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who makes my life worth living,
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Sor whom life was not worth living.
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Introduction:
What Makes Life Worth Living?

What Makes Life Worth Living?

Life is but “futility of futilities,” proclaims the book of Ecclesiastes in
the Old Testament. “All life is suffering,” holds the first of Buddha’s
Four Noble Truths. If these statements are true (a big “if,” and yet
who of us can say without hesitation that life is more joyous than
painful, more fascinating than tedious), then how do we get through
life? What makes our lives worth living?

Philosophers from William James, who held that if you “believe
that life 45 worth living ... your belief will help create the fact”
([1897] 1956, 62), to Albert Camus (1955), who argued that life is
worth living not despite but because it has no meaning, have tried to
answer this question. But answers given by writers of fiction and song
offer a more concrete starting point. Bruce Springsteen’s song “Rea-
son to Believe” (1982) depicts, among other futilities, a man poking
a dead dog with a stick, trying to bring it back to life, a woman vainly
awaiting the return of a husband who deserted her long ago, and a
baby baptized and buried an instant later as an old man. The refrain
of the song says, “Still at the end of every hard-earned day, people
find some reason to believe.” But this “reason to believe” is an illu-
sion, the song seems to say: there is apparently no “reason to believe”
in life’s worthwhileness, no “reason to believe” that all will be well in
the end. Still, the song’s characters keep on believing—believing, or
at least hoping, despite all the evidence to the contrary.
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4 The Cultural Foundations of Tkigai

One reason for our perseverance in life is thus blind faith, or at
least blind hope, according to Springsteen’s song. A second reason is
implied in a passage from a story by the Japanese writer Kuroi Senji:

“Are you satisfied with that [work] . . . that you did?”

“Am I satisfiedP I guess I'd have to say that I’m not satisfied. But then, 1
don’t work in order to be satisfed.” . . .

“Then why do you work?”

“I wonder why. Come on! . . . How can I answer that? It's no use asking
that kind of question.” (Kuroi 1990, 198—gg)

Of course we work to pay the bills; but beyond this, Kuroi's character
seems to hold, we work and live because this is what people do.
There’s no use questioning it, just do it. In John Updike’s Rabbit Is
Rich, Rabbit Angstrom talks with his son in a similar way:

“Look, Nelson. Maybe I haven’t done everything right in my life. I know
I haven’t. But I haven’t committed the greatest sin. I haven’t laid down and
died.”

“Who says that's the greatest sin?”

“Everybody says it. . .. It’s against Nature, to give up, you've got to keep
moving.” (Updike 1982, 356)

From these words, a lack of imagination coupled with the drive to
keep moving seems to be the imperative at the root of day-to-day,
year-to-year esistence: all one can do is keep plugging away at life.

As ethnographers have shown, this perseverance may be accompa-
nied by the consolations of fantasy. John Caughey found that in char-
acteristic American fantasies, “the individual departs from the real
social world, where he or she is average and recognition is slight and
grudging, enters g ‘glamorous’ and media-glorified career field, and
becomes . . . ‘somebody,” ‘a god to millions,’ through the mass recog-
nition of others” (Caughey 1984, 168). Thomas Rohlen found that
the Japanese high school students he studied immersed themselves
in their comic-book fantasies to make their exam-crammed reali
tolerable: “The private world of Japanese [high school] students is
one full of imaginings and often bizarre images. One needs only to
glance through the comic hooks that are so popular among teenagers
to realize that they have a fondness for the extraordinary, the weird,
and the obscene that stands in stark contrast to their outward con-
duct” (Rohlen 1983, 109).
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These investigators imply that fantasy is what makes our lives bear-
able. Maybe we're all Walter Mittys, dreaming of worlds in which,
unlike the mundane realities of our actual lives, we are heroes.

But is this all that keeps us persevering:(blind faith, dumb habit,
the drive to keep moving, the sop of fantasy s it only our refusal to
see life as it is that keeps us from wading déep into the ocean by the
millions and throwing ourselves off buildings en masse?!

Perhaps not. Inertia and fantasy are negative explanations for peo-
ple’s perseverance to life, but there’s also a positive explanation. Most
people, it seems, have a sense of commitment to some facet of their
world—perhaps their work, or their family, or their dream, or their
religious belief—that gives them a reason to believe in the worth-
whileness of their lives.

In Japan, this sense of commitment is called ikigai, a word that
can be glossed as “that which most makes one’s life seem worth liv-
ing”. Surveys of ikigai show that men tend to say they find ikigai in
work or in family, women in family and children. Young people tend
to say they find tkigai in future dreams, old Féople in past femories
or in present family or hobby. A minority of people say they find
ikigai in religious belief or in creative endeavors; some say they have
no ikigai. There is much argument over the meaning of ikigai in
Japan today, as we'll see; but most people seem able to specify, at
least for the pollsters, what makes their lives seer worth living,

In the United States, there is no term fully comparable to ikigai,
but the idea of ikigai seems readily comprehensible to Americans.
Consider the line in so many love songs: “Baby, baby, T can’t live
without you™-—in other words, you are what makes my life worth
living. Or consider a Sunday comic strip 1 once saw. Its character
moves through his day’s drudgeries—traffic jams, piles of paperwork,
unpleasant words from the boss—muttering “Why do I put up with
this?” Then he gets home and is greeted by the hugs of his little
daughter, and he understands: his child is what makes it worth put-
ting up with. Indeed, many Americans may put up with the indigni-

1. Baumeister notes psychological research showing that depressed people in the
United States perceive themselves more accurately than nondepressed people:
“Most people seem to achieve happiness by systematically distorting their perception
of themselves and their circumstances” {19g1: 225). Goleman (1585} and Becker
{1973} alse discuss how “vital lies” enable us to remain secure and happy.
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6 The Cultural Foundations of Tkigai

ties and drudgeries of life for the sake of something—children, lover,
work, dream, or God—that makes their lives seem worth it all.

Ikigai is thus a direct answer to the question, what makes life
worth living. And yet, this answer is not final, but only provisional.
One who lives for work will soon enough retire, or get laid off; one’s
lover may leave; children will grow up and be gone; one’s dreams
may fade; God may disappear. One will eventually die, and what will
it all mean then? Meanwhile, there are always doubts: “Does she
really love meP” “Is this work worth spending my life on®” “Shouldn’t
my children be free of me?” “Where is the God to whom I pray?”
Tkigai is essentially insecure; in Japan and the United States alike, it
is not the end but the very beginning of the pursuit of a life worth
living,

What makes life worth living? For much of my life, I've been asking
myself this question. As a child, I remember thinking that life wasn’t
much fun; I escaped through books. At age seven, I came down with
diabetes and needed daily shots of insulin thereafter. Doctors told
me that if I didn’t take care of myself, I would die young, and I soon
convinced myself that T would. I vowed to write, and thereby last
beyond myself; I tried to set all that happened to me on paper, as if
to transeribe a life worth living from a life that I suspected wasn't.

At fifteen, 1 discovered LSD and another world that 1 believed to
be better than this one. For several years, I would come home from
school and sleep, then rise as my parents and siblings slept, to trip in
my basement shrine: candles, plants, a charred sculpture, picture
books of explorers’ journeys, and piles of tattered currency from
around the world (bought from an ad in Boy’s Life). After high school
I went to college, then left to write a novel about a man who bricks
himself up in a room and creates a universe. For a year I lived in a
cubicle in a pensioners” hotel, swallowing LSD and envisioning other
worlds, until finally, still sane, I gave this up and decided to reenter
the world of other human beings.

It took me years to do that—among other things, the idea of mak-
ing love to another human being seemed impossible, a chimera—
but eventually I became more or less resocialized into the world.
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Nonetheless, that world still seemed false at core. As books like those
of Exnest Becker (1971, 1973, 1975) showed me, f)jur deepest human
meanings are built upon our “denial of death,” oirr futile efforts to
become symbolically immortal, through money or success or patrio-
tism—or through writing one’s thoughts on piles of paper that, after
all, are only paper. Could it be that our lives are most deeply based
on lies? How could one find a life worth living in such a worldj

Indeed, when I looked around in those years, I found the mean-
ings that people seemed to live by insufficient. As books such as Studs
Terkel's Working (1972) revealed, many Americans work hard but
don't like their jobs; the janitor, the waitress, the salesman, the lawyer
may work for the sake of a paycheck to enjoy in their leisure hours.
But television is the most cormmon American leisure activity—could -
television be what makes life worth living? Love songs told me “all
you need is love,” but some half of contemporary marriages end in
divorce. Most Americans say they believe in God; but while for some
God may indeed provide the basis for a sense of life worth living, for
many people I knew God seemed to exist only for an hour or two on
Sundays.

Because life in the United States didn’t promise much of an an-

" swer—because writing seemed false, and my peers’ paths of doctor,

lawyer, merchant chief seemed futile—I decided to search some-
where else. I went to live in Japan in 1980 because I had been offered
a job teaching in an alternative English school, but also because 1
wondered if Japanese might be able to answer my question. I soon
enough came upon the term ikigai and found that to many Japanese
their ikigai was clear: their total commitment to their families and
companies. Yet, the longer I was in Japan, the more I saw that for
many this commitment seemed unsatisfactory: the employee laboring
for a company he hated but couldn’t quit; the mother pushing her
children to excel in an examination system she detested; the youth
dreaming dreams certain to be crushed. In Japan too, what makes
life worth living seemed problematic: Why go through with life?
Graduate school, with all its professional specialization, is hardly a
place for the pursuit of existential questions, but in cultural anthro-
pology I found a haven where I could indeed pursue such questions.
I began graduate training at Cornell University in 1987, seeking to
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explore what makes life seem worth living in Japan and the United
States. In 198g-g1, I interviewed fifty-two Japanese in a northern
Japanese city and fifty-two Americans in a western American city,
talking with them about their work, their families, their religious be-
liefs, their dreams, hopes, and fears, and their ikigai. This book, a
revision of my doctoral dissertation, contains the accounts of some of
these people and my reflections about what they told me{The book is
empirical in its approach and steeped in theories from social science.
Underlying this, it is personal)What can the Japanese and Americags
I talked with teach me abouf what makes life worth living?

Let me here tip my hand, to say that they could teach me nothing
unequivocal, There’s no light at the end of the tunnel, making all
clear and well. But there is a glimmer of hope in what they taught
me about the ultimate basis of ikigai: the meaning of life, as much as
we can know it, It’s only a glimmer, but it's all we can have, as I will
try to show you before this book ends.

The Structure and Aims of This Book

This book is an exploration of tkigai in Japan and the United States.
I first examine the cultural meanings of ikigai (part 1), then analyze
ikigai in Japanese and American lives (part 2), and then explore
the relation of ikigai to the meaning of life in the late modern world
(part 3).

In chapter 1 I discuss how the dominant meanings of ikigai in
Japanese print media are ittaikan and Jiko jitsugen, “commitment to
group” and “self-realization”; in chapter 2 I examine the parallel cul-
tural tension in the United States between “self-realization” and
“commitment” as ideals of how to live. In chapter 3 I turn from media
to people and discuss how I conducted interviews and constructed
accounts, and how Japanese and Americans can be compared in their
pursuits of lives worth living.

In part 2, the bulk of the book, I look into the words and worlds
of nine pairs of Japanese and Americans. Chapter 4, “Tkigai in Work
and Family,” examines the personal accounts of a committed Japa-
nese bank manager and an alienated American aidine pilot who both
live for their work; two mothers, a married homemaker and a di-
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vorced administrator, who }ive for their children; and a }'apanes.e
company employee who dreams of finding his true self an.d an Afmen—
can who quit his high-stress job to devote himself to his family. In
the chapter’s commentary, “Tkigai and Gender,” 1 elfxborate on the
familial division of ikigai in Japan (work for men, fa}'_’mi)‘z i‘"o.r women}
and the struggle of many Americans to overcome t}%m division.

Chapter 5, “Tkigai in Past and Future,” considers two young
women who dream of a moneyed future that one cultivates and the
other avoids; two young men who dream of quitting their mundane
jobs to follow their “callings”; and two older women not far from
death, one seeking to remain with her family in this world; the .other
looking ahead to God in the next. In “Tkigai and Dreams,” I discuss
how all ikigai are based in culturally and historically shaped dreams
of the future. ) .

In chapter 6, “Ikigai in Creation and Religion,” I co%'zs'lde.r'a ]apg.—
nese calligrapher and an American novelist who find ikigai in their
creative endeavors; a Japanese bank employee and an Arr?encan‘p‘ow
licernan who find tkigai in their religious faiths; and an Ainu activist
who dreams of resurrecting Ainu culture and an African-American
schoolteacher who feels she has no more dreams left to dream. In
“Ikigai and Significance,” 1 analyze ikigai as the attefnp‘t to create
and sustain a sense of the enduring significance of one’s life.

Part 3 sets forth a cross-cultural theory of ikigai. In chapter 7.1
examine how the people portrayed in part 2 culturally formulate their
ikigai and socially negotiate their ikigai with the pegple around
them, and I look at the institutional channeling of ikigai in }apan and
the United States. Chapter 8 explores the linkage of ikigai to t}'le
larger meaning of life and the collaboration of self a.nd society in
maintaining this linkage. I consider Japan and the Un‘xted States as
societies lacking common frameworks of ultimate meaning, and show
how the people in part 2 construct personal senses of-uif-nmate‘mean-
ing--senses that might not be true but that then again just might be

true.

1 have three aims in this book. First, I want to introduce to my_read—
ers the Japanese concept of ikigai. The conflict over the meaning of
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thigai in Japan today is finally a conflict over how Japanese should
live their lives at present and in the future. In this sense, ikigai can
Serve as a window into Japanese society, in all its continuities and
transformations.

But ikigai has implications beyond fapan. My second aim is to
show that tkigai is not only a Japanese cultural concept but a crosg-
cultural concept as well, explicating American as well as Japanese
lives. Through ikigai selves in Japan and the United States compre-
hend their most essential link to their social worlds, through it they
find lives worth living within their different societies. In this sense,
ikigai becomes a means of seeing culture from the perspective of its
inhabitants, of seeing how culturally shaped selves use their culture
to comprehend what they live for.?

Tkigai in this sense can serve as a means of understanding Japanese
and American cultures in a fuller way. Writings about Japan some-
times seem to oppose a unitary Japanese culture to a unitary Ameri-
can culture, a distinct “other” as opposed to “self,” “them” as opposed
to “us.” But this is illusory, I believe, As this book’s accounts show,
rembers of different cultures—two mothers worrying about their
teenage children’s college prospects, two young men dreaming large
dreams shadowed by reality’s constraints, or two old women battling
life-threatening illnesses and wondering what fate awaits them be.
yond this world—may in their pursuit of ikigai resemble one another
more than they resemble the vast majority of their own countrymen
and women. This reflects the importance of personal factors such as
gender, age, and religious belief in shaping the parallel formulations
of tkigai for my pairs of Japanese and Americans. It also reflects the

2. As much as possible, I avoid technical theorizing in this book. Nonetheless, a
few definitions, based in phenomenology, may be in order. I define self as “locus of
consciousness,” and I maintain that selves of different cultures, despite different

cultural moldings, may be compared as physically separate consciousnesses experi-
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underlying commonality of Japan and the United States, two societies
that are not simply cultural antipodes, but also para].Iel.rlepresentg—
tives of “late modernity,” a parallel that each of my pairs illustrates in
: . |
mi?l?sof?nal aim of this book is, once again, to explore the questxor;
“What makes life worth living?” In this book I hope to offer, thrt;tug
the concept of ikigai and through a theory of late moder; cu hm;z
based in the self’s pursuit of ikigai, a means 'of comprel‘neg n;gI om
Japanese and Americans make up the meanings of thielr 1:65‘ 1a
trying to link the social-scientific disciphnﬁt of cult.ura an;l rcpr; ogy
to the larger existential questions of phllf)sop}ncal ant 1r0po Obgyé
questions bearing not just upon others in distant, exotic p ac;s, 1;
upon you and me as well. What enables us to expenencehourp xr?}als
worth living? How shall we shape the meanings of our dves-d 1 ZS:M
philosophical questions are socially and cul_tura.tlly rqote , axf}h <
lieve cultural anthropology, as the intersubjet_:tlve science I(() umk
beings, is most suited to address them.? In this book, I seek to make

at least the rough beginnings of such an address.

— i i is diseussed from a social-
ind of philosophical anthropology I advocate is .
sciei;tijfi?itl;lr?dg?)irﬁ by E?nest Becker in The Birth and Death of Meaning {1971),

- 4 e : pn
and from a philosophical standpoint by Martin Buber in his essay “What is Man?
(11938] 1965).



Chapter One

The Varieties of Ikigai in Japan

Hhigai in Japanese Print Media

While living in Japan during the 1980s; | often came across the word
J'.fcigrn': a word that hoth i1|t1'igut‘a| antl p::lz_'r'.]l_‘tf 1. _].'J.]‘.I.'mv.m-‘ cliction-
aries define ikigai in such terms as ikire hariai, yorokobi, meate
{something to ]lw for: the jov and goal of living} I“wfmnuu dlaijiten
1984, t}h,.l and fkite iru dake no ne ra:rfr.f ikite i L;y’}rku ricki (a life
worth living, the happiness and benefit of heing alive) (Kajien 1986,
1wl David Plath (1980, go) las provided a “rough gloss” of the
question “What's your ikigai®" as “What is it that most makes you
feel life is worth IE\-’l'l'I.IF_"I!""“L{JIIF]JHH-.’H{-' opinion surveys o example Mita
1984, 50-66) indicate that Japanese men and women in their fwen-
ties tend to find their ikigai in leisure activities or in future dreams
of work or marringe; men over 1‘!]ir'|'.}-' in work ar in r.'unﬂ}r and chil-
dren; and most women over the age of thirty in family and children.

- A these diefinitions imply, fklgar ma be conceivid of either as the abject”
111‘1[ makes one's lile secw worth Jmunf (ikboal taishol—aones work or family or
dresm—aor as the feeling that life is worth living (kigai kan), the Former heing the
canphasis of this bocole This I]l»rlm.!tl.m is made by many Japanese wrilers on kil
(Kamiva 19500, 15 Kobavashi 1g8g, 25 Sorita 1|]!-_|1 2ok The term iigal seoms Lo
hisve TU'-I'-’]I- connterparts in other |.IIIL,Hqi res: for i‘?ullu|1|1 the Frisneh raison o Gire
sl fue: dh vire seem roughly to parallel ikiga taisho and ikigat kan. But as Kamiva
wrimes (ugSoa, 14-15), kigai 5 less F}lnlmn[dhuﬂ el ore Tnlaitive i ils ooances
Lear are n:.i]|1||:|=lr“lh|E‘ terms in Western |; TR

z, Plath {158q, go-o1} and Lebr (1984, 162, 213, 2160 discoss Japanese ildat
in English, in terms of the life course of the Japanese company cmploves (Plath)
il I||: rneing ol motleerhood in Joapan (Lol

(RS

r_

But when | asked my Japanese friends what their ikigai was, they
cnidd that they had no idea When | challenged ome [rend on his
inahility to 1'::1;13411”1 tor my uestion, he maintained that those ]’]E{_I]'_Jlt_‘
answering the ikigai surveys so positively dido’t know what their iki-
gai Te: ally was. Work and Family conld never be real ikigai, he said,;
t]!L‘ {mh people with real ikigai were a few poets, and possibly
Mother Teresi

How ean this discrepancy be explained? As T will show in this
chapter, the opinion surveys and my friend’s disparagement of those
SUrveys reflect opposing conceptions of ikigai in Japan today and op-
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posing views of how lile should be lived.

The term ikigai is composed of three Chinese characters: 4 (&
(iki) and P (kail. At present, beeri is g:—*:wntﬂy written in hirf:,u_{nmr
(Japanese phonetic syllabery) to form EFJZOUN I refers to life”;
kai is a suffix meaning ronghly “the realization of what one expects
and hopes for.” The term has a long history, appearing as far back as
the fonrteenthi-century Taiheiki, as well as in sneh early twentieth-
century works as Natsmne Soseki’s 1912 novel Kajin (Nihon kokugo
rfm:ﬁiru;l 172, 6550 hut the contemporary [apanese works on ikigai
that 1've studied Siy little about the history of the term or about ikigui
as conceived in the past. In the decades following World War LI
there was considerable debate in the Japanese press us to “whether
soldiers cried out [or their mothers or inveked the name of the em-
peror as tht-_ﬁ.' ];1}.' r.]j.-ing" (5mith 1983, 56, debate, in our terms, us to
whether these soldiers” ikigai (or shinigai: not “what one lives for”
but “what one dies for”) was rooted in nation and emperor orin their
own mothers and wives. Some contemporary writers on ihigai argue
that before the war ikigal was indeed rooted in emperor and nation
and became privatized. rooted (for men) in the advancement of ca-
reer and eompany, only after the war (Noda 1958, 23] but it's diffi-
enlt to know the extent to which such a past was real or has heen
mythologized on the basis of a different present. The only ikizai sur
vey data I've come acriss from this prewar period (surveys of young
conscripls reporting for induction into the military in 1931 and 1940)
indieate that tor many their ikigai did lie in “sacrifice for the nation”




14 The Culteeal Fordations ol Hiei

(Mita 1984, 57). But given the setting in which these survevs took
|Jlilf.!t‘-. their data seem suspedt,

“In the period immediately alter the war,” writes Kamiva Mieko,
“evervone was frantically searching for enough to eat: Prohably no
one had time to think about tkigai” (19804, 273). 1t was only alter
Japan’s economy had begun expanding and its standard of Imncr ris-
ing that (uestions of ikizai began to be addressed; by the early 19705,
K-Irlll} Lwas commenting on the “Hood” ol hooks tlm] articles an iki-
gai (1980b, 11); a decade later, Sorita wrote of the “boom™ in media
discussions Ur:’kigﬂi (1981, 17-18). This interest in ikigad continues
todayv, Bookstores may carry a dozen tracts on ikigai; during an eigh-
teen-month [‘JL‘*ri{:d in 1gdg—go, the J:;-!rj[}[] nf'1||l1.' Jell:.nmu-_'s;:_-' riesearch,
four major newspapers—Asahi Shinbun, Tokyo Yomiuri Shinbun,
Nihon Keizai Shinbun, and Hokkaidao Shinbun—ran some fifty arti-
cles dealing in some way with ikigai. ]

Why this ikigai “boom"? One reason is the increase in life EXpee-
tancy in Japan over the past fitty vears, rendering problematic the
lifelong adherence to ikigai such as work or family, one’s company or
one’s children. At present, men's average life expectaney in Japan is
76,1 years. women's B2.1. both the longest in the warld, From retire-
ment, men have on average more than two decades left to live:
wamen, tollowing their youngest child's u_urlpil_-’rir_:n of school, have
three decades or more (Misawa and Minami 1g5g, 215-178 What
the elderly will do with these extra decades of life, how they will lind
something to live for, is a social problem of pressing importance in
Jupan. _Tilisi is all the more so becanse of the gradual waning of the
three-generational funily as the norm—in 1g6o, 87 percent of elderly
Japanese lived with a married son: by 1985, only 65 percent did (Mi-
sawa and Minami 198, 221)—and #lso because of the ¢ preat inerease
of the elderly in the Japanese population. “Until the middle of the
20th century t‘.-n]_'l,f about v out of 20 ,|il1."-'ilﬂi‘5'i' Wils ovier age Bo, Toscliay
[1983] the figure is more than 1 in 1o by the vear 2000 il will be 1
in 57 (Plath 1g83).

Ri-'Hl:‘(!l'iIlg this pmblcm: I!we-‘.Tl’r_‘r' of the ﬁfh NEWS[LEET articles
about ikigai were on the ikigai of the elderly. Among other matters,
these articles disenss company policies through which emplovees are
aicded in 1:[;11|u1'nlL{ thesir postretirement Ifc.";.{r:j.- the ereation of .!'kr'il_{m'

4B

for the elderly through government employment, high technology, or
munsf'lil!LE centers: Seminars miw:n;ting that old pﬂ{:pif' actively seel
their own r'}.,-,a'u.r,'{- and the strains old |‘n'u]'!|1!:' may leel when bereft of
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ikigai, strains that miay lead Lo suicide.

']"].p pml}]em al linding ikigai in old agre 15 rellected in the ]}]]5_::“['
of the Shawa hitoketa men, those born iy the first ten vears of the
Showa Era (1g26-135). On the backs and work ethic of this g genera-
Hon, which reached adulthood in the decade alter the war, the _I.l[m-
nese “economic miracle” was built; it is this generation which, as the
mocking ]mpu]ur wisdon goes, “can’t dunce, can’t 3{_&'.'11{ English, only
know how to follow orders, eat everything on their plates, and find
their ikigai only in work” (Minpmi 1959, 118-19; also Plath 1950,
1181, When these Showe hitoketa men retive, after forty vears of
devotion to nothing but work, what will they do with themselves?
Can they find new ikigai by which to live, or will they only become
sodai ,F_':t.l-i?rli (“oversize garbage” that a wile lugs to the earb to b tiken
away), nure ochiba (“wet fallen leaves” that stick fast however much
the :.'."ift- ey fry Lo sweep them iy, o TR nm.'!cu (“me-too men,”
who insist on I'n"m'.:ulf their wives {‘\L']"ﬂ'-lll'.‘rf" heause ’r]IL-'\ have
nothing else to do)? The proliteration of scornful labels for retired,
ikigai-bereft Shawa hitoketa husbands illustrates the problem this
generation of men is becoming for its wives, il not yet tor Japanese
society as a whole,

A second reason Tor the ikigai “boom™ lies in Japan's affluence.
The vertiginous transformation of Japan from utter poverty to un-
imaginable wealth is well illustrated by a passage Trom a 1ggo News-
week article on ~Japan’s Big Spenders™:

One aof the women at the Mitsukoshi diamond party [a party given by Mitsu-
koshi Department Store for s best jewelny customers | she wore a ring
worth nearly %= million—had a sister who died of starvation in 1946, The
wife of a real-estate entrepreneur, she still can't shake the idea that Japan's
atfluence is somehow cphemeral. As the Yomiur Shimbuon [ste] wrote, “1t
was only a decade ago \'.]!t"]] her life began to go up. Her husband makes
Money h1. selling lunel, bt she often feels that someday these |paper yven
II{)tES] will again be worthless” Now acavs, when she can't \lL’Cp al ﬂl“lli

“she stares ut the ting and how it shines, and her fear slowly moes away.”

{(Powell 1ggn)
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For many, this affluence seems to have brought not only bemused
amzement, bul also a greater guestioning. “Now thit 1 bve all thie
voods Tve ever wanted, how shall T live?” Recenl Japunese hiooks
discuss “the paradox of afluence” (Hirooka 1986) and “the psychopa-
thology of affluence” (Ohira 1ggo); television documentaries such as
the Shin Nihemtjin o joken (Conditions of the new Japanese) series
INHK 1gg2) call for a reexamination of Japanese values.” Noda Ma-
siakd (19go) has argued tlliif.{ﬂ!i Japan becomes a mass-consimption
society, pwnple CHTL T lmlgz-:i"ﬁnrl the meaning of their lives in so-
cially given goals such as getting promoted or raising children, hut
seek instead anindividaal meaning, This ]‘u}i[‘tlli;l] shilt in values is
reflected in the remaining thirty newspaper articles on ikigai it |
collected,

These articles often conflict with ikigei surveys. Surveys mdicate
that many men find their ikigai in work, " bit several artieles indicate
that ikiget as found in work is insufficient or even dingerons (for
example, Nthon Keizai Shinfun 1ggo, reporting that work as ikigei
[SH 1] ] Il‘:-ll] fas I?S}"{‘Elf]]llgiﬂ_':;ll 11{?‘1“’?55[”” :'. l,J"\Ii_"’l'.'!!rf_:li'l'l:}_.[ fry k;un‘t'_y.-.‘,, ".-"n-'l"ltl!l_:'l'l
most often find #kizai in Tamily and children, bul several articles (for
[;x:uuplt Takuyd Yot Shinbnn 195qg; 1ggo) argne that children
should not be a mother's ikigai, but should be allowed to develop
their own flll][‘]Jl‘!le!-'[It't'. Many articles discuss the creation of ikioei
tor old people by government agencies: but others {Holkaido Shin-
fran 1g8gl) hold that fkigai wmst be found ]:}' ol lwu]__'.n[{-' tor them-
selves. Many articles discuss companies” efforts at ikigai planning for
s.'ﬂ'l]’:|:rj.'rt'.~i: others, however, ridicale this effort: ""l."l."h}' mnsk [}iu}r and

hobbies be thought of within the framework of the compuany? Play
is supposed to be the most imdividual of activities™ (Asahi Shinbun
1ggoh),

o }shiliili [y e i ecommpde mecession i this i yeirs since | o liete my
reseirel there, aod e questioning brovght Iy allluenoe seems of present it
Ower the long term, howeser, Fopanr's alfloence will surely continue, s will oo the
auestioning of el that alllpeoers Lrings with o,

oo A0 reeent Japanese ifzal sveys, Tl often celipses work s nen's most
wicliely heled ietged. My interpretation of this is ol Tendy s dkiza tonds e imdivate
e s sense it !Ell‘_'u et devite themselves 10 '.'L'||r1; i eskiler :,|:||15:-|:|r| thieir
fienilies, ether than that this shoald he devoted] to their Fuanilies as ||i.;|r|-:;-:.-:'n:[ t
wiarl,
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H{z';_{rfi as Commitment o (_.'rm:p
aned ws Seli-realization

We thus see what seem to be c::]ui'1'.-|.:|it'1{1|1_. conceplions of ;'.f.:i:g.r”',
For many months during my research, 1 eonldn’t specity what these
conceptions were, until 1 found, in conflicting newspaper articles,
labels exactly fitting them. The first article, “Thizei—jibun no kanosed,
Laikasasern katei™ | thigat: the process il allowing e sells 13”‘455])”1—
ties to blossom), by I\'nhuy:u\:hi Tsukasu in Nilion Keizai Shinbui, 4
,."‘Lpﬁj-lil.]gﬂ, matkes this statement:

Some people say, "My work is my ikigni.” But these prople arc conlusing

hatarakigai [the sense that one’s work is wortly doing] with ikizai [the sense
that one’s life is worth living]. Some people hald that getolwi [“gateball,”
croquet, the stereotypical pastime of old peaple in Japan] or raising chrvsan-
themums, or writing faiku is their ikigai; but that's just esobigai [play that
is worth doing|. not #igad [life that is worth living|. Real ikigai is more thar
that, . . .
3 People can foel real ikigai only when, on Hie hinsis of personal oaturity,
the satislaction of varions desires, love and happiness, encounters with oth-
ers, and a sense of the value of lile, they proceed bomvare] sell=realization
[ jiko jitsugen | {abivashi 1ogo)

The kev to Kabavashi's definition of ikigai in this passage is jiko jitsi-
e, the foreign-sounding translation of “self-realization” or “self-
actualization” (Kobuvashi eites Abraham Maslow, the key Western
theorist of “self-actualiztion”). fike jitsugen is the Tabel we will apply
to the first of onr two contrasting conceptions of ikigai

The second article, appearing anonymously in Nikkei Sangyo Shin-
bun, 2g October 1ggo. is entitled “fosei no kizoka ishiki, ikigai mo-
tome bunsangata ni” (Women's sense of belonging: seeking ikigai in
many areds). " Japan is siiel to be a country in whicl group conseions-
ness is especially strong,” the article begins. “As ['nrupunﬂ [0 men,
who overwhelmingly tend to be “company men,” what sense of be-
longing do women have?” The article then discusses survey data
showing that although men tend to find their sense of belonging in
Wl;_]rli and family, women have more diverse sources of helonging, not
only from familv and work, bt also “enlture eircles.” sports elubs,
ancl ||1li{_;|]1||1;r|1||:.:m| associntions. For our purposes, the importanee ol
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the article lies in its equation of the words ikigai and ittaikan. terms
it 15 iHti.'r{_‘|LaLrLgr;-uH];, Tttatkan mesns “sense of belonging to, sense
of oneness with”; ittaikan is the term with which we will Tabel onr
second conception ol ikigai.

(Titaikan (sense of oneness with or commitment to group and role)
:Illil_jikﬂ Jitsugen (self-realization) are the conflicting Japanese con-
ceptions of ikigai throngh which we ean understand my friend's com-
ments reported at the beginning of this chapter; the surveys reflect
ittaikan us tkigai, and my friend jiko jitsugen, These conllicting con-
ceptions also h{::ll_:l to explain the contradictions in the newspaper arti-
cles and surveys| 1] ikizai is ittaikan, then a wite and mother's ikigai
should be the family of which she is & member, the children which,
by her role in the family, it is her charge to nurture, A husband and
Father's iki;{ni should be the I':quII‘.' it is his role I!i.:e.'i|1|:|[n'1rl anied the
work and company that enable him to do so, Companies should help
]ﬂaul their t-'i'|1]3|:'wvt".' [resent and iture r'li:r'rrnf' Becanse Hnl:hn'{'r-w
belong to their companies for much of their lives, their coOmpranics
1]{1".-'1.‘! !E'H.-L {"ﬂl:'.ll‘:lﬂhlhl[l{j Loy l_ilrﬂ\-"llh'! rEI{“'IIl h]iur[—‘ ][]L[ H[ I_il ]H]'I?_}'ITI}_:]'IE_"Sh
after thev retire. The elderly, especially if they can no longer find
EH‘.‘]I‘.]I]_E_lel:l_EI‘JL'HH in f;lmil}'. should strive to find l’]i-'ll’JTlgim&__{t!{‘.‘{.‘i i gat-
biare (eroquet groups orin old people’s recreation centers.

1 IE however, ikigai is jiko jitsugen, then ikigai as work for the com-
pany is suspect, for that work is unlikely to have been an occupation
that is one's true E;J.lliﬂg: true ikizai can't he found in SeTvine .‘\'i]]]l_‘.l]:r'
as & cog in the corporate machine. thigai can perhaps be found by a
worman or man in family and children it one’s true fulfilbment as a
human being comes from nurturing one’s family, but not, Tor exam-
p]t‘.'if a woman is immersed only in the social role of mother. ffk;'g.'n'
can't be found in hobbies; something like tea ceremony could be
one's ikigai only if one were to devote one’s life to it rather than
practicing it as a pastime. Companies can't provide ikigai; indeed,
nothing outside the self’ can provide ikigai. Tn short, while ikigai as
ittaikan carries with it the priemise that selves are most essentially
their sovial roles, ikigai as jiko jitsugen carries with it the premise
HJ:il'iJlf"[lf‘ is an Imth*l‘]wn;: self more essential than social role)
Ikigai as ittaikan is most fullv expressed (although he doesn't use
the term ittaiken) in a bonk by the Buddhist !'E’:lij__:ttﬂl.‘h leader Niwano
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Nikkyo, Ningen no ikigai (Human ikigai), published in 196g and now
in its sixtee aith printing. b amily is the most common Japanese flr'l_.g:
holds Niwandy, bt the |Lr|11]x shold e o PLLLI. not only for “con-
sumption’ "and relaxation, bt ..t]‘«li' for “production,” responsibility,
and self-sacrifice (196g. 103-5). “The hushand should work to sup-
art his Idrru]}-, the wite _\]umhf 1|L.L|1|1fm| Huie Tierrnie, ]|r.*Tp liesr hieshund,
and raise the children—this is how they can be most fulflled”
{130—31‘!.
No work is trivial, writes Niwano, any work ean be ikf,f_{c.rf; e
s,hnp]y needs to look at the larger picture to see its tme f:itfniﬁt'mu_'u
“Just as swimmers and runners can strive to improve t]u'n records,
so too can the ordinary worker strive to improve his efficiency | .
and thereby create :L.!gm in his work” (zo4)! “Ideally evervone [ie.,
everv man| should find ikigai in work”™ (166); however, those who
cannot find ikigai in work should strive to find a leisure activity that
will provide ikigai (170}, Niwano tells of @ povernment official who
worked as a little-leapne baseball umpire and found his ikigai in that
W;;[}-'I Hs “-'f‘l] as t”. '.'IIT'I:I.‘I_L‘![IIr astronomers ‘l.‘l."ll.“ 1Iiﬁt.'l:}'~'l'!]‘{'ff]. TSR L'l‘JI“i.‘Lq..
finding ikizai in that pursnit (171-74). The elderly especially should
attempt to fine ikigai in being usetul to others, in "di.‘:illg for others
rather than in ]Ju'-.'iug t]Jill:Lr;h' done Tor them” i233). I, however, there
is mo work or service to be |__'|r_=1"r't:|r|||r4.[], 1) f:lTrLE[j,' tor aticl. there is al
very I{J'L\'i' ome’s Liobl w to Iw rlt“\-'t_'lll}l'!t'd as ihizai (245). “A beautiful
ﬂmmt\, "poncludes \Iu'.l.un s one inwhich EVETYONE sacrifices sell
for the o umnl of soviety” (266} the way to find :.ﬁ..'ﬂrri' Wivano holds,

A8 to use up oneself for others {26g).

If Niwano' emphasizes the group over the individual, wH sacrifice
over self-expression in his conception of ikigai, Kamiva Mie ko, in her
Ikigai ni tsuite (About ikigai), first published in 1966, reissued in
1950, and now in its twellth printing, emphasizes the exact opposite.
Kamiya, a Christian and a physician well known in Jupan for her
many hooks, holds that ikigai cannot be found merely by adapting
oneself to a social tole: “However 5_[::::-[1 a mother VO Iy appedr to
be in others” eves, il you act as a mother only from custom or duty

. |'it*ing i mother cannot be vonr real ikigai™ [1g8ou, 50). Indesd,
Some people seek their ikigai in deliberately destroying social stabil-
it}' saiein t|1r[m'in§_5 aside social position to hecome missionanes or in
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teaving their families to become adventurers in foreign lands" (521,
ligai, she writes, is that which gives one a true sense of lite satisfac-
tion; it is pursued not for utility bt for its ownintringic Faseination,
and it is ilhﬂ!)lnh!l}’ individual (7g-51.

Kinmiva's conception of ikigai is coloved by her readings of existen-
tinlism. “Without being conscious ol it,” she writes, “people cease-
|{'€'-'.]‘\, fpuestion ﬂl&'n]wix{*a Llumiﬁh all their espe riences as to what
their lives really mean. . .. If they cannot justify their lives .. they
cannot feel ikigai” (74-75). Finally Kamiya seems to say, the essen-
tial human question is how one finds ikigei i o world of suffering
and death, For Kamiva, the ability to confront death, realizing that
money, fame, and attachments all must vanish, enables one 1o live
with 4 sense of truly being alive (158-59).

Kobavashi Tsukasa's “Ikigai” to wa nanika (What is “ikigaei
a sense Kamiva's work apdated, but with a more combative tone
vis-a-vis the norms of conventional Japanese society, Kobavashi, a
psvehiatrist al Sophia University’s Institute of Counseling. tells his

) isin

readers that a man who is merely a “work robot™—as are most of

Japan's company workers, he would sav—Tas not really lived, as he
may find out on his deathbed (198g, 11, 20). Many eompany workers
believe their work is their ikizai, bat such beliels, argies Kuh.'t\-'u_ﬂhi
are an illusion: “[Company emplovees| work hard, but they close
their eyes o sell-realization, "i]uw believe that their work is G{H roal-
ization, but that is a misunderstanding, They are confident that their
work supports their Lunilies, their COARICS, ]u[mn, st when li'lL.‘}-’
retire it will make no difference to their companies—all many of
these emplovees have been contributing to in their work is an in-
crease in pollution” (53).

If most work can’t serve as ikigai, neither can most hobbies: “You
cannot simply say that . .. vour ikiget is writing fatku. I, like Ma-
saoka Shiki [famed sineteanths century haiku poet], vou quit college
h]l Lh{ SJ.‘I:\'EL I}i hﬁ'fﬂ“, d[lil ﬂlt"ll 'I.\-]H..[l' Htr'I_]UT_‘I_IIIL‘ H'Ttll. LIEtII"I’L‘III{]hIq
and d‘ﬂll;., at thlrh—*-l‘. still manage to leave belind a fabuolons recond
of haiku—only then can you say that vour ikigai is haiku” (216).

hnhll\-’dshl LIUE!: hold that fm |‘||]1, ean be o valid rﬁ:u'm—] e writes of

himself: i it weren't for the love of my family and friends, my ikigai
would vanish and mavbe T would commit suicide” {z14)—but the

-
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Pbasis of that ikigai too is threatened, he implies, by contemporary

Japanese values. Despite Japan's wealth, most Ij{‘ﬂi}l{l don’t feel

happy- Kobayashi asserts, because they try o attain hippiness
through materi: U wequisitions rather than through freedom of the
srit, without which true thigat can never be found (165).

These hovks, with their opposing conceptions of ikigad, show other
contrasts as well. It's perhaps not coincidence that Niwano, the co-
founder of a popular Buddhist relizions orzanization (Hisshd Kosei-
kai) in prewar Japan, uses no Western references (indeed, no refer-
ences at all) and conceives ol ikica ‘1'|ljrl"]'-. in terms ol the sell™s
contribution to the gronp, whereas Kamiya, a Western- eclucited
Christian, and Kobavashi, a psychiatrist. cite more Western than j.11:~
anese references and think of ikizai entirely in individualistic terms.

Tn their different L:‘JilLr{rplmna nf!ﬁrgru. {lthL‘-' anthors seem (o have
very different conceptions of the kind of society that Japan should
become, Niwano's vision is of o demoeratic Japan (196g, 108), but
one in which not the individual but the group is foremost, the individ-
L'I.BI III'.IIIL 5“. I']]'I"[\. "u!l"l'l{'.l[ II]L| ]l'lTli\i"” ['[]r HJE" E_‘EI[JH Ul [IE\ ’-"Tf]'ll['l‘ |l|l[]
his society. ]mb n.ﬁhu and Kamiya's vision is of a4 Japan in which
thL ]]'I_Ll'l'l. IL]!_].;I.I LTl l][l]'\'lll"‘ 5 |.E rl;":l]],-".ql.h[_]l'l 'IIIllII!'J‘["ﬂIl‘d ]!"r ]'Ir{“\H'Iin" iy
conform, a Japan which allows the individual primaey over the group.
To put this cantrast in starkest terms, if Niwano deseribes an ideal-
ized prewar Japan, one with discipline but without militarism and
seeret [1[1|i{!e_-!_ KH!H]:-.-‘,‘-ES]H envisions a sanitized Amercn, withoot
crime, drugs, and cynicism. where people pursue their dreams free

of societ's coercion,

Higai in Japan’s Present and Future

Through their words. these writers are attempting to bring to reality
their different visions of Japan's future. Indeed, onr two coneeptions
of ikigai, ittaikan and jiko fitsugen, are battling it out in Japanese
media and minds over the direction of that Tutare.

These diflcrent comeeplions are apparent in the people 1 inter-
viewed, each discussing swith me for six hours or so ikfgaf in the con-
text of wark. Family, fife historv, and religions beliel. fike jitsugen is
the concept ol ikizai most lorcetully advocated in today’s Japanese
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print media, but the concept of ikigai that many of those I inter-
viewed leaned toward was-itfaikan. A wile and mother in her sixties
(Murakami-san in ¢chapter 5) said that “my ikigai has been my hus-
band since [ married him, and will be until 1 die”; o bank emploves
in his forties (Miyamoto-san in chapter 4} asserted that "m_u. thigai is
miy work. .. I can't separate myself from Asahi Bank: 1 am what I
i h{‘r_‘lm-\vt1 of Asahi Bank, Asahi Bank is what it is because of me,
A smaller number of those 1 spoke with held to jike jitsgen as the
|[_H []_I. -(J-Ell]f:"'lr Hr\i‘}.‘ﬂ! F L L[}”II'.I.-I.'II‘r \'.-!"ITL["T in I]l‘\ I.Ul[ll L ILI.LJ.':TJ -5itin In
cimplct 4V said, "My work can’t he my ikigai, ., . My wife Iam[ chil-
[]"r::u] can't be my PI\I.U“ either, .. . [ want to h.ue an frdin irhmfl,um
pose to my existence] That's the ideal: if 1 look at my own life, it's far
from that ideal.”

But the majority of the Japanese | interviewed seemed to think of
lhl"lr fR!lL_{!.H 11 ILIH B !I!ﬂlf\.{{” LI L% Ill'i'#u'.l‘ Ii'.if"iu'l'__'f"f] ]!'I.[l: LY ..!'I]I]'.I'I.';""I:IUIIHI_‘}
bilaiced in between, A housewile of forty (Wada-san in chapter 4)
im_llf.!, hll“ ':'! I _L|l:]t II:IrI.I'I'”"ﬁ_L Hll‘y ;llll.'l[l‘g. ||...-|.:\ I'I‘E‘!_"I! 'I]'I_"p Ekrgf”. Hl'_l'll_g
tor my family is being for mysell and being for myvsell'is being for my
lamily, T guess T sound like a VEIY dverage pvr‘,nn e 1,,‘{]1.!(: Eren
as an incividuall” A COMpany worker in his tw:ulu'l. said, T poess
this work is my ikigai. T have drewms—1d like to win the |:Jtti_-]'_l..'_ Bt
!'L*u]iﬁli{'zlﬂj.'. oA rock musician torned constroction worker told
me, T like mysell becanse T'm o working hard to support my family.
But 1 hate myvself for giving up my dream, my musie. 165 half and
hall.”

Ohnly one of the Japanese ©interviewed elaimed to lave read about
ikigai except in passing (she had read Kamiva Micko's hook), but
most were well aware ol itfaikan and jike jitsugen, it not of these
terms, then of the ideals of ]n'm_}_| for self or for group. For the st
part, however, they did not align themselves entirely with either ideal
but lived in a state of tension between them. This tension can be
nnderstood llu‘ml}__{]t L'ml.‘i:il:]t'rhlg__: the relation of self to society in
Japan.

