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Workshops on Area Studies - feedback

The field of Area Studies consists of the sphere of security and the sphere of economics, as well as the sphere of culture, civilization and identity. Due to the above-average concentration of issues, Area Studies is often a concept that is understood differently by scientists representing various disciplines. Of course, a multitude of approaches is normal in science. The problem, however, arises when the matter becomes blurred and no one really is able to frame it. This was evident during the workshops in Prague where the definitions and ways of understanding this concept, as well as the essence of this subdiscipline, were expressed by academics representing international relations, political science, history and cultural studies. As a student of both international relations and cultural studies of the United States, I understand this problem perfectly, and I experience different and sometimes conflicting opinions of lecturers about what regional studies are (it should be mentioned that there is still a problem with understanding the concepts of area studies and regional studies!). Nevertheless, as a person who studies various spheres, I see a particular need in creating a certain transdisciplinarity in Area Studies. Transdisciplinarity that can be tamed.
I was not sure if we, gathered at these workshops, would come to an agreement. Honestly, if I could change something, I would advise that during the online conference which has preceded the workshops, the academics should have determined what approaches and general points we would be considering, so that representatives of all interested disciplines could be fairly (and accurately) represented. Moreover, the general outline of the course, which will be conducted at four universities, should have been prepared before coming to Prague. The workshops participants should have already agreed, inter alia: whether it would be a course offered on BA or MA studies, what is the specificity of teaching non-compulsory courses at these four universities, to what extent the academic calendars of the four universities are synchronized, how many hours the course would have, and which universities would undertake specific tasks in carrying out this course. The workshops should serve only to work out the syllabus, not figuring out how we understand Area Studies. Of course, discussions about the approaches should be present when discussing specific topics. But some basics should be established before the workshops. Discussions on whether the knowledge of a foreign language is necessary to get to know the region are exciting and should take place, and our conclusions were really valuable. However, we must remember that our goal was to design an introductory course, not the entire study program. Nevertheless, I believe that the discussion about language skills (and not only this one!) should be part of one of the classes of this course. Students should have the opportunity to express their own opinion on what they consider necessary when exploring a given area or region.
Taking on the task of creating an introductory course is doomed to be problematic from the outset. This is due to, for example, what I have already mentioned, the different understandings of Area Studies and the different distribution of accents by representatives of different disciplines. We all agreed that Area Studies is subdisciplinary, but I believe our approach should be transdisciplinary. Each of them - political science, cultural studies, history or IR - should be in my opinion represented in each class included in the syllabus. If we have chosen to divide the course by regions/areas, which is of course a good solution, each region/area should be discussed by geographic, cultural and social conditions, as a security complex (if there is one), and on how it relates to others regions/areas and what place it occupies in the world system. It is obvious that it would have to be quite superficial, but we have all concluded that this is an introductory course designed to encourage students to pursue further education towards Area Studies, a much more detailed education that will develop the thoughts of the introductory course.
The issue of encouragement was discussed by the students. Most of the gathered colleagues were of the opinion that this course cannot offer too much theory, that it must primarily involve practice. This is a very common postulate of students for almost all subjects: less theory, more practice. I agree that in higher education there is often a lack of practice and, firstly, we should get to know the matter that we study more tangibly, e.g. through simulations of international negotiations, creating analyzes, fieldwork, and on the other hand, through meetings and conversations with people who have extensive experience in the subject that interests us. However, extended theory is essential. How would students discuss the Indo-Pacific region as a security complex, if they cannot define the region, the Indo-Pacific, and the security complex? As part of the introductory course, students should be familiarized with the relevant theory, in order to freely navigate the conceptual grid and understand the phenomena discussed, so that the lecturer would be understood by students, and that it would be easier for students to express their thoughts during the discussion. However, it is necessary to carefully consider the breadth of the theoretical aspects. We must remember that the IR approach, the ones of political science, of history or of cultural studies should be taken into account.
What, in my opinion, was missing at these workshops, and ultimately in the proposed syllabus, is something I mentioned and what went unnoticed. We did not pay attention to the issue of extending the program to the works of researchers from outside the European scientific circle who use other research methods, very often unknown to us Europeans. I believe that providing each class with at least one obligatory text written by a scientist from the region which presents research from his/her perspective should be the norm. This aspect is related to another issue, i.e. the objection heard during the discussions of students against the obligation to read a large amount of literature for each class. Naturally, by overwhelming students with bloated volumes of difficult literature, we will quickly discourage most of them from attending such classes, but we must not forget that these are to be higher education classes, not a random course. Certain necessary simplifications and generalizations cannot mean carelessness.
The workshops were not only an opportunity to broaden my knowledge of Area Studies, but also to observe how the academic community works and how joint initiatives of individuals from different countries work. I would love to get into PhD studies and be an academic teacher, so it is a very valuable experience for me. I am very grateful for the opportunity to participate in the project. I hope that we will be able to meet again in a similar group, at least online. 
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