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Dear Reader,

We would like to express our sincere appreciation for your continued readership of the TD NEXUS
Transdisciplinary Research Newsletter.

U. S. President Donald Trump famously rallied the nation with his slogan, "Make America Great Again." Yet,
before embracing that phrase, perhaps we ought first to ask a more fundamental question: What, in fact, made
America "great" to begin with?

Can America Become Great Again?
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There was indeed a brief yet brilliant period in American history. It was the age of the "Great Books."

The "Great Books" refers to the monumental collection of Western classics published in 1952 by
Encyclopaedia Britannica. It systematically assembled the foundational works that shaped the spiritual and
intellectual basis of Western civilization. The principal editors were Robert Maynard Hutchins and Mortimer J.
Adler. Hutchins, as president of the University of Chicago, promoted a reform of liberal education, while Adler,
as a philosopher, advocated the cultivation of human character through engagement with the "great books" of
civilization.
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The collection included works by Homer, Plato, Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas, William Shakespeare, Isaac
Newton, Immanuel Kant, and many other towering figures of Western intellectual history. It encompassed not
only literature and philosophy, but also theology, political thought, mathematics, and natural science. These
works confronted readers with fundamental questions: What is man? What is justice? What is freedom?

Adler in particular compiled a unique indexing system called the Syntopicon, enabling readers to explore
classical texts across shared themes such as truth, happiness, and the state. The Great Books movement was
therefore not merely a reading program; it was an educational movement aimed at rebuilding the spiritual
foundations of civilization through the classics. It became a symbol of intellectual culture in twentieth-century
America.

The English scholar and critic Shoichi Watanabe (1930-2017) argued that this "Age of Great Books" was an
extraordinarily unique moment in American history. In those days, many young intellectuals owned the entire
Great Books collection. On university campuses, students passionately read Spinoza, Kant, and Thomas
Aquinas. Even ordinary citizens voluntarily gathered together to read and discuss the classics of Western
civilization.

From today's perspective, such a scene is almost unimaginable. Moreover, America at that time was said to be
so safe that people often forgot to lock their doors, and cars were left unattended with keys still inside.
Watanabe himself experienced this reality firsthand during his stay in America in the late 1960s.

This was not merely a period of economic prosperity. It was an era in which spiritual order and intellectual
culture supported society as a whole.

Watanabe further observed that behind the Great Books movement lay the influence of Thomas Aquinas, the
greatest philosopher of the Middle Ages. Aquinas sought to reconcile God and reason. Rather than opposing
faith and intellect, religion and rationality, he attempted to harmonize them on a higher plane.

This spiritual foundation formed the very core of Western civilization and elevated the value of the Great Books
beyond mere classical education.

More importantly, America once recognized these "eternal values" on a national scale. At the center of this
effort stood Robert Maynard Hutchins of the University of Chicago and the philosopher Mortimer J. Adler.

They radically reconsidered the meaning of true education. Education, they believed, was not merely
vocational training. Its purpose was to liberate the human mind and cultivate the spiritual foundations that
sustain civilization itself.

The Great Books movement was, in many ways, an intellectual revolution.

Through reading the classics, human beings encounter universal values that transcend history. They move
beyond the fashions of nation and era and confront the question of human existence itself. As Professor
Watanabe described it, the movement spread across America "like a violent wind."

But what about America today?

Fragmented information through social media, extreme political polarization, the decline of liberal education in
universities, and the weakening of the very ability to read deeply. The nation that once read the classics is
increasingly becoming a society driven by instant stimulation and emotional reaction.

Certainly, in terms of economic and military power, America remains one of the world's greatest superpowers.
Yet the true greatness of a civilization cannot be measured by material prosperity alone. A nation's dignity is
ultimately determined by its spiritual maturity, its respect for intelligence, and its trust in universal values.
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For the phrase "Make America Great Again" to possess genuine meaning, nationalism and economic policy
alone are insufficient. What is needed is the restoration of the intellectual spirit America once possessed.

The ability to read the classics.
The ability to trust reason.
And the ability to continue asking what it means to be human.

If these are lost, America may not become great again at all. It may instead become something even "worse."

In Japan, one contemporary intellectual who embodies the spirit of the "Great Books" tradition is the
comparative culture scholar Professor Shigemi Inaga.

Professor Inaga's scholarship goes far beyond narrow academic specialization. Crossing Western philosophy,
Japanese thought, art history, religious studies, and civilizational theory, his work consistently addresses the
fundamental questions: What is knowledge? What is civilization? In this respect, his intellectual posture deeply
resonates with the spirit of the Great Books movement once centered around the University of Chicago.
Modern university systems often fragment knowledge and confine scholars within narrow specialties. Professor
Inaga, however, has pursued the opposite path. Freely traversing East and West, classical and modern, art
and philosophy, he has sought a form of knowledge capable of surveying human civilization as a whole.

Most importantly, Professor Inaga is not merely a theorist of "Japanese culture." Rather, he continually
repositions Japan within the broader history of world civilization and reinterprets it through a comparative
civilizational perspective. His intellectual endeavor cannot be reduced either to nationalism or to superficial
globalism.

Furthermore, his work reflects the "spirit of integration" that can be traced back to Thomas Aquinas. He does
not divide reason from sensibility, religion from art, or East from West, but instead seeks to connect seemingly
opposing elements within a higher intellectual framework.

This is precisely the kind of vision that the Great Books movement originally aspired to cultivate. In
contemporary society, information alone continues to increase, while people are gradually losing the capacity
for "great ideas." Yet true education is not simply the through civilization itself.

Dr. L Sayuri Chen
Editor-in-Chief, TD NEXUS Interdisciplinary Research Newsletter

At the Crossroads of Wisdom
Shoichi Watanabe (25— 1930 - 2017)
Shoichi Watanabe Discusses Japan's Vision for the Future! June 26, 2010
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WeVqP8wAUV4

News
1. Margaret Hiro Kimishima: Joined UNICAMP as a TD researcher in Brazil. It is a post-graduate institute with
one of the top research institutions in South America.
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