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“l don” t know” and The Fascination of Knowledge

SHIBATA Masayoshi
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Kanazawa University

Welcome, new students of Kanazawa University!

Back when a non-Japanese president of a university entered a university as a
freshman |ike you, he asked the following question of his father, who was also a
president of a different university at that time. “What was the most difficult
answer you ever had to give?” His father replied, “I don’” t know.”  “What?”

the son responded. “You knew everything?” “That’ s not what I mean,” his father
corrected him. “The most difficult thing for us to say is to answer clearly *“I
don” t know” about what we don’ t know.”

“l should know exactly what I don” t know” , this essentially Socratic attitude
becomes increasingly harder to honestly hold as we grow older, and gain more and
more knowledge. We are afraid of looking stupid, we try to show off, we get
overconfident, so that we unconsciously cloud our own vision to the point that we
believe that we know things we actually don’ t know. That stands in the way of
getting true knowledge. This is why I recommend you, as new university students,
not to deceive yourselves with this kind of false knowing. Ask yourself sincerely
what you truly know for sure.

In the 2014 academic year, our university set forth the Kanazawa University “Global”
Standard (KUGS) to outline the knowledge and skills that the university promises
to impart to you upon finishing undergraduate or graduate school. This time I
will focus on the “Graduate course” chapter in KUGS. It is based on the five
basic “Undergraduate course” standards and is upgraded by highlighting two key
perspectives. The first is a “strong global mind” and the second is “clear
ethical thinking” . What does it mean to excel at the five standards of “Knowing
one’ s own position” , “Knowing and training oneself” , “Expressing thoughts and
values” , “Connecting with the world” and “Tackling future problems” ?

The answer is related to the current demand for more and more master’ s and doctoral
graduates in Japan. You might have already heard about it. The endlessly declining
population and the super—sophistication of the information society symbolized by
the rise of Al. Tackling these problems requires improvement in the quality of
human resources, in other words, it is expected that our universities will produce
even better quality intellectuals than before. If we cannot do it, then Japan
where natural resources are scarce, will be buried in the 21st century, similarly



to many civilizations and ethnic groups we saw in the history.

Japan has succeeded in attracting 10 million foreign visitors in 2013. This number
exceeded 20 million by 2016 and 30 million last year in 2018. The goal of the
government is to achieve 40 million foreign visitors in 2020, the year of the
Olympic and Paralympic Games. For foreign tourists, not only is Japan a highly
developed country filled with advanced technologies, but also it has many local
regions where treasured traditions and history has been carefully passed down
through the generations, not to mention that it is a safe and secure society, a
place where people live in clean and calm neighborhoods, with a refined cuisine
and rich fascinating food culture even the most demanding “gourmets” cannot
complain about. However, these fascinations are only created and continued on
through the constant efforts of the people who are supporting them. In other words,
the thing is the power of the people. And a big part of this power is the power of
young people who are not afraid to challenge and change.

In the future, if Japan wants to avoid decline and ruin, and keep attracting people
from the world, we need to throw away selfish tendencies and self-righteous visions
like the ones we had in the past, and work to establish cooperation and
reconciliation with the countries of the world by setting our own code of conduct
on the values that make the future of humanity as a whole. Having a “Strong global
mind” will require the diversity of peoples and cultures, and maintaining “clear
ethical thinking” will prevent “law of the jungle” ethics.

I sincerely hope that all new graduate students will enhance the appeal of their
knowledge and become master’ s and doctoral students who go on to play an important
role in the world.