Anthropologists have written extensively about the [apancse sell as
group-oriented or sociocentric. Lebra, [or example, writes that “the
Japanese individual seems to feel really alive only when in a group”
(176, 271 “the individual Japanese is not a self-sufficient, autono-
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mots whale but a fraction constituting a part ol the whole” {105).
H;unngln:hi coins a new term lor the Japanese self, .l'-:fIrJI;'r'ir, A person
whose identity is located in the linkiges between self and others, as
apposed to the Western kojin, whaose identity is located within one’s
autonomois sell {Humaguehi 1982, 1085}

As the accounts in this book indicate, Jupunese do possess selves
that are “not entirely sociocentric” (Smith 1gga). I Japanese selves
were entirely sociocentric, Kamiva's and Kobavashi's arguments
would make no sense to their readers, and it wonld be diffieult to
understand how some ol the Japanese 1 inberviewed conld have so
fervently proclimed their ideal of "sell-realization.” But Japancse
sociocentrism, a sense of self as defined by its relation to others, was
also apparent in the words of most of the Japanese T interviewed.
1hla SOCINCE ntmm Iy b in Pt a il intrinsic outg rrovwth of Ltp.nh e
}nn_huduc lmﬂ ('1||I||r‘[* bt alsoin |:f11l iln prr::hl{ t nl ].Lp.nu"\t' itistitu-
tmn.s—f.uuﬂ_'h sehionls, Ltrltip.mluh—thdl serve to mold and pl.l]:l'-.h
selves Lo he sociocentric, 2o molding and 1::}|i.~_-i}|.in_u| that most Japunese
seem to '=1L'{':'|1t B that some Ty resist

In his disoussion of “order in Japanese soviety,” Rolilen notes (eit-
ing William Candill) that whereas American mothers “gencrally re-
&Qm] the child as bom {l{'l}l"lilil’ﬂf sl therefore to he rised (o
greater independence,” j.;p.m: se mothers are “inclined to view the
child as bom asocial with the 1|||11[w[] oeral of child-rearing to he
teaching the child to integrate with others, to become social” (1989,
18} ehilel- rearing  patterns I'J-]'HII'II"L‘-"(] 'I[‘('U]'i!ilj”l\-‘ {1g-20). Early
schooling, with its stress on shidan seikatst (group living), continues
this t’rlli[lfm.m. as o Jtl}_'_ulmr_*m_- |u.k.111|11|rm.k. I!En'mlj__hnul the first de-
cades of lile. As Rolilen writes,

I we look closely at the developmental eyele we find at every stage from
HUF‘iE‘n schaal to {.lr|'.. i |||]1|:;|1.r|]{ nt the same basic ontines reiterated e
the same social lessons repeated time and agan. Shared housckeeping
chores, dress codis, gronp diseussions, patterns of mroup assembly and
mevernent . are relewmed ot cach new e ntry proint. L.mp]mm is tllulm
an stutltlurc]i:r_in::_: the basic 1]::|.L'1it't‘.‘- and e 1lr|L]:-I'H|;1m]l|] thesir ol JI:IE‘.I|!
eations in e contest of slidan seilats. (27

The model of this soeial ordering is the family; however, “wmong
""d“[t*- attachment 35 rarely s cortain or as -'.u||||1[1 teas il is hetween
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parents and children” (31), and enormous efforts are made by com-
[TEIHiI?H o Crente ilﬂl:]_ ﬂl]ﬂtﬂ_‘lﬂ SENsES “I‘I [‘J!‘i[!l:tr_\.-' il.H:i{:l'l]llf‘.“t I.I.III.U'II}\_T.'
their ‘-'””Pl“}"'""-* {Rohlen 1974}, Sometimes these elorts invalve ex-
plicit psychological remolding of selves. Revnolds discusses Naikan
therapy, whereby the patient is enjoined to remember all the sacri-
fices that mother, father, teachers, and employvers Lave made on his
or her behalf, and thus to feel a renewed sense of :.Ir'ulil!m‘]n berveard
them. Not surprisingly, employers sometimes send their emplovees
to this therapy. While sympathetic to Naikan, Reynolds notes the
graffiti serawled and carved in the treatment areas where patients are
left to reflect on their lives: “Completely boring. . ., This kind of crap
is unbelievable™ {1983, 42). Kondo describes an “Ethics School” to
which the owner of the factory where she did her ficldwork sent his
employees. Although impressed by the persuasiveness of its training,
Kondo sees it as engaged in “the disciplinary production of selves”
(1ggo, 112}, a “production” that would not be necessary if there
wasn'l resistance to the "i'.'tﬂ'{u}' i r.'l.tnil}’“ ldf:ﬂlt)_s_{_‘l,-' the owner wis
ittermpting fo instill.

There is an ongoing debate Armong shidents of Japan as to whether
order in | apranese society can best be t?x]‘.lhl.iut![] thire m;{h a4 Ceoltural”
model or an “authoritarian” one (Rohlen 1989, g). Does order
EIETEE ]ﬂ"r|1|'<11'|'|:_-' “from the bottom up” (from individuals” intermal-
ized cultural molding, which thif:-.' view as matural . intrinsie to them-
selves) or “from the top down™ (from institutions’ external coercion,
which individuals view as extrinsic to themselves)? Lebra and Hama-
guchi, as well as, implicitly, Smith {1983, 74, §1) and Kondo {1990,
26-33), seem to adhere to a “bottom-up” model in their discussions
of an jlll['il‘lﬂitle”}' sociocentric Japanese self. Sugimoto and Mouer
{1g82) adhere to a “top-down” model, arguing that Japan is not
intrinsically aroup-oriented, but a controlled society in which the in-
dividual must conform to the gronp or he crushed.

':_'l']'lt’.l'c is a clear link between ikigal as ittaikan and the enltural,
“bottom-up” model of Japunese order.To the extent that the cultaral
model of Japanese “sociocentrism™ dederibes todav's Japan, “commit-
ment to group” will be the dominant form of ikizei, Becanse selves
have been enculturated to be sociocentrie, they articulate their ikigai
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g5 scommitment to gronp.” This is an underlying assumption of Ni-
w;u:'u:.fh' book. There is also a clear link hetween ikigai 'fi.'i",r'f.l'm_ﬁr.\-ugf“
and the authoritarian, “top-tewn” model of Japanese order, To the
E."StETIl'“lhiH Japanese soviocentrisin i seen notas nalurd” encaltara-
tion hut as coerced l.'HIIF[ITI!iiI[_‘n.. “self-realization™ will beckon as the

rormdse of pr—rt'mlud [recdom in an unlree social world, This view is
an underlying assumption of Kamiva's and especially Kobayashi's
hooks: That the Jllalinrjij. of those 1 inderviewed secm connmnitted to
neither conception of ikizai bt to rest Iml.'{'l't;lin|_~. Lietween e
may indicate the partial validity of both models of Japanese social
arder, The 11-':iEEl_1.' tll__F.L]hallli'.xL-' lile Eu-:L'L_‘.', as conceived of ]:ulx' thewse |
fiterviewet, miay lie in the conjunction ol and tension between these
models.

“But Japan may now b undergoing a historie shift in its coneep-
tons of Hﬂ'_r;:ri‘ andd of Lo Best o lives, .-"v.pp;:]'e-*l]li:y'_ [l’E‘_l‘l_{_!ﬂ,‘..';';l_l' e
cades of rebuilding Japan woere most conducive to o definition of
ikigai as ittaikan, but as Japan became more affluent. some began to
qut‘.-ﬂﬁun"l'i'm ideal ol living for the UL, and 1w onew conception al
ikigai emerged, that of ikiged as jike fitsugen. As of this writing, the
newer definition seems to be “winning” in Jupanese articles and
books: thigat as sell-realization s advocated far more than ikigai as
commitment to groap. Bul as 1 have noted, most ol those 1 inter-
viewed did not formulate their ikigai in terms ol jiko jitsugen; Tor
many, ikigai was a |||:L’r!{.>rnf-p]u_~.i|1g their roles at work and in Bunily,
despite ambiguities thev lelt abont “commitment to group,” and de-
spite what the latest books sav about “self-realization.” How can we
interpret this discrepaney®
i~ One possibility is that there is a "1_:1_g_lirm'” Between the ideas set

forth in books and articles and the ideas ol people in their workplaces
an h'\fin_&: rooms. Most adults, bandng grown iy i Japrn in whiclt
ittaikan was an essential value, don't recognize jiko jitsugen. bat per-
hupﬁ t]lf‘:‘r' will, I‘qlrh:tpx Elyes MO g:*m-lr:tli:m will serve as the
bearer rJl-ﬁrE:fJ_fi‘f.n'u,l_{:'n s o new delinition of ikigai and a new Japa-
nese vahe, Wieiters such as E-;':}|'|gn|-:l:| liggil, Hirooka (19861, Shimizn
{193}".', and Oliira Ciggn) argue that f{imm-m't-'. e Better or worse,
feally is creating a new j.'1|‘.u..1||, weakening the carlier emphasis on
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work and praduction and increasing the emphasis on leisure, con-
sunption, and self-realization, 111'1h.111h lesliog Lo a Japanese finture
WA different from its recent |hi‘\l

Another possibility is that the books and articles touting jiko jitsu-
Ei ]| "-'--[” L[][Ih“l]l._‘ Ly I]A'v.l_" II“:]F' H_,Ii_“\. (141 |[] st |]{"[]l]|‘l" 5 El‘ni‘\. Hl]i_'l 'I]
eritics nuy write of self-realization, ot maost [‘lLt}p]l. will ey () ]I'\r!'!_l__n
whether by choice or by coercion, on the basis of belonging to the
group, In 1ggo. the Suntory Company ran an advertisement asking
readers to send in their dreams of what ﬂ'l(":\.' wiontld maost Tike Lo do
in their lives: Suntory promised to fund and film the most interesting
‘?tlf_h [1]1‘;[”] TII{" l!"l:]ll".r is t].lql.i \1“’!"]1[”1] ”IE‘ E[H'I:t'lr" 'A.'A."I]l[H.‘J |I|Il] ]]]H 0ar

her dream realized and publicized, the emplovees of Suntory, as of

other companies, no doubt continned to work long hours nder elose
supervision, living lives far from the “sell-realization” so alluringly
tfl_‘pl{_t[‘d in the advertisement. Perli i these two L"Ufi[lrl[]ll.’_’fﬂl"\ L=
ceptions of tkigei will continne to coexist in all their t :'n.k.lml,v;:.ﬁ.u
Jitsugen connoting, for most Japanese, alluring, dangerous, all-bul-
nnrealizable dremms, fitaikan the quotician, sale, ;1]|v|nJT-iIlr-'.kzru['r;ﬂ|!|-
reality.

Che pter Tren

Individualisin, Community,
and Conformity in the
United States

American Prinl Media Equivalents
to Japanese [kigai

There are. in Amercan Enelish, no exacl linguistic t*quim]r.‘nts tor
ikizai. But there are cultural equivalents—phirases used in American
print medin ronghly ¢'qni\;.'th-.'ul ter the way ikigai is used in Japanese
print media. Phrases such as “a lite worth living” or “that which
makes life seem worth living” hardly ever appear in American print
media, but phirases such us “meaning” or “meaning of life” do ap-
pear, as in such recent books as Viktor Frankl's Mans Search for
M‘Eﬂnfrlg {l1gsg] 1984), A, |, Aver's Meaning of Life (1ggo), Rov
Baumeister's Meanings of Life (1gg1), and Jacob Needleman's
Mongy and the Meaning of Life (19g91). These books discuss “mean-
g of Life” in two different wiys. Aver and Needleman deal with
the meaning of life, o meaning presumably applving to the homan
condition as a whole, Frankl and Banmeister deal with one's oten
meaning ol life, in terns resembling those in Japanese disenssions of

.Hﬂgﬂf. Frankl describes "meaning of life” as e andd individial,

Just as Kamiyva describes ikigai, and Bamneister examines “meaning
of life” us found in work and love. corresponding to ikiged as depicted
in Japanese surveys.

These hooks show that the idea of ikigaf may be applicable to the
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Uniledd States, bt it seems that “meaning ol lile” can't serve as an
American equivalent to the Japanese ikigal kiged is 4 confusing term
fiir many Japanese. “What's your ilcioai?” 15 a iprestion it 1‘;1|;/.z|::{1
L Iriends, a8 noted in the last L'E!:i'][l']’. Bl as onnr interviess [rro-
ceeded wll jlil'ljim:‘.‘ii_* I intervdesed were able to answer Hhe ||||:'.'~Ii|m.
However, when 1 asked the Americans | interviewed, “What, for you.
is the I]'J[-‘El.]lil'lg ol your lite®" thv}' were unable tooanswer Gand in
severil cases were reduced Lo luiki]'t:u; about the f.'I.JII'IL'{E_'v' LS TE T Muul}
Pythen, whose movie The Meaning of Life was for them the main
connatation of the []i:l]'.'l.!\'-[‘:'. This isin't becanse the Amedeans [ inter-
sales of books such

viewet] were uninterested in “meaning of life”
as Frankl's show that millions of Americans are indeed interested —
but because “meaning of lite” seemed for them abstract and difficult
to formulate: it lacked the p]‘.'u'li{.'.'tl commotitions that .I'J'.'jgm' hacl o
many of the Japanese | spnlcu_-- with,

I thus abandened this (Question as @ rmeans ol g:_-ttinlg ab "American
."kf,{{r.ri." Fnsteadd, 1 lenmed to ask, “What 1'1.'E1|.liﬂ|]5hip, activity, pursuit,
or drean is most important to yvou in vour life? What o vou feel is
the center of vour life? What most makes voLr lifer seen wrth fiv-
ing”" The Americans responded to these fuestions almost exactly as
the Japanese responded to “What's vour ikigai " Nonetheless, these
f|lli*5tl'v:}1|5i elor ot L‘f]l'r'l.‘.‘i"!(]l:l(] to sy Arnerican eultural :_-qn:i\.'n[t_-m Loy
fhigai; they don’t lawve the enltural specilicity and salience that ikigai
has for Japunesc.

But this doesa’t mean that Americans and Japanese can't be com-
pun!{] as b thedr enculturated conceptons of what makes lile worth
living. Several of the first dozen Americans | interviewed mentioned
books that Dl sh;tputl their senses of their lives, such as Gail Shee-
hv's Passages (1977}, Rubert Bellah and his coauthors' Hedsits of the
Heart (1986), and M. Seott Peck's The Road Less Traveled | L7,
Reading these hooks, T found that they show the same dichotomy as
j;1|‘.utm‘.5'|.‘. hoolks and articles on Iﬁ'igur'. H]IL!{'I]_‘I.' and Peek advocute
“sellerealizabon” over “conmmitinent to group andd role™: Bellah el al.
advoeate “commitment Lo community” over “self-realization.” In the
United States, then, conflicting conceptions of “how one shaald live”
parallel the conflicting coneeptions that define ikizai in Japan,

I chapter 1, onr investigation into ikizai led os tor jiko jitsepen
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and fttaikan. In this chapter, we begin rather than end with American
gonceptions of “self-realization” and “comimitment.” The analyses in
these two chapters will help us o part 2 to understand the different
eultural vocabularies sed by individial Japanese and Americans in
.:;gm{_rrelmmling their Hves as lives worth living,

Individualism, Community,
and Conlormity, 1950-1ggo

In the United States, the tension between individoal and Lo, lyg-
tween “individualism™ and “conformity” for one who favors the indi-
vidual, “individualistn” and “community” for one who Favors the
group, has been noted by Toequeville and by ohservers of American
culture ever since, “The citizen of the United States is taught from
inrmlc_'!.' Ly r[-*.J_\.' 1o his eran exertions in order to resist the evils and
the difficultics of lite; he looks npon the social authority with an eve
ol mistrust and anxiety,” wrote Tocqueville ([1835] 1ggo, 1g1), and
yet “T know of no country in which there is so little independence of
mind . .. as in America. ., T seems ab fest sight as i all the minds
of the Americans were formedd upon one model, so aceurately do they
follow the same ronte” (263, 2671 Robert Lvod wrote in 1939 that
an “outstanding assumption in American life” was that “Individual-
s, the survival of the Brtest,” s the Low of matore and the secrel of
America’s greatness: and restrictions on individual freedom are un-
American and kill inibative. But: No oman shoold live for himsell
alone; for people ought to be loval and stand together and work for
common purposes” ([1g3g] 1967, Gol. More recently, William O,
Beeman has found two underlving principles of American advertis-
iﬂg: () be i u.]fll',wm]enr antdl -!']::l conform: = F:».-'t*r:-. e we choose one
brand of ]_ir]nid detergent or motor oil over anolher, we are 5L:||.‘rt1_'-.-‘
hEiﬂﬁ told hoath: Vou o are unigue anid .S]'J{_*L'E'rd' anel Vo oare in the
Company of the millions of others who choose this™ ™ (1986, 64).

As these commentators all imply, one canmot think of individual-
:iSI'l'i in !“I.l'l'lt‘:f'i[:“:[i L‘l]]ll] e q'_l.l}ill't ‘iI]'Hlll l:.‘[]ll]]llll[iit}",' H.ll' ey s !I]'J fiiq'l].f.!'r_"
teal relation (Varenne 1977, In social-scientific and popular analvses
nfampﬁmn culture over the st feww dlecudes. one can see this dia-
lectic as o pendulum that swings back and forth between emphasis
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on individualism™ and on “conformity'/“community.” Analyses in
the 1g50s tended to emphasize the loss of individualism in ennfor-
mity, in the wg6oes and 1g7os the ores of individual sell-realization
over all else, and in the lite 1g70s and 1980s the need to abandan
I]}'E}L*rh'n]}hif' individualism and return to a2 sense of community. Let
me now disenss a few of these works.!

David Riesman et al’s The Lonely Crowsd (first published in 1g50)
ane Williaon H. Whyte Jr's The Organization Man (fivst published iy
15560! 1![‘1!1'[_'11’_*1] d shilt in American colture and character in the post-
war era, from {us their works were popularly interpreted ) individual-
isrn to conformitv. Riesman and his coauthors held that the basic
mode ol conformity was shifting in American society from “inner-
direction,” in which “t.-nni'f.ﬁrlnitj.' is tnsured |rj. [the] t{‘l‘.IL|L'|1(.'_u fo ae-
quire early in life an internalized set of goals”™ to “other-direction,” in
which “conformity is insured by [the] tendency to be sensitized 1o
the: expectitions and preferences of others™ (1953, 2}, In this new
world, the internal mode of social control shifts from “myvroscope” to
“radar” (42}, as the source of anthority becomes not one's interal-
ize] parents hut one's peer group and, behind it, the mass media (37,
vofil. The Lonely Crowd was mostly wrilten as nentral social science,
Tt [Ty of the book’s readers—il was a strprise hestseller—saw il
s advocating an earlier. iuner-directed individualism as opposed to
thie nppressive nther-directed l'..‘(’]lli-l:r]II]'1l".' ol America in the mid-
bwentieth cent 1,

Whyte argued that “a major shifl in American ide logny™ was taking
place: the Protestant Ethic was being transformed into the Social
Ethic, “thal contemporary hody of thonght which makes morally le-
gitimate the pressures of society against the individual™ (1957, =),
The Social Ethic includes the “beliel in ‘belongingness’ as the ulti-
mate need of the individual™ (7); ‘the organization man’ adheres to
this ethos as a justification for his existence, Whyte held, and is
molded to it through business-oriented education, corporate norms,

1. Americin media are vist aml cernpiess from vacl of these decadies, Tooks can
b Fonanel that are opposile in I.‘Jll.i:-hJ.iiu fran those ] disenss D ohonse the Fooks |
discuss becanse these svem to e most iolloeneed Anerican comeplions ol pdi-
el ok o over the past loety vears: they soen inost acearately to have citp-
turced the spirit of the decades in wlhich thiesy were e
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md.ﬂ suburban community life niirroring at home the norms of e
corporate workplace. Whyte's conclusions were modulated—*1 do
ot . . . intend this book as a censure of the lact of organization soci-
E.‘-ﬁ"ﬂ (12)—Dbut unmistakable: the individual "||1||_~:t_||’f-g.l'z.f The Organi-

g_n:tim:" (445).

These two books deseribe what may have been the main Ameriean
social current of their age, After the wrenching upheavals of the
CGreat Depression and World War [L many Anercans embiraced the
geeurity offered by large organizations and built their lives around
the pﬁﬁﬂ'ip]{* of “fitting in” to their group. At tlier same Hme. hiowever,
these books owed their influence to what their readers saw as their
rejection of that new American world; iany read them as laments
for lost American individualism,

Some of whal was written in The Lonely Crowd and The Organi-
zation Man rings true forty vears later: certainly the myth of the indi-

widual free of the constraints of large institutions is even more distant

[rom American social reality now than it was ﬁ!rt_'.' veurs ago. For the
most part, however, Riesman’s and especially Whyte's analvses seem
to describe an American world very different from that of taday,
Whyte deseribed the young executive’s litany as “be loval to the com-

pany and the company will be loval to you” (143). The New York

Times recently reported on an executive whose Father had worked
for the same company lor filty vears but who was himsell recently
laid off, telling his college-age son, “Forget about . loyalty. Tl ey e
not going to he loval to you. Don't he ]1;1}.-';|| to them” { Barringer 1gg2 ).
In their book, The New Individualists: The CGeneration after “The
Orzanization Man™ (1gg1), Leinberger and Tucker interviewed the
children of the men Whyte had interviewed and found that they had
Tejectﬂﬂ thie organizalional ethos of their fathers to [rarsne thasir mwm
paths to fulfillment, Difficult economic times have rendered this pur-
suit an unadfordable Tnxary for many, who now struggle to make «
iving with fur less security and affluence than tieir pirents enjoved.

Indeed, although ©interdewed many American corporate ernploy-
ees, I intendewed no one deseribing w world of “helongingness” such
45 Whyte depicted. I Whivte's book deseribes any society today, it's
not the United States hul Tapan: many of the Japanese company
workers | interviewed discussed enforeed corporate “belongingness”
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in almost exactly the same terms that Whyte used. Why does Whyte's
account from the American 1gs0s seem applicable to [apan today?
An answer is sugpested by the first bwo pairs of acconnts in part 2.
The Americans spent their :mnth i worlds resembling "ﬁ"h_\'i_u't;_
which in SH]‘.I.'-FL‘(II::II::,‘III‘ VEurs dramatically shifted in their eultiural pretm-
ises: the Japanese, on the other hand, have lived in worlds that seem
to have retained group-oriented enltural premises over the decades
Spamming their childhoods and their 1ui:]d|td-u}.j|f-.'|.‘i adultlioods,

In the early 1gs0s, at roughly the same time that Whyle was de-
seribing the submergence of the individual in the group in America,
psychologists such as Abraham Maslow were formulating a new “hu-
manistic psychology” advocating individual growth over all else. The
ultimate state of being. for Maslow, is “self-actualization”: “the desire
to become . . . everything that one is capable ol becoming,” in accor-
dance with one’s own internal genius (1570, 46).

Maslow's work had little immediate influence, but with the emer-
genee of the American countereulture in the 1g6os, ideas such as his
cane to be seen as promising individual salvation from the cormption
of American institutions. This is apparent in Charles A, Reich's im-
mensely popular The Gréening of America (1970l Against “the im-
r'.l-[]‘.'Her]!]Ili‘lli of life, the i!'t’:iL'l:'r;]uiit}', violence, and L‘];ILIStI’I:JphL}I[‘JEu
of the American Corporate State” (218), the young, “emergling] out
ol the wasteland of the Corporate State like flowers pushing up
thraugh the concrete pavement” (304-95), offer "a recovery of self”
(5. For corporate conscionsness, "society [and] . - institutions [are|
<. the primary reality.” but in the consciousness ol the voung, “the
individual self is the only true reality” (225). For Reich, this unfet-
tered individual sell was America’s great hope.

In the 1g7os, this “recovery of the self” became the charge not of
the oppressed voung hut of oppressed women (Ehrenreich 1985, gy—
116}, One of the most influential popular books in the “feminist self-
realization” movement was Gail Sheehy's Passages, first published in
176, Sheehy's “passages” in the lifecourse bear a psvehological telos
that she: termed “gaining our authenticity™ “the arrival at that felici-
tons state of inner expansion in which we know ol all our potentiali-
ties and possess the ego strength to direct their full reach™ (1977, 48
491 What this [ursnit of lllifhl‘.]]fiil’.fif_‘_n' meant, bor Sheehy, was that the
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gearch for one's true sell takes precedence over the plaving of social

roles such as “hreadwimmer™ or “wite” (3551 one must move “out of
roles and into the sell™ (364 "Growing in tandem is "."l['lll:l"}' impos-
gible in a patriarchal society. as ours has been,” Sheehy writes (12g),
and goes on to wonder iF divoree might not even be required in order
to grow (208} S||ci_*]|_1.-"ﬁ iclesst] s e indivadonal who doesn'e become
Hstag";mt," Lt who continues o grow. taking on new mrriges and

careers to foster that growth,

Whyte described an American world in which the group, the orga-
nimlirju, took precedence over the individoal. For Sheehy, on the
other hand, not 1J|L[} i the individoal take ]n'r'[‘[*:[e'n['t- over the
: up, but all commitments to TroL and role should he sundered it
they do not further the self’s growth into authenticity. This emphasis
on self-realization continaes to the jrresent, To take just one {:I'luuu}'
examples, M. Scolt Peck’s The Road Less Travefed (1g978)—a book
that as of this writing has remained on the New York Times paper-
ek bestseller list for the past ten vears—holds that “the ultimate
woal of life remains the spiritual growth of the individoual™ (168), with
commitments to others being valid only if they loster stich arowth,

The foeus on sell'in these books is by nesw in Ameriean callore.
'S_.H”'-re'rdi?ﬂ.l'irm. ]:m:u”}.‘ constroed, has long been an American goal,
whether through religious salvation tas i the writings of Jonathan
Edwards) or secular suceess (as in the writings of Benjamin Frank-
lin), What is new is the discussion of self-realization in psychological
terms, The idea that the sell is the ultimate reality, its 1‘:5}'L'hn|ugimll
tulfillment life's highest roal, can be L-ﬂi]ll'_].\i{:d in the writings of Em-
Erson, :1[itl!1|g1]1']|l‘i’.‘;. bt it was not until the 1g7os that this idea was
embraced by millions ol Americans, as the bestseller lists over the
Past two decades indicate. Why might this have eome to pass?

Social eritics offer w number of explanations, Yankelovich (1982)
notes how the traditional “giving/eetting compaet” ol working hard
and sacrificing one’s pursuit of pleasure in return fora stable job and
rﬂmﬂ}-‘ life and a rising standard of living, gave way in the 1g6os and
19708 to the ideq of self-fulfillment apart from commitments to otli-
&rs. He attributes this to the booming American economy of this era,
i time c{urin}_j which many Americany Ledieved their allluence to be
dnatural birthright. Wolte offers a similar view: “The saga of the Me
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Decade [the 1g7os] begins with - . . the thirtv-vear boom” beginning

in the 1o, pios, which Im_a pumpl_nf money into even, class level ol

the |m]hI|[.|.hm| on o seale without ;Hr.LH[] i iy country in ||||~..1[|;|1
enabling Americans to e ngage en masse in what Wolle sees as the
traclitional aristocratic luury of doting on the selt {1955, 272, 277,
Leinberger and Tucker areue that those bom in the fvo decarles
after World War 11, 1e:|red in the purely expressive arenu of the
family, educated in schools that emphasized sell-expression, ane ex-
horted to self-gratification by the media,” formed the first American
generation to “worship the sell” (1991, 236, 2391

But the American emphasis has again shifted. Although hooks ad-
vocating self-realization continne to find a wide audience, this pursiuil
was emphatically rejected in a number of influential hooks in the
late 1g70s and 1980s. In 1976, the same vear that Passazes was first
published, Philip Slater noted that “individualistic thinking is . ..
buill upon the absurd assnmption that the individual can be consid-
ered separately from the environment of which he or she is a part”
L1ge6, 15). This theme was claborated upon by Christopher Lasch,
in The Culture of Nareissivm (1g7g)

Lasch argned that the naveissistic personality, feartul of all com-
mitments and concerned only with the sell” and the attention that
ollers [y it has become dominant in American society, “Ther Anerd-
can cult of friendliness concenls .. a murderous competition for
goods and position,” a t:rm]]ac-tlljmj that “has grown more savage in
an age of diminishing expectations” (1g79. 124). Therapy, which has
“established itself as the snecessor hoth to rugged individualiso and
to religion” (42). is how people attempt to escape this strugele: * Hav-
ing no hope of improving their lives in . . ways that matter, people
have convinced themselves that what matters is psvehic self-improve-
ment” (zg). “In a dying culture, narcissism appears to embodv—in
the guise of personal ‘growth’ and “awareness—the highest attain-
ment of spiritual enlightenment™ {(4y6).

Lasch’s argument was a reversal of Whyte's: vather than inedividu-
als swallowed up in worship of the group, Lasch depicted individuals
swallowed up in worship of the sell Tt seems ditficult to believe it
over a scant twenty vears the United States conld really have shifted
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as pmfbnndll-,- as these analyses seem to indicate. Nonetheless, there
does seem to have Deen i basie shift in American eultural valuations
of individual and group between 1956 and 1979, o shilt that gave
these works, with their [l ik M SEALTES, sch ]u.rplllnr TESONAnce,

A more restrained analysis of shitting Ainerican conceptions in the
Jate 19708 was that of Duaniel Yankelovich, who argued that, as op-

sed to an American cthic ol seli=denial in the 19508 and one of
elt-fulfillment in the 1gbos and 1g708, a4 new ethic was CIETENg in
the 1g80s: “an ethic of commitment™ (1952, 10}, “In the postwar era
it was widely assumed that the problems of production were solved
and that the national task was silnp!y to consume as omnch as we
eould. Inevitably, the cmphasis on consumption led to a heightened
concern with self—the ultimate object of consumer values™ (43). In
...tl'.lﬂ 1g7os, however, the growth of the American ceonomy began to
glow, and American standards of living began to saffer. “What hap-
pens,” Yankelovich asks, “when the fabled growth machine begins to
falter at the very moment that the population’s . . . expectations have
reached unprecedented heights?™ (171). The elash of the psvehology
(of affluence with an economy of restriction necessitated o “stepping
nff ME‘[E![‘.I".H"},' escalator,” brrrning vy from the sell to w new ethic
of “commitment 1o . .. the world” (251-40, 247).

The timing of Yankelovicl's speculation was remarkably bad—the
Heagan 19508 were hardly noted for the sense of social commitment
they engendered in Americans’ lives. Rather, “in the face of a shrink-
g economy, Americans grow ever more willing to mortgage the fu-
ture in order to sustain the illusion of allluence, as 1I{‘I.H—Pl"]'l-i-['rl'llii,
“torporate, and lederal—climbed to staggering levels” (Leinberger
'H-'Ild Tucker 1gg1, 272), Hnt the VESLTTHNE for commitment continued,

s shown by the impact of Robert Bellah and his coauthors 1985
hﬂﬂL Hebhits of the Heart
O Americans, these authors argued, are incapable of speaking of
Commitment for its own sake, so strong is the hold of ndividalism
Upon our thinking. Our religions and moral beliets are culturally ren-
dered no more than personal preferences, unlinked to any standlard
Breater than the self: “The feEning il one’s life Tor mosl Americans
15t0 hecome one’s own person, almost Lo give hirth to oneself . .. bt
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what the ever freer and more autonomons self is free for only grows
more obscure” (1986, 82, The contradiction of contem porary Ameri-
can individualism, Habits of the Heart argued, is that althougl
Aniericans have troulle wrtieulating it, the desire to share their lives
with others i community remains unabated, The book conclides
with acall to retarm to comeeptions of the common sood, to a “recon-
stituting [of] the social world™ (256).

Habits of the Heart continnes to he widely read today. its messase

perhaps appropriate to 4 19gos era that has been called a “hangover™
to the “go-vear experiment in desublimation” of the 1gfos. Lg70s,
and 19805 (historian Fred Sieggel, quoted in Klein 1ggz. 19 As a
Newsweek article recently sumimed up those decades,
Sell-actualizing liberuls have been obsessed with personal freedon Lo the
paint of self-immolation: predatory conservitives have been alsessed witl
commercial recdom to the point of pillage. “Cevveed ds oo™ was the
Hos analogue to the Gos” " Do your own thing” (and the 708" “Yan can have
it all”), Many of the fcons of the Reagan boom are now bankmpt or on
parole. Their most visible legiey is the fi trillion national debt that stands
s a metaphor tor the meral deficit ineurred during the nution's 3o0—vear
sprec. (Klein 1gge; ig-=n)

This moral deficit can be alleviated, e article holds. onlv through
i return to commitment to others, But the problem with this coneli-
sion, and with Bellah and his coanthors’ vision of i new ethic of work-
ing for the common good, is that alter decades ol the pursuit of self,
where is any basis for a common good to be found® A number of
recent Christian hooks ( Baldwin 1gh5; Wilson 1gg0; Swindoll 19g1)
offer a vision of ordered community in which child is to be obedient
to parents, wite to husband, employee to employer, citizen to civil
authorities, worshiper to chureh authorities, and most importantly,
believer to God. But many. perhaps most Americans toduy, are not
Christians in the mold of these works, The United States is o society
of Christians, agnostics, and New-Agers, feminists und housewives.
liberals and conservatives, of whites, blacks. Hispanics. and Asians,
men and women, voung and old, each seemingly with their awn
agenda. How is such a heterogeneous miv of peoples and valiues to
come together to work for a connnon good? To the extent that this
question remaing unanswered, "f::_mummil_&" must remadn o chineer,

Indliviehadism and Cornnnity in' e U§,

Individual, Gro ip, and {?lmug{-}
in the United States and Japan

American print media and perhaps American l.':'l!]llll‘{? at large thuos
soem to have moved, in d{:{:ndf*—!nng swings ol the pendulum, he-
':tquen emphasis on individual self-realization and 1.';'||I;_| SIS on come-
_;'Iﬁuﬂjt-_..-; the same seems true in Japan, albeit with different timings.
'Uudsﬂyfng these pendular swings, however, there still seems to be o
.-Pﬁrgistﬁ‘l]t cultnral emphasis in the United States on the in:]ividu:tl
£ in Japan on the group. In chapter 1 we saw that while “sell-
realization” is much discussed in Japanese media al present, it may
be difficult to attain within Japanese socicty, By the same token,
Seommunity” seems mnch discussed in American media at present
but difficult to attain within American societv. Indeed, il in Japan
*self-realization” seems the all-but-impossible dream and “commit-
ment to group” the quotidian reality, in the United States, “commit-
ment” and “com munity” seem the alluring dream, individoal S€h-
rateness the H\n’f:!]"y'(.[il}" 1'1'.‘11“!:.-'. This is rellected in the words of the
Americans 1 spoke with.

Only a few seemed to believe in the pursuit of self over all commit-
ments to others advocated bv Sheehy; onlv a few held to community
i45 a panacea as thoronghly as did Bellah and his colleagnes. Most
comprehended their lives through a balance of the pursuit of self and
commitments to others (particularly to Tamily), ideas often in conflict
in their minds. “I do love my Family,” & woman in her fifties told me.
“But part of me wishes I'd made something of mysell.” A woman in
her forties (Ms. Pratt in chapter 41 said, “I'm absolutely dedicated to
my children. . .. [But] the center of my life is how T am s @ human
being. . .. 1t's sort of to thine own self be true.” ™ A man of thi ity (Mr.
Isaacs in chapter 5) said, “It's unlikely that 1'd give up my dream” of
quitting his work and pursuing his calling. “But my priorities Ty
‘Change as 1 have kids.” The Americans | spoke with formed a spec-
tum between ideals of “selforealization” and “commitment.” with
:Hlnsr: in the middle often alternating between these coneeptions in
inteq:mﬁng their lives.

But underlying my inlormants’ declarations of what they lived for,
st r*L]['I.E'-]'I-(_‘.:;-J_!]S | i-nn-n'[:*u-'m:] seeméd o compreliend their Hves
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within a frame of taken-for-granted “individualisn.” as most Japanese
secmed to comprehend their Tives within a frame of taken-for-
aranted “gronpism” (Lebra 1984, 204950, 1 disenssed in chapter 1
how anthropologists often depict the Japanese sell us sociocentric,
By the same token, social scientists olten depict the American or
Waestern self as individualistic. Dumont, for example, asserts that in
the Western view the “individual is quasi-sacred, ahsolute: there is
nothing over and above his legitimate demands; his rights are limited
only by the identical rights of other individuals, He is o monad”
(1970, 4). Roland writes that “the individualized self . .. is the pre-
dominant inner psycholngical organization of Americans” ( 1955, 51,

To retum to the labels of chapter 1, this may be explicable through
a “bottom-up” model. As opposed 1o the Japanese language, witl its
shifting personal pronoun equivalents dependent on the relutive sta-
tus and degree of intimacy between speaker and listener (Smith
1983, 771, English has an invariant first person pronoun: “I” remain
17 as opposed to “vou,” regardless of who “I7 am speaking to; and
this may shape selves who think of themselves as 1" apart from their
interrelations with others. But this individieadism nuaty also be explica-
ble through a “top-down” model. Many of the Americans |1 spoke
with were shaped by social and institutional structures that left them
litthe ehoice but to be “individnalistic”: women who seek individual
careers because, given the prevalence of divoree, they can't trust
their marriages Lo sty intact, and men who lewrm, H'l!‘['JEIE,]I CoOTporite
layoffs, not to be loval to their companies but to look out for them-
selves. These Americuns may be individoalistic less throngh an enenl-
turation they see as “natural” than through harsh lessons [rom the
sovial reality in which they live.

Comparing American and Japanese insttutions, it seems apputrenl
that American institutions are undergirded by the American cultural
emphasis on the individual over the group, just as Japanese institi-
tions are supported by the Japanese emphasis on (he group aver the
individual. Consider, for example, immigration policy: The United
States accepts relatively large numbers of immigrants, believing that
they will help society by helping themselves: Japan aceepts almost no
immigrants, believing that they will npset the harmony of the existing
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gpanese group. Consider eorporate salany structire: Japanese com-
jes have based salaries almost entirely on the basis of seniority,
emphasizing group harmony and hierarchy over .llltITﬂf.I]I_..‘J:] ability:
American companies lave tended to reward individual ability. Con-
sider adult education: In the United States, the community college
stem makes adult education readily available to those who seek to

igrade their work skills and find better emploviment; in Japan, prac-

tcal adult education is all ot nonexistent ootside one's CEHTLRTY,
reflecting the value that one should stay loval to one’s existing work

group. Consider health care: Japan has national health insuranee,

protecting all members of the national group: the United States,

holding health care and its financing to be an individual responsibil-

ity does not. These examples involve particnlar socioeconomic fac-
tors, but une lerlving these faetors are the ditferent enltural emphases

we've been discussing,

These different cultural emphases also seem reflected in the two
societies” social problems. Many of Japan’s problems seem traceable
to an excess of emphasis on the group. Individuals may feel so

weighted down by social constraints—the examination Lell of high

school students (Rohlen 1983, 77—110), the long working hours of
-:mmpzm}f emplovees [ Lurmimis and Saito 1gg1), the intimidation suf-
fered IJ}' LROTIE TS af the erperor syslem (Field 1941 'I__ the 1]1|||_1,']'115;
of those who are in any way different—that individual freedom may
.-.;EBE.‘m all but unimaginable” Many of America’s problems seem at-
tributable 1o an L-x{'gntm ol t'!|]]1|’t1|.ﬁi5 o the inlividoil, The Iu'_L{h eli-
voree rute (Hochsehild 1g8g; Lony 1gg2, 42—6s) and consequent
'f.flfdcluring ol the family, the great disparity between rich and poor
(Beich 1ggo), including the corporate executives who are paid sala-
ties of millions while their companies lay off thousands of employees
f'{G.I}'Sta] 1gu0 ) —these Ty by i1|’ff_’q3r:—*1‘ff:| as indivicduals :;:'{-king their
owngain al the expense of the aroup and its harmony,

Problems such as these have led Japanese social erities to deery

2, The problem of i, or Sallving msehonls, Tus been diseassed i handreds
of Japanese wewspaper articles over e post decade, espectallvin 168556 Tn 1oug-
B8 e suicide ol several lafled vonatlis onee again led o media oatery
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the: emphasis on commitment to group and instead encourage self-
readization, and American eritics to deeny the emphasis on self-real-
ization and selfishness, to enenurge :*nmmuriity anel conmmitment. I
the view of these critics, excessive [apancse groupism and excessive
American individualism have led to social disease. whose cure is to
emphasize the other, unmarked pole in the cultural dialectic: Japa-
nese individualism and American groupisri.

This can be seen in Japanese and  American conceptions ol

“America” and “Japan,” Japanese conceptions of self-realiation are
influenced by the ideas of Western psycholagists such as Maslow,
and in a larger sense by ideas of "America” as a land of individual
[reedom. American conceptions of community and commitment oy
be influenced by the emergence of Japan in miuy Americans’ minds
as u group-centered nation that “works™ better than the individnalis-
lic United States. This was depicted by Halberstam (1956) in his
account of the American and Japanese antomohbile industries and the
trivipl of the latter over the former in the 1980s. Just as some of
the [apanese T spoke with seemed to think of the United States as
a land of individualism vnimpeded by social pressure, some of the
Americans I spoke with seemed to think of Japan as a land of Zroup
harmony, free of American “me-first” selfishness (Johnson 1gg1;
Feinbers 1ggs).

Linked to these different conceptions o “individual” and “group,”
“self-realization” and “commitment,” are the economic situations ol
the two societies. As we liave disenssed (hut see also Yamazaki 19587
and Bell 1976), Jupanese and American theorists maintain that
economic affuence leads to the enltural valuation of self-realization,
economic diffienltes to emphasis on community and commitment.
Japanese self-realivation differs in ts meanings from American
selfrealization. as Japanese commitment differs from American com-
mitment; the analysis of this chapter and the preceding one clearly
demonstrates this, as on 4 more personal level, the accounts in part
2 will also. Nonetheless, it may be that our collective dreams of sell-
realization or of commitment are due, more than we wish (o FELOE-
nize, to the rise and il of figures on economists’ charts, .

Chapter Three

The Comparison of Japanese
and American Selves

The Relation of Print to People

1In the first two chapters. we looked at what Japanese and American
print media siy about what one should live for; in the chapters to
come, we will Took at the acconnts of some of the Japanese and
.ﬁmET'il:'Lllls I interviewed and the Wilys 111 which l]u.‘_\ L'nllll‘.lrt‘hL*lld
their lives. In this chapter, | consider the relation of print media to

the E:eui'r][: | E]m]u-' with, outling how 1 conducted Interviews aned

fashioned the accounts of part 2, and set forth a theory throngh which

to- compare Japanese and Americans in theic puesait of a lite worth
ving,

What is the relation of the ideas expressed in Japanese and Ameri-

-ean print media to the ways in which Japanese and Americans con-

eeive of their lives® Most ]'.n:-'nplt', it seems, don't much think abouat
What most mukes their lives worth living, whether in terms of “self-
tealization” or “commitment to group.” Indeed. when I asked Japa-
nese, “What's your ikigai?” or Americans, “What's most impaortant to
Youin your life?" many claimed to have never thonght aboul such a
thing before. Towever, as they spoke about themselves over the
Bourse of our mlerviesws, il became ¢1]::11;|.rvnr ot r|w.l'~' T l.hr}nghl:
“about such atters, but in more conerete lerms than my guestions
addressed, Tn statements like, “My kids mean evervthing to me,” "1
Wish T conld quit my job and do something 1 really want to do”

41
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When i play ing iy miitar, that's the greatest leeling in the world!”
anel 1 pray to God each day to make me o better person,” we see
statements nf'ikigﬂi that seem [rarl ol the l]ilill'n.' and weekly thoughits
ol the Jupanese and Americans I spoke witl,

The books and articles discussed in the first two chapters, as a
Sl“iL“. I_‘Jii!’t “l- J-'LI]{LTH;‘S‘:‘ Ell]d_ .'aﬂ“f;"ri{_‘.'ll.l'l ks rll{-'i]ial, ll!“-t!] SllllpL'tl 'LHH!
reflected the cultural vocabularies of those 1 interviewed. {'}n]}-' o e
of my informants claimed to be directly influenced by books such as
fkigai ni tsuite, Passages, or Habits of the Heart, Dt all sharved witly
these books common ways of conceiving of sell and world. The [ap-
nese thought about ikigei in terms of their personal dreams in con-
Junetion with or in contradiction to the obligations ol Family and
work; the Americans thought about their lives in terms of the pursnit
ﬂfSu[i:ﬁl”m:m‘nl, tr*mpt‘l‘t'd lb}* love For and a sense of r[fﬁ]}m]ﬁfhiiitj.'
terward Family and community.

Those 1 interviewed comprehended their Tves through the con-
ceptions availuble to them “in the air™ of their cultueal worlds, bt
they did not do so unthinkingly. Rather, they actively chose those
conceptions thiat most enabled them to sense that their lives were
worth living, and they reformulated those conceptions in order 1o
mintain Hhat sense vis-d-vis the world around them. Althougzh it's
Hnpossi ble to unravel the direct relation of mass media to the WiLys
in which the people 1 spoke with comprehended their lives, it seems
clear that both media and selves are ereated by and ereate an ever-
shifting eultural vocabulary. one that shapes selves, but that is also
shaped and manipulated Ty selves in their efforts to make sense of
their lives.

Methods of Interviewing
anil Himl}ing Aceounts

I conducted interviews in a city in northern Japan, September 195¢-
November 1ggo, and in a city in the western United States, Decem-
ber 1ggo-July 1991. These cities are similar in historv and ambience,
but the most compelling reason for choosing them was that | had
friends in both. For the kind of intensive interviewing 1 songht to
undertake, it wouldn't do to bottonliole strangers on streeteorners,
iploring them to answer my honrs of questions, Instead, | lad my
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ﬁ-_{f‘l‘ldﬁ introdues me toowovariety of diflerent lwr:p'(r the_-.; lerieswe, el
ﬁén used these peaple to introduce me tooothors, and those people
v still others, antil 1 had interviewed a wide rnge of different Japa-
nese and Americans.

