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The Role of the Humanities in a Life-long-learning Society: The
Case of the Hokkaido Forum for Information on Religions

Sakurai, Yoshihide**
Graduate School of Letters, Hokkaido University

Abstract—The more the function of family, community, and work place that have formerly provided a
meaning of life diminishes, the more problems and anxiety people might face in contemporary Japan.
Although the mass media has been promoting how-to books and highly rated TV entertainment, few
people seem to be satisfied with those frivolous contents. Neither leisure time nor conventional activi-
ties for a life worth living provide sufficient refreshment. People’s spiritual demands vary according to
generation, gender and social class.

However, the theory of continuing education is too normative and pedagogical for the general
public to deal with actual problems. Theorists have stressed the importance of learning independently
and cooperatively with school and community, conceming abstract values such as human rights, social
equity, and sustainable development. This is entirely acceptable; however, my question is what kind of
concrete information has been sought and to what extent humanities and social sciences can fulfill
citizens’ intellectual demands.

This paper first explains that the expected role of higher education in knowledge based society is
not only ongoing vocational education but continuing education that cultivates civic literacy having to
do with the modern world. Next, I will illustrate a case of the Hokkaido Forum for Information on
Religions (HFIR), in which I have been involved for three years.

The HFIR was set up in late 2003 by promoters such as researchers, a lawyer, medical doctor,
Jjournalist, and monk and pastor. Its funding objective is to give an opportunity to citizens to discuss the

. relation between religions and society, because Japanese have gradually lost interest in religious prob-
lems provoked by the “cult” controversy since Aum’s indiscriminate terrorism in 1995. While religious
problems as well as religious virtues have not been discussed in the public sphere of politics and educa-
tion, the mass media depends on famous occultists and fortune-tellers just to gain rating. This imbalance
has a baneful influence on religion and society.

The HFIR held four forums: 1) Funerals and Religions: Where do funeral expenses go?; 2) Mental

Health Care: Where will the young go?; 3) Far and Near Islam; 4) Reconsidering social contribution of
religions.

(Revised on July 13, 2004)
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