observat�onal and analyt�-
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cal sk�lls for exper�enc�ng and learn�ng about urban space �n general . Thus, 
they beg�n to not�ce the many other �dent�t�es and commun�t�es that make 
up Par�s . Indeed, help�ng students become “aware of the d�fferent subgroups 
�nhab�t�ng mal�gned spaces”, part�cularly �n European c�t�es where r�ch and 
poor and “sub-cultural populat�ons are l�terally juxtaposed”, �s a learn�ng 
object�ve other �nstructors have �ntegrated �nto urban mapp�ng courses 
(Kelly, 2009, p .34) .

F�nally, the students are requ�red to engage �n a cr�t�cal exam�nat�on and 
assessment of the mapp�ng process �tself . What do they find problemat�c 
about mapp�ng the �dea of �dent�ty? How many d�fferent vers�ons of such 
�dent�ty maps can they conceptual�ze? As sexual c�t�zensh�p cross-cuts so 
many other �dent�t�es, how do other forms of c�t�zensh�p get represented (or 
not) on these maps? How would a h�stor�cal perspect�ve of sexual c�t�zen-
sh�p reshape what the map looks l�ke? These quest�ons and others engage 
students �n an ongo�ng process of reflect�on: about �dent�ty, sexual�ty, c�t�-
zensh�p, culture, and prejud�ce, all w�th�n the context of the great �nfluence 
c�t�es have upon each . Th�s stage also prov�des the �nstructor w�th an oppor-
tun�ty, �n accordance w�th NSEE good pract�ce, to both assess student learn-
�ng and acknowledge student growth and personal development .

C o n c l u s i o n

The outcome of group exerc�ses �n mak�ng maps of urban spaces and of 
the use people make of them, when accompan�ed by focused student reflec-
t�on, �s often encourag�ng . Not surpr�s�ngly, students report that the back-
drop of the course—the Mara�s quarter and the larger c�ty of Par�s around 
�t—prov�ded them w�th authent�c and mean�ngful exper�ence that renders 
both course read�ngs and lectures �mmed�ately relevant to the�r �ntercultural 
learn�ng . One student wrote �n an evaluat�on, “Th�s course really benefits 
from be�ng taught �n Par�s: we are able to go out and see where s�gn�ficant 
people l�ved and events happened and �t really allows us to connect w�th 
the c�ty .” Reflect�ng on the course, another student commented, “Ventures 
�nto the c�ty are a great a�d to understand�ng the sett�ng and s�gn�ficance 
of what �s d�scussed �n class .” Such comments suggest that a well-des�gned 
appl�cat�on of NSEE pr�nc�ples to mapp�ng and ons�te �nstruct�on can result 
�n learn�ng outcomes that students themselves recogn�ze as flow�ng from the 
�ntent�onal explorat�on of fore�gn urban spaces . For students, th�s �s a first 
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step towards learn�ng to analyze and reflect upon s�m�lar cultural and �den-
t�ty-based forces at work �n c�t�es back home or elsewhere . Well-des�gned 
exper�ent�al educat�on works .

Moreover, reflect�on on the mapp�ng demonstrates �ts effect�veness �n 
help�ng students learn to conceptual�ze and theor�ze from spec�fic �nstances 
of spat�al use and �dent�ty format�on �n ways that suggest real �ntellectual 
breakthrough �n �ntercultural learn�ng . A student concludes, “The Gay Par�s 
model, show�ng us the d�fference between the Un�ted States and France and 
between Republ�can�sm and �dent�ty pol�t�cs, �s not just �nterest�ng regard-
�ng LGBT but also other aspects of our soc�ety, l�ke econom�cs and pol�t�cs .” 
S�m�larly, another recent student wrote, “Com�ng out appl�es to gays, but 
also other areas of l�fe .” These comments reveal how students progress�vely 
come to see and cr�t�cally evaluate the larger real�ty, pol�t�cal structure, and 
underly�ng prejud�ce of �dent�ty format�on and d�scr�m�nat�on as exper�-
enced �n th�s spec�fic Par�s�an sett�ng . In these latter cases, the students are 
express�ng a nascent awareness that nat�onal and cultural d�fferences are s�m-
�larly subject to �ngra�ned not�ons by others of what �s cons�dered “accept-
able” behav�or . The students seem to be say�ng that understand�ng, and by 
extens�on fac�l�tat�ng, the com�ng out of Par�s�an gays, �mpl�es a personal 
respons�b�l�ty of understand�ng and tolerat�ng cultural, pol�t�cal, and eco-
nom�c d�fferences elsewhere . The map-based analys�s of the Mara�s, and the 
conclus�ons students draw from �t, helps them apprehend, leg�t�m�ze and 
nav�gate other challeng�ng �ntercultural landscapes . 