. My choice of informants: thus I:mnpn.l;t'{i no randon !-;;me];-“; |
sought only to interview a Llj'-.*r.-rsit}-: of Japanese and Americans who,
1 Loped, would candidly tell me of their lives. Almost all apparently
;]Id In all honesty, T doubt that T ':t't'UIJ]Ll tell a stranger as much as
ﬂ'[l,,‘,}’ told me; T'm grateful to them for their trost. My own motives in
H_ﬁmniﬂg Wereg 'I’_'l{!lif f'l'l[]”g]l—-] I]:![l r["x["ill'{‘l'l tia l:i?]lﬂ!ll{'t. HI h””]"l I
'ﬁli'ﬂi;'ted to write—Dbul why did these people choose to talk with me?
One motive might have been simple kindness to an inguiring
stranger: “Sure. Ul talk with you. What the hell!” Another motive
might have been to be listened to, As one Japanese woman told me,
"'I"Ilnri}? hushand. when | try ey Fall, st ]:itrk.\ up lis TEAWE PR Y kids
just say, Mon, Pve al ready heard that story!” But at least vou listen,”

i ,B_i'a}'ruml this, those :i[}[]f-c::- with told the ﬁ.lnr}- of their lives not just

to me, but to themselves. Most seemed to weleome the chanee to

_-'vefbale.r reconstinet their lves, to see what those  constrietions
looked like. And finallv, many may have desired to see themselves in
“abook: even il one’s identity is disguised, and even il the T ik merihy

Cmathers dust on library shielves, who ol ns would not sant to be i
print, in some sense alive bevond ourselves?
- Tinterviewed Rftv-two Americans and filtv-two [apanese, of vari-

ﬁ'lﬁagr_a oecupations, and worldviews, in amvwhere from two to five

W0 or three-hour sessions.’ Most interviews were conducted at peo-
PIBES ilumem bt also sometimes at work, in E*:up!‘l',' t:ur‘puruh! conler-
‘ence rooms and clussrooms after the school day, and sometimes in
'i'?gffﬂﬂ shops and restaurants. All Japanese interviews were conducted
in Japanese, all American interviews in English, Although my Japa-
nese is grammatically far from perfect—I learmed Japanese on the

- L The Japanese Tinterdewed ] meludiad company eanplovees, hoosewives, refir-
e, lahoress, beachers, Trditional cealtsmen, ilI'I.l.ll refigions devotees: the Americans
A _I_u!ierl teachors, policemen, reseavch scientists, atheists, fervent Christians, juee
i Wsicians, writers, o number of Afrcan Amedoans: Astan Amercans, and Latinos,
._EE'-‘_:I.GL"VL-:NI] gays andd Teshisms, Thise whose: accomnts appear in parl 2 represent onlby
AStall swatch of thase 1 intervewed: given limitations of space, 1 can inehide only
Wfew of the muny s of geeonnts Dwonld like to e tlwrntfr'd
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strect rather than in the lungum_{:—! classroom—iny listening compre-
hension aid ability to ﬁ‘[HHrrH.IIIEE'.'ll.E‘ WETT t'nlin']lk' ullx'iiuulr fiir 1y
it e, '

In the interdews, 1 asked (1) questions about work, family, and
present life (Do vou like your work? Wonld vou work if vou didn't
have to? Are you happy vou married the person von married? Tell
e about vour children,” ete.); (2) questions about ene’s lile up until
the present (“What mest stands out in vour memory from when yon
were o child/in vour teens, twenties, thirties? ete,, branching oul to
COVET ONe’s J_;f'(ﬂu-.lr.'l.] picture of life: “What's been the |‘|el]1[1if':«'t."'.*:11£|rl|‘5{

time of yvour life?"); (3) questions about one'’s envisioned future {(1F

all Vo dreams came troe, what kind of life wouold YL e i{*'.li]ing':'
What kind of life do you hope/espect to be leading ten vears from
now '} and about aging und death ("Are vou afraid of getting older?
Of death? Do you have any religious beliel®); and (4) questions
about ikigai ("What's yvour ikigai® How has it changed over the
I'n.'l-.‘:ll‘h‘l!}" ete To disenss ikicai with Amercans, T asked, “What rela-
tHonship. activity, pursuit, or dream is most fportant inoyour lifi?
What do vou teel is the center of yOour lite® What most makes VOur
life seem worth living271 Althougl this was the general Tramework
ol my questions, each set of interviews was different in length and
|'L*.A:E'rtig and evoked different fiestions o st each [ETson s life,
il'l[’]ll;-_{]liﬁ, e :]:—-__qr-m_* of [Htll_l.;l.:_‘jr_JLl}jll.n’;‘},'.'i.

| t':lpL‘—J'L't:L'.lrdL‘d cach interview. Following each set of Japanese
interviews, 1 wrote ont o preliminary English translation and then
{'l.:TIipih.*d an |1r]t1|‘—!{.~||;_§. eelited J;ii:-'ﬁn[*ﬁ[? interndew h'J.]_:{a which my
wifie (whe is Japanese and o professional translator) and 1 together
worked up into a document in English of some thirty pages. | edited
and transeribed Amerean interviews into documents of similar
|H||g1'|1 and tricd to ]'].‘Lir el with o ]up:mtest' counterpard 2 Later,

2. | sommetiones tried o pair m inforoaots ioadvasee T sk ey Amedenn
[riends, for l“'LilrII|.l|L‘. “Thi i Yenowe ol w vons i i his twenties wWith o< al
dresms 1 might interview?™ Lo omatel o Japanese 1 interviewed. Bat this ellort was
nll|;-r' :I'-'m‘l} suctesstul; most often, 1 ]::lirc:ti inlorrmsinly n:|||_'. after | had i_-|_||;||'_||utf_1n;f
interviews. In this sense, the comparaliliee ol Japasese anl Aperican sceomts in
this boak doesn't afse from iany elibsirate dttesmpl on oy part o find comparable
Japanese and Americans; rther, these pairs emerged from within my ool of a i
ehrind Japranese skl Amerienns chicsen miore or less ]|:1J1!|;12.;-r|||_l.
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'I'edited each pair of interviews down Lo the accounts appearing in

2.
I chose the nine pairs of accounts of part 2 tor their compelling

pature and for the kind ol E‘Ittre{nll:ﬂ and enltiral Comparisons l‘hE}'
‘make I]:]Siiihh.'t_ It was a diffieult choice, and my selection has been
;@mwlmt arbitrary. The people portraved in this book, it is im-
; griant to remember, are not cultureal representatives, 4 weight thg}.-
can’t fully bear, but individnal selves. Thus, 1o take just one example,
the young Japanese woman portrayed in chapter 5 is more conserva-
tive than many Japanese women ol her age: while she is not entirely
atypical, it would be grossly distorting to see her nol as “Nakajima
Yuri” but as “a representative [apanese worman in her early twenties.”
.{iude.ed, I struggled to include in the hook a less traditionally minded
Japanese woman, but the pairings within the nirative sequence of
the book didn’t work out.) What is true for her is true for everyone
in these pages: they represent only themselves. At points throughont
w]mt follows, 1 rpuoke hri{‘ﬂ}' From interviews with other informants,
as well as from mass media, in order to gain a broader view of the
issues being discussed.

- Iregret that 1 can include so few accounts. 1 also regret that I've
I‘lﬂ.d to edit the accounts in [mrl 2 %0 :lru:;tin.'u||}'—--I'w* included less
than a tenth of what was actually said. The reader won't see the
ﬂ{lgfﬁﬂj narrative ‘\'l‘![{l]f."![lf:l" IJI-H'IJF e rnaews ';1.]1It \’n'[]ll’f SEE III}' ql]ES—
tons within the accounts, What this means is that vou who read will
bﬂ u“ﬂh]c tey ﬂlj}jrf']ﬁ[ﬁflt] 1']”"5!‘.' T]f'r:l'['.llﬂ,x .'li.‘ﬂ.‘['fl'l.'ll'lﬁlig.‘; HI‘I t}I{"I'I'IS[;‘!l"n"II"!S
exeept through my reaccountings, My editing is necessary to make
_l“hi_s baok readable; bt it comes at o [arices v will knew the I‘.IEHIJ[i_-'
I'spoke with only through my own intrusive editorial hand.

This leads to some key questions. Can Japanese and Americans be
compared as 1 seck to compare them? More specifically: Can a con-
cept such as ikigai validly be used to compare selves of different
Cultures? Can personal accounts from selves ol dilferent caltures
.@ﬁjﬁﬂg different Languages validly be compared? Let me briefly
_ﬂlﬂ_ﬂress each guestion i barn.

The basic definition of ikizai in Japan today is “that which most
“_'J_lﬂkﬁs one’s life seem worth living” But ikigai may also be defined in
A analytical, cross-cultural sense as “that which evokes one's deepest
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sense of social commitment,” in that “what makes one’s life worth
living” inevitably stems from one’s social world. This is true of both
commitment to group and self-realization: whether one’s ikigai is
one’s family or one’s art, one’s company or one’s dream, one’s spouse
or one’s God, one is projected through these ikigai into relations
beyond the self. Tkigai is the self’s formulation of what makes life
seem worth living in terms of its most essential commitment to its
social world. Part 2 depicts this sense of commitment in the lives of
a few Japanese and Americans. :

In this sense, we may indeed compare Japanese and American
selves as to ikigai, but the accounts of part 2 are not transparent
windows into selves but constructed texts. They are texts on several
levels. First, the interviews involved not selves but self-presentations,
socially exchanged (Goffman 195g; Linde 1993, 3-19). In a few
cases—the most spectacular being that of a murder which irrevocably
shaped my informant’s life, as I learned only later—those I spoke
with omitted crucial information. More often, their self-presentation
was more subtle. As a young Japanese woman put it, “I wonder if. I'm
not saying too much that ‘sounds good’ in this interview. However
much you want to tell your honne [true feelings], you also want to
make yourself look good.” ‘

Beyond this, the interviews involved people answering my ques-
tions rather than speaking on their own terms; their accounts were
thus shaped in ways that they themselves might never shape them.
Furthermore, my Japanese accounts were translated, and all accounts
were edited, both processes being inevitably distorting, Through the
process of translation, half of my informants are made into beings of
a different linguistic world, incomprehensible to themselves.®

I tried to narrow the gaps between texts and selves by coming to
know many of those I interviewed over an extended period apart
from our interviews, and by allowing those I spoke with to criticize
and correct our interview tapes and my edited accounts.* But this is

a. For discussions of the essential impossibility of transtation, see Whort {[1941]
1988) and Steiner {1g97s). For a fuller discussion of the textual nature of life history
accounts, see Watson and Watson-Franke {1985, 46-50) and Ricoeur {1979).

4. Six of the nine Americans whose accounts appear in part 2 received edited
typeseripts of our interviews; the others received cassette tapes of interviews. The
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no guarantee that my accounts bear an accurate relation to their
selves and their lives. It may be that my interviews are accurate rep-
resentations of my informants’ self-presentations, and yet in fact bear
no real relation to what they think about most essentially in their
lives. The unresolvable question remains: What relation do these
texts bear to selves? I don’t know. The accounts that follow portray,
I think, real people in all their complexity rather than stick-figure
embodiments of the questions 1 sought to have answered, the theo-
ries I sought to formulate. But this is for the reader to judge.

A Cross-cultural Theory of Ikigai

Assuming, then, that comparison of my Japanese and American infor-
mants’ accounts of their lives and ikigai is indeed valid, what we now
need is a theory through which these accounts may be compared.
The question of how selves comprehend their commitment to the
social order was asked by Max Weberjearly in this century: “The real
empirical sociological investigation begins with the question: What
motives determine and lead the individual members [of communal
society] . . . to behave in such a way that the community . . . continues
to exist?” ([1925] 1964, 107). However, anthropologists have not gen-
erally dealt with this question. One reason relates to what is perhaps
the most widespread concept of culture in anthropology since the
1970s: “an historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in
symbols,” “a traffic in . . . significant symbols” (Geertz 1973, 89, 45).
This concept stresses the public nature of culture, culture not as
found within the self, but as transmitted between selves. As Harris
has discussed, this concept implies that culture within the self is un-
knowable: “While public, shared concepts must help to shape private

Japanese all received cassette tapes; four of the nine also received hour-long edited
tapes of their interviews translated into English (but probably only one or two under-
stood enough English to comprehend the tape). 1 urged my informants to read or
listen to what I gave them and communicate their mpressions; many did, offering
minor corrections and suggestions for disguising their identities. As this book was
being written, I wrote to all those appearing in part 2, offering them the chance to
examine and edit their accounts. Although I've received a number of friendly letters
in response, no one has taken me up on this offer.
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‘experience, it remains doubtful whether anthropologists have means
for gaining access to that experience as experience. . . . Hence, claims
that we can know what it is like to be a self in a different society
arouse skepticism” (1989, 6o1-2).

On one level, this caution is well taken: the anthropologist can’t
enter the informant’s mind except through the social act of speech,
of dialogue. At another level, it is questionable. Wagner, in comment-
ing on Alfred Schutz’s phenomenological sociology, has written that
“even the socially most stereotyped cultural ideas only exist in the
minds of individuals who absorb them, interpret them on the basis
of their own life situation, and give them a personal tinge which the
reporting anthropologists so often ignore” (1970, 17). In this view, it
is the analysis of culture as public which may involve assumptions on
the part of anthropologists that can’t validly be made, for example,
the assumption that cultural ideas shape selves without being shaped
and reinterpreted by selves and thus made selves” own ideas.

The starting point of Schutz’s sociology——Schutz’s reworking of
Husserl’s “phenomenological reduction™—is the subject who experi-
ences the world (Wagner 1gyo, 5-6). In Schutz’s words (from his
1940 essay “Phenomenology and the Social Sciences”),

This world, built around my own X, presents itself for interpretation to
me, a being living naively within it. From this standpoint everything has
reference to . .. the situation in which I find myself here and now. The
place in which I am living has not significance for me as a geographical
concept, but as my home. . . . Language is not a substraturm of philosophical
or grammatical considerations for me, but a means for expressing my inten-
tions or understanding the intentions of Others. My social world . . _ is ar-

“ranged, around me as the centre, into associates ... contemporaries . ..
- predecessors . . . and successors. . . . All this is self-evident to me in my naive
life just as it is self-evident to me that the world actually exists and that it is
actually thus, as I experience it. (Schutz [1940] 1978: 135~36, 137)

These words sound commonsensical, but they carry broad implica-
tions. If Schutz’s starting point is to be taken seriously, then culture
must be investigated in terms of the self’s life and relations rather
than in terms of larger cultural concepts. Culture can only be investi-
gated “from inside the self out,” not “from outside the self in.” In the

spirit of the above passage, I will begin my analysis of Japanese and
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American accounts with the concrete personal worlds they reveal,
not with abstractions about Japanese or American culture.®

Schutz provides a large part of the analytic foundation 1 seek;
Francis Hsu, in his “The Self in Cross-cultural Perspective” (198s),
adds to it. For Hsu, “the meaning of being human is found in inter-
personal relationships”; what is needed, he argues, is a “delineation
of the individual’s relationship with his world of men, gods and
things” in terms of “intensity of affective involvement” (27). How
does the self, considered cross-culturally, order its affective commit-
ments to its world of others? If from Schutz we take the analysis of
the self in its own concrete situation, from Hsu we take the idea of
systematically analyzing the self’s social commitments—its circles of
competing ikigai, potential sources of life’s worth.

From Walter Goldschmidt's The Human Career: The Self in the
Symbolic World (19g0), we gain two more elements for a theory of
ikigai. Goldschmidt argues that “the idea of prestige, the recognition
of individual merit, is the very soul of the social order” (1gg0, 31).
This assertion touches upon the question, “What do selves seek
through ikigai?” They seek, as we will see in chapter 6, a sense of
personal significance, of mattering, of being needed, appreciated, or
recognized by soreone or something beyond the self. This sense may
be seen as the subjective reflection of the social accrual of prestige,
broadly defined. Furthermore, selves do not seek significance as cul-
turally molded automatons but as culturally shaped shapers of their
lives: “Individuals are not passive actors, but persons with private
agendas, with constant concern for their own symbolic meaning
which every social encounter has the potential for reshaping” (19go:
202). Selves, Goldschmidt argues, and I argue as well, make strategic
use of cultural conceptions and social negotiations to bolster their
senses of symbolic worth.

On the basis of these ideas, I offer this cross-cultural theory of
ikigai in a single sentence: As the products of culturally and person-
ally shaped fate, selves strategically formulate and interpret their iki-

5 A similar view is taken by Watson and Watson-Franke, whose phenomenologi-
cal stance in interpreting life histories “refuses to enforce constructs akien to the
individual life as it is refated” and thus “brings closer an understanding of subjective
expérience in a culturally defined experiential context” {198s: 13}.
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gal from an array of cultural conceptions, negotiate these ikigai within
their circles of immediate others, and pursue their ikigai as channeled
by their society’s institutional structures so as to attain and maintain
a sense of the personal significance of their lives.

We examine this theory at length in part 3, but let me now briefly
explicate it. A given self is “the product of fate” in that it is shaped by

the particular family and larger culture—TJapanese culture, American -

culture—in which it has lived. On the basis of this shaping, the self
“strategically formulates its tkigai” in that it comprehends what it
lives for through its use of cultural conceptions in its social world,
including mass media. The self “negotiates its ikigai with its immedi-
ate others”—spouse, children, coworkers—in terms of how it defines
its deepest senses of commitment vis-a-vis those others, which are to
some extent in competition to be the object of that deepest commit-
ment. ITkigai is “channeled by institutional structures” in that the
structural principles organizing Japanese and American societies en-
courage or necessitate the self’s pursuit of its deepest commitment
down some paths and not others. Finally, the self “attains personal
significance through tkigai” in that ikigai enables one’s life to “make
sense” within the cultural frameworks of meaning offered by one’s
society: ikigai is the self’s culturally shaped meaning of life.

We can flesh out this theory by looking at some selves, composites
of people I interviewed. Consider a woman who has a husband and
a small child, lives in a nuclear family, works at a part-time job, and
likes television dramas. This woman may feel discontented because
she must devote so much of her time to taking care of her husband
and child; a part of her longs to make work her ikigai, but she also
feels a deep sense of responsibility to her family.

This woman may be feeling ikigai “pressure” from all of the vari-
ous others in her life. Her boss says that he will promote her if she
will agree to assume more responsibility at work. Her child cries
about being taken to a day-care center: “I want to be with Mommy!
Mommy doesn’t care about me!” Her husband is upset that her work
keeps her away from home in the evenings; he’s insecure about her
devotion to their marriage: “Which is more important to you, work
or me?” The television dramas she watches endeavor to “hook”
her on their plots, to make them the focus of her daydreams; and her
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daydreams of a different life indicate to her the inadequacy of her
present commitments. She must somehow negotiate her ikigai be-
tween the circles of others that surround her.

This woman uses an array of cultural conceptions to justify to her-
self and others her ikigai, She may use “self-realization” to justify
taking a promotion at work against the wishes of her family, or she
may convince herself that her true self-realization lies with her hus-
band and child. She may invoke “commitment to group” to explain
the necessity to stay home with her family; or she may use that con-
cept to justify her work: “The boss says that without me, the company
would fall apart, so.. . .” If this woman is American, she may formu-
late her ikigai in terms of the gender ideology, held by many Ameri-
cans, that women have as much right to a career as men. If she is
Japanese, she may argue that since her hushand is inadequately per-
forming his role of supporting his family on his earnings, she herself
is not obligated to play the role of being primarily a housewife.

This woman is subject to institutional channeling. If she is Ameri-
can, she may think more seriously than her Japanese counterpart of
getting promoted at work or of getting a divorce, both possibilities
being more institutionally ingrained-—more objectively likely possi-
bilities, given the structures of society—in the United States than in
Japan. If she is Japanese, she may be channeled into devoting herself
to family and home, because of fewer opportunities for promotion
at work and because of Japanese tax laws discouraging two-income
families. American institutional structures will perhaps allow this
woman more opportunity to find ikigai in work, whereas Japanese
institutional structures may channel her ikigai into family.

If this woman is fortunate, her sense of significance will come to
be aligned with the ikigai she is culturally, socially, and institutionally
encouraged to hold; for example, she may come to find ikigai in being
a devoted mother in Japan or the United States or in being a career
woman in the United States. If she isn’t so fortunate, her ikigai and
significance may come to lie more in her dreams of a different life,
dreams that may make bearable the social reality she must live within
but to which she doesn’t feel her deepest commitment.

Consider now a Japanese artist, a man in his late thirties with a
wife and two children. The happiest time of his life was when he was



52 The Cultural Foundations of Ikigai

in art school, in his early twenties. There was no ikigai contradiction
for him then; he could devote all of himself to his painting and to his
dream and ikigai of becoming an artist. By his late twenties, he found
himself employed by a design company whose work he considered
meretricious; his painting remained his ikigai, but he felt enormous
pressure between the demands of his job and his desire to paint. By
his early thirties, he had quit his company to become a freelance
designer and had married. He was blissfully happy; he threw himself
into both his work, which he saw as being essentially linked to his art,
and his relationship with his new wife. His twin tkigai of work and
home, art and love, were perfectly and harmoniously balanced, he
seems to have felt.8 At the time he was interviewed, however, he had
grown weary of the crass demands of his customers, who wanted, he
felt, trite, boring designs, and also of what he saw as the increasingly
conventional values of his wife, now taking care of his small children.
He could paint now for only a few hours each week; that he had so
little time to paint, and that his ambition of becoming a great painter
seemed less and less likely to be realized, filled him with doubt as to
the meaning of his life.

The dominant cultural conception shaping his ikigai is that of
“art”; his studio contained many folio volumes of the works of great
artists, and he would sometimes lovingly leaf through them as we
talked. His dream is to become a great artist, like Goya or Picasso,’
and to express through art, as they did, all he comprehends of life.
This is the significance that he seeks in his ikigai. But the people
around him have different ideas of what he should live for. His wife
seems to say to him, “Look, you're not an artist, but a husband and
father!” She may dislike the cultural conception of “art,” preferring
instead commitment to work and family as the value by which a

6. Ikigai, as described in chapter 1, is generally a single commitment, and
throughout this book, I will analyze it as such. However, as Kamiya maintains (1g8oa,
88), ikigai may involve a balance of commitments. A few people I spoke with, not
appearing in this book, told me that they couldn’t prioritize between work and family
as their ikigai: both were essential.

7. American readers may find this man’s artistic tastes odd, but there’s nothing
unusual about 2 Japanese artist invoking Goya and Picasso, just as there’s nothing un-
usual about a Japanese music-lover admiring Beethoven. Western art is in general as
widely admired by Japanese as it is by Americans.

Japanese and American Selves 53

breadwinner, husband, and father should live. His present custom-
ers, too, seem to have litle use for “art”; they may see him as a
businessman who can make a good living for them and for himself if
he will play his work role with the proper commitment, instead of
dallying with art. One may imagine the conversations that take place
when his customers call (“We're not asking you to paint the Mona
Lisa. All we want is a sign!”), or when his wife sees his earnings (“You
mean, after being at your office sixty hours this week, this is all you've
got to show for it? We can’t pay the bills with thist”).

This man is institutionally channeled in an urgent way: if his cus-
tomers leave him because of his concern with art, he wor’t be able
to feed his family. He is thus routed to concern about money, having
money being a fundamental institutionalized necessity in Japan and
the United States, and also to see this as his male role, vis-a-vis the
nurturing familial role of his wife. If he lived in a different society,
the rules might be different: his art might be subsidized, or re-
spected; his wife might work and leave him to paint while his child
was at day care. But he doesn’t live in such a society, and so he is
paying a steep price for his devotion to art, a price he will continue
to pay (unless he is very fortunate) for as long as he makes his art the
source of his significance.

The foregoing sketches show how this theory of ikigai may be ap-

plied to actual lives. Let us now, in part 2, look at length at the lives

and accounts of some of the people I interviewed. Then, on that
empirical basis, we will return in part 3 to this chapter’s theory.



Chapter Four

lkigai in Work and Family

Mivamoto Ken'iehi (45}

{1 had been fold that Mivienoto-san ' had the reputation of being
difficult to work for, being furious when work did not go exactly ac-
cording to plan. T was thus surprised by his demeanor: he was plup
and jull}'. a bald and beardless Santa Clans. T et him ot his company
apartinent, his wite serving us tea andd snacks. After ene interview, 1
showed the tbwo ol them the book on ff-:i,l_{m' that T was ﬂ‘:l.tlfl!:-_;, inli-
cating that the typical and appropriate ikigai of men was work, of
WOHTIET, E.i.il'l'l'il_"}". The two of them beamed at this confirmation of their
own ikizat. |

Iwork Tor Asahi Bank: 1 like iy work: [ nsually get to the bank at
seven-thirty in the morming: | try to finish by eight at night, though
sometimes i takes until nine. The bank is now telling its ff]]]r.llf_b}-'{_"t‘s
to leave by eight, bul people still stay late. We've gol te be more
efficient! | can finish Iy 1‘igll| il 1 work more {-‘fﬁ(_:]-l.“lll'l}'. I 1 tried to
come home by seven, I'd have to work really hard, but if it were just
once g weel 1 eondd do it H:l.xi]:l.'.

I T had more free time. 1 don't think Ud know what to do with it

1. Thiesiallix =5 in Japiiiese s 1:4]|::ix':|]vn1 for ol "M e " o] “Mes” in Fnalisle
Onee, again, all mmes used in this hook's sceounts are psendonyms, and all aeeomts
e I vargos wans disgoised, o protect e identities of those whe spoke with e,

F
Tl
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L1 came home at five every day, Twouldin’t know how to spend my
tinae 1 like my Jife the way it is, Since last vear, Ehier Dol Tl i v
:l-n work week. W hen 1 first had H.Lhminm off, well, vou get used o
bt e Fiest 1 didn’t know whed tode, Nowe 1 Il.‘ﬂJLI]]_"- read books or
[J!'tu_'t"l{_':-' gnfl-, bt 1 don't know il they're what vou conlel ¢l hobbies,
[ am interested in the aneient |ﬁsttﬂ'}' al Jupan, bt s
| don't think it's necessarily good to work until late every night. |
ihﬂ'l‘t tlil‘.“l: 'it‘q |".|“.'_] ﬂ':lr 'n.'[]“l]'-r ['.Hl[]]'jh" i ||'Ll"r:1' ]Inl'ﬁ]!i!‘\ al% I‘\.".'i.']] s
work—cars, English lessons, going out on dates—Dut voung people
seem to feel that they're being made to work rather than working
lecatse ey want-to; 1t wasn't like that before, | get angry at the
voung workers here: 1 get angry at them so that they can grow. 1 tell
them that il T stop getting angry, it' Ihnean Pve given up on them!
When T wake “l’ i the morning, I never feel that 1 don't want to
o to work, 1 feel, * Do 1 feel like
a cog in the corporate machine? Well, of course I'm a cog e bank
is i ]}1" l]l'-'-r LI'II?.-I_[I_”'I.I ‘L‘LT'lrl' ”'I (1} :|:||||_| [‘“'ll].tl ]lﬁf L].[J‘]]L !J‘III [‘]H:I‘L"l"\ 1L|bt as
well as by me—but while 'm working, 1 believe thiat withaut nie the
bank :_{ml{ln t sumvive, As long as VO unrk._ v ve gob o belicyve that.
Uit s seclion ehiel i o Band branch, thivd Fronm the top. | have

Tve Tot r:n-.an harel aTin l:'I[Ll‘-.'

relatively heavy |':-5]1:||1'|5ihi]ih'. baet inn thier cped T still o COE. A In';;{ cog

turning litthe cogs. Each individual is a cog but all cogs have to mesh
-:umull:]'-. inn erder Tor the ssheel oy o
".‘l. bt 4 ':fnru] {or Asalii Bank is !_,nl;l{| |{‘1r me, 1 Asahi Bank Lias lll;ll",h

';I.dll.lh LUITI[‘}II:*(! to other banks, T have ]|11_|h status too, 1 the bank

makes o big profit, UL get a share of it Sinee 1 earn my living from |
the bank, unless it becomes better, my life won'timprove. I the banke
stops making profits and can’t pay our salaries, it’s becanse we laven't
worked hard e u‘:ugh I ean't separate ||::-.'£::![|- Irom Asahi Bank: 1am

what | am because of Asalii Bank, Asahi Bank is what it is hecanse of
me, [ goess Priooa troe corporate warrior [Kigyosenshi]!

The retirement age here is fift-five, though we can stay until sixty at

reduced pay, | tluuk VIl quit at F1fh. five and find anether jub, bt 1
don’t know vet. Tm nol too *Mull{.tl about my life after relirement.
Bt if T eonldn’t work anymore, it wonld be diffieult, 11 had no work,

was tough. T the oldest son. 1
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]d]mw_* {0 HPt_‘LILl Frrewe o oy |JUL]!J'-. 0 dmltg n{’JI'.I'If‘1|1]1'lJ'_l| I wanted to
dﬂ{.bu-l'\. iy wonld b o ]l:r]n].u that would bea problem) My wife
always Lc 15 me that those who don't huve a hobby tend to go senile
after they retire. | think 1 still have enough time to find some kind of
hﬂh]-?"r betore then, hut 1 have to prepare myself, .

If | were seventeen again, would 1 take the same I::Li'h I've taken
i my life? 1 think so. 1 lile my worle though 1 don't know if the
bﬂ"]‘ wionld lake e :IlhI]!II But I'd vo tor t'uill_-:fe' I wanted to o hut
Copuldn’t—1 Tmm'tl the bank alter high school. My father died when
[ was eight; he'd been a prisoner of war in Siberia, and died alter

-.-_gj;:tml.'mg back to Japan. Tsaw my mother so throngl a lot of hardship
Cwhen 1 was a child, Alter hie dicd, shie started a small store, but life

lived with v mother until | got
married, and since then she's been living alone, ina privite old peo-
gples home i few hours from here. | think she's happy there. | visit

hEr Oree L"\'{‘I’\- L ".[‘;l]‘r or ‘i(]—-[ f].(}l] t 'irﬂ THATes t}i’ft‘l] ]FL—"(.;I'I.]'H[' I’ m

(an undutiful son [oyafukal rather than hvmuw I'm busy with work!

#
I"l.{" ;L‘s]\l!l] l|ll. ol ]["1 (N Lk ]'L'Il“"r"- Irql.lt_'g.”ll[lth ]I-lI?l‘.IHIJ.‘:._ .\-]'II(_["' .Hllt" |1|,1.‘1Tt1

called, 1 guess she's doing OK. .

This is 1 thirtieth year with Eh[* bk, For those i|11rh veury [ve
never been late for work or tiken a sick leave: I've really liked my
WEI_’]\. The one thing T haven't liked 1s the trinsters, By the time von
get nsed toa new place, vou get translerred again. 1 eouldn't properly
‘o the new work at Brst, and T felt like Twas 1 borden on others. Liv
now, I've given up on this aspeet of work; vou just have to live with
it. H'}-'nn rehsed o teansler, I\;un'ti be told to it the bank.

I ot married twentv-two vears ago. | met my wife through omiai ”
'::It'S safd that with love marace, Vonr love ends l"'."" the time yon
‘marry, but with “arranged marriage,” love grows after you marry. 1
Buess that for each of us the other is like air: we need each other. I'm
'.impp}' Lmarried my wife—1 was lueky that T met a good woman at o

2 Omied is sonetioes glossed s “arranged maeriage” bt ivs moie aecurilely
efined us “matelimaking™ o mae aod @ woman are introduced Urough an interme.
Atliary fror 1he proepesses of mureringe, bot edther one can—and olten does—deching, to
B0 o other miad mestings st varons people Beforms deciding oomary ooe of
them, Mivamoto-san bl several sueh mee tins, he told ime, belore meeting and
Warrying his wile. For a discussion of miai and venei (Clove marriage™ in contenpHi-
Ty Japan, see Edwards 198, 5970
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apad] fime. (No. she doesn't work, She skays home. cooks. does hep
hebslsies, o}

My son's w college student. 1 don’t think he'dl follow ny path; he
wanls to be a eivil servant. 1 think he likes the idea of ]L"l".'j]']L the
ollice at five Every r;LD. [ won't oppnse him! 1 he wanted Lo ipuit
college, 1'd oppose htm but he doesn't have anyvthing else he wants
I;L_}_]]ur.‘:.m:—hc:, like me. [",Ia_} he it'd be better if he did have some-
thing—music, sports, anything. Only a few people can make a living
by doing something they really want to do. Most people follow an
f}l'f!f[iilr}' l'i';l“l, i_IlII:] ]'}HL'T}T'I.H_" L‘{JIIII}HH:I.' \'A."(I]'l’{[!‘l".‘;. }ki\ K00 ]'il‘l“".".'.‘; ”lﬂt;
maybe that's why he wants to become a civil servant, the least risky
path of alll

I'm very happy with my life now. It's been good 1o see the young
‘r\-'UI'kL'J'S II'I.'L' {r{l[[]t‘Ll l][‘!’(.’f]l]]f" 1‘[|"'"[‘ﬂ !J_';{‘L.[ hil!lk {‘I]'Il'.ll“‘l'l."i"'f‘ﬁ. H”I.l"_' ]I_E,U."i-"
attained a higher position than 1 have; 1 feel prond of them. 11 lived
as 1 live now until 1 retived, and died af Highl}'. wionld 1 feel on my
deathbed that my life had been good? Well, it's impossible to be
completely H;LLI%I]L d: 1 just Em]_w I ean die with r:-ni'-. a little regret,

m]mh]\ Il feel regret that |wasn't a filial son to Yy ||1[1th'1 When
[ was voung, 1 gave her lots of trouble: Twas self !:!ntvwd, and made
lier worry abont me a lot. Sinee U'm the oldest son, 1 should have
acted as o substitule father foe my vinmger hrothers, but | couldn’t.
I don’t knew how my mother feels about this. I've never talked abont
it with her. 1 don’t want her to remember sad things, bring up bad
memories. - 1 think it's hecause © had to go throagh hardship when
I owas a child that 1 could work al the bank for Thl'rt'-. VEars without
[eeling that the work was ard, 1 mv Tather hadn't dlied, mv character
I:Ing_,llt have been v v difterent. \1.11.|:-L it's bien gond h}] me, but
even now 1 wish 1 im:i a tather.

P ordinary person living an ordinary life, 1 was happy when
iy som was borm, bat theve haven't been many ups and downs in my
]I{P‘ Hl’_‘l]'lﬁ_| l;]i'l]'l“q'.n ]'1 |J'|'_\“'|LT ]1:[]3]]'\ =} ".l"l'l.h“ll'!. ”]I!I]L\ tfhkt "q.‘n'l_'ll ] {]”['I:L
have any desire | iur ru_]»,vnmrv [ grew up walching my mother go
through hardship—1 can’t be adventurous, because the poverty of
|I]_'I. [,I]!j[”"l[](] 15 hf.l” ‘n‘n]ﬂ] TR,

The bank has r[!ﬂl]}.' taken care of me during iy life, and T owe
the bank for that—it's natural to feel that way. If someone were to

T
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it the bank to do what he himself wanted to do, ' consider him
selfisl, Bul mavhe my way of thinking iy old-lfashioned, Until now.
Peuph‘ like mie have contributed a lot to Japan's development, but
fl‘ﬂl'ﬂ TIOAW O it Y be dillerent, N pe n:}|:-]:-= jire tl"'lil'l'l"-"' abonul in
pe ol leisurs” LJ,rrJLr.l ne jidai|—times are changing, Mml:r that's
not badl. If people work less, Japan will be able to join the rest of the
world. T the past Japanese Ih:!r_]]_jlrr_" worked twelve hours a day while
Penlﬂc in other conntries worked eight hours. 15 we can pnw;- wir're
still competitive working just eight hours a day, we mav really be able
ko say we'te superior as a race | jinshu 17 We'd e able to spend time
on leisure: we could recover our lunnanness [ningenrashise| Japan's
economic power may decline a bit, but that's not bad, What we lose
in economic power we'll gain in some other form. |, . The Pacific
War wits the L point f[]rj.kp.m; I remember I:hum_t :|:1j.-'.‘i of hard-

(ship. My generation wanted to escape that low level of existence-

that was the driving foree of Japan’s development.
I gresw up in a Buddhist iy, but I have no :I'F:IE interest in reli-

gion. Women tend to believe in religion more than men—inen have

work to give them psychological support, and women usually don't,

so thev turn to religion, || don’t Teel seared of death, bt rrl.Lu]:E* I'm

still too young, When I die [ die, that's all—I don't think there's any
life atter death, Mavbe I'm afraid of death; maybe in bwenty vears 'l
believe in life after death. Tsay I don't believe in religion, bt in the
bottom of my heart 1 may be seeking re ligion, even il it doesn’t ap-
pt-.ir on the surface: uhnhv evervbody is like that.

What's my ikigai? 1 guess in my daily life l[l- my work—I'm a
umi.,ihnlm [lvrm.l’m."un.!f.fm]r I don’t think my wile feels lonely—she's
used to it Since I was voung 've been called “man of work” [shigoto
fingen|: 've helieved that all iy nourishment comes from work—
my ikigai, my knowledge, the econamic hase of iy life,

When 1 look at my subordinates, 1 ean tell their ikizai, Some work
with passion—their ikigai is their work, For others, T don't know
what their ikigai is, but it’s not work. Among our new L.‘Irl[’]lu_‘r’l;‘l_‘}j.

O3 By Mrace” (nelud, Mivamoto-sin seeos o mmean what Americans thiok of
nation.” My Japanese think of “Tapaneseness”™ intevns both of dwee and nation,
Foneeiving of the Japanese “roce” and sation of Japan as one and the same,

i
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tewer and fewer seem to hold work as ikigat, The sense of onenesg
In_'il]l 1H.JF'-“.:.'”_-'.I’_'f!-T_':" iy ﬁu_]ing_ Young p{_-'n[lli' seem to [eel that the ecome-
pany is omly where tl |F, earn money; once thevre away, they don't
want to think about it. My generation was dilferent. We were always
thinking about worl, that's nll we ever thought about. That sense of
onenes 55 with the company is essential! We must create that sense of
oneness! Unless there's the sense ol oneness among workers. the
company won't prosper. We have o educate voung workers to be-
come hard-working employees who will be nseful for the bank.

Pete Murray (52)

(I met Pete Murray at a local restaurant for three-hour breaktasts
on several oceasions. He is a young-looking fifty-two. clea rlv happier
talling about Hying than about feelings—but the latter came tum-
bling out despite himsell. as his aceount reveals. At our first inter-
view, he siid, “Have you read that book Passages? You don't need to
interview me, my life is exactly like the book!” When lus omelet ar-
rived, he smothered it in salsa. declaring, “All pilots like Mexican
Toseael! 7}

P pilot for Continental Airdines; 1 like my work, though it has its
days. The thing that mekes the job maost 1‘:]15Lﬁ1|r‘.ﬂ|i{' is the crisw you
have. At my age, it's difficult to relate to twenty-vear-olds. Some of
them are wise bevond their vears, but others, von coulid tuke their
LO. with an air gange! With a crew that's a little older, 1 don't have
to wiorry about what's going onin back. When a pussenger’s rde, |
hear about it: the crew comes up to vent theirspleen. . . Passengers
have changed. Twenty-five vears o, wormnen wore hats and gloves
on airplanes; now thu wedr T-shirts with vulgar savings on them.
Hecentlv, a passenger came on with a lirge bag, and was told he'd
have to stick it down below; he told the stewardess very explicitly
where she could stick it I told him, "ﬂ'_\'uu:rrl goine to ride on iy
airplane, vou're going to apologize to her.” This absolutely did not
]’t:L]'.I].'J{-‘JI when [ started out with the sirline. .

As lor the technical aspects of [ving—well, after thirty veurs of

ments; it's instantaneons. lu the air,
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doing .1m'|]||1|4? Vi1 can mstlee it look easy. But il's hlllglnng, hecause

11 pim_‘ m lnlll]]'-. Vi hecomie o frert ol thal machine, We talle while

we fly, about sports, women, whatever, It yvou're always listening, If

you hear a thump (mavbe the Hight . attendant 1]1!3]711:'11 i Pepsi), ev-
ervone tkes eve contact, vou Lin ck everything, scan the instru-
; [ don't think I've ever been
pored. 1 once saw a video where a psvehologist was asking pilots what
they liked about Hying, The best this one pilot conld sav was the

SUNTISES. There's _|1J'~l HHJIH'!EI!H” about it. 1 have no need to L *,]»:\n

diving omn 54lt11TLL1_'+\ for excileme nl—ay work i3 :_-\ut1||:,_‘_
I was on strike for two years. Continental was once a world-class

airline; Frank Lorenzo decimated it. He bonzht Continental in 1951,
sina hostile takeover—the previous president of the company alleg-

edly committed suicide. We went on strike in September 1483; it

went on until September 1955, I'd been a captain, but after the
strike, they used their new hires—I flew second officer, It only huort

them, it didn’t affect me, I'ma captain again now, There's only u few

of us old-timers left; two-thirds of the airline’s been hired since 1953

A couple of vears ago. the average nge of the mechanics was twenty-

three. They had ineredible lnek, not to have had an accident. .. . This

airline is [uui}]:‘ uss it's not just an assembly line vou can Lu_;u all to
hell! 1 don't think Frank Lorenzo ever understood that.

The new auy |ii‘0l.1f-1'f1t in to hewd the LAY i much better, it
he's kept the same middle -management people, who we ki e

n't il'll\1—t]'|t"n re stretehing their spolts into stripes, |L'|;|['J.[|t!'-r trving
to look like zehras. Continental went into bankruptey last vear; Frank
Lorenzo left us with this hnge debt Toad, and we can't make the
payments. These days people find out you're with Continental and
t]'IE}-' ive vou o hard time:; Ht:u'lt!irlu; in line at ."i.-||'[-~.-.-';t_\', il yo're in
vour anilorm, ]!E:'ulﬂl' malke {||'511+l|‘1l:__{i1|§_[ comments. It nsed to be that
people wonld sav, "Oh, my aunt Hew to Chicage with YOI nnee—it
was waoridertull” Older airline people will tell vonl that betore 1950,
Continental was [rrittier, but then it became an im!ua‘lr'.. juL‘v M-
agement now can only sav, “Hey, we're the best!” You get all the
hype, the rah-raly, the little seminars they give on sell-esteem, 1 look
at Continental people on the employees’ bus, and they look at their
feet. Other wirline o mplovees, they're peppy. hright- faced. None of
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the other companies have to give seminars on sell-esteem! 1 really
wonld like Continental to get better. Some of that is selfishness—if
they fail, I've failed.

My wife and T are in our second marriages; 1 have two children by
my first marriage, They're now twenty-six and twenty-three, | don’t
know what they're doing—my son sends me a card every Father's
D:‘n and Irlrthdrw with no return address. Their ||1ul|]tr i5 a very
controlling person: I think she manipulated their minds after the
d]‘r[]rf.[.‘-. T]IE! ]\1{].\ WETE t{'_‘ﬁﬂ.:l.}__“f_"l'b r'ht‘l], U!{:l t‘.lif]llll-j]l L l‘;]][l‘ﬁ." |:H “{*Tr
but. . . . My marriage had a wonderful [acade. but it eroded from the
mqu]e That's Iunhrl}:h my Fanlt—we ]':n]nt\. are task-oriented; that's
why we make crappy husbands. Being task-oriented eliminates emo-
to. I was L.Iughl that emotions get in the WilY: Vil Can Tt e up there
with something going wrong saving, "Oh my God!” Be in absolute
control ni'}'mlrﬁpll'—my nli]il;lr_'l.f 1nu'r||'n'L_{ 1':||1§__r!]|f me that, but women
liate it!

It's :I'f_";i[h' I:nngh that 1y kids don't commumicate, | don't think 1
wais i b father to them. Twasn't a dmnk, L didn't beat anvbody ap,
Ity strange. My d;lLII—T]'Il'L'l' wianiled sy, You were never |'|n||1{- for the
holidays,” but [ can get out my lngl}rmlc and see that T was home! My
S0, Whi:]] I left, said, "'»"ﬂn LhLl voni talee ull the IILH]].{-“',"" and here I
wits payving his mother two hibnsand dallars & nionth G 1 hiad a
thonsand dollars to my name when I left! Their mother warped
them—don’t even get me started on that!—she spread so Iy lies.
You see in the paper where some gy wha's blown his former partner
away is [}L?irlg drigoed away in the police car—I can understand
that, .

"-‘lr"h'n th:I I ever marry such a person? Damned if I knew. T basically
said, “T've done this ttll.{i this, it's time ko it married,” H}nn 't asked
me then il I loved her, would spend the rest of my life with her, I'd
have said, “Sure”—that's what you're supposed to do. T was a gond
Catholice ].:U:-.'; [ l]ni’r goang to mass whien | frot x[—qmrated, becanse the
community shunned me. [ said, “Tt this is guud—tirnes—ﬂnl}i, who wants
to }‘.nt‘im'ly; to that™ Tt was the women involved, a bunch of SCrEWY

WOTTIETE ]':rr:lh-'t'tillg their assets,

T
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1 married myv second wile in 1583, She carvied me for 2 long time,
gave me mor: k[ monetary support while 1 was on strike, Am 1 100
percent sure that my marriage will continue? Well. go percent sure.
Onee vou've been there, von realize how Tragile it is, ., What's maore
important to me, my work or my Fnily? My wite s probably most
important toomes And vet, when | strap in to v, that's what's most
jmportant. Iean't just kiss v wile in the morming and be hack for
supper: Fm vy fwelve, filtcen ditvs a0 month. Mavhe a woman who
lhas to sleep alone half the time doesnl like that, My danghter said
that she tever knew when T'd be hiome, | thomnght gl did—miayhe
that was just iy inability to understand children. Now, when I'm
away, I talk to my wile every nizht on the phone. It's good to stay in
touch. .

Marriage is muel more difficult Tor me than work, 1 can jump up
in my pajunas and fiy: I've done that in the military, woken up in the
air. Maybe 1did my frst marriage like that; it was, “You find some-
hody, have children, bring the money home. . " Bot those are just
the mechanical aspects of raising a Lunily, not the emotional things.
Nowe 1 work on the emotional side. 1 like o hang om to this lady!

In 1041, when 1 was foar, Y pairents wy mted o con me into & l.|xI|:II=.,
the small bedroon in our house, and said T eould live any ml]]paprr
I wanted, T took one that had airplanes all over the w alls. Later, 1
built miodel 11|~111L‘-, that's when | !L.;I.”_'k first dreamed of Hving. When
Lwas in ninth grade Twrote inomy litle school vearhook essay that 1
wanted to be an airline pilot; T got my own plane when | was in high
sehool, ;..

I don't have a college education, 1 lunked out nf collese took e
test to be an air foree rjli‘i'if_'t"l': wenl in, did pretiy well. Ij[]itl.{.*.:] Conti-
nentul in 1968, 1 expected that that was going to be forever, keep
moving up until vou retire; then here comes a whole new nperition,
airling managers who are attorme vi, MBAs, that just squeczed the
guts ot of the airline. The |::ﬂ..t[t‘| that you once had, von come to
feel verv careful with; Vi hald a Tittle t:gl:tt-r to vourselll T spw this
wonderfil workplace ubsolute v destraved by one mun's greed. Lile
isn'| |Lll bl T dicln't vealize !h.lt nntil | was in my forties, from 1
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marriige, from Frank Lorenzo’s hu:-.'tng the aivline: he eame ;llung‘
the sime vear my marriage broke up. My wile anderstood right
HWELY Jie wa wl;;llt she was: She said, “Yon're coing to lose _1.'nllrj: il
That's what she was alvaid of, losing this ]i[i*sl‘.}']c. Shie fonmned some-
body who made as moch as T did, and of  she went

There's tremendous uncertainty in this work. My wife wonld Jove not
to work, but the day | say, “Go ahead and quit,” T might find oot on
the news that the airline’s shut down. You have 1o o eviery six months
or year to the doctor—he can say, “Uh-oh, yvou're all done.” [ 1 show
up with a heart murmur at my next ll]l:‘,.-'h'i{,':ll, nexst time we talk Tl
sav, “Yeah, 've got a glass business.” As a pilol, vou've gol to have a
business you can do on the side, to quiet yourself. . .

