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Soul-searching
through humanities

Popularity of the liberal arts drives people and businesses to
return to classic books and attend related classes

Participants of Seoul National College of Humanities’ Ad Fontes
Program hold up their textbooks during a class on Tuesday.
(Park Hyun-koo / The Korea Herald)

Every Tuesday, a group of corporate executives
and high-ranking government officials attend a
lecture on humanities at Seoul National University.
The program, named “Ad Fontes,” a Latin expression
meaning “to the sources,” challenges the students
in their 50s and 60s with fundamental questions
about life.

The students have to tackle the fundamental issues
surrounding historic figures and influential books
while absorbing knowledge from a diverse spectrum
of studies from Oriental philosophy to literature.

The first hour of the lecture on May 21 was led
by Kim Jin-yup, an aesthetics professor at SNU,
who explained how art can heal psychological
trauma. The professor introduced Sigmund Freud’s
psychoanalysis of two artworks by Leonardo da
Vinci, “The Mona Lisa” and “Virgin and Child
with St. Anne,” in connection with the artist’s
childhood memories.

Students listen to a lecture on evolutionary psychology at Seoul
National University. (Park Hyun-koo / The Korea Herald)

Not a single phone call was made during the lecture.
Absentees are rare.

“Many of us have been living in a harsh working
environment and fierce competition. But now I
enjoy emotional well-being and regain my composure
by learning about humanities, which have long
been forgotten in my life,” said Kim Young-chul,
senior executive vice president of Hana Bank and
one of the 43 participants of the program.

Bae Young-soo, dean of the College of Humanities
at SNU, said he used to be skeptical about opening
such a course. The popularity of books and television
shows on humanities also seemed to be a passing
fad, he said.

“I think this trend may signify a huge turning point
in society as I found out that many students attend-
ing this course are eager to resolve serious concerns
through self-reflection as they dig into the study
of humanities.”

However, the dean said that the popularity cannot
be considered a revival of broader humanities in
Korea. “I would rather say it is a rebirth of public
interest in the humanities.”

Park Han-na, 2013-5-24 The Korea Herald
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‘Humanities

essential education for all’

Universities, public libraries at the forefront of human-
ities programs

Participants of Seoul National College
of Humanities’ Ad Fontes Program hold
up their textbooks during a class on
Tuesday.

(Park Hyun-koo / The Korea Herald)

Time-honored humanities subjects such as literature,
philosophy and history have struggled to draw
students in recent years, but it’s not all doom and
gloom. Educational institutions and local libraries
are propping up the subjects with new, ambitious
programs.

The renewed enthusiasm for humanities at colleges
and public libraries reflects the desire of the public
for a deeper knowledge of the subjects, experts
said.

“People began to ponder the meaning of the capitalist
ideology in the late 1990s,” said Bae Young-soo,
Dean of College of Humanities at Seoul National
University, in an interview. Despite -- or because
of -- the rapid economic development, people
found it hard to answer fundamental questions
such as what should be done beyond economic
development, and this gap is now fueling the drive
for humanities in several academic and private
sectors, Bae said.

Another element that is increasing public interest
in the humanities, Bae said, is the need to acquire
creativity and fresh knowledge.

“Korea achieved rapid economic growth partly
due to the ready-made technologies imported
from developed nations in the past. The country
is now required to develop its own technologies
based on creativity, and studying humanities can
help nurture creativity,” he said.

Bae is himself spearheading the humanities
initiative as the chief of SNU College of Humanities,
which has been running a special program titled
“SNU Humanities Course” since 2010.

QBeoul KNtional University
Gllege of “SHCumanitics

Ad Fontes Program

The monthly open lecture series offers various
subtopics of humanities ranging from Confucian
philosophy to aesthetics. Topics are chosen to
directly relate to their own majors. The lectures
are later compiled and published as a book. The
lecture series also provides a mini debate session
at the end, featuring professors and experts in
humanities fields.

“Unlike other typical humanities-relevant events,
the lecturers (in the SNU Humanities Course)
give a speech according to their own in-depth
research,” said Kim Hyeon-kyun, a professor at
SNU.

“The debate session in the lecture provides the
general public in the audience with cutting-edge
insights about the topic, and motivates them to
be more focused during the lecture and gain
knowledge.”

The SNU programs have been well-received so far,

attracting more than 1,000 participants per session.
The next session is scheduled for June 13.

Ahn Hoon, 2013-5-24 The Korea Herald
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