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* The Classical Studies at Tokyo Tech

Noriko Yasumura, Part-time lecturer, the Center for the Study of the World Civilizations

In 2012, the new lecture course of the classical languages (Greek I, II and Latin I, II) were started
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as subjects of “Philosophy enhancing creativity in arts, science and technology” at the Center for the
Study of World Civilization. I have been in charge of these classes for two years since April 2013

And in 2014, the classes of reading original Greek and Latin texts (Greek III, IV and Latin III, IV)
were added. Perhaps many will wonder why classical languages are taught at Tokyo Tech, an institute
specialized in sciences and technologies. I was rather surprised when I was asked to teach the classical
languages at this institute. Through my experience of my teaching here, I have come to reflect on and
learned many things which I would like to share with you here. I will also aim to give an introduction

to Classics, or the classical studies, as some of the readers may not know much about this subject

* Classics and the classical languages

Perhaps the expression “classical languages” would sound unfamiliar to many people in Japan. It
means, as mentioned above, Classical Greek (mainly used in ancient Greece about 8 - 3c BC) and Classical
Latin (mainly used in the Roman Empire about 3¢ BC - 2c AD). After being widely used in the Mediterranean
civilization during the Roman period, the Latin language survived after the end of the Roman Empire
as the academic language through the Middle Ages in Europe. It is also used as the official language
in Roman Catholic Church to this day. One of the peculiar characteristics of the Latin language is that
it has not been changed much throughout its history of more than 2000 years

Classics is the study of literature, philosophy, history and languages of ancient Greece and Rome.
We study, for example, the epics of Homer (the Iliad and the Odyssey), Greek tragedy (written by Aeschylus,
Sophocles and Euripides), philosophy (taught by Plato and Aristotle) and history (told by Herodotus
and Thucydides) as Greek Classics. As for the Latin Classics, the well-known examples are the epic of
Virgil (the Aeneid) and Ovid (the Metamorphoses etc.), the philosophy of Seneca and Cicero, and the
history of Livy.

* The significance of learning the classical languages at Tokyo Tech
(1) The reason why we started the new lecture courses on the classical languages is, I think, to study
the origin and the core of the Western civilization. The idea would be that, instead of acquiring
superficial knowledge of popularized Western culture, the students should know and gain deep
understanding on the profound meaning of the Western thoughts. For that purpose, the lectures on the
Greek and Latin languages were offered, since the languages are the foundation of civilization without
which one cannot understand the true meaning of it and its culture

By studying the classical languages, we can read the classical texts directly, without relying on
translation. Then we can truly appreciate the philosophical thoughts and literary works just as the
ancient poets and philosophers wrote. Perhaps many students may learn how many important and valuable
messages they convey. They may even be surprised at how vivid these messages are; they have never become
obsolete, nor cease to fascinate people for more than 2000 years. Through detailed study of the ancient
texts, students often discover ideas that are new and impressive, and sometimes learn that what is
commonly believed about the ancient wise words is in fact misconceptions. Or they might find that even
the famous ancient thoughts had been affected and restricted by the condition and mood of that era.
It is essential to recognize and understand the correct information, and most importantly, to be trained
to think critically by reading the original texts. Critical thinking at various levels is naturally
the cardinal of all the scholarly work, and also the very starting point of science. Thus it will be
significantly important for the students of Tokyo Tech, no matter whether they are studying the field
of natural science or of technology or of humanities, to acquire the ability of critical thinking based

on correct knowledge, so that they can attain their brilliant academic and social life in the future
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(2) It is widely recognized that ancient Greece and Christianity formed the origin of Western
civilization. Through Roman civilization, ancient Greece has had greatly influenced the modern and
present western world. When the graduates of Tokyo Tech travel abroad and work in an international
environment in this globalized world, it will be very useful when communicating with European people
if they have some knowledge of classical Greek and Latin culture. It will become invaluable intellectual
treasure for them.

Let me give you some examples of the legacy from ancient Greek scholarship, which might interest
especially scientists. Today we use as the division of the major fields of study, humanities, natural
sciences and social sciences. These divisions were first proposed by Aristotle, the philosopher of the
4c BC. He wrote the great volumes of books on logic, physics, metaphysics, mathematics, biology, botany,
ethics, politics, agriculture and medicine through extensive analysis and critical evaluation of the
preceding thoughts and bibliographies. He is called the father of all scholarship, and is the one who
made a firm basis of academism for the later world. Nearly all of our present scholarship owes to the
contribution of Greek “philosophia”, which means “love of wisdom” or “love to study”.