In a way U'm alraid of retivement. You think, "Gee, just eight vears,
what'll T be doing? But I probably won't retire at sistv—I can Hy
Second Officer, .. Tm building my house now myvsell. Tve never
been afraid to try something new, so U'm not worried about what 1
can do, it's what I weant to do. | don't know: 1d like to visil 1y [riends,
travel; T think of the pL*{-i‘.l]t" el like Lo pen i note o bot never do,
the books 've got stockpiled but never get to.

Do [ believe in God? T guess so. T don't know. 1've had all the
thoughts anybody’s ad: “If there's a God. why are so many had
things bappening?” Somehow 1 think my beliel is in an inner spirit,
that you provide lodging. But whatever continues after death, [ don't
think it’s you. 1 there's anvthing of spirit that runs througl s all, its
the thread that runs throngh life—Howers, animals, any Tiving matter.
<o But damned if 1 know! How should T konow all this?

Is death scarv? I've never thought about it seriously, but I've done
S many l]Jin;.‘i. [ ddon't know what's ahead, but ['ve {':?i'tuin]_'-.- liveesd
more than my share at this peint, lived a pretty full life. 1 T continue
with my lile as it is and drop dead at eighty, will | be satisfied? Sure.
Eighty's a good age! My futher died at seventy-nine; my mother’s
eichby-six. She lives in Florida, drives around in her little red Chevro-
let, and plays shullleboard. Shutfeboard is not my idea of fun. But 1
don't kmow—ask me at seventy-nine!

Pve had aovery fortunate life, Yes, ve had troubles with the com-
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any I've worked Tor, Dt so have Tots of people. people whao've
worked Tor Ford and had the plant elose, the teamsters who bred
horses when e automaohile came alone, I vou slow down, life raolls
right over vou—yon've got to keep moving, The center of my life is
P,-uhnh|_~.' my work—the Hving, doing what T've been trained to clos,
for thirty-some vears, But then, flving is in a way too nneertain to e
a center. Teould walk away from it; T could do something else.

Mivamoto Ken'ichi and Pete Murrray:
Analysis

The men portrayed in these accounts are at present ¢ jnite different.
Mivamoto-san feels o deep loyalty to his company, whereas Mr, Mur-
ray has heen disillusioned by his. Mivamoto-san is the breadwinner
for his role-based marriage. while Mr, Murray’s similar marriage
failed: his second marriage he manages along very different lines. Bl
twentj_.' VCEIE fT0, these men were ;mpurr;'nt[ju' fquite stinilar. Tndeed,
their acconnts illustrate some of the cultural ¢ ngges that luLk'L'* Liken

place in the United States but not in Japan in recent decades. )

Both Mivamoto-san and Mr. Murray seem to have assumed early
in their adult lives that work would be their ikizai while their wives
would find ikigai in Lamily. Mivamato-san's assumptions have gone
unchallenged: his life has unfolded with no surprises, except for the
affluence he has come to enjov after the poverty of i vouth. Al-
l'fmllgh he doesn’t agrees with all his connpany’s policies (sueh s trans-
fers), and although he is no rising corporate star (some of his former
subordinates have risen above him), his ikigad as found in Asahi Bank
seems absolutely steadlist. His wife. jndging from my brief talks with
her, seems wholly to assent to their fanilial ikioaei division,

For Mr. Murray, on the other hand, the basic assumptiong abont
work and Family he had Teld in vouth were in the middle of his life
proven unwarranted. His first wile apparently challenged the Tamilial
ikigai division that he took for granted; it wasn'l fair, she seems to
have held, for him to Ell'ill.ll_;f u]l.l_‘;' his salury and not his l.lt'l“i'r[-".ﬁ' ET1-
Honal commitment to his family, At the sane time that his marriage
was shattered (an event perhaps related to the rising lide of feminism
in the Lg7as), so too was the company he worked for, decimated in
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the 19808 corporate takeover binge in the United States: Mr. Mur-
s !'F.'r';{u:' 4s found in H}*ing for Continental Adrlines was ‘il‘\'{‘l'i*l}.-
shiatleen. At present, work and wile seem umh]'s_{llml.'i]_\. habaneed as hig
ikigai, and he realizes the fragility of hoth commitments,

Miyvamoato -san, born in 1941, is younger than the Shawa hitoketq
generation discussed in uha};tt'r 1, but in his total dedication to his
wur_k, he fits the Japanese stereotype ol that generation, T::__a-z :11rq_"'nr
Jupanese, he i:m}' seemn extreme: as his subordinate told me, 1 dont
nnderstand my boss. All he ever thinks aboul s sork!?” Mivamoto-
san explaing his dedication to work in terms of the poverty of his
childhood) which his company has enabled him to transcend, That
young hank employees today view their work only as a job mfuriates
him, The g‘ralitlltlt towvinrdd the bank that he sees as ]'s(*in_t_{ “naltural”
they “unnaturally” lack; they are bevond the pale of the “everyhody”
who live in Empp].' ordinariness.*

Mr. Murray too has seornful things to sav about voung people, but
for himn they don't represent a threat to the corporate order: that
order, he feels, has already been destroved. His ikigai no longer
lies in his commitment to his CERTLPHLIY; nonetheless, his ikjg:::', like
Mivamoto-san's, renuins honnd up in work. 11 Mivimoto-san's ikl mai
is “working for Asahi Bank,” Mr. Murray's ikigai is “flying for Conti-
nental Airlines.” Had Mivamoto-san not joined Asali Bank, he could
just as t':txi]}’ liave Fone to work Tor an electronics cCompany oroan
airline and given them the same unstinting devotion he now gives to
the bank: his devotion to the bank is thus a “willed” ikigai, For Mr.
Mnrm}'. o the other Land, H:I.'EI!IE: Wils il L'u.“ing felt From ]’]1‘.!"'.-']||'}[]{];
his devation Lo Hying is a “born™ ikizai.

It thus seems that Mivamoto-san conceives of his ikigai in terms
ol “eommitment to gmupf' while Mr, Mnrra}' conceives ol Lis FH;_{HI
in terms of “self-realization,” but we can't say that Mivamaoto-san pos-

4 Mivneto-san's siews e ambigooos, He says that ifs ol a bad ung for
i people o have hobbies, and for Japimese o hive more leisure wed become
maore haman, but he also bemoans ving [n:nplf- who dont L:um-.l':mﬂ_!.' think alsont
thies enmapiey e leel oneness with it My semse b5 that while intellect uelly he pecepts
Uher fact that Jupan is changing, that Le is 1 warng doman o fapan's past, cmohon:
ally this is noaceoptable to lim, partienlardy insofar as yonng people_in (heir Lk of
commmitment, threaten the Tatace prosperity of Asabi Bank, has iligal,
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sesses Tinnately” a sense of identity with his company that Mr. Mur-
ray “i;|1|;|1'L']_1.'“ lacks. Me. Murriy, it seens, onee had o dt-(_-I] I‘J}"llll"r’ e
Continental Airlines; he lost that loyalty not through his own pur;;uit
of sell-realization, bat through what he sees as the corporate disloy-
alty of the airline’s owner amd management. His “conmmitment to
gmnp" has, he {ecls, been I‘.r[.'l['u}'t'f]. but he still feels thal commit-
ment; as he tells us, “if they fuil, I've failed.”

Mivamoto-san and his wile are “like air” to one another, e tells
us: necessary for sunvival, but taken for granted., Mr. Murray viewed
his first marriage in o similar way, but having tranmatically lost his
family from that marriage, he diligenthy works “on the emotional
side”™ of his second marriage. [Yet for both these men, their ikigai

weems to be work]! At some future point l]1f_-_1_.- will have to leave work,

to et to their wives and hobbies: what then® Will Mivamoto-san
become sodai gomi (Moversized garbage™), or will his interest in an-
cient history sustain him? Mr. Murray seems somewhal better
etpuipped to deal with life after retirement, But flving has been his
life: can he so n:alsf!}' “walk Wy Fromm it and “do mmq}lhing else™r
It's good for their companies and perhaps [or their societies that
men such as Miyamoto-san wnd Mr. Murray find their ikigat in work;
one wonld not want to place one’s money or one’s life in the hands
of bankers or airline piintﬂ ries [][-.*tz[11".,-' committed to their work.
Nonetheless, unless one has a !iﬁ_‘]ﬂng L‘.I{_'t;'u[m’r.inn, worl alone is in-
sufficient to base a life on: one must retire in Japan and the United
States ]n'rh.'ql.s decades belore one dies. |"'EIi|:J.1'1'Lg TEnw E.ﬁ‘igﬁi onee they
refire may e the jior lile task these men will tace in their l'ulm'u'.-\'.‘!?‘
These two men can't be viewed as t':\:irlriphtrﬁ of ].'LP.'HL and the
United States, but only as individual selves making enculturated indi-
vidual choices. Nonetheless, it seems clear that shilks in the social
and cultural “rules™ over the past two decades have transformed Mr,
Murriw's American life and ikigai. as they have not transtormed Mi-

5 During oy fieddwork in Japan, an article in the local city msgine pshod, “Arne
o Hhindang of your ‘second -2 and advised those soon o retice o dind o new
ihigai to sustain themselves, Dudinge mv American felchwork, an opinion column in

k .1 ?
the local newspaper proclimed “Awmerdcan netiremeat—laid off from life,” Clearly,
these twe mien’s coming ikigai transitions invalve problems that are nob anigue to
| L g f
TR T
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yamoto-san’s Japanese life and ikigai. Let’s now turn to our next pair
of accounts, similarly rooted in a shifting American social world and a
more stable Japanese social world: two women whose ikigai is family.

Wada Masako (40)

(I met Wada Masako at her home, a small rented house. On the living
room table lay brochures describing the dream house she aspired to
own; upstairs, during one interview, her son practiced out-of-tune
chords on his electric guitar. She is a short, lively woman, quick to
laugh and to cry. During our first interview, she jokingly accused me
of being a private detective. As our interviews proceeded, I sensed
- more that I was her confidant. Life is tough, she told me: perhaps
she felt that it would be a tiny bit less tough if she could tell her
worries to someone outside her family and society.)

I do modern dance. My teacher’s the head of our troupe, and I'm the
assistant teacher. For some people dance is a hobby and for others it’s
everything, but for me it’s in the middle—it’s important, but it’s not
my ikigai. If I made it my tkigai, I'd have to leave my family, but for
me my family is more important than dance. If I made dance the
only thing in my life, it'd be awfully hard--—I know my abilities.

Now my teacher’s sick in the hospital; she’s having a hard time
psychologically. She’s lost confidence; she’s uncertain about whether
she can continue the dance troupe. She’s not married, and supports
herself from dance; she must be wondering, “What can I do if T can’t
dance?” Looking at her, I feel awfully lucky to have a family—she’s
said that to me too. The only thing she has is dance.

I was born in the country and moved to the city when I was thirteen,
after my parents divorced. My mother ran a beauty parlor to support
us. I got married at twenty-one. My husband works for a TV station;
we have two sons, fifteen and eleven. If I were twenty again, I might
not marry—maybe I'd become a female executivel—but then, maybe
if T worked for a company all my life, I'd wish I had a family. T think
I took the best path; this is the best way for me to live. . . .
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It hasn’t been easy. My husband’s manic-depressive. I couldn’t
understand what was wrong until six years ago. Before then, I always
wondered why he had such mood swings. I was worried that I might
be the cause of his depression. When he lay in bed saying that he
couldn’t go to work, I really didn’t know if he couldn’t go or just
didn’t want to go. I couldn’t tell if he was sick, or just lazy—that was
the hardest part. Before I understood, I sometimes said to him,
“Come on! Get out of bed and go to work!” Mostly, though, I just
worried. . . .

Eventually he was hospitalized, and the disease was controlled.
Before that, he wouldn’t go to work for weeks at a time. One morning
he’d feel he couldn’t go to work, the next moming the same thing,
and the next morning. . .. I felt really sorry for his company. He was
in charge of a section, and if he couldn’t work, the section as a whole
would grind to a halt. For a while it looked like he’d get fired. I
sometimes went to his company to talk with his boss; I called in sick
for him-—1 hated it when I had to do that! (The company wasn't at
all sympathetic. They really didn’t care about my husband; they just
said, “Don’t take any more days off. If you can’t work, we don’t want
you!” Later, though, the company became more open-minded; now
people seem to work in a more relaxed way, my husband too.)

Just after my husband got out of the hospital, my oldest son swung
a baseball bat and accidentally hit his friend—his friend lost an eye.
We paid compensation; we couldn’t give him an eye back, and apolo-
gizing wasn’t enough. I don’t feel resentment toward that family,
but I do feel that if our son had been the victim, we wouldn’t have
asked for money. Our lawyer and their lawyer calculated the amount,
based on the child’s projected lifetime income. The family wanted
more. Why on earth did this happen to us? It could just as easily have
been in reverse: my son could have been the victim. We wound up
paying a year and a half of my husband’s salary. 1 wanted to move
away, since they live close to us, but we didn’t. The kids didn’t want
to change schools, and escaping the situation somehow seemed
wrong.

Right now I'm most worried about my older son’s college entrance
examination. Japan really is a gakureki shakai [a society based on
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school credentials].? Maybe that’s bad, but that’s the trend of Japa-
nese society, and we have to flow with it. My son doesn’t have to go
to a good college; any college’ll do. But he’s not even average: I don’t
know if he can get into any college! Yes, when he was born T expected
him to work for a good company, like my husband,; it disappoints me
that he might not be able to. Maybe I made mistakes in raising him.
. I'm not so concerned with his grades; the problem is that he
doesn t try hard. He’s more childish than other kids his age. Sure, it’ s
better for him to be childish than to be, say, in a motorcycle gang.”
But he may get like that later if he doesn’t learn good judgment now.
If he argued with us, asserted himself more, he'd develop his own

judgment, but because he doesn’t think for himself yet, I'm worried -

that he’'ll fall into a bad crowd. I want him to grow up, but how do
you foster that?

My younger son has more confidence than his brother, because
he’s good at judo and a leader in his class in school. His brother
doesn’t seem jealous—that’s strange. Usually if your younger brother
is doing better than you, you feel envious, but he only says, “You can
do well because you're my younger brother!” That attitude’s sweet,
but there’s something wrong with it, don’t you think? He should feel
upset! I'm worried about him. He doesn’t have any sense of competi-
tion. He’s such a sweet kid, but with a character like that, he can’t
survive in this world, . . .

The happiest thing in my life is that I married my husband. We
don’t have any kentaiki [sense of growing tired of married life}; my
friends say that’s unusual. The saddest thing is that my older son
doesn’t study. When my husband and I argue, we always argue over
the same thing: our son. My husband thinks I should leave him alone;
I tell him to be more strict. . . .

6. In Japan, college entrance exarninations form the most important determinant
of a youth s future: “an examination winner will be a lifetime winner and a loser will
remain a loser” (Lebra 1984, 215). One who passes the examination and attends a
top university is virtually guaranteed prestigious employment in the future. One who
attends & third-rate university has almost no chance of obtaining such employment.

7. Motoxcycle gangs (bosézoku) are commeon in Japanese cities, racing and gun-
ning their engines en masse down major thoroughfares late at night. They are made
up primarily of teenage school dropouts, and are relatively innocuous, as compared
to, say, Hell's Angels. For an ethnography of the bosgzoku subculture, see Sato 1gg1.
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My hushand is the center of my life. Because of him I can dance,
and because our children are our children I look after them until
they become independent. In the end it's my husband and me. I
don’t think he’ll ever become nure ochiba [“wet fallen leaves™ retired
husbands who just sit around the house]; he’s always interested in
learning new things—I'll have to study hard so that I won’t get left
behind! I'm looking forward to when my kids leave home; I'll be
really happy if they both can find their own paths. Bince my son’s
accident, when I hear on the news about some criminal being ar-
rested, 1 think of how his parents must feel. They must have raised
their child as best they possibly could. . . .

Lying in bed at night, I worry about things: “What shall I do if this
or that happens?™ “How should I behave toward my parents-in-law?”
(They live with my husband’s older brother.) “Can we get the money
to buy a house? (We have to rent now.) Sometimes I can’t sleep.
Compared to six years ago, when my husband was sick and my son
had his accident, my worries are less intense, but I still worry. I worry
about my husband’s health; I worry about my sons’ future; I worry
about my own aging; I worry about my parents and parents-in-law
because they're getting old. I cry sometimes when 1 feel helpless,
when there’s nothing I can do. I cry when my husband’s asleep; he
doesn’t know, I think. Life’s tough, isnt it?

Women are getting stronger in Japan. But some women are still
putting up with unhappy marriages, because if they get divorced and
go to work, they can’t maintain the standard of living they had, espe-
cially if they have children. One of my friends stays with her husband
only because she needs his salary to support the family. If I got a
divorce and tried to raise my kids by myself, it would be impossible.
Maybe I could get alimony, but in Japan the court decision on ali-
mony doesn’t have much power; there are many cases where hus-
bands simply don’t pay.

People often say that women are stronger than men in difficult
situations. Women tend to be strong not for themselves but for oth-
ers, for their children or hushands. Men usually live for their compa-
nies more than for their families. What women live for is closer to
themselves; it lasts all their lives. But a man’s work at his company
doesn’t last; he’l]l have to retire. Some men realize that in their work
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they're just a cog in a machine, but others don't; they believe that
theyre essential, that without them the corapany couldn’t survive.
These men are being fooled, I think. But family is different. It’s not
like a company: you can’t simply exchange one mother for another; a
member of a family is not just a replaceable cog. Maybe that’s why
women are so strong. I think that women tend to be happier than
men. Because women bear children, they feel that their children are
their own; they have a stronger tie with their children than men can
ever have.

I believe 5o percent in life after death, but maybe I'll believe 100
percent when I'm seventy-fivel I'm still too young to feel strongly
about these things. When I visit the graves of our ancestors, I do
sense that they may be watching us. But I've never really thought
about it. Instead, T worry about how to look after the family graves. 1
have to do properly the rites of the different Buddhist sects our an-
cestors belonged to. I guess it’s only a formality, but I have to respect
it and convey it to my sons— our older son will have to look after the
graves of my husband and me after we die. We don’t finally know
what'll happen to us after we die—there’s no manual telling the truth
of all this, after alll-—so all we can do is follow the forms handed
down to us by our ancestors. (Last June my aunt died suddenly. It
gave me a new feeling about death, of death becoming closer. I didn't
feel anything about her spirit going to another world, only, “My aunt’s
gone. I can’t see her smile; I can’t walk with her, talk with her any-
more. . ..”)

What's my ikigai? Maybe in my heart, my children are my ikigai,
but I don’t want to say it—that would be a real burden on them. I'l}
have to let my children go some day; if T let them be my tkigai, my
whole life would be an accessory to them. 1 do have the responsibility
to raise them to become responsible members of society, so as to not
trouble others, but not to hold to them as ikigai—I've got to grow as
an individuall Of course my children are my husband’s children too.
My husband and children are tied together; since I got married, my
family has been my ikigai. Being for my family is being for myself
and being for myself is being for my family. I guess I sound like a
very average person!
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Men’s ikigai may appear to be their work, but really they work to
support their families. Maybe they don’t realize that family is their
tkigai, but it is. Who'd work, after all, if they didn’t get paid the
money they need to support their families?

Denise Pratt (41)

(Meeting Denise Pratt at her house, I sensed her resemblance to
Wada-san, in appearance and later in character: she seemed to have
a similar vitality and emotional warmth. I met her on Saturdays, when
her three children were off with their father. In the middle of our
first interview, I knocked over the glass of juice she had given me,
spilling it over the living room rug. Maybe I only imagined it, but it
seemed that after this accident, her thoughts about life also spilled
out freely, with only minimal questioning from me.)

My work is to administer continuing adult education programs for
the city. I like my work because I can bring a social consciousness to
what I'm doing, We have recreation classes, that kind of thing, but
also literacy programs and basic math, as well as a course on “divorce
and your rights.” I really like the work I'm doing, but I also have to
be fiscally responsible. The challenge is to see if I can pull off the
finances!

I grew up in Maryland; I had a good childhood. My father was an
engineer, my mother a housewife; next year, my parents will have
been married fifty years. . . . When I got out of college, I ski-bummed
for a year. Then I taught mentally retarded kids in Michigan for four
years, and got married. Jeff was a ski instructor at a local resort, We
moved to Hlinois because he wanted to get into the building business
with a friend, and I went to graduate school to get a master’s in
special education. But they did away with the program while I was in
it; then T got pregnant and we moved here. I worked as a political
activist for a while, with the Democratic Party. Then I got a job di-
recting adult education at a community school. The work was great,
but it paid just eight thousand a year. When the divorce happened, I
had to find a job that made money. I got a job administering a grant
program, but got fired after three months; I don’t know why. Jeff
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wasn't paying any child support, and I had three kids to support; T've
never been so scared in my life. But eventually I got this job. That's
my history—Ive been on survival mode. What runs through every-
thing I've done is a mission orientation, trying to answer some of
society’s needs. Without that sense of mission, I couldn’t get excited
about work. (I have three kids I have to educate, collegewise. I have
no idea how I'm going to do that! I make about twenty-five thousand
dollars a year—I'm still figuring out how to buy the groceries!}

What happened to my marriage? I really haven’t sorted it out yet.
We were married fifteen years, and there were many things we had

in common: a spirit of adventure, a sense of humor. But I take my

family responsibilities very seriously, and he’s the kind of man who
never wants to grow up. He's in real estate development—financially,
the big dream was always just around the corner. I was constantly
begging them not to turn off our water and electricity. . ..

The divorce process is awful when there are children involved.
I've had to fight Jeff in court three or four times. I wanted this man
wiped off the face of the earth! He was being obstructionist, and I
was fighting for my kids’ financial well-being; I didn’t know if we
were going to have to declare bankruptcy. Jeff now has the kids every
other weekend and Wednesday nights. He used to have them Thuxs-
day nights too, but he was involved with several women, and had
them around when the kids were there; it was causing trauma for my
oldest one, so I cut that off. T am basically the solid rock for them.
This is their home; they know who they can rely on. . ..

Still, I own, I think, half the reason the marriage failed. I wasn’t
comfortable with my role as “homemaker.” If you've been active in
the professional world, you get a lot of strokes; when you're at home
and have these little kids who can’t even speak English, and the only
person there to affirm you is this husband who comes home late,
that’s not enough. Society doesn’t atfirm you in that role of mother
because you're not making any money. Your husband is only human;
it’s unfair to ask him to provide all that’s missing in your life. . ..
Somehow I have a foot in two generations, the fifties and the sixties.
And they’re at war with each other, though they come to terms as I
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get older. The fifties: home, family stability; the sixties: political activ-
ism, feminism, equality between men and women. . . . I didn’t want
to be pigeonholed in any kind of role! There’s a war that goes on
between women and men now. Hopefully it’s getting better. I hope
my sons, having grown up seeing a mother who works, will realize
that everybody does their share and nobody has specifically defined
roles; you work it all out much as yow’d work out a job-sharing thing,
with equal partners.

We're in a chaotic period in America. Families are in transition; the
divorced family now is as much a part of the structure of this country
as the two-parent family. It's the divorced women who take the re-
sponsibility for the kids and go out and work; they do it all. People
say that America’s falling apart because women are in the work force
instead of staying at home. But I say—once I stop foaming at the
mouthl—that no, America is falling apart because men have never ac-
cepted that it’s equally their responsibility to raise children, down to a
nitty-gritty thing like, when a child needs something it will call the fa-
ther as readily as it calls its mother, and Dad will respond.

My kids: Jamie’s eight, Eric’s eleven, and Victor’s fourteen. Victor’s
really felt the impact of the divorce. I'm worried about his school
performance; he’s got a few things to learn about hard work and
commitment. He’s a very bright kid, but he hasn’t hit stride at all. T
tell him he should be getting better grades; he thinks I put too much
pressure on him. I get weekly reports from his school, about his
homework and if he did it well. . . . I want my kids to be educated,
to go to college, so that theyll have a full range of choices in their
tuture. But I get fearful; Victor is rebellious enough to say, “I won’t
go to college!” Eric is the peacemaker. He’s incredibly loyal to both
Jeff and me; he’s felt torn by the divorce. If I say something about
Jeff, he'll say, “Why do you always say that about Dad?” He does the
saime with Jeff, T know. He has a learning disability; I had him held
back a grade to deal with that—trying to keep that self-esteem intact.
He’s the best athlete of my kids: such grace, it’s a joy to watch him.
Jamie is probably the one I will learn the most from—he’s had a
sense of himself since he was born. Jamie is the straight-A student.
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At age four he said, “Mom, can you tell me about infinity?” He’s
always had that sense of himself, a basic core that never seems threat-
ened. .. .t

My kids’ll eventually make up their own minds about their values.

All you can do as a parent is give them a yardstick. I'd like to follow

them around every day, making sure that they're safe and doing the
right things. But if you do that, it doesn’t allow them to become who
they are. So you just try to do the best job you can. . ..

What's most important to me, my work or my children? My kids
are. I'm absolutely dedicated to my children. But I need to support
them, so my work too is absolutely important. Fve been fortunate in
that I've been able to work at things that allow me to make a living

and still have a mission orientation, letting me help with the problems-

in the world. But most essential: I want to raise my children to be
caring aduits who will give back to this world in some form. Whatever
I'm doing in the day, if there’s a need, I'll be there with my kids. But
I'm not a person that’s content to stay within the home, that's not
me-—my kids would really suffer! I'd become so focused on them
that it wouldn’t be healthy for me or the kids. It’s scary too because
they're going to leave home at some point. It's critical that I have a
life outside my kids. I know it’s going to be hard; but I've taken some
steps in how to build my life, once I'm alone.

I have to face the possibility that there may never be another man
in my life. The loneliness—you've got to learn to deal with it. T've got
to have this job, and I've got to take care of my children. Then you
have a relationship—of the three of these, what's expendable is the
relationship. If you're going to be a responsible parent, you have very
little energy left over. I'm incredibly protective of my children. The
one thing that I will never get over is the pain they've gone through,
because of Jett and my failure at our marriage. I've created this situa-
tion that will affect the rest of their lives, and 1 will never again put
them in that kind of jeopardy.

8. Wada-san does not refer to her husband and children by their names, but Ms.
Pratt does. This is a general pattern: Japanese tend to refer to family members in
terms of their structural position in the family (“husband,” “younger child,” etc.),
and Americans tend to refer to members of their families by their individual names.
This may be thought of as both reflecting and constituting “Japanese groupism™ and
“American individualism.”
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Yes, getting older is sad for me. Ultimately, when you have a part-
ner in your life, you have this best friend. Now I feel there’s a void.
You can’t rely on that other person to bring you happiness; you've
got to create your own. Maybe I'll never meet a person that meshes
with me—the opportunities are few. . .. There are scary things out
there. How am [ going to get my ldds through college? And I don't
want to be a bag lady! T don’t want to be a burden on my kids! Those
are my biggest fears. . . .

I think the spirit lives on after you die. There are too many occur-
rences in this world that we can’t explain for me to simply say, “When
you're dead, you're dead, that’s it.” The commonalities of religion
throughout the world: there’s a reason they're there. I pray a lot.
Tevye, in Fiddler on the Roof, has these ongoing conversations with
God. I have those kinds of conversations, maybe mostly with myself,
but there’s a part of me that believes absolutely that there’s a God,
though what form that takes I'm not really sure. . .. I was thinking
the other day, what would it be like if there was no starvation, if
people didn’t go to war but treated each other with kindness, a per-
fect world, and I thought, we'd never learn anything in such a world.
Our basis for learning would be wiped out. We’d have nothing to live
for. I think you learn, grow through pain. . . .

I'd say that both children and mission orientation are for me
spokes of a wheel; the center of my life is how I am as a human being
and how I relate to the world. The journey I take inward is one of
seeing all I can see, continuing to evolve. It’s sort of “to thine own
self be true.” I would love to become this wise old woman who had |
this sense of humor, this depth of compassion that allowed for seeing
the injustices of the world without becoming cynical and bitter.
Where I've changed over the years is, instead of wanting to set the
world on fire, now I take it to a much smaller level. I shouldn’t feel
that because I haven't saved the world, I haven’t helped; if an old
woman fell and dropped her groceries and I picked them up, made
sure she was OK,, maybe that’s more important. If you sit there wor-
rying about the global changes you can’t affect, you get bumed out,
cynical; but a thank-you from that old lady keeps you going.
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Wada Masako and Denise Pratt: Analysis

These two women are similar in that each seems to live for her chil-
dren, and each has another focus aside from children: Wada-san her
dance, and Ms. Pratt her work and “mission orientation.” However,
Wada-san is married, Ms. Pratt divorced; Ms. Pratt takes on the re-
sponsibilities of both mother and breadwinner that Wada-san and
her husband divide between them.

What is these women’s ikigai? When I asked Ms. Pratt what was
most important to her in her life, she insisted that it was herself and
her growth, but she also emphatically emphasized her commitment
to her children. I interpret her ikigai to be her children, but this
remains a bit ambiguous. Wada-san’s ikigai is her family, she tells us;
bath her husband, the center of her life, and her children, the source
of her deepest concern; but she hints at dissatisfaction: “I've got to
grow as an individual!” These women seem to seek a balance between
self-realization and commitment to family in their interpretations of
their lives, but finally family wins out as their ikigai.

For both women, there are potential ikigai in competition with
family. Wada-san refuses to allow dance to become her tkigai, seeing
in her teacher a cautionary example of the perils of such a path. Ms.
Pratt eschews relationships with men because they would interfere
with her relationship with her children. Her job lets her “help with
the problems in the world,” but finally she considers it a means to
the end of supporting her children.

But although family and children seem to come first in these wom-
en’s lives, both feel reluctant to hold their children as ikigai. There
seem to be two reasons for this. First, both women say that to focus
too much upon their children wouldn’t allow their children to grow
into autonomy; both believe that their children should grow up and
become independent as the natural course of things. Wada-san tells
us that she looks forward to the time her children leave home, so that
she can be with her husband in a happy old age. Whether or not her
oldest son can make that transition is the most troubling question she
now faces. Ms. Pratt too is worried about her sons’ passage to adult-
hood, especially if theyTl attend college and how she will finance it;
but once that task is completed, there is no return to marital happi-
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ness, but rather the possibility of being alone, and becoming “a bur-
den on my kids” or “a bag lady,” her darkest worry.

Second, there is these women’s relation to the role of wife and
mother. Whether through mass media or dance, Wada-san has been
exposed to the idea of self-realization as ikigai; she plays with that
idea, but finally rejects it: her tkigai is commitment to her family
as mother and wife, she concludes. Ms. Pratt, although also deeply
cominitted to her children, dislikes the role of traditional mother and
homemaker. She sees the ideal society as one in which men and
women equally work and share childraising, in which there are no
demarcated sex roles of breadwinner and homemaker, no familial
ikigai division.

Related to these different views of women’s roles are different
views of men’s roles and the world of work. Wada-san holds that
women tend to be happier than men, in that what they live for is
genuine, not spurious; lifelong, not cut off at retirement. Men’s work
for their companies is no more than being a cog in a machine, she
says. But women’s service for their families is different: each mother
is uniquely indispensable. In fact, men’s real ikigai is not work but
family, Wada-san tells us, even though they may not realize it.

1f Wada-san believes that family is superior to work as one’s deep-
est commitment, Ms. Pratt holds that work is superior to family. She
seems to view work not as a commitment to company that is inferior
to commitment to family, but as an arena for self-realization that is
superior to commitment to family. Ms. Pratt is deeply devoted to her
children but can’t justify that devotion, given her belief that work in
the world is superior to childraising. Wada-san, on the other hand,
can justify her deep devotion to her children, given her belief that
family is a genuine ikigai as compared to the spurious tkigai of work.

It's impossible to distinguish the extent to which these differences
in ikigai stem from larger cultural factors or from personal factors in
these women’s lives. Wada-san believes that women are happier at
home than men are at work, whereas Ms. Pratt believes that men
and women should eliminate gender roles; this difference seems in
large part due to the impact of feminism in the United States and its
absence in Japan. Indeed, Ms. Pratt speaks of having one foot in the
domestic fifties and the other in the feminist, activist sixties. On the
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other hand, Wada-san’s mother divorced her husband and supported
her three children on her own earnings, while Ms. Pratt’s parents
have been married ahmost fifty years, her mother the homemaker,
her father the breadwinner. Each woman has followed a path oppo-
site to that of her own mother. Ms. Pratt’s greater emphasis on her
own growth and Wada-san’s greater emphasis on commitment to
family correspond to the dominant conceptions of American and Jap-
anese ikigai that have been discussed. However, Ms. Pratt is divorced
and faces a life alone once her children leave, while Wada-san will
presumably be with her bushand, and this difference may have much
to do with the difference emphases in their accounts: Ms, Pratt
doesn’t speak in terms of relationships because she lacks what might
be the most essential such relationship. :

These women are each uniquely themselves, but their senses of
ikigai are widely shared in their respective societies: in Japan, adher-
ence to a familial division of ikigai remains the norm; in the United
States this norm of thirty years ago is, for many, the norm no longer.
Let’s now turn to the accounts of two men who don’t fit this norm,
men who find ikigai not in work, but in other areas of their lives.

Takagi Atsushi (42)

(Takagi-san’s house is remarkable. The first floor has a garden and
tea room, straight from picture books on “traditional Japan”; the sec-
ond floor’s white surfaces and angular coffee tables look like a spread
from an interior design magazine. One might assume that a man
living in such a house would be content, but more than anyone else
I interviewed, Takagi-san seemed to be ceaselessly questioning and
doubting himself. Interviewing him, I heard a man struggling to get
to the bottom of himself to behold whatever he might find, however
unpleasant.)

When I was a kid, my family was rich; my father was a company
president. A huge Amerjcan car would come by every morning to
pick him up. Cars were rare in those days; I remember it well. . ..
My father died four years ago. I built this house for my mother: my
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wife and I and our two kids live on the second floor, and she lives on
the first. T had a big fight with her over the house—1I didn’t want it
to be so ostentatious. Even though I'm the youngest child, I inherited
the land when my mother decided to live with me after my father
died. She can’t get along with my older brother’s wife, so my brother
asked e to live with her. My sisters aren’t too happy about this—I
inherited this land; I built this big house. I was close to them before,
but now we only see each other once a year or so. I can’t believe it’s
come to that. I wish I could throw away the house, the land. . . .

My father didn’t really have any consciousness of being high in
status, but my mother did; she influenced me a lot. When I was
thinking of marrying my wife, what really bothered me was that she
was from a farming family; I regarded farming as lower in social sta-
tus. My mother was against the marriage from the start. Our marriage
turned out fine, but I worried about it for years before we finally
married, worried that my parents opposed it. . . . When I joined the
company I work for, after college, people felt I was different. People
knew that my father had been a company president. Younger people
now don’t know; 1 feel more at ease.

I work for a financial services company. 1 don’t like being a company
worker [sarariiman]; Tm always frustrated. You get incredibly con-
cerned with how to sell yourself to your superiors—you want to be
valued, promoted—and because of that, you become less frank in
your opinions. I hate this work; it could never be my ikigai. The
toughest thing is that this isn’t a path I chose myself. When I gradua-
ted from college, I didn’t choose this job because I wanted it; I chose
this company, to tell the truth, because it Jooked easy. I thought it
would be easier than working for, say, a bank, but the salary was the
same. . . .

In the years since I got married, I've been helping my wife’s par-
ents on their farm, planting rice in spring and harvesting it in fall. A
few years ago, I talked to my wife’s parents about quitting my com-
pany and farming with them instead. Father seemed happy, but
Mother said there wasn’t any future in it: Japan will rely more on
imported rice in the future, and this area isn’t good for growing rice;
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it'll decline in rice cultivation. So we couldn’t support ourselves on
farming alone. . . .

If I were young again, I'd choose a different path. I'd study hard
and get a job in a trading firm, or maybe in the United Nations, a job
dealing with the world. If my dreams now came true, I wouldn’t want
to rise in the company; my dreams aren’t about the company at all.
If I didn’t have to worry about my family, maybe I'd go live in a
foreign country. I wouldn’t quit my work: I'd ask for a long vacation,
say, two years. I could do it because I wouldn't care if T got fired.
Once I told my boss that I'd be really happy if I could live in a foreign
country for a year. He said, “Yes, but Japan’s tough, isn't it? .. .”

If I could, I'd quit the company and do something I want to do.
But I can’t, because I have to support my kids. Actually, though, to
be honest, T don’t know what 1'd do if I could qait—~that’s' sad but
true. I've thought about studying history, but I couldn’t do that for
the next twenty years. ... Or could I? I'm interested in the age of
Genghis Khan. If [ were to study, say, fourteenth-century Europe,
I'd go there to see the architecture of that time. My interest would
grow deeper; my world would expand. . .. H I really wanted, I could
start studying now. But I need time—I don’t want to be disturbed by
work, but just read. I'm waiting for such a tinee to come.

My wile is a real support to me. One night I looked at her, and at
our kids sleeping beside us.® She looked so tired from taking care of
them-~-T felt T couldn’t quit the company, however much I hated it.
Later I did tell her I wanted to quit; she said, “Go ahead.” When I
* asked her how we'd eat, she said we’d go to her parents’ farm to live.
If we could really do that, it'd be great, but. . . . In Japan, most hus-
bands don’t listen to their wives; they just give orders, so their wives
become like dolls, deprived of their own feelings. If my wife were a
passive woman, like most other wives, she’d only panic if I said I
wanted to quit my company: “Oh, no, you can’t quit! How could we
live?” T'd just feel all the more depressed. I'm lucky she’s not like
that.

9. It's common for children in Japanese families today to sleep in the same room
as their parents, at least until school age. See Caudill and Plath (1966) for a detailed
though somewhat dated account of Japanese family sleeping patterns.
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I worry about my kids. My daughter’s still small, but I tell my son,
a second grader, to study hard. I myself went to a fairly good college,
but I goofed off in high school, didn’t do my best. I feel great regret
about that now. ... My son’s sly [zurui]; when he does something
wrong, he never admits it. His teacher says that he does well academ-
ically, but he has a character problem; he bullies the weak instead of
protecting them. Children grow up looking at their parents; I wonder
if to his eyes I'm sly too? I have to be careful how I act; I feel tense
sometimes around my kids. Maybe we’re too concerned about our
kids. What I'm worried about these days is that we're making them
conform too much, My son doesn’t seem to act like a child anymore.
But if he stops studying so hard, he'll lose out in his future. So we
really don’t know. . ..

If ten years ago I knew what I know now, I wouldn’t have had
kids; I think my wife feels the same way. I don’t feel particularly
affectionate toward my mother; when my kids grow up, they may feel
the same way toward me. Many people want children becanse they
want to rely on their kids when they get old; they don't realize how
heavy a burden that is on their kids. I know because I'm experiencing
it! Probably my mother felt that of all her children I loved her most,
so she wanted to live with me. But this isn’t a situation I wanted to
be in. I wouldn’t want to rely on my children that way. Of course I
can say this now: I'm still young. Maybe I'll feel like she does when
I get old.

I feel sad when I think about how old I am. I feel a chill when I
realize that I haven’t done much in my life yet. At forty, you're at the
happiest time of your life—you’ve got a responsible job and lots of
confidence. From your forties on, your importance declines. When I
see old people, 1 sense they want to be the center of attention; they’re
all like that, even those who seem wise. The seventy-year-old feels
he could do a better job if only he had the vitality of the forty-year-
old, because he has more wisdom, more experience. But he can't
keep up; he can’t be on center stage any longer; his time is past. . . .
My father died of cancer. For a year every weekend I slept in a
bed by his side in the hospital; I even changed his diapers. In his last
days he looked like a victim at Auschwitz. I'd never talked much with
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my father before then, because he was always busy with work; it was
only when he was dying that we became close. Since his death, I've
come to really feel his presence. When something good happens to
my family, I think about how happy my father would be. Every sum-
mer we visit his grave. 1 talk to him: “Dad, how are you doing? Are
you OK?” I don’t think he’s OK—he’s dead! But I tell him about the
kids, tell him the things I'd tell him if he were alive. . ..

Of course P'm afraid of death. I've been terrified since 1 was

eleven, and my grandmother died. It occurred to me that I would die '

too, a shocking realization! But now I can accept the fact that after I
die, T cease to exist. ... I don’t want to die in the hospital, but in
nature. If I were with my family, I'd cling to life, be greedy. It'd be
easier to die alone in the mountains. I'd want to freeze to death.
When I was a child, I got locked in a storage shed for six hours in
winter. My body got cold; my heartbeat got slow. That’s how you
freeze: your mind is clear, and you only feel the beating of your
heart. . ..

If there were life after death, I wouldn’t try so hard to live now. I
work hard at roy company even though I don’t like my work; my kids
get wisdom, though maybe not much, from my example. I work hard
finally for my kids, teaching them how to live. After I retire, I'll study
history for my own satisfaction, but my kids will learn from me. When
I die I can leave an example of how to live to my children; I'll leave
my attitude toward kife. . ..

What’s my tkigai? I want to be able to do what I want to do without
worrying about making a living. Now I don’t have time to find what
1 want to do. I can’t quit my company because I have to support my
kids; I should use the little free time I have for my own study, but
that's hard. . . . I guess I don’t have any ikigai. I love my kids—I want
to teach them to be fine human beings. But my kids shouldn’t be my
ikigai-—they’ll have their own lives to live. My wife can’t be my ikigai
either. Tkigai is a matter of living in this world with your own individ-
ual purpose. A desire to become a section chief or get married—
that’s not ikigai. I want to live a life with meaning; I want to have an
individual purpose to my existence! That's the ideal; if I look at my
own life, it’s far from that ideal, . . .

When I was younger, I never thought about ikigai. I thought about
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it for the first time when my father died. In a way I'm less happy now
than I was ten years ago: I dido’t doubt things then. But the doubts
always come sooner or later. Typically, when a sarariiman retires, he
doesn’t know what to do. He begins asking, “Who am I? All I've done
is work from morning to night for my kids. But who in the world am
IP” So what I'm going through now would have hit me sooner or later
anyway. . . . :

My life is relatively happy; I'm well off, I have a nice family. But I
don’t have a purpose in life. My life is relatively happy, but not abso-
lutely happy, because I can’t find ikigai. Most people don’t have what
I think of as ikigai. Probably no more than one in a thousand have
ikigai, that’s my sense of it. Will 1 find ikigai before I dieP I don’t
know; I want to find ikigai! But looking at my life now, I'd say that
the chance I'll find it is incredibly small. |

Jerry Eliot (43)

(The night of my first interview with Jerry Eliot, in his rambling, tree-
shaded home, the Gulf War had just broken out. The TV in his living
room intoned all the latest news, but it seemed to have no effect on
Mr. Eliot. He talked for five hours, then said, “Damn, you've kept
me up latel Don’t you ever stop talking?”'? In our concluding inter-
view, he mulled over the word ikigai until the early hours of the
morning, spinning out what he termed “bullshit” theory after “bull-
shit” theory as to what life might really mean.)!

My dad owned a furniture store. He was an alcoholic, a real mellow
alcoholic; my morn nagged the shit out of him to stop drinking, which

10. Mr. Eliot and Takagi-san seem to be equally informal speakers in their re-
spective languages. Mr. Eliot expresses informality by salting his speech with profan-
ities, but Takagi-san, like many Japanese, expresses informality by using plain rather
thgn polite grammatical forms, profanity being all but absent in spoken Japanese
today.

11. I told each American at the starl of our interviews that I was investigating
the Japanese term ikigai and its meaning in Japanese lives and equivalents in Ameri-
can lives. For most of the Americans I interviewed, the term ikigai never arose in
our subsequent conversations; Mr. Eliot was one of the few who insisted on pursuing
and muiling over the term.
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gave him a good reason to drink more. He died in 1988, of a heart
attack. We didn’t have any reconciliation; there was a lot left unsaid,
a bookfull. We'd started getting some chapters out, but if it was a
hundred-chapter book, we had ninety-eight chapters left to go. My
father worked seven days a week, twelve hours a day for forty years.
That contributed to his death, I'm sure. My mother lives in a retire-
ment commmunity near here; I see her quite a bit. With her it’s always,
“I don’t like this, I dont like that”; she’s never happy about anything,
No, there’s not a chance in hell she’s ever going to live here with us!
On the other hand, I'd invite my wife’s mother here any day; she
could live with us as long as she wanted, but by the same token, she’d
never ask to move in. . ..

But this isn’t a fair assessment of my parents. My dad was a good
working man; he was also thoughtful and caring. My mom bitches
and moans, but she’s a good person too. She'd give you the shirt off
her back-—not without the third degree, but she’d give it to you. My
folks were good people, but the booze screwed them up. . ..

I had an OK childhood. I was lousy at sports as a ldd; in high
school F'd bury my head in a book because I couldn’t get a date, or
was afraid to ask for one. High school was bumming around with the
guys, having a girifriend. I missed out oxn all that. I hated high school.
... I graduated at sixteen, went to college, then graduate school,
studying literature. T was pretty self-centered then; if you hadn’t read
as much as I had, 1 didn’t want to talk to you. I needed to learn to
talk to ordinary people. I'd been teaching as an assistant professor,
and also working at a gas station part-time at nights, when one night
a buddy of mine came in and said, “Let’s go to Las Vegas.” The
second place we walked into, we were offered jobs. My friend went
home after a week, but I stayed. I worked as a blackjack dealer. . ..

One day I met an interesting guy at the tables, and a few weeks
later got a call frorm him-—it turned out that he was the president of
a large European bank: “I've got an interview set up for you in Los
Angeles.” I couldn’t even balance a checkbook, but 1 wound up with
a job. I worked there four years, doing commercial finance, but then
I got laid off, was out of work for a year. I blamed myself-—my old
man had taught me that if you don’t have a job, you're lazy—went
through terrible depression. I tried getting a job everywhere, but this
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was in the mid-seventies recession. Sarah—TI'd known her since my
student days; we lived together in Las Vegas, and got married after
that—was working as a bookkeeper, but she was getting minimum
wage, and couldn’t support us. I sent out thousands of resumes, went
to dozens of interviews. I felt like I was being rejected every time. . . .

