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International Studies as an Aid to International Conflict Resolution

Six shorts months ago I had never been off of the North American continent.  My only travel experience outside of the U.S. involved a five-day snowboarding trip in Quebec.  However, as an Architecture student I have studied buildings and cities spanning across the globe.  As I completed my undergraduate studies and prepared to pursue my Master’s degree at Washington Alexandria Architecture Center, I decided that it was time for me to experience some of the images and descriptions I had been exposed to throughout my education. I secured a traveling companion, bought a backpack, and reserved a plane ticket.  On Monday I walked across the commencement stage, and on Tuesday I hopped a plane to Milan.

In preparation for my trip I made an effort to learn some Italian.  I bought an audio tutorial, and diligently followed the instructions to complete one lesson a day for 20 days.  Armed with my new arsenal of Italian phrases, I figured I would be able to communicate adequately while abroad. However, I quickly found out that the time I invested trying to learn conversational Italian in the States was pretty much a complete waste of time.  I could flawlessly repeat the phrases my lessons taught me; that wasn’t the problem. However, what happens when a native speaker actually responds to you in conversation with the understanding that you can speak the language as you just demonstrated by initiating the interaction? The only phrase that I really mastered while in Italy was “Mi Scusi, non capisco l’italiano.”  I began to understand that unless you actually understand a language, spouting out one-liners doesn’t help at all. In fact, it actually only serves to add to the confusion. 

Despite my initial inadequacies, I did become much more capable of simple dialogue in Italian over the course of my month abroad.  As my ear became tuned to the sound of Italian, I was able to better understand the structure and idiosyncrasies of the language. Communicating more efficiently as each day passed, it became clear to me that the best and quickest way to learn a language is to be constantly exposed to it.  I believe that this holds true for learning and understanding an entire culture as well, which makes international studies an irreplaceable tool for conflict resolution between nations.  By encouraging students to experience foreign cultures, international studies allow possible future leaders to gain perspective that cannot be taught in a book.  Just as I learned by trying to recite Italian in Italy without a true understanding of the language, the danger that faces international affairs is not complete ignorance of another culture but believing that you understand a society’s values because you have been told things from secondary sources. 