As another example, I would like to mention Thales of Miletus, who lived in 6¢ BC, 200 years prior
to Aristotle, whom Aristotle regarded as the first philosopher. Thales attempted to explain natural
phenomena scientifically without reference to mythology (and supernatural beings such as gods and
goddess). He used geometry to calculate the height of the pyramids and the distance of ships from the
shore. He is said to have predicted the solar eclipse in Asia Minor on 28 May, 585 BC when there were
no telescopes. What is significant is that he aimed to understand natural phenomena logically by
building and testing through rational hypothesis and reveal the actual mechanism of the natural processes.
This is of course the very attitude required for scientific research nowadays, but it is really surprising
that he could observe nature in this way with such a clear mind at that age when all sorts of magic
prevailed. This attitude, which allows one to look into the world with scientific curiosity and try
to provide a logical explanation for the natural processes, is the basic requirement for all scientists.
Thus, through the study of Classics, the students can learn the basic idea of rational thinking

In addition, the study of the Latin language provides us with a more practical use, as it has been
used for technical terms and terminology, from the Middle Ages all the way to the present day. Also,
there are many English words which derived from Latin, such as nature (from Lat. “natura”) and doctor
(Lat. “doctus”, meaning “intelligent”, from a Greek verb “dokeo”, meaning “to think”). Sometimes Greek
and Latin words are used to create names for new inventions, such as television, which combines a Greek
word “telos” (meaning “far”) with a Latin word “video” (“to see”). There are ample numbers of such
examples, and the Classical languages are, in these ways, still used today.

The Mars probe by NASA was named as “Odyssey” after the Homeric epic, the Odyssey. The reason of this
naming would have been easily understood by Western scientists. It is because of the story of the Greek
epic in which the great hero, Odysseus, went on many perilous and often impossible adventures and barely
escaped with his 1ife, before he finally attained safe homecoming. The Mars probe was named as “Odyssey”,
with a great hope of a safe return to the earth after completing difficult tasks and missions, just
like Odysseus. It would be very noble of space scientists to know this

These are only a few examples of the benefits of learning Classics. It not only offers useful knowledge
as mentioned above, but also gives the chances to learn about Western ways of thinking. Since their
thinking patterns are completely different from our conventional ways of thinking, such experience may
stimulate students to think and produce new ideas

Many of the graduates of Tokyo Tech will be expected to travel abroad at some point in the future and
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work in international fields. It would be most desirable if they could become the first class of
scientists with full understanding and knowledge of the humanities. I do believe that it is the idealistic
environment of education where students studying high technology and engineering also study the deepest
roots of human wisdom. The study of Classics in Tokyo Tech will make a significant contribution towards

attaining this ideal.

* The students of my classes

It has been my great joy to find that the students of my classes are so diligent and so keen. I never
imagined before my coming here that science students would be enthusiastic about learning the classical
languages. In April 2013, when I first started teaching in this Tokyo Tech, as many as over 40 students
came to my Latin class for beginners (Latin I), to my surprise and joy. In this academic year, starting
in April 2014, a greater number of students, over 60, took Latin I. There are slightly fewer students
in the Greek I class, around 30, but still it was much more than I expected. Even in the departments
of Literature in other universities, I never experienced or heard that so many students are interested
in classical languages. When I asked them why they decided to take these classes, many of them answered
that they wanted to take a challenge and learn something that is completely new to them. I was delighted
and impressed by their challenging spirit and their curiosity towards the unknown world

I am using very demanding textbooks in the classes Greek I and Latin I. Naturally it is difficult to
finish these books in a year having just one class a week. However, students tackled these difficult
books brilliantly. They were willing to put quite a lot of effort, and some of them may even spent more
than6 hours at home to prepare for a class. Given that the general trend of students is to earn as
many units as possible with minimum effort, Tokyo Tech students deserve admiration for daring to choose
such difficult courses for their own interest.

For the classes of Greek III and IV, which are the advanced courses for reading the original Greek
texts, we read the Crito of Plato, and Book I of the Iliad of Homer this year. For the classes of Latin
III and IV, we read Book V of the Metamorphoses of Ovid, some pages of the De Brevitate Vitae (On the
Shortness of Life) of Seneca, and the Ab Urbe Condita (the History of Rome) of Livy. I imagine that
it would have been quite difficult for the students to read these original texts, but I also believe
that they find it genuinely exciting to read words that had been written 2000 — 2500 years ago. The
students of this institute are far better motivated, more—hardworking and intelligent than students
I had taught in the departments of literature in several other universities in Japan.

Lastly I would like to pass on praise for the educational policy of Tokyo Tech, given by my ex—colleagues,
my friends and the members of the Classical Society of Japan. Here in Tokyo Tech the significance of
classical study is recognized, and students are given opportunities to gain profound knowledge outside
their specialized area of study to broaden their horizons. Such an idealistic policy of education should
definitely be recognized as a brilliant and advanced model of education in Japanese universities.
Unfortunately the importance of classical study is not appreciated as much as it deserves even in the
departments of literature in Japanese universities nowadays. Given such a circumstance, the style of

education achieved in Tokyo Tech should be widely cerebrated
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