Then I found a job at another bank. Then, after I'd given a real
estate company a hefty loan, the president offered me a job there.
We took $400,000 revenues and parlayed it into $50,000,000 in less
than two years. We were constantly working; the adrenaline rush was
amazing, and so were the drugs and the booze. Business meetings
over meals you drink at, then go to zoning commission meetings,
then wine 'em, dine "em, dump them off at midnight and go back to
the office, and there’s everyone snorting coke and drinking, so you
drink some more while making your game plan for the next day, get
home at two, up at seven. It was that way seven goddamn days a
weekl

I continued that for three years. Finally 1 said, “Sarah, this isn’t
doing us any good. I'm not feeling well’—my stomach was starting
to bleed—“we got to do something.” We moved out here, and I
bought a furniture business. I ran that for ten years, but that got to
be just as stressful. It wasn’t drinking, but the hours: fourteen hours
a day. I missed the first ten years of my son Billy's life. Sarah kept
saying, “That’s no way to live”; I kept saying, “I got t0.” 1 guess my
priorities were fucked up. I really regretted that I didn’t get to know
my son, so when my daughter came along, I got rid of the business.

Now I have an office supply company. There are four of us, but I
could do it all myself if I chose. I started this business so that I'd be
home at five every night, and wouldn’t work weekends. It’s not a
particularly fulfilling job, and I cut my income damn near go percent
in creating it. If I was smarter, or luckier, I could have a job that was
fulfilling and made lots of money, and that I still only had to work at
eight hours a day; but. . ..

When Billy was little, Sarah had all the responsibility for taking care
of him. I'm doing at least half of raising Jan (she’s now three). This
life with my family as first priority is without question better than
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before. I didn’t think that was going to be the case, but it is! Sarah
and I'd had some big arguments over how hard T worked; probably
the biggest thing that’s helped us stay together is me not working so
much. But [ have to put this in: Sarah gave me a hard time for coming
home late, but now the shoe’s on the other foot. She’s head of Volun-
teer Coalition, an eighty-hour-a-week volunteer job. She yelled at me
for ten years; now she says, “I've got meetings; I won’t be home till
midnight.” Fm going, “You gave me shit for years for doing this; now
you think it'’s OK?” But there are days when I know she put aside a
ton of things she had to do at her job to be with Jan. She’ll balance
it; she knows what's needed to bring Jan up right.

I could damn near be a househusband, if I had the money. But
both Sarah and I need the fulfillment that can be gotten from a job,
paid or volunteer. What we’ve managed to do with minimum psychic
damage (and maximum economic damage) is to share the role at
home. During the years I was working all the time, I didn’t want to
be staying at home with the kid, cleaning house; Sarah did all that.
But that's not fair. My dad worked, then came home and sat down in
his easy chair with his newspaper. A lot of men are that way; they
think they shouldn’t share in household tasks. When I first met Sarah,
she’d been brought up to play a traditional role, but women like her
find they're unhappy just being at home. When they try to express
themselves, their hushands don’t listen, say, “There’s a problem with
you. ...” That's a big reason why couples break up. We avoided
that.. ..

My kids: Billy’s in eighth grade; he’s into sports. I'd love to see
him go to college, but if he didn’t want to, I wouldn’t jeopardize our
relationship because of that. We worry about his grades. But social
development’s so important—I'd rather he get Cs and have his act
together than get As and be a social idiot. I'm more apprehensive
about Jan. Girls are taught to think they're weak; I'm not going to
train her that way. But she’ll be in school soon; I worry about her
succumbing to peer pressure. I want Jan to think she can be a good
athlete, or president, to have her own brainpower.

The highlight of my life was getting hooked up with Sarah. Also,
when Jan was born, and ever since—when you come home and she
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says, “Daddy, Daddy,” and gloms onto your leg—what an ego trip!
My life really has gotten better and better. There are things I wish
I'd done differently: T wish I'd been smart enough to spend more
time with my son when he was younger. And there’s still a certain
ego-hunger left, in not making millions, but I'm happy with what's
happened. It’s taken the last fifteen years to be able to feel that way.
My self-confidence has gone up only in the last three or four years;
before then, I had confidence in my work, but not in myself. I still
have my days, but it was awful. . . . T think I'm becoming more ma-
ture as I get older. In a few years, the kids are going to be out on
their own; I hope T'll have enough maturity to enjoy the time they
give me to its maximurm. Maturity'll keep me from fucking it up when
Billy gets older, driving him away, saying something that turns him
upside down. The same with my wife: maturity will allow me to max-
imize our relationship. My mom’s terribly immature, like a sixteen-
year-old. But I think I'l get older and better—that’s the way Sarah’s
mom is. I'm sure she thinks occasionally, “I wish I could do that like
I used to”; she’s not excited about her physical deterioration. That’s
what I want to be angry about: “I've got the desire; get these old legs
going! . .. I can’t do it, but I know my limits, and I'm going to enjoy
what I can do!” She’s got that kind of attitude in life.

Twenty years ago I was certain that God didn’t exist. As the years
have gone by, I've become less judgmental, able to accept even the
born-again Christians. I don’t believe in God at this point, but that’s
an area where I'd say I need more maturity. I used to think it was a
weakness to take comfort in a deity, but T dont feel that way now:
yeah, there’s a good chance I'll come to believe. But if I were to die
now, my soul would go nowhere. When you're dead, you're dead.
That’s the biggest hurdle T'll have to get over to accept faith. . . .

1 don’t think death’s scary. I'm afraid of dying painfully, but dying
itself? No. Probably my biggest fear is that I'll die without leaving
Sarah and the family comfortable financially; otherwise, I'm not
afraid. I'm pragmatic. Hey, I'm gonna die. So I'll make the best of it
while I'm here. I haven’t thought much about death. My brain’s too
filled with what I'll do tomorrow! Even when my dad died, my own
dying never entered my mind. . . .

The center of my life is my relation to Sarah. Everything I think
about and do revolves around her; if I were ever to fear death, it
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would be hers more than my own. I count my blessings every day:
the things that Sarah has taught me, the experiences I've had with
her. Ten years ago, if I'd had to choose between my wife and my
work, T wouldn’t have said work was most important, but that's the
way I lived, Culture leads many men to think that work is most im-
portant, but what’s really most important to them is their families.
It’s an animal instinct to have your deepest commitment to your fam-
ily. There are many people who think that they live for work, but
the reality is that it can’t be a true commitment. Culture—American
culture, anyway—gives people a false sense of what's really most im-
portant to them in life.

Takagi Atsushi and Jerry Eliot: Analysis

These two men are similar in that they have both sought something
beyond work to live for, but their differences seem more striking.
Mr. Eliot is an optimist, Takagi-san a doubter, a pessimist, a man

preoccupied with death. Mr. Eliot has had a kaleidoscopic work his-

tory; Takagi-san has worked for one company all his life. Mr. Eliot
believes that family is the only true commitment; Takagi-san believes
that family can’t be a true ikigai. Mr. Eliot’s ikigai has shifted from
work to family (he wishes he had spent more time with his children),
while Takagi-san’s ikigai is neither work nor family, but pursuing his
individual purpose in life (he wishes he had not had children).

From these men’s accounts, we gain a rough idea of the personal
shaping of their ikigai. Takagi-san’s father was immersed in work, his
mother, apparently, in social status. Nursing his father in his last days,
Takagi-san perhaps saw the futility of living as his father had; thus,
he doesn’t hold work as his ikigai. Living with his mother, and feeling
a lack of affection for her, he realizes the fragility of the parent-child
bond and will not consider his children his ikigai. Spurning family as
ikigai, Takagi-san holds to his distant dream of self-realization, a
dream he knows he will probably never attain.

Mr. Eliot’s father, like Takagi-san’s father, was immersed in work,
his mother unhappy. He followed in his father’s footsteps in finding
his deepest commitment in work, even owning, as had his father, a
furniture store. He shifted that commitment at his wife’s urgings and
in recent years has devoted himself to his children. Indeed, if Takagi-
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san works for the sake of his children, Mr. Eliot does not work (does
not work hard) for the sake of his. Like Takagi-san, Mr. Eliot has a
deep commitment to his wife; unlike Takagi-san, he considers that
commitment the center of his life.

These men’s personal cultures have thus clearly shaped their iki-
gai, but their relations to their larger cultures seem more ambiguous.
In his belief in gender equality, Mr. Eliot adheres to an emerging
cultural ideal in the United States; in unreflectively adhering to the
division of “men at work, women at home,” as well as in refusing to
hold his wife as his ikigai (to do so would be viewed by many Japa-
nese men as memeshii, unmanly), Takagi-san holds to attitudes wide-
spread in Japan today. In crucial respects, however, these men may
be seen as anomalies in their larger cultures. Takagi-san is an anom-
aly in Japan in that he refuses to accept a role definition of the self.
He isn’t content to find his identity in being a company worker, or in
being breadwinner and father; he seeks a self beyond such roles,
and it is his sorrow in life that he can find no such self. Takagi-san’s
misfortune is that he seeks self-realization in a society that, in its
dominant emphasis on making one’s social role the essence of one’s
self, discourages that pursuit.

Mr. Eliot is an anomaly not simply in choosing commitment over
self-realization as his deepest value, but also in that he makes family
and not work his deepest commitment. As writers such as Faludi
(1991, 60) and Hochschild (198g, 20) note, middle-class American
men may claim to value family over work and to agree that men
should participate as much as women in childrearing and housekeep-
ing, but few live this way. Mr. Eliot, by his account, does indeed live
this way (as confirmed to me by his wife). American culture gives its
members false values, he tells us; he invokes nature to justify his
lived commitment to family because American culture, as he sees it,
doesn’t accept that corsmitment. '

Looking at these men’s accounts, it is in a sense Takagi-san, in his
emphasis on self-realization, who sounds stereotypically American,
Mr. Eliot, in his emphasis on happiness in relations with others, who
sounds stereotypically Japanese. Despite this, however, Takagi-san
seems to have been shaped by cultural conceptions of commitment
to group, Mr. Eliot by cultural conceptions of self-realization. Mr.
Eliot has been in his life a college professor, a gas-station attendant,
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a Las Vegas blackjack dealer, a bank employee, an unemployed job-
seeker, a high-rolling real-estate developer, a furniture-store owner,
and the owner of his present small company. It’s perhaps because he
has experienced so many different worlds of work that he now can
deemphasize his commitment to work and make his family his pri-
mary commitment in life. Takagi-san, on the other hand, has held
only one job in his adult life, a job he hates. It’s as if his single occupa-
tional choice at age twenty-two foreclosed all future choice: his die is
cast, his fate sealed.

These two men may be extreme examples and don’t fully reflect
the occupational structures of their societies—1I know younger Japa-
nese men who have job-hopped with abandon and older Americans
who have stayed with one company all their lives—and yet, in gen-
eral, American occupational structures make more allowance for
changing jobs and careers than do Japanese. {The same may hold

true for schooling. It may be more than just personal happenstance

that Mr. Eliot should make no use of his status as Ph.D. in his current
life, while Takagi-san continues to regret not working harder in high
school and thus going to a better college and attaining a job in a
company of higher prestige.) This difference in occupational struc-
ture seems at least partly due to the American emphasis on pursuing
one’s own well-being and growth without encumbrances of corporate
loyalty, as opposed to the Japanese emphasis on the individual’s being
a part of his corporate group rather than a free agent out to better
himself. Thus, despite Takagi-san’s “un-Japanese” pursuit of self-
realization, and Mr. Eliot’s “un-American” (for men) emphasis on
family harmony over self, these men’s lives have been shaped by their
societies” dominant cultural conceptions of self-in-world. Though
they don’t adhere to these conceptions, they cannot escape them.

Let us now consider in a more general sense the relation of ikigai
to gender and gender roles.

Ikigai and Gender
Gender in Japanese and American Accounts

Ideas about gender and gender roles are central to understanding
this chapter’s account of ikigai. Miyamoto-san’s tkigai of commit-
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ment to company he sees as being primarily for men (as he conde-
scendingly comments, “Men have work to give them psychological
support, and women usually don’t, so they turn to religion”). Wada-
san views men’s ékigai of commitment to company as less genuine
than women'’s ikigai of commitment to family (“Family is . . . not like
4 company: you can't simply exchange one mother for another; a
member of a family is not just a replaceable cog”). Takagi-san’s ikigai
of self-realization he sees as one that very few men or women can
enjoy, but like Miyamoto-san and Wada-san, he seems to take for
granted that men work to support their families and women stay
home to nurture their families,

All three American accounts reject the familial division of ikigai so
apparent in owr Japanese accounts, to hold instead that husbands and
wives should not have separate ikigai by gender role but should each
find their ikigai primarily in family and secondarily in work. Mr. Mur-
ray once found his deepest commitment in work rather than family,
and he may have been divorced because of that, Ms. Pratt's marriage
dissolved in part because “I wasn’t comfortable with my role as
‘homemaker.”. .. I didn’t want to be pigeonholed in any kind of role!”
Mr. Eliot’s marriage survived because he was able to discard the role
division of husband at work, wife at home: “Probably the biggest
thing that's helped us stay together is me not working so much,” but
instead helping to raise his children.

This acceptance in our Japanese accounts and rejection in our
American accounts of a familial division of tkigai seems to reflect
larger cultural currents in the two societies. A recent survey (cited by
Amaki 1989, 179) asked American and Japanese women if they
agreed with the statement “Men should work and wornen should stay
home.” In Japan, 71.1 percent of respondents agreed, 23.7 percent
disagreed; in the United States, 34 percent of respondents agreed,
and 65.1 percent disagreed. A 1974 Louis Harris poll in the United
States showed that men and women favored (49 percent to 45 per-
cent) a marriage with the husband working and the wife minding the
home (Harris 1987, 87). It thus may be that a generation ago Ameri-
can women were closer to contemporary Japanese women in their
acceptance of gender-specific roles, but that there has been a shift in
many American women’s views on gender roles—although gender
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remains a source of deep conflict in America today (Ginsburg 1989;
Traube 1992).

The Japanese accounts in this chapter cannot be understood with-
out considering Japanese conceptions of gender roles; but the most
basic issue of ikigai in these accounts is that of whether it is to be
found within one’s social role or beyond one’s role, an issue that to
some extent cuts across gender lines. Is ikigai to be found through
total immersion in the roles of man as employee and breadwinner,
woman as housewife and mother? This is the view held by Miyamoto-
san, and to some extent by Wada-san. Or is ikigai to be found not
through one’s total commitment to one’s allotted role, but by finding
one’s own individual purpose in life? This is the view of Takagi-san,
a view apparently considered but rejected by Wada-san.

In the American accounts, the dominant issue is not self-realiza-
tion and commitment to group apart from gender, but in terms of
gender. Women should have as much opportunity as men to find
self-realization in work, and men should have as much commitment
to their families as do their wives, both Ms. Pratt and Mr. Eliot tell
us. Why this difference in emphasis? Why are the American accounts
so much more concerned with escaping from gender roles than are
the Japanese accounts? The answer involves the different concep-
tions of “self-realization” in American and Japanese societies.

Gender and Self-realization

This chapter’s American accounts show more transient commitments
to work and family—more divorce, more job changes--than the Jap-
anese accounts. American institational structures enable relatively
easy divorce and job change, as Japanese institutional structures do
not. In this sense, “self-realization” may be easier to pursue in the
United States; one can more easily “change one’s life” and follow a
new path.

In Japan, although writers such as Kobayashi {(198g) extol the pur-
suit of “self-realization,” to follow one’s own personal dream remains
the exception, a path alluring but chimerical for most people, men
and women, who find themselves within their social roles. In the
United States, on the other hand, people may readily discard social
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roles in pursuit of a self that transcends such roles. The frequency of
role change in the United States carries a social and personal cost;
for example, a spouse who leaves a marriage in search of something
better may leave behind a partner with dreams awry and children to
support. But despite this, it seems that the freedom to change roles
in the United States helps create opportunities for fulfillment apart
from adherence to role, opportunities that remain comparatively rare
in Japan.

But there remains a gap in opportunities for attaining such ful-
fillment between men and women in the United States. “One reason
that half the lawyers, doctors, business people are not women is be-
cause men do not share the raising of their children and the caring
of their homes,” writes Arlie Hochschild (1989, ; italics in original).
Indeed, American cultural conceptions and institutional structures
may be amenable to the pursuit of “self-realization,” bitt men seem to
have greater opportunities than women to pursue it; this imbalance is
the major reason for the emphasis on gender in our American ac-
counts. “There’s a war that goes on between women and men now,”
Ms. Pratt tells us, in that “men have never accepted that it’s equally
their responsibility to raise children.” “During the years 1 was work-
ing all the time, I didn’t want to be staying at home with the kid,
cleaning house; Sarah did all that. But that’s not fair,” Mr. Eliot tells
us. This gender-role tension was apparent in the words of most of
the American women I interviewed. “My dependency on my husband
for almost everything was really starting to eat at me,” stated one
American woman in her fifties, who eventually began working cutside
the home. A thirty-year-old woman with a career in real estate said
of her former husband, “I became resentfu] . .. because he didn’t
carry his weight around the house. I'll fully expect my next hushand
to carry his load.” As for her own career, “If I didn’t work, that would
be very difficalt for me. I really want to work, that’s how I was
taught.” American survey results support these sentiments: “When
working mothers are asked what they would do if family finances
were not an issue . . . 82% say they would work anyway. Among non-
working women . . . 71% say they would prefer to be working” (Har-
ris 1987, g2).

Indeed, Ms. Pratt, as we have seen, seems to view her work as an
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arena for self-realization, and thus as superior to the commitment of
family. But Wada-san does not share this view. For ber, both men’s
work and women’s family involve not self-realization, but commit-
ment, but men’s commitment to company is false in that men are not
truly indispensable for their companies as woman are indispensable
for their children. In this difference, whereby work in the world is
seen by Wada-san not as self-realization superior to commitment to
family but as a form of commitment inferior to commitment to fam-
ily, we have an answer to why our Japanese accounts are so little
concerned with escaping from gender roles. But let me begin by
discussing Japanese gender roles in more general terms.

The Role of Wife and Mother

In a society in which separate gender-specific roles-—men at work,
women at home—remain generally accepted, there is less cause for
the kind of gender friction that exists in the United States, a friction
resulting from gender roles that a majority say they have rejected but
that apparently have not yet been transcended. More women seek to
become sengyo shufu (fulltime housewives) in Japan than can attain
that status, holds a comprehensive study of Japanese housewives (Ko-
kusai Josei Gakkai, 1980: 207). At present, women make up 40 per-
cent of Japan’s labor force (Ono 19g1), as opposed to 45 percent of
the United States” labor force, but more than in America, Japanese
married women’s employment tends to be part-time, so as to not
conflict with duties at home. “The middle-class ideal,” writes Ueno
Chizuko, “is still the woman as mistress [of the house] without a job”
(Ueno 1987, 80).

Tn Japanese newspapers and magazines I've read a number of ac-
counts expressing Japanese women’s dissatisfactions. For example,
an anonymous women’s magazine article entitled “Tsumatachi no
hontd no honne” (The true feelings of wives) quotes scores of wives
speaking of their husbands in such terms as, “I don’t understand my
husband at all. I've given up on him; I just ignore him,” and “The
ideal family for my husband is one that doesn’t bother him, that
leaves him alone” (Kurowassan 1990). In a more ironic vein, Amano
Yiikichi (1990) reports in Asahi Shinbun on the many women who
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convey their husbands dirty underwear to the washing machine with
chopsticks because they can’t bear to touch the intimate clothing of
men they detest. For the most part, however, these articles illustrate
women’s dissatisfactions with their husbands rather than with their
roles as housewives and mothers. The Kurowassan article may be
compared to a recent American woman’s magazine article (Tevlin
1992) on “Why women are mad as hell”: not only because they tend
to see their hushands as “selfish, self-centered and not interested in
... home life,” but also because, in a larger sense, “social and domes-
tic realities have not kept up with demands for equality,” demands
Japanese women generally do not feel compelled to make.

There is a minority of Japanese women who do seek careers on an
equal footing with men. I interviewed a young esecutive-in-training
who waxed long and indignant about the corporate discrimination
she has had to suffer: “I give presentations to our large customers.
It's good for the company’s image that a woman is representing it,
but that corporate image is a fake. The company ... doesn’t give
women any substantial role to play. I'm really just a show window.”
There may also be broad changes taking place in the ways Japanese
women view their lot.'* ] interviewed several young Japanese women
who said they would not want to lead the kind of lives their mothers
led. Generally, however, it seems that many [apanese woman-—the
large majority of those I interviewed-—are content with their domes-
tic role in Jife.

One reason why the Japanese women I interviewed seemed more
satisfied with their lot than their American counterparts may be that
Japanese sengy shufu continue to enjoy more social respect for their
roles than American wives staying at home; the American phrase “just
a housewife” has no Japanese parallel. A second reason involves eco-
nomic pressures. In the United States, real family income has stag-
nated over the past two decades, but in Japan—at least until the

12. In English, Iwao (1993) sets forth a comprehensive (though perhaps overly
sanguine) view of today’s Japanese woreen. In Japanese, Asahi Shinbun {1990¢) re-
ports on the one-third of women who don’t want to follow tradition and share the
grave with husband and his ancestors, and Yoshihiro 19g1 discusses “The reasons
why women don’t want children”; her book offers women-centered explanations for
Japan's alarmingly low birth rate.
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recession of the past few years-—it has risen. Although economic
pressures do cause many Japanese women to work part-time to sup-
plement their husbands’ incomes, in general Japanese women may
feel less compelled to work outside the home than their American
counterparts. Furthermore, Japanese women make, on average, far
less money compared to men than do American women; thus Japa-
nese women may be less motivated than American women to enter
the work force. !

A third reason may be fear of divorce. Because of high American
divorce rates, many American women feel that they “cannot rely ab-
solutely on marriage as a means of support for themselves or their
children” (Hochschild 198g, 140). As Wada-san tells us, divorce in
Japan is economically threatening to women, but because divorce is
less frequent in Japan (1.4 per thousand people in Japan in 1991, as
opposed to 4.7 per thousand in the United States in 1993) it may be
Jess feared. Many of the American women I interviewed felt the need
to work in order to protect themselves from reliance upon their hus-
bands’ incomes, as the Japanese married women I spoke with did
not.

There is still an additional explanation for Japanese women’s fre-
quent acceptance of the domestic role and American women’s fre-
quent rejection of that role, a difference in perspective seen in Wada-
san’s and Ms. Pratt’s accounts. It seems that many Japanese women,
seeing the difficult lives their husbands lead, tend to be content with
their lot, whereas many American women, seeing the difficult lives
they themselves lead in comparison to their husbands’, tend not to
be content.

“To be a woman in America at the close of the twentieth century—
what good fortane. That's what we keep hearing, anyway” (Faludi
1991, ix). As a number of American feminist writers (Faludi 1991;
Hochschild 198g; Hewlett 1986, Ehrenreich 1983) have demon-
strated, this “good fortune” is illusory: American women tend to hold
unremunerative and unfulfilling jobs compared to American men and

13. On the basis of figures in the Japan Statistical Yearbook (1991, 94) and the
Statistical Abstract of the United States (1992, 412), I calculate that Japanese women
receive on average 50 percent of the wages of their male counterparts; American
women receive on average 74 percent of the wages of their male counterparts.
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to shoulder most housekeeping and childrearing tasks at home. The
same may be said of most Japanese women. Even more than their
American counterparts, their jobs are unremunerative and unfulfill-
ing, housekeeping and childrearing their tasks, with no aid from their
husbands. (Takayama 1ggo, 11 cites surveys showing that Japanese
men do an average of just eight minutes of housework a day. As one
young wife and mother said to me, “My husband never does anything
for himself in the house. He leaves his clothes lying on the floor; at
mealtimes, he won’t even take out his own chopsticks, even when
I'm busy with the children.”) The difference, however, is that many
Japanese women (most of the married Japanese women 1 inter-
viewed, including the women cited in the preceding sentence) find
their identities in being housewives and mothers and their ikigai in
their commitment to family. They are content to do housework and
childrearing because this is their ikigai; they may accept unfulfilling
jobs because work is not their ikigai. :

Although many of the American women I interviewed, including
Ms. Pratt, seemed to view the role of housewife and mother as unap-
pealing, many of the Japanese women I interviewed, including Wada-
san, seemed to find it very appealing compared to the lives their
hushands must lead. Japanese company employees, aside from hav-
ing far longer working hours than their American and European
counterparts (Nagashima 198¢; Lummis and Saito 1991), may also
feel compelled to drink with coworkers or entertain customers at
night, and go on company outings on weekends. As Iwao tells us,
“Men’s lives in Japan today are confined and regimented by their jobs
to an extreme” (1993, 15). Their wives, on the other hand, may enjoy
considerable freedom. Tt is they who take classes in “culture schools,”
who learn dance, tea ceremony, and English, and who, increasingly,
travel abroad; although they may have little power in the world, it is
they who wield the power at home, generally controlling all family
finances.

Indeed, as the social critic Asada Akira argues, “In many ways, it
is really the [Japanese] men who need to be liberated. . . . Most of
them identify with their companies and nothing else” (quoted in Ta-
kayarna 1ggo, 15). As Iwao maintains, “Today it is, in a sense, the
husbands who are being controlled and the ones to be pitied” (1993,
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7); according to Takayama, Japanese women “have no intention of
accepting lives as dull and unrewarding as their wage-slave hus-
bands” ” (19go, 14). Of the three Japanese in this chapter, only Wada-
san has any sustaining activity apart from work and family; she has
dance, but both Miyamoto-san and Takagi-san seem chained to their
companies.

Many middle-class American wives of the 1g50s may have led lives
not dissimilar to those of many Japanese wives today.** “In the
1950s,” writes Ehrenreich, “there was a firm expectation . . . that re-
quired men to grow up, marry and support their wives. ... But by
the end of the 1g70s and the beginning of the 1g8os, adult manhood
was no longer burdened with the automatic expectation of marriage
and breadwinning” (1983, 11~12). What the 1g50s editors of Playboy
advocated-—that men avoid entrapment in marriage and the financial
support of their wives—was advocated in later decades by the wom-
an’s movement: Betty Friedan envisioned an America where “women
carry more of the burden of the battle with the world, instead of
being a burden themselves” (Ehrenreich 1983, 102); Gloria Steinem
proclaimed that “men will have to give up ruling-class privileges, but
in return they will no longer be the only ones to support the family”
(Ehrenreich 1983, 116).

In today’s America, although perhaps not tomorrow’s America,
Playboy would seem to have been more prescient than Friedan or
Steinem. Many of the women in Hochschild's ethnography are afraid
to protest too vociferously to their husbands about the inequities of
their relationship for fear that their husbands will leave (1989, 251
53). Newman discusses the drastic economic “downward mobility”
experienced by many divorced middle-class American women (198g,
202-28).

This apparent shift in American gender relations, this diminution

14. The demarcated gender roles of “husband at work, wife at home,” are the
products of recent history in Japan and the United States. Japanese sengyd shufu
(full-time housewives) became widespread only in the Taisho era (1912-26), with
the emergence of serariiman bunke (company employee culture) (Kokusai Josei
Gakkai 1980, 206). In the United States, the full-time housewife was the product of
an historical aberration in American family structure in the first two decades after
‘World War II (Stacey 1ggo, 6-12),
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of the role of full-time housewife and mother in many American cir-
cles, may be due to a shift in moral values over the past forty years
among men, from an ethic of responsibility to family to an ethic of
self-fulfillment over all else (Ehrenreich 1983, 169). It may also be
due to economics, to the decline of the family wage system, making
it increasingly difficult for a lone wage-eamer to support a family
(174). It may be the result, as well, of a gender revolution not yet
completed: “The old way of being a woman in a patriarchal but stable
family system is fading. . . . But a new equal relationship with men at
work and at home is not yet in reach” (Hochschild 1989, 264). It may
be that at some future point, a society based in true gender equality
will emerge in the United States, a society in which men and women
share responsibility equally in both workplace and home. But this has
not yet happened.

Ikigai and Gender

The tkigai ideal held by American feminists, men and women alike,
and by Ms. Pratt and Mr. Eliot, is of ikigai equality rather than a
familial division of ékigai. Both men and women, by this ideal, should
be committed to their families first, but to their work as well, as a
means of supporting the family and of attaining self-realization and
contributing to the world. Ikigai and gender should thus bear no
relation; ikigai should be gender-free. The social transformation po-
tentially bringing about this ideal is being led by women. “The ‘fe-
male culture,” ” writes Hochschild, “has shifted more rapidly than the
‘male culture.” ... Over the last thirty years, men’s underlying feel-
ings about taking responsibility at home have changed much less than
women’s feelings have changed about forging some kind of identity
at work” (198g, 205). If millions of American men were to follow Mr.
Eliot’s example, men might “catch up” with women, to create a soci-
ety based in gender equality and genderless ikigai. If, however, men
continue to hold back at home as women devote themselves to work
(whether out of personal preference or economic necessity)—if both
men’s and women's ikigai become work rather than family—the
American family may all the more wither away.
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Today, some 40 percent of American children live with a divorced
parent. Often these are families in which the absent father does not
pay court-ordered child support. If men thus give up their families
so readily {Hochschild 1989, 250 cites research showing that 43 per-
cent of divorced fathers have had no contact with their children dusr-
ing the previous year), can women be far behind? “Society cannot
afford for people to start deciding, several years into parenthood,
that they do not want to be burdened with their children anymore”
(Baumeister 1991, 175). If family is not the major component of ei-
ther men’s or women’s ikigai, then American society may lose the
capacity to reproduce itself. (This potential problem is apparent in
Ms. Pratt’s account. Her love for her children overrides her belief
that, as 2 woman, she should be deeply committed to work and to
changing the world. But if the balance in her life were tipped, her
children might be in a family where neither mother nor father hold
family as their ikigai.)

In Japan the major potential social shift is from role to self, from
ikigai as commitment to group to ikigai as self-realization, a shift that
may be occurring across gender lines. This shift could enable Japa-
nese men and women to lead more personally fulfilling lives; through
sach a shift, Japanese people could perhaps, in Miyamoto-san’s
words, “recover our humanness.” But this shift may also bring social
problems.

If men such as Takagi-san find ikigai in their own pursuits rather
than in their companies, what will become of their companies, and
of Japanese production? Miyamoto-san’s worries about his subordi-
nates are not his worries alone. Surveys {for example, Hokkaids Shin-
bun 198ga) show that young people now seek their ikigai outside
work—mot in work but in leisure, not in commitment to company
but in the self and its pursuits. If women come to find their ikigai in
their own pursuits rather than in their families, what will become of
their families, and of Japanese reproduction? Japan now has one of
the world’s lowest birth rates: an estimated 1.45 children are born to
a woman in her lifetime (Japan Times 1994}, far lower than the 2.08
natural replacement level. The Japanese government has debated of-
fering monthly allowances of five thousand yen (approximately fifty
dollars) to women who bear children, but many young women seem
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merely to scoff at this (Weisman 1991), being more interested in
their personal freedom than in the commitment and confinement
brought by children.

It seems that the current transformations in gender roles and iki-
gai apparently taking place in Japan and the United States can make
the two societies more humane places in which to live, if Japanese
roles become less rigidly circumseribing of the selves who occupy
them and if American gender relations become based on true equal-
ity at both work and home. On the other_ hand, these transformations
may perhaps serve to erode the two societies: if most of a society’s
members are deeply committed to neither work nor faraily, then that
society’s ongoing prosperity and survival may be in jeopardy.

The philosophical question raised by these issues is this: Is individ-
ual freedom to pursue one’s own tkigai, an ikigai found in self rather
then in social role, a necessity for any truly just society, or is it an
individual luxury that no society can for long afford? The ways in
which Japanese and American societies answer this question will very
much shape their futures.

Meanwhile, the Japanese and Americans whose accounts we have

“examined in this chapter all seem to some degree to struggle with

the question of self and role in their conceptions of gender and in
their formulations of their lives. “Who am I? A unique self, or a role
played to perfection? How does this relate to my being a man/a
woman?” These questions, whether directly asked or not, resonate
through each of their portrayals of their lives.

And so too do they resonate in those portrayed in the next chapter:
not those in the prime of life, but rather those at either end of the
lifecourse, finding ikigai in future dreams or in past roles and rela-
tions continuing into the present and future.



Chapter Five

Ikigai in Past and Future

Nukziji il Yurd {21

(Near the end of mv research in Japan, I realized that 1 hadn't inter-
viewed any voung people like the wenlthy YOUIgE comsumers de-
seribed in recent books [{or example, Ohira 1ggo]. Tasked my friends
if they knew anvone who might it that description and wag given

Nakajima Yuri's name. 1 met Nukujima-san at several trendy coffee
shops for our interviews, | was immediately struck by her :!nthmg |
felt T was conversing with a fashion model, Initinlly, what she told me
seemed so innocent in its caleulations that 1 had trouble helieving
her; eventually 1 realized that this was who she was, in all sincerity.)

I started working for this company Tast April, At frst it was fun, be-
canse there was lots to learn: how to receive guests, how to answer
the phone. But it's horing now; there’s no challenge anyimore, Before
Istarted work, Lwent to o Catholic junior college, noted for its educa-
tion in good manners for women. T wanted to become a stewardess
after college: Lapplied but failed. Now T think that marriage is hetter
for me.

I've traveled a lot. I've been to America, Enrope, Singapore. Hong
Kong, Hawaii; I go abroad twice a year. I love traveling going to
dlinner in a nice dress, watching a nice '_~.lum going shopping—I can
teel rich! 'd like to live in a fnw:gn country, qimh overscas for i vear
mstead of just going for a week, but-my parents would never lel me.

1ot
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My parcnts sy it's OK for me to do whatever 1 want onee I'm mar-
red. becanse then thevll leave evervthing to myv husband, bat unti
[ marry, they're H-npmmh[:* lor my well-being, | don't want to he
anfilial |r1r;r1ﬁf.l’u:| dlomg things thn don't want me to. When 1 i

ghroad, my parents aren't ‘.‘.-l.h:,lﬂ]l“ mees m feee, it 1T don’t do bad
things. | havea enrlow fow. Init even if 1 dido? t, L wonldn't want to
stay out Tate. Tt wonld be bad for my skin: T'd be too tired to wash

my face when I got home; I'd sleep with my makenp on. Ud rather
comne home early and take o bath,

1 ean't endhre ||:lrL]H|'|i[L My father's generation ETEW 1Up r_[|_u'jug
the wir, and suffered a lot. e doesn't want his danghters to have to
gxperience that. | Erew up ;'!r{:lt‘r_'t[-u_i fram lite's hur{l_l:hips. Bewsnges
I'm a ”'il"] o v kel 1 don’ want to make my parents worry ahonil
me: | want to walk the path they want me to take. I they think «
certain person is best for me, U1l marry him. 0 always think that I'll
be happiest if, when T bring my future husband to my grandparents
and relatives, they'll bless our marriage: That would be the greatest
thing I could do far my parents. In jurdor high sehool 1 rebelled o
bit, Dl no mre, Tdon't feel rebellions toward my parents because
what they want me to do andwhat T want to do are exactly the same.

L elon’t have a ]mv#ntnd now. Today young wornen get invalved willy
meen prethy c‘.mlh bt T kw-p my distance. Men sense that, und don’t
try .m}H||TLJ,--—H||IIE*T1|1|L'&- they 1l tey to hold hands, bt nothing more.
Maostly 1 date someone two or three Hmes and that's the end of it, |
feel Tad when they give me presents. because I'm not interested; 1
stop secing them, tell them 'm too busy. . .

."‘Lrhl':l]i}-‘, I did have a bendriend, but T hroke up with him: | know
he wanted to marry me, but [wasn't interested. 1 don't especiallv
want to My w rich e, Dot 1 el waint o THATTY SOmeone whio can
preserve the litestyle | have now. Bul I choose my hushand not on
the hasis ol income, but by the company he works for: he must be
SOTNCOHE wnriuu:k for a Illﬁt rile Oy :-'w-'rlr]r:}d\r lnows, or else
a medical doctor. The company my hoylriend worked for isn’t first-
rate; it used to be, bul net anvinore. My grandfather always told me
when 1 wis small that 1 should choose my hsbaned not by his face
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bt by his accipation; [ resisted, but now 1 agree. At my wedding,
my relatives will talk about my hashand; 1 leel restrictid I that, bt
P ot a chiled amymore, [t's better to win favor in others” eves, so |
think I should find someone my relatives consider perfect.

I don't know what love really means; 've never expericneed the
f'm-ling that I'd die without this person or that, People sav vou can
marry someone who's poor as long as there's love between vou, buy
I eonldn’t; most girls my age couldut 10 von don’t lave MOy, vour
lowve will go sour; only when vou have maney aned can enjoy life to-
gether can your love grow. T don’t mean that mon s more important
than love, but it's as important! My Lather always savs that Honey can
solve So percent of the problems vou face in this world, . (1 don't
have any savings, [ spend my income on clothes and lrwvel: £y Par-
ents pay for my lessons: jazz dunce, English conversation, lower ar-
ranging. tea ceremony, They also help me ont on ¢lothes and travel
when I need extra money. 1 really couldn't live on Y W ineome,)

The reason my mother wanted me to take lots of Tessons wnd a0 Lo
a goud sehool is that she wants me Lo rarty into agood Gunily: if I'd
gone to a better college, a four-year college instead of a two-year
college, 'l lave a better chanee of finding a good hushand. 1 lived
with my parents when 1 was in college beeause T wanted to learn
cooking, but also hecanse someone from a good Family would rather
matery i woran fiving with her fanily than o woman whe lives alone
and maybe leads an immoral life. 1oy be old-fashioned, but that's
why T live with v parents,

I want to marry by the time I'm twenty-three, 'vie never lad
ontial. I want to marry someone who I come to love naturally. Last
weekend T went to a resort with some other voung men and
women—the men were doctors in their Tate twenties. Since all of us
are single, we talked about marriage. The men said (] ey didn’l expect
their wives to be home all day, When a Iriend and I said that women's
happiness is to be found i marriage—women are much happier with
a4 good husband than with @ good job—they said that women like us
e rare in this day and age. For me, iy hushand will come first, 111
work, T'll find a job that enables me to leave home after him and
come home before him; that way 1 can prepare dinner [or him. ...

No matter how much you love the persan vou marry, vou'll get
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:"borggl‘ just as vou get Lireed uf-h:uuhurgtﬂr if you eat it every du}-’. But
if the husband and wite are mature, they can work it out, The hs-
h}lﬂd will he |:u5-;?.- with waork arud the wite ean have her hobbies: when
fi-_‘bg}r feel tired, they can refresh themselves by taking a trip together,
Ta solve their marital problems, the wife must be very wise, Just
stting married doesn't make @ man and a woman hushand and wife
Lﬁjﬁj] it's a long process—it'll take m'lti] they die and are buried in
the same grave. You can't avoid small [retions no matter who VoL
marry, but Tean't imagine ever getting a divoree becanse of them,
 T'm certain that Tl Tave a child; before, 1 thought 1 didn’t want
one, but 1 changed my mind after 1 saw the movie Baby Talk. A child
is the clamp that binds together hushband and wile; [ can entrust to
my children my dreams. the things Twanted to do but couldn't. Only
after you have a child can yvou mature as a woman. Because [ was
borm a wornan, | want 1o bear a child.

My father always says that women should be heantiful, Every morm-
Cing my mother puts ona new ontfit and ties @ matching ribbon in her
hair. After | get marricd, Ul wear o cute apron; 1 oean't hecome
sloppy. Men don't have to worry about their appearance as long as
they wear clean clothes—they have work to do—hnt it's hetter for
-wcr;neu ta be beputiful: soft and delicate. We talk about equality be-
Iiween men and women, but men and women are fundamentally dif-
ferent: men have men’s roles to play and women women’s roles; 1
think that women shonld n::l_'w' on men rather than be i]|r_lt!pt=.||(h+1|i_/_.'
Llove to dress up: my friends say I'm a clothes horse [oshare].T
used to wear only brand-name elothing, but now I don't eare so much
“about brand names. If you anly shop at brand-name hontiques, you'll
-]'!Zlﬂk the same as evervone else. I go abroad to shop: that way, | can
find clothes other Japanese people don't have, In Hong Kong 1
'bﬁught i ]m-'r.‘l}' L ddress, VETY [:|!I*il.11'. it doesn't matter if it's inex-
pensive as Tong as | like it. When 1 was in junior college, 1 had a
.'dﬁzen Lomis Vaitton ]|;‘1m[|_mg5: | give them all away or sold them. 1
et tired ﬂft]'lingﬁ f‘nﬁil}!; whien Tawas in jlmi::-r o :]]Hgi*, [ llHitEL”;.’ give
away my clothes after wearing them for a vear, to my sister or my
Consing,
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When I have a date, spend hours choosing my elothes, When |
went to that resort, 1 had to choose clathes for the trip there, tennis
weur for the first day, clothes for after tenmis, tennis wear for the
seood L]li.:l.'_ and elothes for the tripp home. . . . Appearanee is im-
portant: men prefer women who may bea litthe stupid ot ave beanti-
tul to look at to these who are smart but not concerned abont AP
anee, Iwant to wear what looks good on me.

Chur I'.'uni!y doesn’t have any religion; 1y gr:nuljmr't*nrs were Bud-
dhist, and I went to Catholic schools, 1 think there jre iy gods:
each person has their own god, but there's also a Gad in the sky. |
helieve that after o person dies, they watch over their children and
grandehildren; when I pray, 1 call on God and Great-Grandnn ind
Grandpa to help me. When 1 get old and die, I'll see my parenls,
who will have died already. T think that heaven is in the sky, ahove
where airplanes fly: people dressed in white, watching their children
in this world. When something bad happens to their fumilics, thev'll
come down and help. They don’y help too mueh. though, becanse it
wouldn't be good for their tanilies, who need to leam the lessons of
lite. . . .

There are tragedies like wars in this world, hut T don’t know why
|'J|E.'_‘v' ]m]'mln_ln. T'l-n']ii"ing i a ]':i-'uq'ﬂhtl and |1:1pp_1; contnbry nosw; ]n:nph*
who lived in those bad old davs were anlueky. T think thal everyhody,
even those who did wrong, will go to heaven, 1 von send  bad per-
son to hell, he'll repeat bad thines in his nest lite, bt a bad person
citn hecome goad ina good environment—thal s why evervone gocs
to heaven. . You often hear that some people’s spirits can’t go to
the ather world. Some spirits return to this world beeause thev bear
i grdge: they come back to take revenge on someone who made
them suffer. .. But | really don’t want to talk ahout spirits! T
searedd! [Cries |

My ikigai? | want to meet a nice persan and marry, bt it's only
natural for people to many, so that eant be my ikigai, Work now
can't De ikigai: it’s a means of making money and killing time, My
ikigad is travel, When | travel, | can get dressed up and j_.{n b “""'.;f
restanrants and eat good food: 1 can go shopping, and 1 can take
pictures of mysell in nice clothes, and the pictures will reanain with
me forever, After I marry, my hoshand will be my ikioni Later, my
childl will D v thigati; but the conter ”rm} lile nesw 1 bravel .
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Kirsten Peters (1g)

{I met Kirsten Peters inoan empty classroom al her school, She is
tall, attractive. and matter-ob-fact, even _iauh'l.l in the way she presents
hersell. Because | knew one of her leachers, | worriedd I'}.mL | repre-
sented the “adult world” for her—indeed, she maulir i [Iuw behind
my hack after our first interview. lor the benelit of her friends. But
t]!lt feeling of our interviews later shilted: her tall became a matber
of sorling out her feelings to hersell about entering an 1Il’.]l]l|l.“'f]l'.|t|
that she finds alluring but s not at il sure she wanks o enter.)

| gnl{luut[-- from high schiool next week; next }-‘L"Efl' I'll go l':'r_t"tn'l'lr'l:'il]l'l!'t:\'
collese, Tl take some computer classes, 1 think, but I'm not .‘\'i!ﬁ'
what Ul do with the rest of my life! Everything today has to do with
computers; my dad says that U1 learn liow to use one, i.“. Il buy me
one. (He's a doctor. My mother used to be o nurse. 1 Hve at liome
with my parents and my older sister.) | _

L nsed to go tooa public high school, hut Twas getting xtnug_tlltl 1'\
My parents switehed e to a private school; Taet As and .HS 1w, 11!1:1
school's hielped me a lot: the teachers led me to believe in mysell. I.n
public schoal, 1 was going nowhere; ever since seventh grade, 1'd
aptten in with the wrong group of kids. 1 pnt my parents thirongh
hell. T'd get in arguments with them, vell and seream, and H'u:.-n leave;
my bovirend would come and pick me up. 1 feree] el abont it nios; 1
think that's why e and my parents haver a1 wond rt_*l:xtinushl[‘.n e
They were goad parents; it was me that was Dhad, 1 felt that my par-
ents Toved my sister more than me. “Why can't you be like your sis-
ter?” My dad st have said that to me a million times. T adore my
sister, bt 1 inst hated being compared to her, That might |Ill‘r‘I¢' bizen
why 1 got into drgs: 1 didn't want to be like her: it seemed like she
wais atlwins so happy. | wanted to be lappy inomy own way

[ ot high on pot for the first time in eighth grrade; th[*ur] started
doing acid becanse my boviriend was doing alot, anil eocaine b, |
had bad experiences on evervthing—a bad acid lrlp., a seizure on
cocaine—sao finallv 1 just quit; people say | have o will of iron. M.y
moin kreacs | diel LlJI'IIL{.‘i, It Tl never tell my dad. My mothier's
levient, bt iy dad's like totally strict: il vou don’t obey the riles, he
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can be hard to live with, But 1 don’t have that many riles, He bonght
e my car, pays for the insurance, the gy T have o one o'clock
curlew. I'm nineteen, so some people say 1 shouldn't have a corlew,
but it's his lienise, so 1 abide |_r}f his rules. My elacl doesin’l ko Iy
||lirij:', ithout me: I'm sure he thinks I'm still & virgin, My mother
knows, but my dad would flip out!

Yes, T worry about getting pregnant, about disease. Onee 1 got
pregnant—I didn't know it until 1 had a misearriage at work. T would
have had to either get an abortion or give it up for adoption, and |
couldn’t have done either: I adore children, ... I'm pretty responsi-
ble when it comes to diseases; 1 say, “If we're going Lo do this, we're
not going to do it with any other people.” The boy I'm dating now is
very honest; we've only been dating three weeks, but T can trust him.
The boyfriend before him, our relationship lasted two years. I've had
three relati m\'hip‘; |Ung term, but T've dated lots of !I[J‘;"i {ronm
(."I'F_‘hﬂl lfnli.]U on. (T wish Tl waited when T lost my virginity; tHie ]mv
wits a jerk.)

