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Commencement Address

Akita International University
President

Monte Cassim

Honored Guests, Parents and Families, Colleagues from AlU,

Thank you so much for taking time to celebrate the graduation of 227 scholars,
who will now take an important step into the next stage of their lives.

Despite your busy schedules, | am grateful for your attendance today, Vice-
Governor Jinbu from Akita Prefectural Government, Speaker Kitabayashi, and Mr.
Sumitani from the Akita Prefectural Assembly. We are most honored.

Parents and families, peers and mentors from AlU, thank you for steering these

young scholars towards this happy day.

Dear Graduating Scholars,

First of all, Congratulations! Please permit me to share a few thoughts which I hope
will help you as you step out of AlU's halls of rigorous scholarship. You must indeed
be relieved that there are no assignments on the immediate horizon, except for those
who might be going on to further study. | do hope you have all tasted the joy of
learning, bittersweet at times, but ultimately exhilarating, giving you confidence to
face the unknown. Take time to dream occasionally, and, from time to time, envision
your life, both personally and professionally. | say this because | have always believed
that visions are woven out of dreams. So, my message to you is to hold fast to your
dreams. Let me clarify this with an example | came across recently, which spurred
me to think about all of you.

Tokoro-cho, now a part of Kitami City, is a settflement on the northern coast of
Hokkaido. It is agonizingly desolate, rapidly depopulating and its bitingly cold winter
winds make Akita seem almost tropical. Yet, 40 years ago, a single farmer’s dream
fransformed the lives of the people of Tokoro-cho. Yuji Oguri, later joined by others,
reached out to the children in the township, and curling, which is now an Olympic
sport, took root in Japan. With determination, they transformed a makeshift
recreational activity in the seftlement into representation at a world class sporting
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event. Curling fever has now spread all across Japan. Oguri’s vision for his dream was
to learn from the best and become better than the best. He vowed that Tokoro-cho
would nurture a World Champion.

Although not wealthy, Oguri and his friends travelled to Canada and learned from
the Nordic countries how the makeshift weighted pots, pans and propane gas
cylinders, their home-made brooms, and unbridled enthusiasm could go on to
become the sophisticated stones, sweeps and techniques of curling. Tokoro-cho
native Mari Motohashi's team’s Silver Medal at the World Championships in 2016,
three and a half decades later, was evidence of Oguri's dream realized. Yes, the
dream and its vision, once realized, can light the lives of those around you.

The lessons from this for us all are simple. It is belief in the dream, charting visionary
steps to bring it into the real world, being inspired by it and, at the same time, inspiring
others to draw strength and joy from the achievement. This takes time, over four
decades now for Tokoro-cho, and when buffeted by the ups and downs of life, it is
important not to give up. As Sir Winston Churchill said, during some of the darkest
hours of World War I, “Success is not final (don't be complacent), failure is not fatal
(you can always rise again), it is the courage to continue that counts! (failure is when
you give up)”

AlU in Japan's higher education landscape is synonymous with what Tokoro-cho is
for Japan’s curling. Our university too was born out of dreams, franslated into vision
and, overcoming the pain of being born, has grown over the past twenty years into
an institution that can hold its head up high. You are the proud products of AlU. You
all are champions of Japan's higher education, just as Motohashi's team from
Tokoro-cho was for curling in Japan.

Itis not uncommon, in today's increasingly pragmatic world, to see transactions as
deals to be made, where risk is taken with anticipation of personal reward. The liberal
arts education you have received at AlU, the stimulus of international interactions
and the intellectual quest we have urged you to undertake, has shown you that the
purpose of the transaction is as important as the fransaction itself. In realizing your
dreams, it is important to do this in the spirit of serving others. The realization must be
conducted with an eye towards fairness, justice and betterment for all. If this last is
difficult to achieve immediately, safety nets must be included to enable the weak
and less-privileged to tide over the initial hardships. Any actions born out of such
thought processes will certainly lead you towards an honorable life... a life we pray
you will all be blessed with.

The university is also changing. AlU has set the ambitious goal of strengthening links
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between Akita and global society through the pursuit of scholarship. Establishing
partnerships of trust, and creating new value by addressing pressing local issues will
enable the fransformation of society to face the uncertainties of the future with
confidence. AlU, together with a group of partner universities, has been awarded
two prestigious grants by MEXT, Japan's Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports,
Science and Technology, to drive such initiatives forward through inspired research
engagement over the next five to ten years.

Through the COI NEXT program (2024~2033), AlU’'s scope of research looks anew
at the value of forests beyond timber. Under the J-PEAKS grant (2025~2029), AlU’s
research activities will center around healthy ageing and in redefining mobility using
Al design tools and techniques, supported by a strong digital infrastructure base.
These opportunities are likely to direct your younger colleagues at AlU towards
creative enterprises. Please advise us as to how best we might help them realize the
spirit of the university's central pedagogic concept, Applied International Liberal Arts
(AILA), by serving society. Our Long-term Vision envisages the creation of an
innovation hub around AIU that will link Akita to the world beyond. This has universal
relevance in the nurturing of global leaders, AlU’s mission since establishment two
decades ago.

We know you have a special place in your hearts for Akita and its warm, caring
community. Please treasure these memories and come back as often as you can to
inspire AlU students who wiill follow in your footsteps. You will no doubt reminisce
about the inspiring mentors you had here, our kind, supportive administrative staff,
and, of course we must not forget the bears, who kept out of your way as you studied
deep into the night in our stunning library.

Just like you, | also have many unforgettable memories of the Tohoku and Hokuriku
regions. They are the localities where | did my doctoral field research nearly five
decades ago. Looking back, | now realize | had the three attributes that Gennosuke
Yokoyama (1871-19215) said were most important for a field scientist. Often referred
to as the father of evidence-based social science research in Japan, he said that
one must have strong legs (giving you the strength to go wherever needed in good
health), good eyes (to observe everything of importance in the unknown
environments you go to), and the determination to write down everything you saw
(your detailed research and survey records).

Please cultivate these three atiributes, strong legs, good eyes and the
commitment to record, metaphorically, rather than literally. They will stand you in
good stead no matter where life takes you. Also, see AIU as your companion in the
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journey of life. My colleagues and | wish you all the very best in the coming years and,
once again, our heartfelt congratulations.

Thank you for your time.

March 21th, 2025



