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Workshop “Framework for Area Studies” – University of Milan Feedback

As students of the University of Milan, we were able to participate to the three-day workshop “Framework for Area Studies”, within the 4EU+ Alliance project, which was organized by the Charles University in Prague. The main aim of the workshop was the design and planification of an online introductory course on Area Studies, targeted for bachelor’s students. 

Throughout the planification of the course, we first found ourselves involved in the discussion around the definition of Area Studies as a discipline. Instinctively, the first question we all posed to ourselves at the beginning of the workshop was: what are Area Studies? After debating on the topic, we came to the almost unanimous conclusion that Area Studies are by nature interdisciplinary and require an acute knowledge and understanding of the context of a particular area or region of the world. From this, we inferred that Area Studies is inherently deeply connected to the history, culture, language and political structure of the area or region studied.

Another interesting point we discussed was the importance of physically visiting the place which constitutes the object of the research. In this respect, we all agreed that the need to visit the place under study truly depends on the research question. However, we, as students of the University of Milan, concluded that good familiarity with the area is of paramount importance and can only be acquired through fieldwork, and therefore by going to the site under study. 

Another relevant topic of the meeting concerned the problem of recognition that Area Studies as a discipline is going through in the academic debate. In fact, the great majority of the participants of the workshop highlighted a sense of ‘loss of prestige’ that the discipline has suffered in the field of social sciences since the end of the Cold War. This said, only a few of those present argued that this sense of ‘loss of prestige’ could be mitigated through the engagement of area studies with policymaking. Most of the presents, among which us, agreed on the need to maintain the independence of the discipline and argued that increasing the integration of Area Studies with International Relations could represent a way for the discipline to regain academic prominence.

Finally, we all agreed on the usefulness of combining both an external and internal point of view in the study of the area or region considered. Inasmuch as listening to locals while doing research is of fundamental importance to understand a specific context, researchers should always try and analyse locals’ words in the light of their own stories, views on the world and experiences. Combining both locals’ knowledge and expertise and external knowledge can thus be very useful in the understanding of an area.
Building on these debates, we tried to develop of a course that took all of this into account. We, as students of the University of Milan, were mainly interested in a course that included the exploration of all the main areas of the world (in geographic terms), as much as possible. Since the course is designed for bachelor’s students, one of its aims was to attract students and try to show them how attractive and important the discipline of Area Studies is. We all agreed that in order to decide which area to explore further in their studies, it is useful for students to have a little understanding of all the areas of the world. We thus came to the conclusion that creating a course that dedicated a lesson to each area, would have enabled students to get interested in each one of them, and have a general idea of what can be explored through the discipline of Area Studies.
The final structure of the course respects such premises: after the first introductory lessons, each lesson will focus on a specific area (such as North America, Latin America, Middle East, and so on). These lessons do not simply describe a certain area - which would be impossible given that the course is developed in 12 lessons – but present each area through the exploration of a theme. For example, during the lessons dedicated to “Europe", topics such as the identity of “Europeans” are investigated. Hence, the investigation of such themes and topics is the main tool through which it will be possible for students to better understand each area.
As mentioned earlier, the first lessons will be more introductory. We thought that students, before embarking on such a vast and complex undertaking, should be given the necessary tools to be prepared to do so. Hence the necessity to include of a couple of preliminary lessons on the history of Area Studies as a discipline, the sources used by the scholars in the field, and so on. How did this field of study come into being? Why was it so harshly criticised in the past, and how did it overcome such criticisms? How do experts in the field approach research? What sources can be trusted? What kind of knowledge do expert need and what kind of knowledge do they produce? Answering such questions will give students a better and more complete idea of what Area Studies are.
With this in mind, we all agree that the participation to the workshop “Framework for Area Studies” has been an enriching experience – and journey, to an extent – for all of us. By giving us the opportunity to reflect on a discipline which is as interdisciplinary as it is broad, and by offering us the tools to be able to create a course directed to bachelor’s students, this experience has primarily shown us the importance of debating and finding common grounds. At the same time, it has opened our eyes on the need to develop a more integrated approach within the European Union with respect to teaching and learning in university. This opportunity has thus been extremely valuable for all of us as it has given us the opportunity to share our passion not only with students from different European countries, but also with academics of great expertise, and to create a course which reflects our passion for the discipline. For instance, meetings have been challenging and inspiring for all of us. We presented and defended our ideas but also learned from different perspectives, trying to find common grounds to several topics.
Fabrizio Chevron, Laura Corti, Giada Spreafico, Emilia Ziosi.
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