[ buy lots of clothes, jewelry, makeup. In jumior high school, it was
brand names; now 1 get what looks sood, and that's usually expensive!
My closet's packed, and 'm like, "I need new clothes,” becianse | gl
sick of ald elothes: 1 give them to my consing, .., Pve worked at
varions places, last-food restaurants, over the past few vears. My par-
ents say T have to, They say that il 1 dont get a joh this snmmer,
they'll take the car away, | d Tike to work at something where 1 could
sit there and the money would come in. Work is boring: 1 can think
of a million things I'd rather do. My father loves his job; if 1 had a
job Iloved. T'd do it, but. | don't want to work in the future: I'd
riather inhierit some money from an unele, 1 want to be rich! There's
just so much out there (o By, 1 want to go to Rome, get an aparl-
ment, go shopping. 1 davdream abont that; | plan an going someday,
Il's my |)d1f'l’]ih I liave Lo menu—llmv revery protective,

To be happy, you need money, Love doesa’t make the world go
round, it's cash. You've gotta have money; there's so much stuff 1
want, and the only way to get it is to have mone v. T'd marry a rich
a1 dide't love over a poor man 1 did. I'm into monev, not love.
Some people say that menev can’t make vou happy: well, it can defi-
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pitely make me happy! IF1 didn’t like the gov, hey, 1 could divoree
him. take him for eVETY cenl he's got, Thal's o l|-11||1[:_- {th to say,
bt I comld doit, 10 there was another gy | liked who didn't have
money, 1 eonld date Tim on the side, Iy lshind were mking
liots of money, he'd be busy: he wouldn't Ko -

Lo | H;'L'- s miany funilies thal et divoreed. My parents are
still together, bt most of my viends” parents are divoreed. U'd have
affairs, mavhe. U'd keep guiet about it to iy Tshand: if you tell vour
husshand, it's not o challenge! Most govs know that 'meoa challenge;
if they get old, T go out for someone else. 105 a challenge being
with someone hehind o person’s back—a mash, a natural high, Yes.
it's wrong, but not in the sense that U'm sinning, that I'm going to
hell Torit. 1+'s e Bifes T oean do what 1 wsnt!

I do think it's im.k:t:i|1|f1 tor ey soumeone aned stay in lewe with him,
if he treats von E_Qi:[tl]. '] elisose money over e il I:nr:|:-|.:.' [ Tl thot
choice, Tl ten vears Tront now | |||i;_:i|l L clitlorent. 'm nineteen—
I puess to every nineteen-yeuar-old, money’s real important! (1 was in
[n:.,-(_- LTI, with that muy 1 went out with fora Enug tine, but T hroke
up with Tiim: hes was on o road to nowhere, He dropped out of col-
lege, quit his job: the only thing for him was partving and drmgs. 1
still lTove i, bt Tddon't like bime T think hie's :Ljv]'k.]

What's ninst i|r|pm‘|'un! tome, fulure career, 1't*|'dEim|x]|i1‘m, 0o .ﬁ"lu;}p—
ping? Al the moment, shopping and bovs, thev're most important,
because ['m so seared to go ont and get on with my Bife. T fright-
ened abont Ifr:u]nuI!irllI from hitrll school; | wish 1 could start over. A
vear [rom now I'm going off to college. 'm not going this year lli‘
cause | don't think I'd be able to muke mysell study. 1'd think. *
don’t have to be home tonight. [ can do .'1[1}'[‘]1]'1145 I want!” Going u]T
to college and being hit with o parents. no enrfew—T'd get in that
rit, get in so rlw-'p I eonldn’t e oot L

\1-".' mother and Tather don't give me advice about who 1 shonld
miarry: they just want me o be happy, able to take care of mysell in
th futur:* livee o 1Y ERAT withouf ]u"n” seareel. 1 think T be able
to do that: it'll take about ten vears, bul Maybe Tl be at home
alter college: I'd want to be witls IV andd dad for a little bit
fonger. You feel safe there, protected; that's b evieryhiody feels, My
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parents 1'r_t-,|[[_1,a want me to stay at homnes in the world's eves T'moan
el right now, but in iy parents” eves ['m stll their little dhsohter,
[y own eves? U'm right in-between being a child and an adull. 1
already feel ald. 1 wish I could be ten again. ve never wanted to go
ti L‘[]H{‘_EL!; my sister said it's like puid vacationy, bl it doesn’t souned
like much fun to me, just a lot of work! Twant to tuke o long vacation!
OF course nowadays you've got o have a college degrec, 'l prol uhly
2o to some ecollege or to some kind of school, like teavel school, o
get into the airline business. , . .

My life ten years from now, il my dreams come true? Tl have o
house with a white picket fence; I'll have moneyv and be happy: 11
have children and a career, 1'd like to do S[]lm-'{']Jill:l{ witli aniroals: an
animal psyehologist; 1 could get an advanced degree to do that, if |
really wanted to, I'm good with animals—you should see my dog! 1'd
like to be married to a rich man with a good job, mavbe a lawyer, 4
very distinguished man, and up-to-date. knowing all the fashions. into
nice cars, vireations, and good-looking, a good father and good hus-
band. Tl like two kids. My mother wonld take care of my kids when
I was gone, she's said she'd be glad o, 10T Tl t:]n']tlr'vn-, I wonlidn't
liwve aftairs. But [ hope T get married once and am happy. 1 think
babics make vou happy: they just kind of bring that jov in. 1§ 1 had a
childl, he'd be the most important thing te me in the world.

When T datee o guy. 1 think abont 1.||;11'ri;1_53|':'-_ The hew | went out
with tor bwo vears—we got engaged; he gave me a rock of a dizmond
ring. 1 broke it off. because it wis big pr.::.t.-ﬁm'e'- for an eighteen-vear-
old to handle: “Tm engaged to be married? My life lasn't even
sturted!” It stll hasot started. ., | I've always wanted to oot married
at twenty-two, be w young mother, T'd be happy just staving home
taking care of my kids. But I've gat to have some career skills, be-
canse if the marriage didn't work out, T'd be left high and drve my
hushand would have his business, but Td just have iy kids. T'd never
wint to be stuck with kids after o divores and not Tave the education
to wet o _ju]_:.

Dol helieve in God? My parents and sister believe, but T not really
inta it T osed to not believe at all, beeause 1 felt Ted done nisthing
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for mes but new lite: 5 so mneh better than it was that 1 can
mavhe sturt believing, But 1 don't know: | have a hard time with
Adam and Fve hieaven and hell, [ think of heaven and see space and
stars: | think of hell and when T look dews, theve's dirt. 1Us hard to
magine, vou lenena? T diedd o, there's |I|;L_\'1h';* i [‘if'l}'—[i!'t'j.r chanee
my f-;pirlt would continoe. I there waus a heaven, T'd pCE} there—I'"m a
good person; Pve never killed anvbody, T think of heaven as having
Jots of clouds, and misty; that's the way 've seen iton TV, .

I ddon't want to get older;: Td like to stay nineteen Toe the rest of
mv Hifes 101 had wrinkles, itd be like immediate Gicelilt. or o gun to
my head! Yes, my parents are happy, but they can’t do all the things
they tised to dos thew lave arthritis, grey hair, It's like vou're getting
Lo that puint where you're soon going to tie. T'd rather be at this
point. where I'm just about to start my lite, U'm seared of death:
sometimes | worry i 've got an incurable disease. To get sick and
fnow vorr're going to die—that wonld he lerrible, 17l be so Dright-
ened! 1 try not to think abent it .

The most important thing in my life is mysell, getting myself taken
care: of: T eome hefore anvthing else, | don’t like ter think about the
future—I trv to take evervthing day to dav—bul sometimes it just
pops into my head. It kind of depresses me to think about it 1 hope
Il have a goed life 1Hs pretry scary, M life now is most important,
just heing lappy, not letting things stress me out, get me down. ...

Nakajima Yuri and Kirsten Peters:
Analysis

Nakajinu-san and Ms. Peters are both young, have wealthy parents,
and are appreciative of fashion and enamored of meney. They are
botli immiersed in present pleasures and in dveams of future marriage
and motherhood, But Nakajima-san (if her attestations are to he he-
lieved. as perhaps they should be) ' has led a sheltered life, while Ms.

1. There is o term in Japanese, burikko, which refers to e feiznel ninocHnee
af vonane wornen whio luve Tind more workdi espedence thim thew Tet o, Nakujimmi-
san’s elain of keseeping Uvose wh datie Twsrat asm's length, aned Ter tears of fright
during cnr alk of spirits, nught medicate such feigned muocence: but those who
Yo Fieer Buave uled s that e expressions of inmoecoes aceamately reflect thie wiay

shie limks il Tives
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Peters hus apparently been involved in drigs and sex throughont her
teenage vears. On the other hand, N:Lkeljirn.'t—ﬁ:uj plots out her future
i E?ii[ﬂﬂuting way, whereas Ms. Peters seeins to seck 1o woid lier
Tature.

Nakajima-san's ikizai is travel, she tells vs. But her travel seens
not only a matter of 1511:5{*.1]t pleasures, but of huture plans as well: in
}lﬁ]'nj.«_: abroad Lo S]mi‘r, she can find dothes Qi wall nuke Ler linale
beautiful and thereby better her odds of finding & husband of high
status. Nakajima-san and her family have sought to miwimize her
chances of marrving such a man, through the adviee given to her
from her grandfather’s knee on, throngh her Catholic girls-sohool
education and her lessons in hanayome shugya (“bridal training”;
“English conversation, lower arranging, tea ceremony,” that whicl) a
cullivated young woran is expected to have studied). through the
fervent attention she gives 1o looking attractive and, not least,
through her “feminine” attitudes. Nakajima-san says that “it's omly
abural for e ople to marry, so that can't be my ikigal " Marrving a
man of high status isn't an effortless act of nature, however, bt the
result of intense effort, an effort that secms kew ter Nakujin-san's
life, Her past and present efforts and fiture dreams are centered in
Mrning i ni of hif_ﬂ] shitus: this dream ol marriace, raller than
travel, T interpret us her ikigai. |

When 1 asked Ms. Peters to chioose between future career, rela-
timmiﬁl_rs. or :;Imppiny. as toowhich wis most important to her, "slmp—
piog and bovs™ was her response. “Shopping and hovs™ could conceiv-
ably serve Ms. Peters too as o preparation for the Tature; bul these
seetn, from her account, to he her means not of investing in her
future but of avoiding it. Ikizai as we have defined it involves “one's
deepest sense of social commitment.” wnd conmitment entails the
future is well as the present. In this sense, “shopping and bovs” seem
to represent not Ms. Peters” ikioai, bt rather hier elforts to avoid
hawing an ikioai,

Nukajima-san has an ikicai, and she looks forward to ler Titore,
as Ms. Pelers does not. Why? The bwo women's aceounts reveal a
vlear difference in sell-confidence, Nakajima-san helioves that her
aim of marrying a high-status man has a good chance of sueeess: Ms.
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Peters believes that she could not succeed were she to leave home.

This difference seems largely due to their pessonal backgrounds. M,

Peters felt unloved s a child compared to her sister, as Nakajima-

san did not: and Nakajima-san is two years older than Ms: Peters

and more sure of herself on the path to adulthood. Most important,

N;ﬁaajirr_lﬂ—_sﬁl Tias Tnternalized her parents” values (71 don’t do bad
things.” she tells us, even when abroad and unwatched), as Ms. Pe-

ters has not: she wants to live with her parents and their rules because
she o'l trust herselt apart from those roles. )

o There are also larger cultural factors contributing to this differ-
ence. Nakajima-san teels no need to become independent. but '-.-.—i!lr:
with marriage, simply shift_her reliance from parents to hushand.”
She lived at home during college and will continue to five at-home
until marriage. She need not prove herself at work, for like many
Japanese “office ladies,” she will []]‘fl‘lhil!.‘ll}" cuit work npon 111;11'1ii1gt:,_
She need only find a high-status man to marry {although this in ii‘su}l
is no small task) and then play fully her future role as devoted wife
and mather.

Ms. Peters has high-flving personal dreams, of hecoming an anin iatl
psychologist and marrving “a rich man with a good job . .. very
distingnished man .- - knowing all the fashions .. - and gﬂu{!-lnuk-_
ing.” But apart [rom such dreams (and apart oo [rom tluf dream of
getting rich off divorce), she realizes that her future reality may lie:
less glamorous: she must get some kind of career training to survive.
Ms. Peters doesn't wint to become independent of her parents bes
canse her future career and academic path seem less than promising,
and future marriage, she realizes, may not bring her a hushand whe
will reliably take care of her and her children, given the prevalence
of divorce. Her parents, she fecls, are the only people on whom she
can rely, and so she will rely on them lor as long as possible. “That's
b t*'-.;.-r'y] iy [eels,” she tells us—as il to justity what some Ameri-

e I iy seena thint inseckng to hecarme o stewardess, f\llzlk::jlm:t-mn Witk so,'n:l-'ﬁ
ing ii]l{]!-_'l‘_l&;|||j[:“|'_'r but. having been _-.t:.-nm:u!. L U];;_lh;l.t ek i Hewvever, Tront o
that she told me, Fnterpret hee desire Less as an effort o attain persinal landepen-
dence thn to experience the company-chaperoned plessnres of travel wnd comsumg-
tion o several vears betors subsegquent mormage.
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. cans might see as a shameful lack of independence, but which she
sees as a personal necessity.

In analyzing the accounts of Takagi-san and Mr. Eliot, I argued
that the freedom allowed the individual by American institutional
structures helped Mr. Eliot to change employment and shift kigai,
something that Takagi-san, within his more restrictive Japanese
world, has felt to be impossible. But freedom is a mixed blessing. Ms.
Peters seems a victim of the American cultural emphasis on individ-
ual freedom. Having been a teenager in a world of indulgence, she
now doubts she has the personal discipline required for successful
American adulthood. Nakajima-san seems a beneficiary of the Japa-
nese cultural emphasis on commitment to group. Having grown up
in a sheltered environment, now preparing to transfer her depen-
dence from parents to future husband, she seems confident that she
can make the transition to Japanese adulthood.

These women’s lives may yet move in unforeseeable directions,
but by their present accounts, their self-assessments seem well
founded. Nakajima-san seems to have a good command of the game
of cultural success she is playing; Ms. Peters seems not to. Given
the different rules of their societies” games of success and their own
culturally shaped characters, their personal choices of ikigai seem to
represent their accurate gauging of their odds of attaining success in
their different adult worlds.

These two women are at the cusp between childhood and adult-
hood, preparing for or avoiding adulthood. Let’s now turn to two raen
who, half-a-dozen years into adulthood, have dreams of a perhaps
unrealizable alternative life for themselves.

Kinoshita Toshiyuki (30)

(I first met Kinoshita-san in a cafe in Delhi, India, in 1984; I was
amazed to discover that he lived just a few blocks from where I had
lived in Japan. I interviewed him six years later on a bench by a pond
on several summer nights. He is a short, talkative, intense man,
whom I have always admired for his spunk and his rebelliousness. I
saw him through more conventional eyes at his wedding, when a
young woman exclaimed to me, “Now that he’s married and will have
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to support a family, maybe he’ll stop being such a child, with all his
silly dreams!”)

I got married last week. We’'d been living together for six months
before then. Now I can answer the phone myself instead of having
her answer it (I didn’t want people to think that she was loose, that
she had a man hanging around! For a woman in her thirties, as she
is, rumors spread easily), and when I fill out paperwork, I mark that
I have a dependent. These little things make me realize I'm married!
My mother wasn’t against my living with her. My mother and I were
living with my sister’s family; it was crowded; I wanted to get out. I
looked for an apartment of my own too, but economically it wasn’t
feasible.

I graduated from college four years ago. I went to college for three
years, then took a year off and went to India; then I went back to
college and intently studied law. After I graduated, I worked in the
personnel office of a large department store—1I thought I could study
law while I worked there. The examination to become a lawyer is
incredibly hard, so I planned on spending seven or so years to study
for it; but I've given up on that. . . .

I quit the department store after three years; then I worked at my
friend’s clothing store, and then I became a juku [private “cram”
school] teacher: I taught English and math to kids from preschool up
to ninth grade. I didn’t like the idea of putting students under my
thumb, so I let them be free, but they got out of hand. I quit because
my boss was strange and the pay was low. Then I got the job I have
now, driving a delivery truck. I'm alone in my work. I feel relaxed;
because my body knows what I'm supposed to do, I don’t have to
think about it. . ..

What I'm doing now isn’t what I really want to do. In Japan, even
now, people generally don’t quit jobs as I have; but from the start I'd
decided to quit the department store after three years, because there
were other things I wanted to do. While I was at the department
store, I began to think about becoming a doctor; I still haven’t given
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up that dream. If I studied hard to pass the exam for medical college,
I could do it.

Maybe people think my dreams are impossible to realize, but I
think they’re quite possible. Some of my friends seem envious be-
cause I still have a dream, but my mother and other older people say,
“What kind of crazy things are you thinking of! Get serious!” Last
January I took the exam to get into medical college. I failed. Il try
again in two or three years. I also want to be a school teacher. If I
were a teacher, T could earn what I earn now, but still have time to
study for the exam. I'd be very happy if I were a doctor in twenty
years, but probably not if I were a teacher. As for my work now—1I
don’t want to think about the possibility of doing it all my life! I'll
quit this job by next spring at the earliest, or in three years at the
latest. Then I'll try to get into medical college, or get a license to be
a teacher. 1 still have time: the age limit for the licensing exam to be
a teacher is thirty-seven; for medical school, there’s no age limit.
Three years ago, a thirty-three-year-old woman passed the entrance
exam at a top medical college——1I read about her in the newspaper.®
I could do it, too. . . . I feel frustrated because what I'm doing now
isn’t what I want to do. But I won't give up! If I try hard, I can do
what I dream of doing. . ..

I've talked with my wife about my dreams; she doesn’t like them.
She’d prefer the stable life of a sarariiman’s wite. She asks me not
even to joke about quitting my job! I want children. My wife is thirty-
four now, and if I went to medical college, we’'d be poor for the next
eight years. She works as a photographer’s assistant, but would quit
if we had ldds. ¥'m saving money now; in college, maybe I could
get scholarships. . .. (If I can’t become a doctor? There are other
interesting things I could do. The good thing about Japan now is that
you have the freedom to choose jobs—any job will give you enough
money to live on. .. )

Last year, when I was thinking about marriage, my mother was
against it. She’d been upset because I didn’t stick to one job like most
people, and now I wanted to marry a woman older than me. I told

3. Her achievement was newsworthy not because she was a woman-—there are
many woman doctors in Japan in such fields as pediatrics—but because of her “ad-
vanced” age.
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her that even though she was my mother, I had my own life to live:
“If you gave me two lives, then I could follow your advice this time,
and live my own life next time. But I have only one life to live, and I
don’t want it to be crushed by other people.” Of course I feel grateful
to my mother—she raised me by herself. But as far as my job and
marriage are concerned, I'll decide them for myself. They're some-
thing other people, even my mother, shouldn’t interfere with.

My father died in a coal-mining accident when I was six. I remember
laughing with my friends at his funeral. I didn’t understand what it
meant to die; probably I saw him so little when he was alive that his
presence wasn't very big for me. After he died, my mother went to
work at the coal mine—if you worked there, you didn’t have to pay
rent. Later, she worked in a factory; now she’s a cook in a company
cafeteria. My mother was really strict when I was little: when I was
noisy at other people’s houses, she made me keep quiet; when I
cried, she pinched me. Because of that, I later felt enormous con-
straint when I tried to do anything. So I tried to change myself.
Maybe that’s why I went to India. If my mother hadn’t pinched me,
maybe I would have become a sararitman; maybe I wouldn’'t have
wanted to try so many things different from other people. . . .

When I was in grade school, I was a little bully {gakidaishs] and
bossed around even older kids. By the time I got to junior high, those
kids wanted to get even, and they beat me up. For the first time, I
learned how difficult human relations could be. Their bullying didn’t
last long, but because of it I stopped talking, and shut myself off.
Eventually I learned to be more considerate; I wasn’t so smart-assed
[namaiki} anymore, like I'd been. . . .

India influenced me more than anything else in my life. Japanese
people work and work, but we don’t follow our dreams. People get
so caught up in their daily lives that they give up. ¥ I hadn’t gone to
India, I might have had that kind of attitude. . . . After India, any idea
I'd had of svicide disappeared. In India lots of people live on the
streets. Seeing them, I realized that suicide was a luxury. As long as
you can eat, there’s no need to die. I'd thought about suicide because
human relations were hard, society wasn't as I'd hoped. But after
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India I saw that it was a waste of time to worry; I had to live before
worrying about such things. . . .

Which is better, my life or that of a sarariiman? My life’s better—
living as I do, I won't feel regret when 1 die. To experience as much
as possible before you die is a good way to live. So far in my life, I've
done and seen a lot. People say lots of things about me. My mother
opposed our marriage because she was ashamed in front of her rela-
tives that my wife was older than me. I told her, “Let them talk! I
don’t carel” Maybe I'm not a typical Japanese. Maybe if I'd had a
father, I'd have become a typical sarariiman. Maybe it was good that
I didn’t have a father. It seems to me that as long as you don't give
trouble to others you should be free to do what you want. Japanese
people aren’t free; the eyes of your relatives and of society are always
watching you. When I see company employees in their suits and tes
downtown at lunch time, I feel disgusted. Companies take priority
over everything else in Japan, and people working at such places are
just cogs. They don’t have selves. They don’t know what freedom is;
they don’t know their own identities.

I don’t study much these days, I'm just too tired. I have lots of
dreams, but if I don’t study, I can’t realize them. This is my biggest
worry in my life. Time passes too quickly. . ..

I've thought a lot about death. Once you're born, you're bound to
die. Basically I don’t believe in life after death, but I guess I do
believe, like a child, when I see TV programs about psychic phenom-
ena. . . . But something can’t exist just because human beings dream
of it. I don’t believe in gods or Buddhas; religion is something human
beings have created. Everybody wants to be healthy and happy, but
we get sick and unhappy. We need some power to pray to; we want
to rely on something.

There’s no reason why human beings live: we're just alive. T be-
lieve human beings will become extinct, like dinosaurs. When I think
about that, I feel relaxed—I can do what I want instead of following
others! If in two hundred years human beings will die out, then what
I'm doing now will mean nothing. When I'm worried about some-
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thing, I solve it by thinking this way. “Why do I have to worry about
such trivial things?” Human beings don’t amount to much anyway: it
wouldn’t be any big deal if we became extinct. Sometimes I wonder
how much value the ability to think really has. Spiders spreading their
webs may be better than human beings. Sure, humans can feel ikigai,
but maybe spiders feel ikigai when they're eating their prey. . . .

My ikigai? Work can’t be my ikigai. If I became a doctor, work
would be my ikigai, but then I wouldn’t feel that it was work; it'd be
my mission [shimei]. My ikigai now is to move closer to my dream.
I'il try to make time to study, to go to medical college, or become a
teacher and then go to medical college-—that’s what I think about all
the time now. I'd like to join the Red Cross and go to places in the
world that need doctors. I also want a family, but it would be OK to
live apart from them for a while. My mission will be more important
to me than my family; I think my wife will understand. Well, I'm not
sure. I wonder what her ikigai isP Maybe she doesn’t know now.
Raising a family with me may be her ikigai.

I don’t know what my friends™ ikigai is. Maybe they've never
thought about it—if they started thinking about it, maybe they’d have
to quit their work. I have a friend who works until midnight every
night. His work doesn’t seem like ikigai, but he can’t quit; he lives
only looking forward to playing golf a few times a month. . . . Peaple
are deceived, exploited; people spend a large portion of their pre-
cious time for their company regardless of their own will. The capital-
ist system requires that workers be cogs of the machine. Nobody
wants to be a cog, but it’s necessary for the system, and probably
can’t be changed.

Sam Isaacs (30)

(I met Mr, Isaacs at his company; we talked before the flickering
patterns on his computer screens. He is a handsome young man,
appearing a quintessential yuppie, but his words soon show the
depths beneath that appearance. I sent his account to him after our
interviews, and later met his wife, who told me that he had given it
to her to read. I froze; but she said that they had talked about it, and
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it had made their marriage stronger. They indeed appeared happy
together, when I last saw them.)

I work for a large computer company; I've been here two years. Be-
fore that, I was working back east, but then I made a lot of life
changes: got married, quit my job—I couldn’t see spending my life
helping rich people get richer. Here I'm not doing that. I help design
future computer software; it’s something I can get excited about.

My first job out of college was working for a software company.
After that, I worked on a defense project; from there I went back to
grad school. T've held four different jobs. I got something out of all
of them, but then they started to lose their challenge. When I left my
first job, people were saying, “It’s the right time to go. You've seen
what’s around here.” That’s the norm. They treat us well here, good
salaries, good benefits, but we're not expected to be loyal to the cor-
poration. We're expected to help the company survive, but nobody
tries to represent it as being a benevolent entity: it’s business! In the
companies I've worked for, since we're in R and D, there’s a lot of
pride. I feel like I'm good at what I do, and I work hard to do it
well. . ..

Is this my life’s work? That’s a problem; I believe that people have
callings, but I don’t believe this is mine. Well, it might be, but I'm
not sure I'm not fooling myself. Software engineering is very lucra-
tive; you get a lot of perks, people stroking you because you're valu-
able for the corporation. But I'm not sure my calling might not be
psychotherapy, for example. I'm fascinated by the human mind; my
wife’s a therapist, and I love talking to her about what she’s doing.
But it’s difficult for me to look at that clearly because of the fear
involved in taking a 50 percent cut in pay, and not being valued. So
I'm not sure. Making money for a corporation would not give my life
meaning. Designing good software—that’s a worthy goal, but it may
not be enough to be a life’s calling. If any of the stuff I'm working on
gets out, it'll make people’s lives better in some way. But whether I
can make an even greater contribution in different, less technological
ways, I'm not sure. I think about my purpose in life on a frequent
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basis because we don’t get any younger. If you're going to make a
contribution, you want to have as much time as possible to do it; you
don’t want to dick around, waste time. I struggle with that.

Until about five years ago, I was very much a part of mainstream
culture. You grow up, go to college, get a job, work hard, get ahead—
I never really questioned that, until my brother died. The two of us
were hiking: it was wet—he slipped, fell off a rock ledge. I was the
older brother—I felt I should have done something. . . . After that, I
dropped out: quit the prestigious company I was at and worked at a
bicycle shop. Then I went back to graduate school, where I took a
personal development course. At the end of this course, I had this
clear sense of what I wanted to do with my life: become a trainer,
where I'd be opening people up to their full potential. I've gotten
away from that, but it’s still a dream, to be able to teach people to
live their dreams: doing what they want to do, making the contribu-
tion they want to make, being happy with themselves and the people
around them. I think that if people respected one another, we could
have a society much better than the one we have now, where people
treat other people as objects, as work units. There was a wide variety
of people in the course, and you came to respect them; only later did
you find out that this person’s a janitor, that person’s a college presi-
dent. It was irrelevant by then because you knew these people as
human beings.

What I've been doing in personal development worries my par-
ents: the courses I was taking they saw as a kind of cult, like brain-
washing. But I'm getting to the point where I don’t care as much
what they think. They live their lives, I live mine. It helps to be a
thousand miles away! I remember telling my father I was taking a
personal development course and he exploded: “You're spending
$1800 on what?” I said, “Look, if you want me to share my life with
you, you have to accept what I'm doing.” They did. They can’t affect
it, so they may as well accept it!

If all young engineers had ideals like mine, would America go
down the drain economically? T don’t know. If America changes radi-
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cally enough so that success has little to do with material goods, then
if people feel fulfilled, they won't care if they have the latest car. I
used to be very materialistic; I've toned that down a bit. There was a
big fire a few weeks ago; if the wind had pushed it in our direction,
we’d have lost our house. It was kind of funny. We packed the car—
the cats, a few photo albums. I said to my wife, “Lock, there’s nothing
in the house that means anything to us. It’s all stuff, that’s all.”

My wife has a degenerative muscle disease, and it’s really acting up
now; she’s in constant pain. I knew when I married her that she
might become wheelchair-bound. Before we got married my father
said, “Life’s hard enough as it is. Why would you want to make it
harder by marrying somebody with a problem like this? I said,
“Yeah, but if you or mother came down with cancer or something
five years after you got married, would you run away? No. You make
a commitment and stick to it. .. .”

I do get twinges now and then, when Rhonda and I have argu-
ments, or when she’s feeling really bad. We can’t do things to-
gether—bicycling, windsurfing—that I really want to share with her
but can’t. Her flare-ups come and go, but the deterioration is con-
stant. If T knew what I know now, would I still have married her? I'm
not sure. She’s very angry. I know she’s in incredible pain, but it’s
hard to live with. Sometimes I think, “Am I just being a masochist?”
But I've never met anybody I care about as much as her. Yes, it's a
burden, her being sick, but you take it a day at a time. Rhonda feels
bad about it; she says sometimes, “I don’t know why you're here. 1
should probably just go off and kill myself. . . .” It's tough, but I also
know that if the situation were reversed, she’d take care of me. The
depth of her caring is at least equal to mine.

If my dreams came true, we'd have two or three kids; we'd be
living in some small, pretty community, or maybe on a cliff over the
Pacific. Rhonda would be well, a successtul psychotherapist; 1 would
have my own business doing self-realization work, running seminars
around the country. I'd say there’s a better than 50 percent chance
that this will come true. But it’s hard to say; maybe my priorities will
shift; maybe family security will seem most important five years from
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now. But it’s unlikely that I'd give up my dream. I could put it off for
a while, as I'm doing now, but not indefinitely.

I had a good family environment as a child, very traditional; my fa-
ther’s a lawyer, my mother a housewife. At an early age, 1 started
reading science fiction. My impression was that the world was a neat
place; people could go to Mars and travel through time. All through
school, I'd finish my homework in an hour and spend the rest of the
night reading science fiction. In college, I studied astrophysics—I
wanted to be an astronaut—then switched to computers. In a way I
was searching for what I wanted to do through science fiction themes:
one was space travel; another was artificial intelligence, the idea of a
created intelligence. . . .

My goal before my brother died was to make lots of money. If he
hadn’t died, I wouldn’t have taken the personal development courses,
married Rhonda, moved out here. I wouldn’t have been able to take
that distance from my family. My brother’s death really was genera-
tive, in an indirect sense. After his death, I kept feeling that [ was a
lousy human being: “What kind of person lets their brother die?” I
didn’t consciously hear that question until I did the course and finally
came to believe that I wasn’t a bad person. I thank God I did that
course: I was heading down a path that was dark, closed-in,
teartul. . ..

Where is my brother now? Rationally I have no idea, but emotion-
ally T do sometimes sense that he’s near. . . . What will happen to me
after I die? I'm not sure. In college, 1 took the rationalist view. I
resolved to become a famous scientist, like Finstein or Galileo, so
that people would remember me. After my brother died, I amended
that, to think that it’s the people who know you as a human being
that matter. As for whether I'll have an independent existence after
1 die~1I kind of think not. This doesn’t jibe with my idea of Bill being
out there somewhere; it may well be that when I stand by the ocean
talking to him, I'm talking to myself, to the memories I have of
him. . ..

I went to church as a child, but I don’t go now. I don’t believe in
a God who cares about our prayers; I don’t think that human beings
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have any divine purpose. I just want to be the best human being I
can be, and help other human beings to be the best they can be,
given the constraints of their physical beings. . . .

Yes, Rhonda’s disease has been tough. We've both started facing
the fact that this disease doesn’t get cured. I'm worried about what
will happen when we have kids; I don’t think Rhonda’s up to it. . ..
If she doesn’t get better, I'm not sure what'll happen to my dream—
it'd be difficult. With Rhonda’s medical bills paid for by our insur-
ance, and by being more frugal, moving into a cheaper place, we
could do it. It would put a crimp in my plans, but I don’t think it
would kill them. . . . :

Of the three aspects of my life, work, marriage, or the dream of
becoming a trainer, which is most important to me? Definitely the
career track I'm on now would be last. As for the other two, if I had
nothing but my relation with Rhonda, I'm not sure my life would be
fulfilling. If I had to pick one thing, I might pick working as a trainer;
but I'm not sure that that alone would keep me completely happy—
I also need my relationship. The dream comes first, the relationship
second, though it’s still necessary. But my priorities may change as I
have kids. If you came back in five years, I might give you different
answers. Maybe my center will become working with my kids, to
make them the happiest human beings they can be.

Kinoshita Toshiyuli and Sam Isaacs:
Analysis

These two men have much in common. Both recently married. Both
have changed jobs frequently, now work at jobs for which they don’t
feel tkigai, and dream of a future work that will be their ikigai. Both
now feel apart from the mainstream of their societies and feel pres-
sure to live within that mainstream. Both also feel the pressure of
time in atterpting to make their dreams reality. However, Kinoshita-
san is now a dropout from Japanese middle-class norms, while Mr.
Isaacs only contemplates dropping out; and Kinoshita-san seems un-
der more pressure to “be like normal people” than is Mr. Isaacs.
These men’s ikigai is their dreams: Mr. Isaacs’s dream of becom-
ing a trainer and Kinoshita-san’s dream of becoming a doctor. Why
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do these men, at age thirty, still make their dreams their ikigai? The
answer may lie in loss: Kinoshita-san’s loss of his father, Mr. Isaacs’s
of his brother. Kinoshita-san tells us that “maybe if I'd had a father,
I'd have become a typical sararitman.” His mother constrained him
excessively when he was little, he says; his lifelong struggle against
constraint is what has made him so different from others. Mr. Isaacs
was a part of mainstream culture, he tells us, until his brother died.
The guilt he felt led him to question his life’s goals, a questioning
that brought him to the personal development courses that seem to
have “saved” him. In the years since, he’s married, moved out of his
parents’ orbit, and changed jobs, to a research position that seems in
many respects fulfilling. But he remains unconvinced that this is his
“calling”; his transformed values call him elsewhere, although he has
yet to act on that call.

Kinoshita-san’s equivalent “personal development course” was In-
dia. Like Mr. Isaacs, he had been profoundly unhappy, even contem-
plating suicide, but India taught him to rise above his difficulties with
others. Mr. Isaacs’s personal development courses and Kinoshita-
san’s India revealed to the men valuations of life different from the
mainstream of their societies.

Kinoshita-san more than Mr. Isaacs seems vociferously to battle
sekentei, “what other people think”;* but both men feel pressure
from others over their values, and feel compelled to defend their
ikigai against those others. Kinoshita-san tells us that his mother ad-
monishes him to “get serious” about life; Mr. Isaacs’s parents saw his
personal development courses as “a kind of cult, like brainwashing.”
Both men resist parental pressures, saying, “I have my own life to
live,” but they perhaps can’t so easily resist pressure from their wives.
Kinoshita-san’s wife doesn’t understand his dream, he tells us, a lack
of understanding he seems prepared to live with, his “mission” being
most important to him. He does, however, want children. His wife,

4. Kinoshita-san and Nakajima-san both discussed with me sekentet as a powerful
force, particularly, for these two, in terms of what one’s relatives think of one’s
marriage. But this force is one that Nakajima-san is most concerned with mollifying
through impeccable behavior, Kinoshita-san with resisting, Although Mr. Isaacs dis-
cussed parental opposition to his dream, no American I interviewed spoke directly
of feeling pressure from “relatives and society.”
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given her age, must bear children within the next six to eight years,
during which Kinoshita-san hopes to be in medical school; he speaks
of getting scholarships, but supporting both his family and his dream
will be extremely difficult.

Mr. Isaacs’s wife does seem to understand his dream. ¥f he and his
wife have children, his dream may be less threatened by having to
support them than supplanted by his love for them; he may tum his
children into his life’s dream. The greatest obstacle to his dream is
his wife’s illness. He believes he can pursue his dream even if his
wife’s condition worsens (although he wonders if his wife will be able
to take care of children); but like Kinoshita-san (albeit with better
odds), he faces a difficult path ahead.

Aside from these personal obstacles, the two men face institutional
obstacles, obstacles that make Kinoshita-san’s dream in particular
seem all but unattainable. The examination he must pass to go to
medical college requires years of intensive study. Almost invariably,
only students or recent graduates studying at exam preparation
schools have the training and leisure for such study. Kinoshita-san
tells us of a woman in her thirties who passed the entrance exam for
medical college, and if he manages to pass, he too may appear in
newspaper articles marveling at his achievement. Meanwhile, it’s
perhaps not only chance, given the “commitment to group” orienta-
tion of Japanese institutional structures, that his job-hopping has
brought him work that is progressively lower in social status. (Kino-
shita-san became upset when I mentioned this, insisting that “I don’t
care about status!”)

The institutional obstacles faced by Mr. Isaacs seem more benign
but may be just as threatening to his dream. His work offers hi
such remuneration and prestige that he may be reluctant to leave it;
the security of his present position may take precedence over his
dream. American institutions tend to be structured in terms of “self-
realization.” Indeed, Mr. Isaacs has changed jobs (although not ca-
reers), dropped out and then gone back to graduate school {albeit in
his established field of expertise), and unlike Kinoshita-san, he has
gained in social status and salary in this process. But if he throws
away his professional progress for his dream, society might not be so
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torgiving, the institutional bottom line in both Japan and the United
States being that if you don’t make money, you can’t live well; his
realization of this is at the root of his hesitation to follow his dream.

These two men dream of culturally atypical forms of “self-realiza-
tion,” dreams that require intense negotiation within their immediate
social worlds and that require them to swim against the current of
their societies’ institutional channeling. In their dreams, these men
seek not merely self-realization, but “societal realization” as well: Mr.
Isaacs seeks an America in which people define success not in terms
of how much they possess, but of who they are as human beings;
Kinoshita-san seeks a Japan in which people are free rather than
coerced by social pressure. If they succeed in realizing their dreams,
they will serve, in a sense, as agents for social change, exemplars to
those around them of alternative paths to fulfillment. If they fail, they
will serve as exemplars of the dangers of following such alternative
paths. Their dreams, fulfilled, failed, or compromlsed carry implica-
tions beyond themselves.

Let’s now tumn to the other end of the life course, to two women

“not far from death, assessing their lives and their lives’ coming ends.

" Murakami Mitsuko (68)

(An unfolded futon lay on the living room floor of Murakami-san’s
large house, a rare sight in daytime Japan and a sign of her illness.
She appears aged and stooped but has a spark in her eyes. The inter-
action between her and her hushand was something to behold. Dur-
ing her hushand’s interviews (chapter 6), she occasionally interrupted
with wry comments—"T can’t die on him! What would he do without
meP”—as he interrupted hers: when she said that her life would
make a good movie, he arched his eyebrows from the adjacent room
and said, “That’s narcissism!” Such comments attest, I think, to the
closeness of their relationship.)

I was born in 1922; my father was a storekeeper. As a child T was
always busy helping my parents. I bad to babysit and do all the
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hiose: k{.‘[‘pmq cooking, and cleaning, There were live kids in my
family; when 1 plawd I had to carry a baby on my back. 1 envied
kids who could play alone! . . . In those d: s, st i,,nr]\- dichn't goon
to high: school: T had to x'.fork in my father's store. During those vears,
men were I}Eing senl oll b ﬁght and women were mobilized to pol-
ish wuns and mend uniforms. T hated the war breeanse in place of my
mother, who was working, 1 had to go send off the soldiers. We were
taught the emperor was a god: 1 knew he was a hinan being, but |
thought that maybe he was like u god—I didn'l know anvthing in
those days! 1 was told never to say anything about the emperor; |
might be arrested by the military police. , .

When the war ended T was twenty-three: 1 got married @ vear Later.
I was educated in the old way, that T'm to be “the soles of my hus-
band’s feet.” He was a nice person, but he had affairs —women fell
in love with hini, While he was having his affairs T was really mad at
him, but after he died | realized that it was the women who clung to
him. He died after seven vears: hall that time he was sick in the
hospital. T didn't feel like I'd gotten married; it was like T went to
work—I was always tired, We were ranning a laundr; we made a lot
of money. While he was sick. | managed the business alone.

My husband’s younger brother tried to drive me away after he
died, so that he could take over the business. He said I spent too
much money even though 1 was just a woman. and that 1 bought
tabi [socks worn with L:m{mu] without permission. [t was none of his
business! I left and went to Tokvo, where L mel my present hushand.
I remarried when [ was thirtv-six. in 1957. He was twentv-nine, Be-
cause 1'd been married before and was older than he was. Y parents
were opposed; they thought he'd have affairs and leave me; but he's
never done that. I've been sick for a long time now, and feel sorry
because 1T can't help my husband, I've been living my lite dwayq
thinking that 1 have to do all I can for him, That's heen my ikigat,

My Tiusband was working in Tokvo as a sararfinen, but ther le
decided to quit. T eouldn't stand Tokve's summers; | said, “Why don't
we move up north. Tt's cooler there!™ He said, “Let's go!” He'd been
studying calligraphy. 1 told him, “I'll go to work. Take vour time:
mavbe vou can become a teacher.” T didn't worrys | knew we could
cat somehow. I eould start up the lanndry business again. e asked
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me to wait ten vears during which he'd study hard and become a
master of calligraphy. 1 said fine—1 never wished that he'd hrry up
and starl work, because 1 liked to work myself!

[ was thirtv-eight when 1 had my child. W ‘hen T got pregnant, my
husband told me that we didn’t have to have « L}Il]d—*{ﬂw health was
most important—-but 1 wanted to trv. Just as we fear red: 1 got sick: my
Jidneys went bad when my danghter was two, was in the hospital for
ayear. I don’t know how my shand managed to surive—my medi-
cal costs were high: in Hiose: days there wasn't any national health
insurance—Dhut somehow he cked out a living. . .. In the hospital, it
was painful when people walked near my bed; even the heartheat of
a person touching my bed caused me pain. 1 nearly died twice, but
wis determined Lo live no matter what, 1 felt that 1 couldn’t die,
leaving my husband and child behind—they were my ikizai

I've bieen fving with this disease for thirty vears now, 've been on
a strict diet all these vears as to what I ean eat and drink, For kidnew
patients, if vou eat ang drink what vou like, you'll soon die. 1 started
working again right after 1 left the hmpiLll I'd collapse it 1 worked
b muLh, so sometimes T stay in bed all moring, but T had to
work. 1 had to help my husband! 1 told him, “We don’t have any
monev, but you just study hard, so that you ean do calligraphy that
nuhnd\ an matehl!l” He said, “Iwilll” He studied until two or three
in the moming every night. He promised he'd be able to support the
farnily in ten vears, andd he really dighit! Since he was trving so hard,
1 felt | had to doall T eould tnhvlp My Tinsheaned was serious-minded;
he studied, he didn't play around, | really respect him, T7he went oat
drinking with women, my attitude would be different. but he's not
like that, OF course he voes drinking when he has a meeting, comes
home at three, bat he cant avoid thit, it's a social obligation.

Before I went to the hospital. I'd started selling cosmetics. | car-
ried my dhnghter on my baek and knocked on doors asa s saleswoman,
In the l1m|11t.4.l | kept at it by telephone: my mother-in-law wold go
pick up the order and deliver it to the customer, By now, Tve been
selling door-to-door for many vears: 1 liaven't carne . that much, but
J:‘l!{m;_‘h to support us when we needed it Now ['m ‘1'I.I12I1‘-I'-llf'u'--i 13'& my
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husband and hig calligraphy; T've used my money oy Limona, But
don't rieed kimono anymore. 1 don't need anvthing anvinore!

I've had to be hospitalized again many times, abont twice a vear
fowr many vears, 1 hc*gun di-,]_lj.,-,x;is five years ago; sines then T heen
T spitalized m]]}: once, I hate dialysis, though, becanse it's so pin Fual.
After diid}'sis I can’t do :1111,1_'[]_111g—1]1_1,' hshand has to cook his own
dinner—thongh 1 feel hetter the next day. I'm amazed at how 1 could
have lived for thirty years with this. 1 think its because ve heen
fighting so hard. 've kept telling myself T conldn’t die. I still can’t
die—my grandehildren are small; until they reach school age, my
daughter has her hands full, and so 1 have to help, My dinghter savs
I can't die until my granddaughters get married, but 1 don't think |
can live that long. T wonder how many more years | can live? II‘}T:H']L‘
well today, vou may die tomorrow—that’s the way dialysis is. 1 feel
scarcd of death. bul theres nothing | can do about it; when voni e
vou dieBut T ean't die for at least live or six more vears,

My daughter, her hushand. and their two children Tive on the second
Hoor here, my hmsband and 1 oo the firse Boor” My danghters hus-
band’s LY wanted to transter hing bt hecanse e Felt Ty
danghter had to stay with me, he quit and found a position in a new
CELILNLLEY- ey j.__E!‘!-‘.'lt! | never asked him te de that, bat he Pt his
job so that he could sty with us! )

I ot hive nany triends T worked hards whenever 1 had time, 1
went out h‘t‘]_lill,&‘: doorto-door, When | owas invited somewliere, |
couldi’t go. [T had to cook for my lshand he'll eat only the food
| cook. [ don’t regret not having friends; my family's the hest thing
lor mes T don't want to canse ||:|1'||Hhi|‘ll [oar ey ishand: i he was
worried abont TOnEy, he conldn't do doil L'.'LH]';_{mP] 1y 'I'h'trl'_'l.' VOIS
ago 1 didi't know if he could make it. but now he's regarded as a
areal calligrapher. 1 feel that my assistunce in those vears has heen
rewarded, -

[ feel rt‘El”}' Flit]_'lj_ljg-' n’ght now: | don't have to worry about :L||_1_L"[]11'n§_§.

5. Tlis is the same IH:H.&E"IU'(! AT el il '!'||]..|.|_l|'i-:-;j||". fanily lis: frir
emtist on the first Hoor, ehald and spowse aed theie childeen on e secnml, in Sk
rater resicdenees. This seeor o e an mereisinedy commm allemtie among Japit-
sicses wehin ean affered i g0 thee trlieiomal 1J|]1_'|_'-|_l|.1'|“||';||i“” hoiselinled

:':H.vf
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My danghters married, 1y hushand’s doing fine, OF course 1 don’t
want to die vet, but if T had to die, T could die with peace of mind.
£ i il - . "

One worry is that my hoshiand drinks @ bit too much. I'd feel sorry if
he got sick after 1 died, But basically, if 1 dicd now everything wonld
he ull right.