Mapp�ng �s not an object�ve act�v�ty and �t �s �mportant that students 
recogn�ze what �s at stake �n the mapp�ng of urban �dent�ty . On the one hand, 
students are exposed to the dangers of typolog�cal categor�zat�on, wh�ch �s 
never prec�se; and on the other, of ethnolog�cal analys�s, wh�ch �s exceed-
�ngly d�fficult even when not done �n a fore�gn c�ty, culture and tongue . The 
�nstructor must alert students to the methodolog�cal hazards of reduct�on-
�sm and �nterpretat�on �n the mapp�ng exerc�ses . But even �f these dangers are 
more marked �n the study abroad c�ty, so too are the benefits . The soft c�ty 
of �llus�on, myth, and asp�rat�on that Jonathan Raban evoked �n our open-
�ng c�tat�on �s also a place of l�berat�on and escape for most Amer�cans of 
study abroad age . Asked to descr�be more prec�sely the myth�cal attract�ons 
of the c�ty they so pass�onately feel, students who had taken the course most 
l�kely would speak of �llum�nat�on, permanent truths, emanc�pat�on, fl�ght 



F r o n t i e r s :  T h e  I n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  J o u r n a l  o f  S t u d y  A b r o a d

53

and self-d�scovery . In short, the students d�scover the sense of perm�ss�veness 
the c�ty creates . Not surpr�s�ngly, th�s �s the very perm�ss�veness that not only 
attracted gay and lesb�an populat�ons to Par�s �n the first place, but perhaps 
was what the students hoped to find �n study�ng abroad . More �mportantly, 
the c�ty’s �nherent reputat�on for such tolerance creates a v�tal space where 
student �ntercultural learn�ng can take place and be freely expressed . A stu-
dent’s post-course comment �s �nstruct�ve: “The course allows a person the 
opportun�ty to freely engage w�th, th�nk about, and d�scuss the l�festyle real-
�t�es (both past and present) of a group of people �t �s often taboo to d�scuss 
w�th openness at home . Th�s course �s l�berat�ng for that .” Th�s �s surely the 
fundamental purpose of study abroad: gett�ng students to th�nk about and 
show tolerance for d�fferent ways of th�nk�ng and be�ng, and th�s because of 
the �mpact the fore�gn env�ronment has had upon them .

Wh�le v�s�t�ng museums, h�stor�c s�tes and celebrated bu�ld�ngs as part 
of study abroad no doubt results �n un�que, fasc�nat�ng, and �ntr�ns�cally 
mean�ngful learn�ng exper�ences, the truly effect�ve use of the c�ty by study 
abroad educators requ�res—�f the most �s to be made of l�m�ted student t�me, 
energy, and resources—a theoret�cally-grounded approach that emphas�zes 
the demograph�c, geograph�cal, h�stor�cal, and �ntercultural connect�v�ty of 
the many places “v�s�ted .” Case stud�es �n urban �dent�ty suggest that the cre-
at�ve use of map-mak�ng and map-�nterpret�ng, when used alongs�de good 
pract�ces �n exper�ent�al educat�on, offers students a un�que way to better 
understand the evolut�on, tens�ons and cultural s�gn�ficance of the c�ty l�fe 
and correspond�ng urban spaces that so s�gn�ficantly shape both the�r own 
study abroad exper�ence and the behav�oral sk�lls needed for negot�at�ng the 
cultural d�fferences they encounter .
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