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The Unexpected
LEE Ae-sook (Visiting Research Scholar)

The experience of something unexpected brings bewilderment
but also the discovery of something new. That is how my life at
Nichibunken began.

Nichibunken is a global hub of research on Japanese culture.
Scholars visiting here from overseas expect to find themselves in
an environment within Japan suitable to the conduct of global-
level Japanese studies. The diverse stimuli they encounter here
is sure to nourish their research. That was what I expected and
my expectations were fully satisfied.

Very soon after I arrived at Nichibunken, however, I encoun-
tered the totally unexpected and at first it was a bit bewildering.
I went to the auditorium to attend a Nichibunken public lecture
(gakujutsu koenkai) thinking that because of the scholarly nature
of the lecture, the audience would be mainly scholars and perhaps
a small number of interested people from the general public. You
must imagine my surprise to find the spacious 500-seat hall almost
filled to capacity. Puzzled at what I saw, I hastily found a vacant
seat and sat down, relieved to have a chance to assess what I saw.
As I gazed around the room left and right, up and down, I was
amazed to observe that the people filling the seats were almost
all people of fairly advanced age.

They sat waiting for the event to start, their faces full of
curiosity and eager anticipation. The lecture lasted two and a

half hours, including the intermission, but they listened closely
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and seriously throughout. The lecture having ended, they
looked quite satisfied as they stood up to leave, their steps
apparently invigorated by the talk they had heard. With a
topic to share, conversation bubbled up among them, even
between people meeting for the first time. I could see how
the vigor of each individual participant would connect to
the vitality of the local community.

The scene I saw at the public lecture was repeated at
the Nichibunken Forum and the Nichibunken Open Day.
I witnessed how eagerly older people look forward to
opportunities to hear the results of Nichibunken activities
conducted in close connection to their local community,
and how much they enjoy such occasions. What drives
elderly people to come to the venue of such an event is
Nichibunken’s infrastructure as a global center of Japanese
studies. One is tempted to try to calculate in numerical terms
the economic effects of Nichibunken’s glocalization.

The rapidly aging society is a worldwide phenomenon
today, and it presents top-priority issues that must be
grappled with for the sake of the future. With “practicality”
made the measure of everything these days, the crisis of the
humanities —the “unpractical sciences”—has now been a
topic for some time. All the while, Nichibunken has been
steadily carrying on with its programs and encouraging
local senior citizens to attend its public meetings, which
give them vigor and energy that in turn enlivens their local
communities. This has greatly inspired me, for I have been
thinking about how the humanities can better contribute to

future-oriented education, lifelong learning included.
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The Nichibunken Forum (15 September, 2015)
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