In my sisty-cight vears, a lot Tias happened 1o me. Sometimes 1
think that if & movie were made of my life, iUd he very interesting,
The wain theme would be my disease. Pve overcone it ina way; Tve
been domme what Twanifed 1 doin life—I've been lneky. .. (T don't
have amy dreams anvmore; | can’l cloy anythingl ' looking forward
to seeing mv grandehildren grow up, and to seeing what my hus-
band's going to do with his calligraphy; but Lean't do anvthing myself,
I leas were OK, T'd work: 1 wish | conld. My danghter savs |1

shiould live on even il T'm hedridden,

1 can'’l sav Tor sure that there's no life after death, but I've never
hiewred of -.'Lli‘s-'i]'l'lﬂ;.-\':']ll-:-{i-‘l.'-']-'lf o thal world and returned. IF 1 knew
SO like that. mavhe T eould believe i it, bat. .. T don't helieve
1 lot of what the Buddhist priests say. Priests are omly humin.
Thevve never heen to the other world: what they preach they've
onlv learned from books! . 1 often think about how my parents
are Buddhas [hotokesama] now. T speak to my parents at e ult'.lr_
[etsuelan ], and offer them rice, but 1 still can’t believe in that stuff®
It's hetter to believe, but | can't.. .. U'm not afraid of death, Lt
sometimes | feel Tl be lonely becanse 1 have to go alone, leaving my
Famnily belind. Last night in a dream | saw my grandmother, I was
wearing her kinono. 1 told Ter it was too small for me, aned then she
LliHILI]E‘}L‘Lll'L‘tl. I wonder if she wants to tell me something?

For the past thivky vears my ikigai has been my hosband. to help and
support him, My danghter's married and has # good hnsband: ol
course 1 think of her too, but U'm most eoncerned with my hushand.

B When Mirakame-san speaks of parents, alie pwesns Tier hushand s parents, it
anatsaetan (Bodddhist altar), Hagoke-

Bt bser ohids g walis 1o lewske alter 1 lenn il 1 ! =3
L ; e et combent of the fero is

st neans T Tt also “departind soul
wangfuae for sy g
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My hushand’s ikigai is his calligraphy; as a calligrapher, he's invited
to luts ol places. This vear he'll go to Europe. I'm very hiappy when
he travels—I feel as if I were making those trips myself! My ikizai
hz_m by my hushand since I married him, and will be until 1 die. ciig
| jrust don’t want to die, that's my ikigai! Lile is good! It's joviul to he
alive; 1 want to live as long as possible, T'm VD]}'-:I_{I‘{:‘.L‘.Li'!.’j o
Life is never free from worries, but if you remember that there are

people suffering much more than you are, vou can see that vour life
isn’t so bad. Though r(ﬁ; lqgsdlmrt! I go to the market and cook meals
for my husband; 1 feel ikigai in that. We get lots of deliveries for my
]lushtsmd, so someone has to be home all the time: my hushand necds
me tor that too, T'm really happy-Fm needed. Also, T can o to a hot
springs resort once a month with my sisters, and my husband doesy't
complain, My danghter drives me there and back: 1 fecl arateful. Stll
sometimes | wish [ were ten vears vounger. | don't wulﬁt Ly Jives fiw;
hundred more vears, bt 1wish T eould live o little longer. -

Siﬂ]_\' Tucker (6ol

(Ms. Tuckers house is low-shimg und sageing, a cowbov's house in an
wrei enveloped by the componnds of well-to-do suburbanites. We
held our interviews by the stove, & wood fire burning through its
vindow. She is a grandmotherly woran, speaking with great L't]-lfl[_"'l'-
ion: Tasked her no more than twenty fpuestions in all, She ericd not
vhile discussing her illness, but in recounting how her mother hiad
hought she had gotten married de N -

ades varlier becanse she was
wegnant rather than out of love, )

was born in Texas in 1950 1 had ten brotlers and sisters. My Futher
vaas it sharecropper, until he was able 1o by his own plaee. Then he
sk evervthing in the Depression. 1 really didnt have o childfoed:
ont the time we could walk, we were in the fields working, Sﬁ[:—lvnl—l
er meant picking cotton, gathering corm: we never Hl:LtT{*tI sehionl
ntit about mid-November, When we came home from school u.-'{".{i
ork in the fields ontil dark. Then we'd put supper on the iuh].:: ligat
ater and wash the dishes, wash whatever clothes we H{'[‘{!f_':J 1]::-
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next diy for sehool, then do homework, and Lumps oul until 4:50 the
next 1'|1;11'|:i|1g_ On Sunedavs, my futher wouldn't mind us walking five
miiles up the railromd tracks to go Lo chorel T understand why we
had to work so hard—there was so little money—but we overdid it,
My father was so seared ol ol having money that he was the hardest
taskmaster 1 ever saw, and he worked just as hard himself.

When it eame time for my senior trip in Ligh school, my mother
caidd, “You can't go.” 1 said, “Mother, T've eaned the right to go!”
“Your daddy won't let you!™ “I'm not going to ask my daddy, T'm
gaing!” | wats seared the whole trip of what he was going to do to me.
When 1 got back, [ walked home nine miles up the railroad truck,
got into my work clothes, went to the ficlds. My father never said a
word. . . .

I eloped when ©was eighteen, Mel, who's thirteen years older than
me, umnugf_ul i rwur].a:.' ranch, We started guing mg',cther in septem-
Der 19484, and in November, Mel asked me ta marry him. My mother
saidd, "Owver my dead bodv!” My parents wanted to keep me on the
farm, working. We conldn't see each other after that: through one of
my brothers. we exchanged letters. Mel decided that we'd et mar-
ried in January, on wy birthday. My girlfriend. who w:f;.in on the
plan, came and said, “We're giving Sally a birthday party. She talked
my mother into letting me go for an hour, T had huttertlies in my
stornach, hecause Twas going (o disobey my parents. When my {uthf:lr
formd out we'd gotten married, he got his gun and went looking for
us, That passed: but later, if we saw iy parents on the roud, they'd
look awav. U'd never been alone in my life until I got married; it was

frightening. . - . .

When 1 got married, 1 didn’t know anvthing abont Mel. 1 didn't
know he was color-blind: he shows np to get married in hlack pants,
a green shirl. a grey tic with vellow flowers, . .. When we went to his
house. this house Td never been in before, the wallpaper was peeling
off. He and my brother had tumed the water hose on the kitchen
walls to try to clean them, .

After we were married, 1 got pregnant and bl a child, When Sh_l‘:‘
was eight months old. Mel announced, "We're going to your muulfs
and dad’s tonight.” He'd talked with my father over the fence, said,
“Hasn't this sone on long enough?” and my futher'd agreed, but
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bt Lol my mother, | eried all afternoon: [ knew he was aoing to
kill us! We came to the daoor; my mother sees who it is and falls into
a dead faint, My father savs, “Come in,” and that was that—it was
never mentioned again, that there'd ever been a problem, . ..
Fdon't think T even knew that it taok nine months to hive a Baby,

[ needed three days to be married, nine months when 1 went into
labor, Many years later, when our own danghter was pregnant with-
out being married, my mother said, * First yorran now vonr dangh-
ter!” All those vears she'd suspected thalt T'd been pregnant, that
that's why I'd gotten married! 1 still can't talk aboit it without it really
hurting, ... I'm sure my father went to his grave thinking, “She was
pregnant, that's why she got married!” But it wasn't that at alll | WS
in love!

We had a daughter. then a son, and muel luter, another son. Mel
managed the ranch tor several vears, then started horseshoeing. We
mewed here in 1g67. This county had seventv-five thousand horses:
by Mel's second day here, he had all the work Tie could ol .,
Mel's just turned seventy-three; he broke his hack lust summer, and
two years before that, his neck, I'm not sure he'll be able to shoe
anymore, (There aren't many horses here now. For vears, this house
ol ours was the only house Lere, But no more) .. As for me, ['ve
done some part-time work, but mostly I've been at home, While onr
youngest was in grade school. T was a teacher aide for six vears. But
| wanted to make more maoney, because | thought I'd like 1o oo to
college; ook a job at a store and worked i vear before 1 hecame ill.

It turned out to be a tumor on my spinal cord, We did surgery four-
teen years ago; it can't be done again. The tumor's terribh painful:
even with the medicine | take, il omly cuts the sharp edge off for 4
Lewe hionrs, My doctor said, 1 hope vou've enjoyied the fourteen veurs
that you've had, beeause 1'm not saying that you're not soing to lave
fonrteen more, but they're going o he rough.” From the pain I'm
having now. we suspect that the fumer's erowing upwards: in that
case, itll eventually paralyze my breathing. Stll, when 1 lave o bad
day. 1 think, “tomorrow’s gonna be hetter.” And it usially is.

Iodon't think about my tumor much: ve had fourteen vesars o
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come to terms with it, There was 4 period when I was resentful. Our
voungest son was still at home, aned every morning I had to get up
with a smile on my face. L resented the fact that T was the one that
hac to make everything all right. But 1'1u=:1lnm.' day 1 wrote du‘fm all
the things I was npset abiout and all the things that wf*nce lg_uud in :It-:}f
life, The colunm of good things was so mnch longer—that was the
- at!
Emll {:EVL:I:‘: micdical insuranee—live VENLTS ;tg{f i il_'jSLI]'-‘:LTl;‘.'i_‘- ‘.me,t t::
$428 a month, anc 1 eouldn’t pay it. Myl ]l 1l ge aj1t:{..:l ;t!lﬂl.c;;d
haspice will take vou rtrj{;tt‘tﬂt‘_.*;:i ol Ih{:ﬁ.'-.' rteh ["“TT v . r.d ;.I.it]r :
they don’t liook vou up to i lile-saving mucln_m:!. on’t fea e “
!Eu.{' what's between here and death, the pain llll’lt‘.‘i.f__fhl m}g} tf: f:m_u
.. 1 gness Dve always thought that Mel wonld go first. I r i 1:::3-.5 .Lni,.
fear, it's that Tl he left alone withont cnuugh. money to Ml-r; l;::ﬂ;
Our dighter in Texas would like us to live with !1a=r. Hu.lII d i L,a.‘{J
stay here so that T eonld go to a hospice—there’s a good one near

here,

The most important source of huppinniss in my lile [Il.'lﬁ l_:w;l‘.lhlc*: 1:Em;
that Mel and 1 have found together, We love our children dearly, nll
Mel was first, hecause onee they were grown, Mel would be 1]1_(1 ”“I.'"
one 1'd lave left. We bronght thew up ta go ol and ke th.r.'-nr T“-“
lives. T had uany friends who put their children ﬁ:'s;t-._ :ﬁ'ht']l I:|+~1r
children were ;._r,:;m-: they looked at their hushands as il they were
Mlﬁi{.lj;u:gllter in Texas is a murse; she gfni ra‘::mrrimrl_mnl }..gur_.u
child. Our older son's marriesl, has two children, and is o '.wc._( L]T.
Jerry, our voungest. is single: he's a carpenter, All three wr.fe stil-
born, determined to do things their way, hl_lt all three F'II':I‘H:‘.1I1:‘L:|:'IE:
back to the values we brought them up on, 1F] Pl e w_:slli,ll#]: .l:i:.
to see Jerry mardied. with a home. The :Ithurs aree married, Tave
homes, children, careers: they're doing all right, -

When | was little, T wanted to be a nurse or a sel'mnifceu_-] 1 I|' r;::
if I'd gone to college. 1 would have ontgrown Mel, Mel is one o

! i « 75 1] have
e it the world who is comfortable with who he is: T'd

lew peop best 1 could

left L standing in the middle of the road, 1 did the very
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at heing a mother and a wife; T'm proud of what 've accomplished,
The ]‘-"."f' was marrving Mel: if [ hadn't done that, U'd still be on (he
farm. h-l;]l'l}-'i!!_a{ .hlr'h-f]. '-.'f.".'l.\' the best i'I]iIJg tht ever humwm-l] ter me.

Yes, it'd be ideal if Mel and T conld live together many more vears
without pain. Ive had fourteen years because God intended i 1 4
test ol faith, of how mueh you want to live. 1 very much want to live!
[n the morning you get up and say, “Thank Cod the suns shining,”
You go forth and make the best of it.

I've never prayed to God to take this tumor away. What I've praved
[or is the strength to endure the bad times, and the thanldilness for
the gond times. God has not filed me; I've failed Him, but He'y
letting me live on in spite of that. I've had days where T've lorgotten
to say, “God, this was a wonderlil day, thank You," and He's forgiven
me. I know that I'm not as strong a Christian as I should be, but T
comfortuble with the fact that I'm on a first-name basis with God, o
I'd like to think tha myv son Jerry, who's not a Chiristian, is soing to
lieaven, but I don't know. 1'd feel much better if he laed God in his
lile, but you can just do so mucl with bringing a child up. After
they're on their own, vou encourage them, von hope vou've lived a
life that's an example, His girltriend told me that Jerry suid that he
never got in the car and started to work that he Fiew [ WSt praving
for him. He's just about right. |
I've often asked myself, what lesson was 1 to learn from being ill?

I think God's given me a chance to appreciate what 1 luve and reacl
aut to others. Jerry was thirteen when 1 was diagnosed: God gave me
the chance to see him grown. God doesn’t canse prople to sutfer (or
no reason. I's been a hard lesson to learn, but 1 think T've FrOwWn

more in the last fourteen vears than T did in e tarty-five before, - ..
IF 1 died right now, I don't think 1d have regrets over my family, but

there might be doubt over whether 1'n truly readv to go to heaven,

el like to think Fm ready. Bt we sin chaily; il we haven't asked for

forgiveness on that day, does that leave 1s wicde open to not go to
heaven? 1 think there's more sins than the Ten Commandments, |

think that when we don't show onr Christian fuith with a kindness o
a neighbor ar to g stranger, | think we've failed that 1]:!_','.

Teivar m Past and Futore 141

I never go to sleep at night that 1 don't pray; 1 know completely
that God and Christ are real. 1 my illness did anything for me, it
macde me stop just saving 1 believed, but live |L | wi 50 busy in my
younger vears with my children that it was lip service: 1 thought I
i_'u:[li{"\.'{‘t]_ bt it dsn't until von're pul to the test that von see whether
vour faitl is teuly strong. _ _

" In this world T live for Mel. Mel ean't do anything about the pai,
st he understands. You want to be as kind and ;iLl.’l'll]l". ;.uul.s.'tmuq [_nr
hir as he has been for vou SHIL in the end n‘~]igj_uu.ki faith is ull we're
left with. As much as [ love Mel, that last walk is by oursclves, Mel

an’ 1 it s sornething [ do alone,
can't go with me: it 0

Murakami Mitsuko and Sally Tucker:
A l'IH]}.-‘Hi.‘:

Both these women, alter childhoods fi||f:¢.!. '.'.-'ilhllnii, hanve 1"Il:iii.}_'l.'t'Ll
Jong and leppy married lives; both have su![m'u_{l tor many }'[‘-:_lr.!\] ;_lfrj I.
disenses that may kil them: and both have LI.“”“”.mqi Loy lu'le?lu ||u]-a
despite their illnesses. However, ?\r‘lll!'u]iill'llf-:k':lll Is an ._l_LTTIH-htl]L'_ W t11 n
Ms. Tucker is a committed Christian: Ms. Tucker is l.r.ll_'lllfd.‘{ on he
future in the next world, while Murakami-san remains [ocused on
o family in this one,
hu‘l’tlli:;i::n;runm1':=. ikizai bus been their relation with their hu.-cluuulsa.l
Neither mude children ler ikigai: neither made |u*lr ol L:iI.I'L-‘L‘-‘]r ]|:.-|
ikipai. The dominant factor shaping these women's fl‘».a'!'.‘- ]mﬁl H_-l'.le-
their illnesses. Murakami-san was stricken with kidney disease o ||r11|.g|_‘
the vears her hushand wiis studving calligraphy 1t is i.l testament to
her belief in him that despite almest dying, she continued to wulrk
while in the hospital and to nuke her sades rounds alter |:-':u-ln.|g.1 i W
hospital, she appuarently never pressured her 1|1|s.'i|.um1| tn ;1“1;;!1: :::;
calligraphy. Her personal incantation secins to [ !1'{-‘1I A ltnli ;
die vet!” hieeause her hushand and child t|!-*[1[‘1|1|:.':| on her. Wit |__[|;;
daahiter now married and her Tosband sueeesstul, she Can sy, o
:ti:'c?nrm-. everything would be all right,” but .\li"._ﬁ]l.q.‘ feels m'lwl. u?.
to receive her hnshand's packages and prepire his 1reals, .u].t 15 p
cire for the ermdehildren. T0s becanse she Teels needed that she can

Tives so lappily: her anly wish now is to “live a little longer.
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Murakimi-san's disease seems to have strengthened her ikigai g
Family; Ms, Tucker's tumor {although interrapting her plans Tor ¢g)-
légreanid in that sense bringing her back to familvl secims to lave lnd
tovashitting of ikigai from f'ulﬁil_!.' to God, Her earlier faith, she tells
us. was “lip service™; she was so immersed in raising her children tha
she didn't devote hersell to her Faith. Tt was, she savs. her Lumor that
put her faith to the test, from which that faith seems to have cerged
trimmphant. Faith would not have to be in competition with farnily
s her deepest commitment. Her Tushand and she conld perhiaps
find their ikigai in family and work under the gnidinee of God. But
Ms. Tucker is slowly dying, her pain inexorably inereasing. She very
much wants to live, she tells us, but her awareness of dving seems to
lead her increasingly to think not of this world but of the nest.

I our carlier acconnts, those [ mterviewed discuss their religions
beliels, but only in this pair of accounts is religions belief linked to
ikigai—perhaps hecause of these women's proximity to death. Mura-
kami-san is skeptical about life after death: yet, after secing her
grundinother in o dream, she wonders, mavbe not just whimsieally, if
her grandmother is tving to tell her something. She speaks with her
parents-in-law at the batsudan, and although she can't helieve in
their continning existence, she seems to viesarn to believe, Ms. Tucker
leels no sneh skepticisin: she prays 1o a God she believes in com-
pletely. Her doubts concern not the existence of God, bul her own
readiness to zo Lo God; docs her sinning leave her “wide open to not
o to heaven? This question may le at the Leart of her increasing
concern with religion; her family in this world is seenre, bt heer place
in heaven, she feels, is not,

Murakami-san is a religions skeptic; while Ms. Tucker is a religious
believer: this is the ¢learest reason lor their difference in ihiicai. Muri-
kami-san holds to family as her ikigai becanse she believes that after
this life there is no other; Ms, Tucker is apparently shifting her ikigai
from family to God because she belioves that after this life there is
indeed another, looming ever larger as death prows ever closer. But
asicle from this olwious difference of religious skepticism on the one
hand and religious belief on the other, differences within hoth Jetpan
and the United States, theére also seem o be some key differences
hetween Jupanese Buddhist practices and American Pratestant Taith
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cunLrihutin_L{ te Murakami-san's ongoing ikigal s tamily and Ms.

rpucker’s apparent shift in ikigai from family to God,

As David Plath has pointed out in his essay, “Where the Family of
God 1s the Family” (1964, the Japunese honsehold includes the dead
as well as the ]i\'{IlE; departed parents or arandparents will regularly

he spnke:n to and given offerings. Murakami-san miy be skeptical
ahout @ world bevoned the grave, but in that she practices ancestor

worship and thinks of the Familial ancestors, the Iji.‘ijl.ll]lfl‘l.u]l hf'_-b_.x-n:‘elnl
this world and the next isn’t uhsn]ut::r. At l‘lT{-rR{.‘ﬂt_ she pert urm..» r!tua]a
for the th-[nu'trd, whersas in the Tuture she will bave those ntll_lms
erformed for hers she will contine to he a1 valued member of her
rﬂ";}i}r' Ms. Tueker, on the other hand, the disjunetion between _t]u's
world and the next does seem absolute, unbridgeable Dy love ”“uﬂ“-;_.
ily, As Jesus warns in the Bible, “1 have come to sel a man at odds
with his father, a daughter with her mother ... to make a man's
enemies those of his own household. Whoever lm”i-‘f r:it,!mr iy
mother. son or daughter, more than me is not wEnﬂ 1y r{i me” (Mat-
thew 1035971 Ms. Tueker tells us that her son’s fate in |1i—.‘tl‘.’l’;‘T|. or
hell Ties bevarid her ken: heaven may be entered only on the basis of
indiviclual faith, 1t is as if, to ensure entrance to Iu-.-v.'_n;-.u as she L‘I[m-
ceives of it Ms. Tucker must shift her ikigai from family to God:
otherwise she may le deemed insufficient in Faith and denied salva-
tion, . | 1
Many American Christians don't have as draconian o view .”i
heaven s Ms, Tucker. Indeed, a mimber of Christians ©spoke W]l'!]
falt that there was no conflict at all between family and God as one’s
deepest commitment: the two are in intrinsic h;u_'rmn 1y ['::ri;_m}-l Jf:l.'l-Pd—
nese. including several 1 intervieswed, seem to shifl 1‘iw.1r_:.5ng.ru o
family to religion as they grow alder and c:luselr Lo du-zllth. N _:Jm__*'ch:&-lt-lsiL
this siil]mrf:nt difference in these two women S ongoing ﬂﬁlxgm ut. Iu;u:
partinlly reflects the cultural palternings of religion in their bvo socie-
ties—patternings of American individualism and Japanese gn_rlnpri
ism—s used by these women in making sense of their lives an

coming deaths. | i3
For the vounger people we've considered in this chapter o
dreams are ol the fiture, For these twe women, on the other hand,

. their
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their dreams on this earth are almost done. Yet their droams Cor-
Linue: where, they wonder, might they go once they die? Let us now
consider the relation of ikigai to dreams.

N:igm' and Dreamns

Dreams, Culture, and Gender

The accounts over the past two chapters illustrate what may be o
broad pattemning of ikigai over the life course in Japan and the
United States: young people finding ikizai in dreams of the future,
those in the middle of their lives finding ikigai in present commit-
ments to work or family, and old people finding ikigai in past puirsuits
and relationships continuing into the present, These patterns show
ilkizai shifl ting from [uture to present fo past as the sell grows older,
but in another, more fundamental sense, sl ikigai are located in the
luture. fkigai is not only “that which most makes one’s life seem
worth living,” but also “that which evokes one's deepest sense of so-
cinl commilment.” Commitment is not eeting but enduring, an en-
durance that bridges present and future. fhigai thus involves hoth
the: reality of one's present and the dream of one’s futiure, These
dreams may be of a future ikivai not vet expericnced as reality, or of
sustaining one's present ihigai into the loture, but all a'.f.-.igrzr'- are in
part the stuff of dreams—dreams internal to the sell, but coalturally,
soeially, and institutionally shaped. -
The shuping of dreams can be seen in all the aceounts we've exam-
ined. Mivamoto-san thinks of his occeupational ikigai dreqams in termns
of his company's suceess, something Mr, Murray hesitates to do.
given his sense of corporate betraval. Wadi-san mosthy identifies with
the role of wife and mother in her ikigai dreams, whereas Ms, Pratt
distrusts sueh roles, dreaming of personal wisdom as well as of future
happiness for her children. Takagicsan's dream of self-realizdion
must remadn a dream, he believes: Mr. Eliot has been able (o live out
his chosen dream of commitment to Tumnily. Nakajima-san's ikicat
dreams are of marriage to a man of high status, a dream Ms. Peters
iare nat hold too strongly, siven (he prevalence ol divoree i
America, Mr. Isaacss ikigai dreim 5 to become o pevehological
trainer, enabling selves to beeome Gulflled an H['[.‘Hi)ll!fi;ll nonexis-
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tent aned a drewny wll but nndrenmable in Japan. Murakami-san's iki-
sai dream is in terms of her continuing commitment to her family;
':‘;-!H. Tueker's deeam is of Ter own salvation.

[ these [airs af dreams. we see various individoalized versions of
the Japanese  cultural pringiple of commitment o group, and
the Ameriean cultural principle of individual-centereduess and self-
riealization, These Jipanese and American .‘u‘e:',l_{m' dreams seem sell-
evident to many of those who hold them, just as the objective institu-
Ll structures of their different warlds seem sell=evident—hbaoth
are shaped through a dialectic of sell and world, ever reereating ”Jap-
Anese gronpism’ and “Amercan individialism,”

in his study of maturity in madern Japan, Plath dliscnsses Japanese
s 1J]31"Jﬂﬁf':] 1;1 American donceptions ol maturitv: “[The American ]|
cultural nightmare is that the individual throb ol arowth will be
sucked drv in shvish social conformity, - .. The Japanese cultural
iIiE]'ltIHilrr"'- is Lo be excluded from others. . . . The American archetype

Cseems more attuned to enltivating a sell’ that knows it is unigue
in the cosmos, the Japanese archetype to a self that can feel human
in the company ol others” (1050, 21151

A single concept of maturily can't do justice to Japanese and
American selves in all their diversity. Kinoshita-san and Takagi-san
seem, by Plath’s characterization, attuned more to an American i
tor a Jap-:nmw concept ol maturity, just as Mr Eliot seems aoriented
more to [apanese than to American maturity. Still, |iJLI*.'iL' contrasting
conceptions clearly dovetail with the different kinds of American and
Jipanese dreams we've just autlined,

Dreams wre thus shaped by enlture, but they also are shuped by
gender, Plath’s concept of Japanese maburity fits many _];Ep-.uwsv
wametn, it many American women is well; Plath's coneept of Amer-
ican maturity fits many American men, but many Japanese men as
well, Tn his study of the American male life evele, Daniel Levinson
writes of “the Dieam” tie vouth's sense of the Tuture life he seeks

lo Jive, “My life is enriched tor the extent that T have a Dream. . .. 1f
[ have no Dream or can find no way to live it out. my lite ks
peniine prrpose or meaning” (1978, 246 see generally o3, 245°
51). Levinson seetns to suggest that huvine such a Dream is fmmajrm]
{ye2d: but as Carel Gilligan points out. the Divemn's “vision of glorious
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achievement” may deseribe American men’s more than American
women's conceptions of their lives (1982, 152; see 151-74) In the
miale fives Levinson deseribes, Gilligan notes, “relationships are suly-
ordinated to the ongoing process of individuation and achievement”
(154); in the female lives she deseribes. on the other haned. “iclentity,

is defined in a context of relationship and judged by a standard of

1'{:ﬁprmsﬂnﬂit}= and care” (160). To these women, it is not individnation
and achievement but “ongoing attachment as the path that leads ta
maturity” (170).

These different paths to maturity are reflected in the accounts
we've lnoked at. Mr. Isaacs, as well as Kinoshita-san. values his dream
of alternative occupational success over all else (althongl Lis priori-
ties may change in the future, he tells us). Mr. Murriy—as well as,
in a different sense, Takagi-san—reflects on how his ocenpational
dream has and has not come to fruition in lis Tife, Ms. Pratt, on
the other hand, as well as Wada-san, seems fimally to value familial
relationships over her own achievements, Even Ms, Ti wcker, appar-
ently locating her ikigal dreams not in family but in God (whicl) too
is a relationship) stll devoted her adult life to nurtiuring her family,
as did Murakami-san, and even Mr. Eliot. lowating his ikizai dreams
in family relationships, nonetheless spent twenty vears ol his adult
life pursuing ocenpational achievement.

There is a remarkable similarity hetween Plath's formulation of
Japanese as opposed to American maturily and Gilligan's formmulation
of female as opposed to male maturity in the United States. In Leatly,
relationships with others are vidued over persoral achievement, the
growth of sell' as a part of others over self apart from others, Gilligan's
formulations seem to apply to Japanese as well as American gender
differences apparent in our acconnts: generally Galthongh Mivamoto-
san may be an exception), lapunese and American men's ikigai
dreams seem focused more on personal achievement, Japunese and
American women's ikigai dresms more on personal relationships.
There is of course an obvious link between ikigai as rooted in Family
ind ikigai dreams conceived in terms of relationships, as opposed to

ikigai as rooted in work and tkizai dreans of achievement.

Extrapolating from our aceonnts, it may be that Japanese and
American societies’ apparent difference in errientation, towarr] the
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gronp and the individual respectivisly, iﬂ.ﬂ".'L‘r]‘il.]{]HH by their Sl:lllill-ll‘—
ity bath are oriented toward men's 1tf_'|i|1:"~=+‘|lll‘lﬂ and women's nur-
h-]J'il.llt'l'. I THY Lie that this H|l£l|‘.liliL!| il dlresms |:uj.-' ;;:1=::1cl:.=.r .||£:.'u|s Tm.m}l
Japanese andl American women to resemble one another in their iki-
gt dreams more than they might resemble their own hushands, ind
:ﬂuuw Japanese and American men Lo resernhle t]!]L‘_;{ll(}tht"r Tr.mm
t[mnl they it resemble their own wives. AS Wi s i thi.! previous
chapter. Lowever, it seemns casier for mcivichals to I'l'h'l.‘ili Ihlﬁ_hl!l{plllg
ol dreams i the United States than in Japan. The Sh;lpllll.j{ ol dn:unln.
by gender seems both more powerful awnd more taken-lor-granted in
]i-tp;lll thie i the United States.

Dreams and Histon

Hetgai dreams are shaped by culture and by j!:l':llt.l{‘]': lmt uis:; ijj-' ]Im—
torv, as experienced by those | interviewed. llu:' hlslmlm-a] HLse ”.H_
of many middle-aged and older Japanese was World _‘l.-"nr'ur 1 ;{ml its
aftermath, Murakami-san tells of being sent to see off the saldiers as
they ledt for war and of being warned to say uullllng_ about the em-
E]{']';H' foor fear of the police; f"v.l't}-‘alllu:hl'l-h'ml 5131.':|l-;.lf il H!r poverty ”]|-
his postwar childhood after losing his lutfum' :uul_ir% ;]L].‘;T;--JI 1:'.1:. shupec
his outlook on life ever since. A women in her fifties said. "1 remem-
ber as a little child wishing that my school were eloser to my lu__msf:.
hecanse then 1 eould go back to my mother when the air-raid sirens
went off instead of staving at school—1 was terrified llmt_x]u- \‘_;’[]ll!d
die without me” A man in his sixties told of seeing the lactories in
his citv come erashing to the ground belore the l1{u::lmnlmlr-mt ol li_ac-
American battleships. A man in his seventies deseribed lmn.w, ;I..p.ru-c-
oner of war in o Russian hospital: “About seventy people died every
day, of dysentery. Every day | liad to bury the bodies, Tt was _hk:-'
hell.” A man in Lis fifties told of his shock when, after Japan's defeat,
the American soldiers did not kill Japanese children but hinded them
candy hars instead: “Even now 1 feel gratefol.” - o
Muny particular events lave colored Japanese hiI:" in tfu:_' LlEIl'..d .|CS:
since World War 11: the Korean War, the advent ol tr*h-_w-tsu:m in '. e
late 1ggos, the prolests against the U5 Japan 5-.:-Ic1_|r1t}' F{Tﬂ}i. tn
1960, the Tokvo Olympics of 1964, the student activism ol the late
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1gfios, the oil shocks of the 1g70s, the “hubble ceonomy” of the late

1g80s. and the economie recession and Tundamental shifts in Japa-
nese politics in the early 1ggos. But all of these events pale in signifi-
cance before the grm»ﬁ1 of the Japanese economy in these decades
[rom ashes to dynamo. There are exceptions, such as Takagi-sun, by
gcm-.-mll}-. their 131:1::& on the trajectory ol Japunese sconomic growth
lias been the major historical factor shaping the lives and ikigai of
those 1 interviewed: from M ivamoto-san’s hectoring the affluent
voung for their lack of commitment to the company to Kinoshity
san's comment that “the good thing about Japan now is that vou have
the freedom to choose jobs—any job will give vou enough money to
live on,” and from Murakami-san’s grueling childhood to Nakajima-
san’s family’s wealth, protecting her “from life’s hardships.”

As we saw in chapter 1, Japan's transition from devastation 1o af-
Muence has led to Japanese soul-searching. Is “a lile worth living”
to be found through living for one’s role in the company or family
(Miyamoto-san, Wada-san, Murakami-san), or for the hope of one’s
own eventnal self-fulfillment (Takagi-san)? Is such a life to e found
through following one’s parents’ rules and roles (Nakatjina-san) or
through rejecting thase roles, to five a life by one's own lights (Kino-
shita-san)? These different ways of coneeiving the meaning of one's
life: reflect what may be the key eultural dilemma in Japan today,

The haseline for many of the older Americans [ interviewed was
the Great Depression. Ms. Tucker's father lost everyvthing in the De-
pression, and her childhood of toil was shaped by thiat loss, Others 1
interviewed described the loss even of the will to live: as one man
told me, “My father was never the same after he lost his business in
the Depression—it killed him. Being in business was all he lived tor.”
If the postwar period in Japan represents o time of poverty in conlrast
to today’s affluence, the postwar period in the United States [1g46-
63) represents, lor many of the Americans | interviewed, a time of
lamilial stability as opposed to today's instability. Mr, Eliot tells us
that he grew up in a family ruined by aleohol, while Ms. Pratt and
Mr. Isanes describe their upbringings in more positive terms, hut all
three had families in which the father worked and the mather stayed
home. In the 1g5o0s in the United States, some 55 percent ol families
conformed to this pattern. whereas toduy only g0 pereent do {Louv
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1goz. 43440 and this patlern is wlu_ll maty U.E.thmﬂ I interviewed
anparently meant when they spoke of the “stability” of that age.
 World War 11 didn't affect the Americans | interviewed as much
s it affected the Japanese; by the same token, the cultural upheavals
of the 1g6ios didn't alfect the [apanese as much as they alfected the
-_.'ﬁmeriuuns. Those upheavals directly affected Ms. Pratt, s_lw tells us,
i her advocacy of activism and of gender equality, but indirectly _t] ey
geem to have affected Mr. Murray in the breakup of his marriage,
. Mr. Eliot in the renegotiation of his marriage, ared Mr. Isaacs in 11|s1
search lor psychologicul fulfillment. Even Ms. Peters. in I.HT fear .ul
future divoree and her desire for a career, reflects r‘n'nenu;!n stcial
trends emerging in the 1g6os and 1g7os: the f]rim for wamen's equal-
ity as a major social force, the emergence of Psyc.i L:T]ngu:;}l gmwth‘ as
Can ideal of how to live, and the widespread fracturing of the meij.-:
As | noted in chapter 2, the United States between the end of
World War 11 and the 1g6os bears a certain resemblance to Japan
aver the past twenty-five years. In both societies, 1111]__1_!'&1’.'1-‘!(’.1{'_"11&.3!‘]
prosperily eventually led many to question the values of self—dwnzlﬂ
and commitment to group, to instead seek to live lives on the basis
et personal happiness and sell-realization. Since the 1g50s, however,
there has been a growing chorus of voices advocating the return toa
sense of commitment in the United States; Mr. Eliot's account, in
particular, echoes those voices, The historical 1||.|r_-.~:_l'im|rfacing the
Americans 1 spoke with is not different f}'}';m that of th;n' jap:um?:e
conmterparts, albeit coming from a different pole _ui nmplau;w.
Should one live for one’s own sell and its growth, or lor snmvtlulug
larger than the self? Many of the Americins whose acconnts we ve
examined are atterpting to shape their lives through the ways in
which they hear and answer this question.

The shapings of recent history can he seen through l]u-lt-tu'ﬂpuﬁsun
of different genertions in onr acconnts, for example, Nakajima-san
and My, Peters in contrast to Murakami-san and Ms, Tucker, !'rllllm-
kami-san spent her childhood working to help support her faﬂu%}’:
Nakajina-san has spent her childhood in training to b a graceful
wife. Ms. Tucker labored theangh her childhood; Ms. Peters has
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plaved mnch and worked little through hers. The two older women
prr::luu{-:] in their ehildhoods, while the two youneer women cone
s the two older women were raised to be puritans, the two
vounger women to he hedonists, OF eourse hese women can’l e
said o represent their |'[-15I:|{-_!L'l'i1.-'[* IE["[H-'T.'L{JIFJI]R', bt l;'urll[‘ram'r] ter the
American Depression or the postwar poverty of Japan, the two socie-
ties now enjoy remarkable affluence, an affluence that secms to have
shaped the two younger women's ikigai dreams just as poverty
shaped the dreams of their elders.

We ean also see history’s shapings in the contrast betwecn Miva-
mofo-san and Mr. f'lf[il]']“il_‘.f versus Kinoshita-san and Mre Tsies .'\'Ti_x'u-
moto-san has devoted his life to his company, seeing it as his lifeline
ot of his childhood poverty: Kinoshitu-san, growing up in a more
aftluent Japan, refuses to devote his life to any company but only to
his own dream. Mr. Murray too has devoted his life to his COmpry,
to which he remains |lbj.f1t[ despite his sense of ]u:-tr:l}'elh MWl Dsies
casily shifts companies and plans to leave the corporate world to por-
sue his dream, These men too can't be said to represent their respec-
[ive _r__l;v.:u*.mﬁ{}]ni, bid the older mien secm o valie .H':'f'llr'l’rj.. thie
vounger men dreams. Again, i may be that w childhond sense of
scarcity breeds the adult longing lor risk-free securitv: o childhood
sense of aflluence brecds (e inrllL:iu_E{ Lo risle-filledd fulfillinent.

I this is the case, then it may be that the arrival of widespread
alfluence in the United States and partienlarly in Japan has ereated a
historically new generation of vouny people (Qermed in the 1g80s
shinjinrnd, "the new hreed | in Japanese ) less concemed ahont secu-
rity and more concerned with selrealization than their elders. But
this is debatable. Edwin Seidensticker lins commented that when the
current younger generation of Japanese reaches forte, they N “aet just
file evervone else at forly™ (Tergesen 1ggol: their current sell
ariented attiludes are diie h‘flnj}]_\. e e Ll thit t||L'_'-."r|- VIR,
rther than to a historicul shift in Japanese vilues. Minwmi makes o
simnilar argument. Using statistically inessured attitudes toward work
and Jeisure among Japunese generational coliorts, lie elaing that
stages in life course are the primary factor shaping attitundinal
changes hetween generations, that the attitudes of lodi's voung ba-

“i“”“.'-" resemble those of their prrents al ashinilar age [ 1g8g. 1191
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On the other band, Sengoku (1gg1 ) neintains that today’s gap in
values between old and voung is not reeurrent with each generation
hut inprecedented: the question “Why worle so hard®” the question
50 fmr]m-uﬂ}-' askied h}' tocay’s voung (152), is ul‘lsuiul'e]_\f new. he
arpnes. the result ol Japan's shift from premodern to postimodern
va]r.u*ﬂ in the tgros and 1980s without the intervening modem values
of individual responsibility ever taking root, Sakural (1985} and Na-
rita (1996) make similar arguments about the nnprecedented values
of today's Japanese voung, as did most Japanese I 'I-.'[Ih‘]"q."i!"“il."(l over
age forty-five. As one man in his late ﬁlft'iuﬁ suidd, “Probubly it's better
for Japanese to work less now, but 1 feel upset when | see a young
man with dved lair driving around in a laney car with a pretty girl,
Foarty 1.'[_*;[1'5.:15{: ¥, pl_-np]:-_* his ape all cied in the war: t|'u.*_'-.’ [1il]11|"r [sive
the chanee to enjov their vouth! T want to drag that guy out of his car
and put a fuedd hold on him. teach Tim a lesson!”

[n the United States, the generation gap was widely disenssed
twentv-live vears ago (as in. for example. Beich's extravagant claims
in The (_}'n'*r_-'uz'ng;{ of Americal. In Culture and Commitment (19701,
Margret Mead distinauished hetween “postfigurative” enlhires, “in
which children learn primarily from their forebears,” “cofignmative”
cultores, “in which both ehildren and adults learn from their peers.”
ane “prefigurative” eultires, i which adults learn also from their
children” [1gzo. 11, She argued that the United States and the worlid
were emerging into prefiguration, in which children, l|11e voungest
generation, serve as their societies” pathfinders into the future, i
marrow sense Mead was wrong—the voiith revolts of the 1g6os have
become the nostalgic memories of  the middle-aged—but in a
broader sense her point ni he valil. Today's American and Japia-
nese vonth are experiencing infuences sueh as video games .;l'mt -
puters that no previens generation has experienced. The 1In.<:tﬂrif_-el||}'
new conditions ol childhood—econditions that, Liscanise ol |':l.1m| -
vanees in technology, may comtinne Lo b nenw with cach .\11L:L.~L-~L':iitlg

generation —will perlips ereate new sites for the tkigar dreams of

achulthiennd.
Bl the effects of new technologe and mass media in the accounts
of this chapter seom more conservitive than revolutionary, It wis not

her mother but a movie that convineed N:L|<;!ji|1|:|-ﬂ;t|l Lo wanl ehil-
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dren, not priests but television that influenced Ms. Peters and Kino.
shiti-san to imagine heaven and believe in life after death (this legit-
mating life in this world)— choices supporting the social stutus quo,
The influence of the media on those I interviewed was not alwiys
tonward preserving the status quo: two voung men [ spoke with, one
ltpanese, one American, immersed themselves in rock music to ex-
press their alienation from their societies, But for the young people
in this chapter, new media serve more as new channels for old ikizai
dreams than as sources of new ones.

If technological developments reshape the limits of each new gen-
eration’s imagination, social and economic change reshape the odds
that what is imagined may become reality, Young Americans today
can't assume that they will remain married all their lives and can't
expect to raise a family on a single wage: voung Americans and Japa-
nese can't expect to find a well-paving job with a high-school educa-
tiom and can’t expect to enter the professions of their grindparents.
These observations are commonplace, but indicate how eusch new
generation faces historical cireumstances different from generations
past, circumstances that shape dreams. Each new Japunese and
Americin generation has in at least some respeets no [PrECHrsors.

Dreams, Aging, and Death

Dreams are shaped in history, but also by one’s own history: one's
place in the life conrse from vouth, to middle age. to old age. o
death, For many of the old people Tinterviewed, the dominant issue
of their lives at present seems to be (he fact of being elderly, Miira-
kami-san and Ms, Tucker seem to view their lives VETY muel i terms
ol their diminishing lite expectancy in this world; il has been a strug-
_,t.,"|t‘ for them to come to terms with age wnd illness, Indeod, almost
all the Japanese and American clderly Iinterviewed were experience-
ing some degree of physical and social diminishment: a sense of less-
ening physical capacity, a sense of having litle nseful 1o do with
themselves, a loss of spouse and of friends, and 1 sense of death as
T LIENLTET.
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by society. "Whatever intrinsic value older people wight have, there
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is comparativeely little ma viet For them—either ceonomie or soeial.”
writes an American authority on aging. “Aging involves the move-
ment toward rolelessness” (Rosow 1982, 47, 481 "America .., is a
country it which the only valne of o human Lieing is the ability to
!}:‘i]illIL.'t"" (Gornick 1978, 28 “What we call retirement is in fact
compulsory uneniployment” (Comfort 1475, _Hlil. “l-'m's.mml ahility
and performanee are our gods,” writes Endo Shisuko ol contempo-
rary Japan (198g). “Unable to work like vounger people, the '**I.L’u“-*] e
deemed worthless,” In capitalist. techmologically driven :;m:i:-ltw-:; siteh
as Japan and the Unidtes] States, these writers indicate, wllail is valned
is the voung and the new, not the old and the “obsolete,”" Although
in Lhe-Unil-u «ol States the elderly are on average financially better off
than their juniors, the elderly in both Japan and the United States
are olten removed from sacial produetivity long before their ahililies
have seriously declined. 1

Despite the societally generated push toward rolelessness, most ol
the elderly 1interviewed continued to have ikigai dreams, Of our two
old p-:—‘en]alle in this chapter, Murakami-sian continues to find her ikigai
in “heing needed” by her hushand and family, and she dremns_n{'
“heing needed” for vears to eome; Ms. Tucker rf*umlius deeply in-
vislved with her family, praying for the well-being of her children.
Yet there s a II::_']:l!lL'].]lJt:y' in these women's accounts, and in the ac-
counts of all the old people 1 interviewed: as Murakami-san tells ns,
“I don't want to live five hundred more years, but 1wish 1 could live
alittle longer.”

I vouth, any or all of the self”s dreams may come true: One may
become i Famous athilete, novelist, or company president; one may
marry an ideal spouse and have ideal children. By old age. these
drearns. whether realized or unrealized, are past, The novelist James
Baldwin his written that “though we would like to live without re-
grets, and sometimes proudly insist that we have none, this s not

= The robetessness of the elderly s p:hhh-nl Laarey of thes inerease in life I;fi'iﬂ“
taney i 4T United States and particalaly in Jage, discssed in dl._s]:h.: . \u:“rI
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l i aring. as wiss the case until recent decades in the Lnite
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really possible, if only because we are mortal” {quoted in Levinson
1978, 250, and Plath 1980, 13). The multitude of potential paths of
our future progressively become the single actual path we have taken.
There is a narrowing of future possibilities in this world, a narrowing
that ends in death.

But for many of those I interviewed, there’s another world beyond
this one. For Ms. Tucker, her this-world possibilities have progres-
sively narrowed, but her next-world possibilities seem absolutely real
and compelling. Even Murakami-san, not completely certain that
there is no life after death, still continues to dream of a world beyond.
To the extent that one believes in life after death, one’s personal
dreams don’t end as death approaches; to the extent that one doesn’t
believe in life after death, one’s dreams do end, but for the hope
of being remembered and of the future happiness, unbeknownst to
oneself, of one’s family and descendants.

And this leads us to the subject of much of the rest of this book.
Given the fact of death, awaiting each of us and coming progressively
closer with each passing instant of our lives, how do Japanese and
Americans find the significance, the meaning of their—our—lives?

Chapter Six

Ikigai in Creation and Religion

Murakami Junji (61)

(Murakami-sensei® is a round man, fitting the image of the eccentric
artist. He is an extraordinary raconteur and a lover of sake; by our
interviews” close, we were quite drunk. His most enlightening con-
versation always came when the interview was over and the tape re-
corder turned off—he wouldn’t let me turn it on again. I last saw him
months after our interviews, when 1 accompanied him to a class he
gave for the deaf, with whom he seemed to fit right in as, in a sense,
a fellow outsider.)

I teach shodo [calligraphy]; I have about a hundred students. For
financial reasons it’s better to have more, but for teaching well, it’s
better to have fewer. A hundred’s about right. ... You learn shodo
through the calligraphy of ancient Chinese texts; you try to master
them, but it's also important to create something new from them.
The problem with stadents is that they try to imitate me. I tell thern,
“First imitate me, but then go beyond that.” They can imitate the
character forms, but they have to create their own way of writing,
their own line. What divides good calligraphy from bad is line, how

1. The husband of Murakami Mitsuko, in chapter 5. Sensei means “teacher” in
Japanese, an honorific term applied to, among others, schoolteachers, teachers of
arts, and doctors.
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much feeling you can put into line. . . . When you look at calligraphy,
you don’t have to read it. Reading is for literature; you can look at
shodo the way you look at an abstract painting, appreciating the
beauty of its line. In spring, wildflowers bloom. Even though you
don’t know their names, you can feel their beauty! It’s the same with
shodo. . . .

Yes, I want to become wise through shods. But what prevents
people from becoming wise through art is the lure of money and
fame. In the early nineteenth century, there was a man who called
himself Rokumusai [“Six Nothingnesses”™}: he had no parents, no
wife, no children, no money. . . . It’s impossible to have that kind of
mentality in today’s world: human beings have lost their instincts.
You can’t hoard food; it'll go bad. But you can hoard money and fame
indefinitely. Ever since human beings created money, things have
gotten strange! A few years ago, the newspapers ran a lot of articles
about the Vietnamese boat people, and why Japan wouldn’t accept
themn. My thought was that if they settled in Japan, they wouldn't be
able to keep up with the way of life of “economic animals”; they
wouldn’t fit in, since they're happy if they can just live each day. We,
on the other hand, are busy hoarding: we take out loans to build our
houses, and work hard all our lives to pay back the loans. All we ever
do is save. . . .

Anyway, I think I was wiser when I was younger. Until I was forty, -

I never argued, never offended anyone. When I was forty, I decided
that I'd speak my mind, since Confucius said, “At forty a man knows
what to do.” So I guess I was wiser in the past! In.calligraphy, though,
as in all art, you've got to have something you want to express. To
express myself in art, I had to express my opinions. Of course you
have to be responsible for what you say, but by binding myself to that
responsibility, acting out what I believed, 1 could create something
new. My frankness caused lots of trouble with my teachers and other

calligraphers, but 1 survived all that. I've been really lucky.

I grew up in Tokyo. My grandfather made a fortune from a brush
he’d invented to clean pots and pans. But his sons squandered his
fortune, and my family was poor. My father made wooden clogs
[geta). His drinking gave my mother lots of trouble, so I vowed I'd
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never drink. But one day there was a farewell party for a friend going
off to military training; they made me drink a cup of sake. With that,
I realized I'd made a terrible mistake. I thought, “Why didn’t I start
drinking such delicious stuff long ago?” . . . When J was in junior high
school, I was teased because I was fat and couldn’t play sports. The
guy sitting next to me in class was two years older than me; he said
all kinds of big-sounding [eraso] things, but was a nice gu pretending
to be bad. He took me to rakugo theater, w&m
funny stories. In those days, in wartime, if students went to restau-
rants or movies, they'd be caught and punished. But rakugo the-
aters—probably they thought no student would go there!? I never
got caught. Listening to rakugo, 1 thought, “T shouldn’t be teased all
the time. I should start teasing people myself!” After that I changed
completely. . . .

Late in the war, I was in school and also working in a factory with
my class, making airplane parts. Our factory was bombed. Since my
classmates and I went through such hardship together, we've always
had a strong bond between us. . . . I worked my way through college
after the war, running a bookshop. Usually people read while stand-
ing if they don’t want to buy anything. But I read while sitting down,
and the old woman who owned the place was always scolding me,
telling me not to read but to manage the store! Then, after college, I
went to work for an electrical appliance company.

Everybody in the office played mahjong after work. I wasn’t much
good at it; one day I suggested we form a shodo club, and the com-
pany union got us a teacher. I'd read Okakura Tenshin’s The Book of
Tea—he writes that “tea is a way of comprehending just a bit the
mystery of life”—and I wanted to learn tea ceremony, too: we got a
teacher for that. Later, because people were smoking too much, I
decided to start a chorus. Most companies have clubs, so it wasn’t so
unusual; still, in the six months since I'd started work, I'd help set up
three of them. One day my boss said, “Just why exactly did you join
this company?” I worked hard, too, but. . . .

My boss once told me that a client had said that he’d never before
met a salesman like me; he was amazed that I'd never once asked

2. Rakugo is (and was then) a traditional form of entertainment most often en-
joyed by older people.
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him to buy our products. I talked with him about lots of things, but
not about that; I figured I didn’t need to—why else would a salesman
visit a potential customer? If T hadn’t married ray wife, ¥ might still
be there, a low-level sarariiman. When I told my wife I wanted to
quit, she told me, with no hesitation, to go ahead. Even now, once a
year or so, [ have nightmares of being shouted at by my boss because
the papers I was supposed to finish weren’t done. I quit thirty years
ago, but I wonder if I'm not still working for that company!

During those six years as a sarariiman, I studied calligraphy in my
lunch breaks. After I quit, we lived in my wife’s aunt’s apartment. I
wanted to relax, but a month after we’d moved, ten kids barged in
one Sunday morning, saying, “You're a shodd teacher, aren’t you?
Teach us!” T hadn’t known, but my aunt had advertised. . . . I didn’t
have any plans, when I quit the company, as to how we’d eat. A large
part of me thinks like a Southeast Asian. Even if I'm not sure I can
eat tomorrow, 1 don’t worry. My family’s maybe suffered! [Mura-
kami-san: “One day I gave him twenty thousand yen to pay for some-
thing, but he dropped it in the street somewhere. In those days, that
was a lot of money—we could have eaten for months off that!”] She’s
not the type to nag, but that time she kept at it for a whole month!

After I quit the company, I studied shodd really hard for ten years.
Back then, I didn’t know anything about shods, but acted as if I were
an expert. Probably I'll feel the same way about today ten years from
now. . .. When my wife got sick, a friend who was worried about us
advised me to cancel my entry to a shodd exhibit (which costs a lot
of money), but I told him that I wasn’t about to do that; it was an
important way of expressing myself. Now, my work is shown at most
big exhibits, so I feel secure; but I used to worry about how my work
might be evaluated. But I'm over sixty now; all the work I can do is
on the basis of what I've done in the past. From that root I hope to
produce lots more work. When I do my work, I don’t think about
other people; if you think about what others might think, you can’t
do your own real work. '

My stomach’s felt funny lately, so I went to see the doctor; he said I
have a polyp. I thought about how my body was starting to break
down. I'd better hurry up and do the things I want to do! If the polyp
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is malignant, T might not live long, But in the time before 1 die, I've
got to do some work. I've got to do all I possibly can while I'm alive.
Why? Because I want to, that's why! ... I'm very happy when T'm
drinking sake, but when I pick up my brush, that's the happiest and
the most painful time for me. If I had a'year to live, maybe I'd drink
a little, but I'd do a lot of shods! The other day I thought about what
I'd do if I had cancer; all that came to mind was shodo. . . .

I've thought a bit about posterity, about leaving something behind
after I'm dead. A calligrapher friend once told me, “You should write
calligraphy for history”—he believed he’d left such work himself. I
said, “All I can write is what satisfies me now. It's nobody’s business
whether my work will remain in history or not!” I think it's better to
leave your work without leaving your name. Through shods 1 want
to leave proof of my existence: not my name, but my work. . . .

Life after death? I have the feeling that death isn’t the end. Maybe
when you're about to die, though, you only feel that you're leaving
this world, your family and friends. When Natsume Soseki died, he
was finishing the novel Kokoro; he died saying, “I shouldn’t die yet!”
He didn’t think about the other world; he just felt that he wasn't
ready to die, because his work wasn’t done. (Am I afraid of death?
Not now. You feel scared of death when it’s next to you, not if it’s
still a bit away. But death is something you can’t avoid. . . .)

I feel ikigai when I'm doing shodo. For me, ikigai is what T feel
when I'm using my body, in calligraphy. But if I went blind, say, I
think I could find something new. Some people are flexible in their
ikigai, but others lose that flexibility. ... Finally, though, humans
can't live without ikigai. Maybe heaven’s a boring place because
there’s no ikigai. If you asked people in heaven, they might say, “I
can eat delicious food all the time. But ikigai? Well. . . .” In a world
where people don't have to die, there’s no need to think about
ikigai. . . .

Of course there are things in life that make you sad, but being
alive itself—that I can think, work, have friends—that’s true happi-
ness. Human beings are made to forget; to forget is a privilege. I do
think of my parents. When my daughter had a baby, T thought, “My
mother would be so happy to see her great-grandchild!” But if that's
sad, then life is nothing but sadness. . . .

If all my dreams came true, I'd like for all the people in Japan, all
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the people in the world, to see the work on which I've spent my life.
I don’t care if they like it; T just want them to see it! After you die,
you don’t know anything—heaven’s another world. But who knows,
maybe I'll see this world from afar and think, “Darmn, T should've
done that kind of work!” Or maybe I'll go to a museum and think,
“Why’s that guy’s work here, but not mine?” For now, though, I'll do
my shods with all my might, without worrying about what others

might think.

Louise Weiss (59)

(I met Louise Weiss at her home, separated from the city by a thick
pine forest. She is a sturdy, friendly woman, with a sense of humor
equal to Murakami-sensei’s: when I asked her about disguises for her
account, she spun tales of being a champion skier and a spy whose
cover is blown by her extraordinary beauty. During our first inter-
view, T pressed the wrong button and erased half of my recording;
she kindly assented to saying the same things all over again in our
second interview.)

I'm a writer. I write in the morning, two hours each day. If you do
that times fifty years you get eleven books! Everything I'm interested
in I write about: Judaism, history, music. . . . I don’t use my family in
my ficion—God made those people already—I use my imagination.
But my plots do reflect my life. You can’t help leaving your goddamn
fingerprints over what you write!

My earliest books were quite successful; the books since then
haven’t been. Occasionally—when I read the New York Times Book
Review and they say that nothing good’s come out this year, when
something you've written has come out—I feel put upon. But if you
give it any more than four minutes! For famous people, there’s a
separation between them and other people; but I have this face that
nobody knows, T can go wherever I want. I'm not saying there aren’t
moments, but. . . . There’s an inside and an outside as a writer. The
outside is the fame, the reviews—the less you think about them, the
better. The inside is the thing you do. The outer and inner have to
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be completely separate. . . . I'd like to get better as a writer; if I had
a wish, that would be it. I've spent my life pounding on the walls of
my limitations! You never get perfection. As close as P've come is a
good paragraph. Twenty years later I read it and think, “This thing’s
built like a brick shithouse. It resonates!” And then the next para-
graph, you say, “What is this mess!” . . .

Most of the writers I know who are in a mess have identified them-
selves as writers only. I was at a writer’s conference and this lady
said, “But writing is my lifel” Someone said to her, “I'd hurry up and
get some life if I were you!” Yow'd better: the art’s marvelous but the
trade stinks. You're bound up with what someone thinks a readership
would want, which will make them a profit for publishing it. . . . Writ-
ing is a game—it’s so much fun to write! It's like the natural, free
sport of a good skier. What'll happen if I lose my gift? You know,
God once said to me, “You're going to get old and stupid anyway,
what are you worrying about? There’s the desire to cling, but if you
do, the fun’s gone out of it.

From when I was small, I knew that something was wrong with me.
I heard voices. The first time was in a storm; a voice said, “Your life
is going to be like this.” It kept getting worse: life didn’t seem good
to live. When I was thirteen, the faucet ran blood. I was hospitalized
when T was sixteen, tied up in wet canvas sheets to restrain me. It
was terrific, because there was no place to go but in. In that state, I
saw for the first time what sanity feels like. The yammer stops; you
can look into your mind and see what you think. Wow! Later you try
to reach that state outside of a coldpack, and soon, like any habit,
sanity takes over. (The way to that craziness is wide open. Even now,
hell yes, I could get back there, though it’s what I would want to do
least!) :

I was hospitalized for three years. The big diamond-encrusted
medal for my parents is that they didn’t take me out of the hospital
early; they waited. Not just until I stopped blowing square bubbles,
but until everybody, me included, said that I was all right. Most peo-
ple thought that what I had wasn’t curable—you’re just in remission.
Remission for me means you're OK unless someone mentions shoe-
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laces or Thursday! I had lots of people staring at me and wondering,
even relatives. When I'd come back, they'd be waiting for some-
thing. . ..

I was nineteen when I left the hospital. I'd-quit the world when I
was seven; I'd never been on a date, never had friendships. The doc-
tor told my parents, “Don’t make an invalid out of her. Let her go!”
So I went to college, lived by myself: I got engaged and jilted, worked
on a Navaho reservation and in a five-and-dime. . . . I was writing all
this time too. It wasn’t very good, but I kept writing. I met William
when 1 was twenty-two, married him and had my two children (he’s
an accountant). My first novel was published when I was twenty-
eight. Those years and all that happened to me—hearing it from you
it sounds remarkable, but it didn’t feel remarkable at the time!

I taught elementary school from when I was thirty, team-taught
sixth-graders for thirty years. The first ten years were an absolute joy,
the second ten less of a joy, the third not so joyful at all: kids and
schools are changing. The last few years the kids were saying, “You're
teaching beyond us,” and I'd say, “That’s what I'm here forl How
high can you jump?” I teach English in college now. I did other stuff,
too. I was on the fire department—there was a big fight over having
women on the department. And I was on the ambulance team for a
number of years. The neighbor situation was different then; I left the
kids with the neighbors while I did my things. I said to the Jady T left
them with, “Can I pay you? She said, “You teach my kids.” My
bridge in my mouth was a “Latin” bridge, because I taught Latin to
the dentist’s kids. That was the great joy of living in this part of the
country then— everything you did was flexible.

My daughter Janice and I have always had good communication,
but my son Adam I never really understood. He ran away when he
was fifteen; we thought, “Six nights out in the cold, he’ll be back.”
And then he and 2 friend robbed an A&W,; he was in the slammer
six months. I have a lot more respect for him now than T've had. He
was goofing up bis life, and that’s hard, because I love him a lot.
There’s a funny deal mothers make. Because I bear so fast—in my
family, babies are born within half an hour of the onset—there’s a
possibility of getting ripped up. When you consent to that, you say,
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“If it means the difference between me and him, let him live.” That’s
an interesting thought for a self-centered person like me! . .

What would I wish for at this point in my life? That I'd die fivst! T
wouldn’t want to be left alone without William. It would be more
selfish to die first, but there you go! You want to leave before the
party’s over. Most of us in my family died of renal failure; now you're
not allowed to do that, but I don’t know if I'd want to do what you
have to do to stay alive. I think T'll die of orneriness! ... Aging is
melancholy because you crumble to bits: things fall off you. Your
teeth-—the fake stuff—fall out when you're eating; your body doesn’t
metabolize the way it should; you have a growing feeling of ricketi-
ness. I put in the patio for my nephew's wedding here and have
tendinitis from that; he’ll be divorced or have ten children by the
time this goddamn tendinitis is over! But there are plusses: stuff you
took for granted years ago you no longer teke for granted. Friend-
ships mean more. Now, as people pop off around me, it’s going to be
harder—one man told me, “If I wanted to hang out with my friends,
I'd have to go to the cemetery”—but I'm not there yet. Sabbath
means more. I always did it before, but now it’s like water in the
desert.

After I die, what's going to happen? Work: Writing! . . . Without mor-
tality, though, we wouldn’t have anything. As a violinist says, in a
story T know well, “The reason we play so good is that we're mortal;
we live and die, and lose what we love. ...” Probably after I die,
there’ll be nothing. And that’s fine. When my father died, my sister
and I had dreams. My sister saw Dad eating and eating. He’d had an
ulcer and a heart attack; she said, “Dad, please don’t!” He said,
“Don’t you know that I don’t bave to worry about that anymore?” In
my dream, my father greeted me the way he often did in life: “What
are you crying for, schlemiel?” I said, “I'm crying because you're
deadl” He said, “Don’t you know I'm genetic in you? I'm in your
plasm, and the plasm of your children. Wipe your nose!”

Is there a God I communicate with? Certainly, continually. He-
She is not up there, but is resident in people, and in the miraculous-
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ness of life. To be permitted to see the blue of the sky-——the beauty
of things makes God completely apparent. Rabbis say that the Holo-
caust means that the idea of a personal God is dead. But the beauty
of things. ... In Menotti’s opera The Saint of Bleecker Street, the
heroine’s brother says, “You speak of God, love God as though he
were human.” She says, “How else can I love Him, since I'm
human?”

Ten percent of my relationship with God is a wrangle. When Mar-
tin Luther King got it, I wrangled: “Why do you take from the edges?
Isn’t there enough slime for You to take?” The go percent is love
letters; Who do I thank? Yes, there are horrors in life; and we are
responsible for that, according to Judaism, because we are cocreators,
unequal but cocreators. Well, we've done a shockingly bad job! But
it’s forgivable, because what do you expect of somebody who doesn’t
know where he’s going to be next Tuesday?

Leaving my writing for posterity? No, I don’t think about it. It's
unlikely that I'll endure any longer than it takes to keep me out of
print for thirty years. Yes, it'd be nice for someone in the future to
be able to read my books, but don’t hold your breath! When I think
of the congeries of people around Shakespeare, Pope, Mikton, . . . I
read a terrific manuscript, and think that someday I'll be a footnote:
“She’s of interest because she saw the gifts in this man. .. .” Yes, it’s
highly unlikely that I'll be known five hundred years from now: (a)
F'll be dead, and (b) you know, God has funnier jokes, but that would
be a very, very funny one! But I'm not doing it for that anyway. . . .

What's most important to me, my family, my writing, or my reli-
gious belief? I can’t say: it’s a kit. If part of the kit falls off, that’s the
most important part. When Adam ran away, the Vietnam War ended,;
they were still fighting, but I didn’t give a damm. If one of us has a
stroke, that'll be the main thing. But I wouldnt want to be out of
harmony with God. Am I certain that God exists? I have no evidence
except all my senses and understanding. To lose that thankfulness,
that'd be the worst. That means that the universe has no purpose.
God gives the universe purpose. . ..

Writing is incredible fun; as long as I'm on this earth, that's what
I'd be wanting to do. But the basis of that is my religious faith. 1
never knew I'd be saying that. . .. IU's a kit. I like living where it's

Tkigai in Creation and Religion 165

green, I like being with William and I'd like him to be whole, though
we're both kind of rickety. I'm really fortunate to have such a kit.
Absolute, 100 percent dumb luck!

Murakami Junji and Louise Weiss:
Analysis

Murakami-sensei and Ms. Weiss are similar in that both make their
art a central pursuit of their lives. Both were on different paths in
earlier years: Ms. Weiss suffered from insanity in her youth, and
Murakami-sensei was a sarariiman in his twenties, an occupation for
which he seems to have been spectacularly unsuited. Both enjoy
close relations with their spouses, and both sense deeply the joy of
being alive. They are dissimilar in gender and the gender roles they
have lived or resisted: Ms. Weiss raised her children in the course of
her writing career; Murakami-sensei opted out of his breadwinner
role to pursue his calligraphy. They are also dissimilar in that Ms.
Weiss is religious, as Murakami-sensei is not.

Murakani-sensei’s ikigai is shodo, he tells us; shodo is how he
“leaves proof of his existence” on this earth. Ms. Weiss, when asked
to choose between family, writing, or religious belief, says “It’s a kit,”
with her faith at the kit’s core, but let us here emphasize her writing,
her joyous pursuit on this earth, so as to compare her account to that
of Murakami-sensei.

In holding their creative pursuits central to their lives, these two
differ from the people whose accounts we examined earlier. Miya-
moto-san can't imagine what he’d do without his job; Takagi-san
hates his work, but is afraid that without work he’d be lost. Mura-
kami-sensei, on the other hand, quit his job to pursue shods, starting
as a hobbyist and becoming, eventually, a master. Wada-san and Ms.
Pratt make their families and children their core, relegating dance
and “mission orientation” to second in their lives. But Ms. Weiss,
after leaving the hospital, had her first novel published within a de-
cade, while raising her children; she’s been writing ever since. How
and why did these two pursue ikigai paths so different from other
people?

In part, these two were able to pursue their paths because of their
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“gifts.” Japanese society can support only a small number of calligra- |

phers, American society a very few novelists. If Ms, Weiss didn’t have
a remarkable storytelling ability, she might now be a housewife with
manuscripts gathering dust in closets; if Murakami-sensei’s shodo
~were mediocre, he might be a salesman once again. But these two
also possessed the confidence to develop those gifts. Murakarmi-
sensei’s coworkers must have thought him mad to quit a corporate
career for a dream of art; Ms. Weiss’s relatives perhaps saw her pur-
suit of writing as proof of her madness. For both, a decade passed
before they attained success; had they less self-confidence, they
would almost certainly have given up their creative pursuits.

Their self-confidence may be thought of as selfishness. When
Murakami-sensei’s wife became ill, he didn’t cancel his shodd exhibit
entry; he didn’t quit shodo to take a regular job and pay the bills, but
continued to practice his art. As for Ms. Weiss, although she doesn’t
discuss the practice of art over care for family, it’s clear from our
interviews that her two hours of writing each day have been sacro-
sanct, to be disturbed neither by screaming children nor ringing tele-
phones. In those two hours, writing is her single inviolable commit-
ment.

This shows how these two pursued their paths; but why? Both say
that the pursuit of recognition isn’t their motivation. Murakami-
sensei tells us that he seeks to become wise through his-art, but what
blocks wisdom “is the lure of money and fame.” He resists that lure,
he tells us, and resists thought of posterity, though he can’t help but
wonder whimsically about his reputation after he is dead. Ms. Weiss
says that “the fame, the reviews—the less you think about them the
better,” but she can’t help but feel “put upon” when the journals
don’t mention her work. Both seek a wide audience, but this seems

- due less to their pursuit of fame than to their desire that their work
be seen. As Murakami-sensei tells us, his name need not be attached
to his work; his work should stand on its own.

Rather than fame, both emphasize the joy of their paths; both say
their arts are what they most want to do on this earth. These two
are blessed in that they not only experience life, but transmute that
experience into art, which they give back in a dialectic of creation (as
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mothers too give back, in a very different way). This shouldnt be
romanticized—there are many miserable artists in the world, and
perhaps not a few joyful housewives and businessmen—but it does
explain the joy of these two. Both are experiencing bodily decline,
and seek to create works transcending the walls of their limitations, as
Ms. Weiss put it, before they die or lose their abilities. But although
Murakami-sensei believes in life after death as Ms. Weiss does not-
as Ms. Weiss believes in God as Murakami-sensei does not—both
hold mortality as being at the heart of their work. Loss and life’s
brevity is what pushes them to create all they can in their lives.

These two make their creative activities a key to their ikigai, both
because it is for them a joy to create, and because their creation
enables them to express their sense of what life is about. Murakami-
sensei emphasizes that his work is expression and proof of his individ-
val existence, and this may be true for Ms. Weiss as well. No one
else has ever done calligraphy exactly like that of Murakami-sensei;
no one else has ever written novels exactly like those of Ms. Weiss.
Both have other sources of significance—their families, and for Ms.
Weiss, her faith—but this creation of personal significance through
their creation of art seems central to their lives.

Creation may serve as a powerful assertion of one’s personal sig-
nificance, but significance through creation is self-created, and can't
fully transcend the self. Ms. Weiss indicates this when she says that
she doesn’t use her family in her fiction because “God made those
people already”; they transcend her fiction. As she implies in her
account, it is religion that takes the search for significance beyond
one’s fleeting, finite self. This is the theme of our next pair of ac-
counts.

5. This is clearly the case for Murakami-sensei. It isn’t so clearly the case for Ms.
Weiss, who explains her deep desire to write only in terms of how much fun it is. It
may be that Ms. Weiss’s religious belief makes “creation as the assertion of one’s
existence” less compelling for her than it is for Murakami-sensei. On the other hand,
in Ms. Weiss's baoks, her own life’s transmutation into art is readily apparent (as she
tells us, “You cannot help leaving your goddarmm fingerprints all over what you
writel”), She does seem to assert her existence through her creation, although she
never directly says this,
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Asano Kiyoshi {26)

(I first met Asano-san by chance: I asked him for directions to a house
1 was looking for, and he bombarded me with questions about my
life. Our interviews were held in my apartment, so that he could
escape his dreary company dorm room. He is a sturdy but homely
young man, seemingly wounded, his pain showing itself in his face as
he spoke. His refuge and salvation is clearly his faith; our last inter-
view he spent proselytizing me, to no avail. A month after our inter-
views, [ went drinking with him and several of his fellow bank em-
ployees. They talked about sexual escapades; he sat stiffly silent.)

I became a member of Soka Gakkai when I was four; my parents
were members.* When I was in high school, I didn’t practice the
religion faithfully, but I retwmed after a couple of years. Now, my
father and sister participate, but not enthusiastically; my mother and
I are pretty fervent. I've told my father and sister that they should
take the religion more seriously, but you can’t force religion on
people. . ..

I went to a university run by Soka Gakkai. My grades weren’t too

good in college; I played rugby, played too much, I guess. The career

center suggested that a bank might be interested in me; a recruiter

from Yamato Bank came to our college and somehow liked me. At -

the interview, they asked if my Soka Galkkai activities would interfere
with my work; T told them that that would never happen. T don’t
proselytize at the bank; I talk about my religion to my close friends,
but never to my customers. Soka Gakkai tells us that although faith
is important, it’s wrong to sacrifice your work for its sake. Soka Gakkai
has millions of members; if we were to devote ourselves only to reli-
gion, ignoring our work in society, other people would be troubled.
That would be bad. There are Soka Gakkai meetings [zadankai] in
the evening, but I have to work late, so I can’t go. They understand.

4. Soka Gakkai is the lay organization associated with the Nichiren Shosha sect
of Buddhism. It is the largest “new religion” in Japan, founded in 1930 and now
claiming six million followers (Kodansha Encyclopedia 1983; Metraux 1988). It is
disliked by many Japanese because of the aggressive proselytizing it has practiced.
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Soka Gakkai wants to send its talented members into society, so it’s
important for us to work for demanding companies like banks. I do
attend Gakkai meetings Saturday night and Sunday momings, unless
I have to work.

I've been working for the bank for two years now. Through Gakkai
activities, I try to develop a broader perspective than work gives me;
if you devote yourself only to work, you won't know who you really
are. The speeches made by Tkeda Daisaku, the honorary president of
Soka Gakkai, appear in Soka Gakkai’s daily newspaper, and 1 always
read them; most important, I chant my prayers every morning and
evening, about an hour a day. I don’t need to drink after I come
home to get rid of stress from work, like my coworkers do.

Soka Gakkai teaches how to attain Buddhahood [jobutsu], the state
of absolute happiness; we chant the words Namu Myoho Rengekyo
[Hail to the Lotus Sutra] to attain it. Living in this world, our charac-
ters get warped. To purify ourselves, we chant. It’s a lifelong disci-
pline. Sometimnes I want to skip it, but I don’t. In chanting Namu
Myoho Rengekyo, 1 feel power and energy bubbling up inside me.
While I chant, I pray in my heart about my work, that it will go
smoothly, and I pray for all the people in my bank, for their happi-
ness. (Sometimes I think of a woman I want to talk to. Sometimes an
image of a naked woman appears, and U'm horrified, but that’s only
natural!) For me, Soka Gakkai is more important than the bank; the
root of my life is religion. But my work is also part of my religious
practice.

I don’t have any problem with nonreligious coworkers in the dorm
where I live (almost all of us unmarried male company workers live
in the dorm; we’re expected to, and it’s cheaper this way). I try to see
their good points, deal with them as human beings. My room’s on
the second floor, where nobody else is living; if I chant loud, no-
body’ll hear. When I first moved there, that floor was full of people;
they joked about the strange noise coming from my room! Still, no-
body told me to shut up. When I go drinking with my coworkers,
sometimes I get teased. They say, “This guy here, he chants sutras,”
or they ask if my chanting really does me any good. I laugh it off.
When people are drunk, there’s no point talking about religion. If
they’re serious I'll talk, but not if they just want to make fun of me.
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Japan needs religion. Japan’s become one of the main economic
powers in the world, but as human beings, Japanese people are lack-
ing. There’s a possibility of “smiling fascism” in Japan-—that’s Presi-
dent Ikeda’s term—we're immersed in our easy lives; we look down
on other countries, thinking that all we have to do is loan them
money. The Roman Empire was an economic power of its time, but
it was destroyed from within and disappeared. Japan may be similar.

Sometimes 1 get depressed about work; my boss gets angry at me,
and the young girls in the bank don’t like me because T can’t do my
job well. Tl do better in a year or two, I'll work hard until I can do
my job well, but I've had to go through a lot. When I make a mistake,
my coworkers get mad at me and refuse to talk to me; it’s really
tough. When I played rugby in college, I could work out stress; now
I can’t. Sometimes I want to run wild and scream; if this kind of thing
continues, I might beat someone up! . .. No, all I can do is hang on;
I won’t give up. . . .

It’s been a year since I last saw my parents; these two years with
the bank have been the first time I've lived apart from them. I didn’t
take my New Year's vacation this year to visit my parents: I didn’t
want to tell my boss I wanted it, because I was making lots of mis-
takes in my work. . .. I try not to think that I'm working for the sake
of Yamato Bank. Bank employees tend to be closed-minded and too
concerned with status. Still, by working for the bank, I can grow; by
watching my boss deal with customers, I can learn a lot. I work hard
because I want to be recognized as a member of society. Also, I've
given a lot of trouble to people, so I feel I have to learn to do my job
well. I don’t want to think that I'm working only for the sake of the
bank’s profit; I want to think in bigger terms. That’s one reason I
chant my prayers each day.

The bank has a lot of control over its employees’ lives. 1 can’t drive
to work; we're not allowed. If we had a traffic accident, it would cause
trouble to the bank. T think the bank’s afraid of gangsters [yakuza]
trying to extort money after an accident. If I have an accident on my
day off, I still have to report it to my boss; whatever I'm doing, I'm
always an employee of Yamato Bank. Your bosses even visit you at
home, to check on how you live. When I tell this to people, they're
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shocked; even for Japanese, this practice is strange. I feel like I'm a
junior high school student again! Something’s wrong with this; for-
eigners must think it’s really weird. But to the extent that they man-
age our lives, they do take good care of us. . . . (Things are changing
in the bank. Once a year everybody goes on a trip together, two
nights at a hot springs resort. But lately, the company cuting’s be-
come unpopular; now we have lots of people who want to spend their
free time with their family or {riends. But you're expected to go on
these trips. . . .)

I never get enough sleep. At work I'm always tense; I can relax
only in the restroom. Yesterday I went drinking with my coworkers.
I sang karaoke like crazy; probably they thought I was singing to get
rid of stress because I'm bullied. I never talk to them about it; it'd be
bad to show my weakness. Once you're drunk, you can say your true
feelings, but even then, I can’t say to my boss, “Why do you get
mad at me all the time?” There’s a line I can’t cross even when I'm
drunk. . ..

Now’s the hardest time of my life; it’s been like hell. I believe Tl
be happier in the future; it can’t get any worse. But maybe now is
the most important tirue for me. Because I'm going through such a
tough time now, in the future I'll be able to understand others going
through tough times; in that sense, I'm learning a lot from my prob-
lems. As iron gets stronger by being hammered, as Japanese swords
are improved by being tempered through heat, human beings be-
come stronger through pain. . . .

In the future, I want to be able to do good work. I want to be a
section chief, and to be married with a family. (If the woman I
wanted to marry wasn’t a Soka Gakkai member, I'd persuade her to
join; if she wouldn’t join, I wouldn’t marry her. T might go through
hell in giving her up, though.) But if all these things come true, T still
wouldn’t be completely satisfied, because they're material things. I
also need to satisfy the spiritual side of my life. I want to help people
in need; I want to spread the Soka Gakkai teachings. It would be
great if I could save people by telling them about this religion. I want
to grow as a human being; that’s more important than having a happy
marriage or success in work. I'm a little different from other bank
employees; maybe T'll be completely defeated, or maybe Tl grow
into the banking business. I'm not worried about getting fired. T've
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heard that some guy got fired after he hit his section chief; I can
understand that-—sometimes I want to do that myselfl Usually,
though, if you don’t do well, the bank just sends you off to obscure
branches. If I found myself in such a position—well, I'd have to sup-
port my family, so I'd do my best. . ..

If I were to die now, there’d be a meaning to it; there are no
accidents. I believe in reincarnation; that’s our faith’s teaching. Some
people are born rich, others poor. It's unfair; that’s why I believe in
reincarnation. When you die, you can’t take anything with you; no
matter how rich and famous you are, you've got to leave it behind.
That's why I'm trying to develop the spiritual part of myself. I want
to be reborn as a human being, but I don’t know if T could if I died
now. I don’t know if people who believe in Soka Gakkai are rebomn
higher than those who don’t; there are bad people among Soka Gak-
kai members too. I believe that Soka Gakkai is the true religion and
other religions aren’t, so it may be that Soka Gakkai believers and
nonbelievers end up in different places in the next life. But I don’t
think about that. I'm not in Soka Gakkai because of the fear of death,
but because of the pain of life. If I hadn’t had religion, T might have
killed myself by now. I can understand those who kill themselves. A
boy who'd been bullied by his classmates killed himself in Tokyo
recently; he left a note saying that he couldn’t stand this living hell
any longer. 1 can understand his feeling. But if he’d had a religion,
he might have been able to overcome it. . . .

For me, praying is my kigei. I'm trying to find ikigai in work too;
I come home worn out and try to make myself ready to try again. But
ikigai from religion is the root of my being. . .. Ikigai is the energy
we need to live. We work to eat and to live, so work is that kind of
energy, but it’s not a very high energy. Maybe that’s why Japanese
have been called “economic animals.” What we need is religion.

Dave Redding (34)

(I went to Dave Redding’s police station for our first interview. With
his scholarly mien and slicked-back hair, he could have been a high-
school science teacher, except for the gun strapped at his side. In
between phone calls and questions and orders from superiors, he
spoke to me without missing a beat about his spiritual life, and how
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it was in many ways at odds with the police work he does for his
living, I later interviewed his mother. She became critically ill a few
days after our last meeting (later recovering); Mr. Redding called to
tell me that her interview tapes might be the last words of hers he
would ever hear.) :

I'm a policeman. My grandfather was a policeman back East, and so
were five of his brothers. It's the old Irish thing, you could be either
a policeman or a priest. My father was a mailman, my mother a wait-
ress; my father’s dead, my mother’s bedridden. She lives in an apart-
ment near here; I go there three times a week, cooking and cleaning,
My sisters and brothers help out too.

I was brought up a Catholic. I got kicked out of Catholic school in
ninth grade for ditching classes and got a job as a hod-carrier’s helper.
I recommend that for anybody who doesn’t think they want to be in
school! . . . T remember going to a counselor in high school and saying
that I wanted to study philosophy; her eyes glassed over: “We'll see
if we can get you into carpentry training.” People are always trying
to squash your dreams; no matter how unrealistic they may sound,
you should be allowed to dream those dreams! At seventeen I had a
spiritual reawakening; I went to the seminary at nineteen. I kept
studying part-time after I became a policeman and eventually got my

‘degree. Of five children in my family, T was the only one who went

to college. I didn't get much support from my family in that. My
brother laughed at me a while ago because I had to go to spiritual
direction. I took offense: spiritual direction is a tradition in Western
culture since Augustine. I said, “Man, you sit here and watch fucking
TV and take your cues off that: what's wrong with spiritual direc-
tion?” I never want to be like that, ridiculing people’s ability to
grow. . ..

A policeman wasn’t something I always wanted to be; I just fell
into it. I came on the force for two years and then resigned; two years
later I returned, and I've been back seven years. I was getting too
emotionally involved: one Thanksgiving I was working, and one
brother shot the other over a turkey leg; and T'm just getting married
and working with a gay with a wife and kids at home who’s stopping
in to see his girlfriend. There’s a code in the police, of circling the
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wagons: if a cop, say, uses more violence than necessary, they’d look
at you, “Are you one of us?” I was going, “This isn’t my code. My
code’s right and wrong.” We caught a burglar and my partner started
pounding him; I intervened—I was ostracized for that, threatened. I
left because I felt my moral sense going down. I came back with
more self-knowledge; I'd learned to be more accepting. A policeman
starts off thinking, “I'm going to help people, I'm going to change
this,” but you soon realize that once you go around the corner, every-
one just goes back to doing their thing. . ..

I get teased now for my religious beliefs, a good-natured teasing.
I'm not trying to ram this down anybody’s throat; I have enough
problems trying to work it out for myself, If people here want to talk
about it, I'll talk, but I'm not here to convert anybody; T'll let God do
that. My witness is my life, not what I say. For me it’s not an option
but a necessity. How do you process the pain of the human situation
without having a faith? Without it, this is an awfully cruel world. . . .

There has to be a force that deals with violent people in society.
Take a kid who at eleven started pulling burglaries, at fourteen stick-
ing people up; it’s hard to say that all he needs is a talking to. My
feeling is that with the nuclear family in disarray, we're in decay. We
need to get back to staying together as families. We've gotten into
moral relativism, so that the consequences of our behavior escape us.
People have to see that while you have all these rights, what about the
responsibilities that come with them? America’s in a state of social
pathology now. But for a Christian, whatever happens to this world
in some ways doesn’t matter. There’s a concern for my children, but
God’s world is what's real. . . . (God created all people in His image,
but in this job, that premise is challenged. “How could God create
this?” But there’s also the sense that “T am you.” I too could be living
in the projects. . . . I used to talk to people about the Lord when I'd
arrest them,; they had to listen. I don’t know if it worked: finally that's
God’s work.)

I now deal with citizen complaints; before, I was a patrolman. When
you're a police officer, you're out there dealing with the things other
people don’t want to deal with: the fights, the family violence. When
I was working the street, I worked alone, which 1 preferred because
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I could control how I exposed myself to danger. Still, the radio says,
“Go here,” and you go; you can’t say, “That doesn’t sound like some-
thing I'd want to do!” I prayed sometimes in the squad car in the
middle of the night. At three in the morning, I'd feel the sense of
evil turned loose, the devil having his way with people at that hour.
I'd arm myself with prayer: “Lord preserve me, I don’t want to die
here.” 1 had a reputation for being able to handle myself, but they
didn’t realize I had a partner! It sounds hokey, but for me it was real.
Through Christ, evil has no power; it is negated. . . .

What it came down to for me was when I finally internalized this
feeling of right and wrong, so that I could say, “1 don’t care if these
people knock the shit out of me, T'm right!” I've gone into parties by
myself: “This is the law, people are being disturbed, the party’s over,
and if T come back, you're going to jail.” You leave, come back, boot
the door open, run through fifty people, grab the guy, throw him to
the ground, put him in handeuffs, drag him out. . .. I've done this
dozens of times. That’s when you know you're a policeman, but it
takes a few years. ... I've never been shot at, thank God, and T've
never fired a shot, though I've been in situations where there was
shooting between a suspect and other cops. You can’t just pull out a
gun; a gun can be taken away from you a lot easier if you're waving
it around. We've all been to the funerals of people whose guns have
been taken away from them. You live in constant apprehension. It
may be hard for ordinary citizens to understand it when policemen
seem rude or tense, but. . ..

The promotional structure here is totally out of balance; you have
to sacrifice your family to do well on the test. If you're a person for
whom family and faith share an equal role with your profession, they
say, “I don’t know if you're the kind of person we want.” I have to
say, “No thank you.” I find comfort in Seripture, where it talks about
“seeking the low places™; in a real way, that’s my desire. Above all in
my life is my faith in Christ; from that, everything else grows. To see
all this, the poverty, the crime, the dregs of humanity, people’s spiri-
tual emptiness, you kind of go, “wait a second, there has to be more.”

At thirty-four, this is what I am: a Catholic Christian, police officer,
father of four. I've been married ten years; my wife is Catholic. Yes,
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we're going to stay married all our lives! I'm just starting, as the sun
hits high noon, to see it coming down the other side, and to see how
neat it would be to share all that history with a person. She works
one day a week and stays home the other days. I'm not always over-
flowing with joy when I come home. Lately I've been tired; I really
love my kids, but it gets to me sometimes. More and more, the gravity
of my responsibility is sinking in: “Here I am responsible for all these
kids!” The things they'll be going through, I have to realize that I
can’t protect them from, but only provide the foundation. Then
they're on their own. Now, I'm glad they're little.

I'm studying to be a Catholic deacon; I hope to have a voluntary
ministry in the futore, like working with AIDS patients or in a nursing
home, apart from my job, bringing the living God to people. That
would be the real meaning of my life. . . . Aging, death—yes, it both-
ers me, but that’s the basic question of Christianity: Did Jesus in fact
rise from the dead? Is death conquered? Or is death the final say? If
Christ didn’t rise from the dead, then He’s just another guy. If there
was no life after death; then all would be futile; you'd do whatever
good you could do in this realm, but what would be the use? The
promise of eternal life, of salvation through Christ—that’s what it’s
all about. That takes faith, that’s where everything else stops. You
have to be willing to give up your life to it.

If T died now, I believe I'd go to heaven. John says that God is
love; I think that heaven would be existing in total love. I hope to be
with my father, my grandparents, my children. .. . I guess I doubt
now; maybe ten years from now, I'll be able to say that I'm certain
that when I die I'll be with the Father in heaven. The road to that
kind of faith is prayer. I pray maybe an hour each day formally, but
lots of other times too, in my workday, or while I'm sitting here talk-
ing. My kids might be yelling, but I feel that God honors my prayer
in whatever way I can do it. I'm not into “Shut up, I'm praying! Thank
you, Jesus. .. .” The goal in prayer is to pray always. I see my prayer
life as becoming a center; I need to stay close to that center. . . .

As I understand it, Jesus died for all men. But of course I have to
take into account my cultural biases: I've grown up a Catholic. I'd say
Christianity is most true, but a Buddhist wouldn't. I'd hope that a
Buddhist would realize that the key is for God to have sent His son
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to redeem us. But that’s up to God. If you want me to speculate, I
believe that all people will be saved: we are all saved through Jesus
Christ. . ..

What's most important to me, work, religion, or family? In my
study to become a deacon, the idea of balance is always brought up.
I don’t see these things as distinct, but integrated. The challenge is
to give proper attention to each of them. But finally it’s faith which
gives meaning to my work and family. What are you working for? If
you're working to get a nice house or a nice car, that’s pretty empty.
The idea of knowing God permeates all the areas of my life.

As 1 pray, my objective is to become more Christlike, as we come
to know Him through Scripture, and as He reveals Himself in our
hearts. I see Him as a radical, as someone who blew away the estab-
lishment. He’s not the guy popularly depicted. He is God become
man! None of our lives, held up to total illumination, can hold up as
virtuous; that's where Christ’s forgiveness comes in. One day when I
was seventeen I got down on my knees and asked the Lord into my
life; I asked God to show Himself to me, and He did. He still does
today.

Asano Kiyoshi and Dave Redding:
Analysis

These men are similar in that both hold their faiths to be key to their
lives, and both have been thought “strange” because of their faiths.
They differ in their faiths and their jobs, and in age. The conflicts
that Asano-san now experiences at work seem parallel to those expe-
rienced by Mr. Redding a decade ago.

Both men find their ikigai in their religious beliefs, but their reli-
gions teach them to devote themselves to work and family as well.
Soka Gakkai, Asano-san tells us, encourages its members to work
hard in society “for demanding companies like banks”; Mr. Redding
says that in his study to become a Catholic. deacon, “the idea of bal-
ance is always brought up” between work, family, and religion. In the
tenets of their faiths, one may be a devoted believer, a devoted
spouse and parent, and a devoted employee; in fact, one’s religious
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devotion makes one a more devoted spouse, parent, and employee.®
One reason for these tenets is that both Catholicism and Seka Gakkai
have to exist within societies that don’t adhere to these faiths. For
the sake of “other people,” believers such as these two men are en-
couraged to devote themselves to society’s dominant ikigai of work
and famnily.

Both men’s work is structured so as to insinuate itself into their
lives as ikigai. Asano-san’s bank regulates his life in various ways,
from the expectation that he live in the company dormitory, to home
visits by his hoss, to quasi-compulsory company trips; as Asano-san is
well aware, work must take first priority in his daily life. Mr. Redding
tells us that passing the police promotional examination demands to-
tal devotion to work; because he deeply values family and faith, he
will “seek the low places” and remain at low rank in the police. (In
ten or so years, when his bank begins selecting future executives from
men of Asano-san’s seniority, he may face a similar conflict.)

The conflict of family with faith hasn’t been fully experienced by
these men. Mr. Redding’s wife is Catholic, and she understands, he
told me, his spiritual aspirations; aside from dealing with his brother’s
scorn, his contlict is one of balancing the attention his children re-
quire with his study and prayer. Asano-san’s family is split between
fervent adherents and more casual adherents, but all are members of
Soka Gakkai. He says he wouldn’t marry a woman who couldn’t be
persuaded to join Soka Galdkai, although “I might go through hell in
giving her up.”

Despite the tuggings of work and family, both men hold their reli-
gious beliefs to be most essential in their lives. One obvious explana-
tion for this is that both were brought up in religious families. How-
ever, both have siblings less religious than they, and both turned away
from their faiths as teenagers, only to return a few years later and
attend religious colleges. In their work, their faiths have caused as
much as solved problems for them. Because Mr. Redding couldn’t

5. This is more true of Soka Gakkai, which is an organization of lay believers,
than of the Catholic Church, which has a priesthood, priests and nuns being those
who give up family and work outside the aegis of the church. Mr. Redding, in study-
ing to become a deacon-in rough terms, a lay priest—is affrming his religiously
sanctioned choice to commit himself to his family and work as well as to his faith.
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reconcile the gap between his Christian ideals and his brutalizing
fellow policemen, he was ostracized and quit the force; following his
reinstatement, he has become less idealistic—less religious—at work.
Asano-san is made fun of when he goes drinking with his coworkers,
and his chanting may have caused them to flee his floor of the com-
pany dormitory. His faith doesn’t seem to be a direct cause of his
being bullied at the bank, but may well be a contributing factor.

In the face of such strong pressures to abandon their faiths and
become “members of the gang,” why have these men persisted in
their religious ékigai? The answer apparent from their accounts is
that religion provides them a means of making sense of life in all its
pain. As Asano-san tells us, “I'm . .. in Soka Gakkai because of . ..
the pain of life. If I hadn’t had religion, I might have killed myself by
now.” Mr. Redding asks, “How do you process the pain of the human
situation without having a faith? Without it, this is an awfully cruel
world.” Their faiths show them that despite life’s pain, the awful work
situation Asano-san must endure, the “dregs of humanity” Mr. Red-
ding has nightly confronted, life is ultimately good and just.

Both men thus partake of a meaning that transcends this world,
From the vantage point of that meaning, giving a higher meaning
than this world alone can give, both look down upon the values of
their nonreligious fellows. Work is “not a very high energy,” holds
Asano-san. “If you're working to get a nice house or a nice car, that’s
pretty empty,” says Mr. Redding. This seems to be why they so dili-
gently hold to their faiths as ikigai, despite the social frictions their
faiths cause them: their deepest commitments, their deepest sources
of meaning are not of this leeting and illusory human world, but of
ultimate truth.

But there’s a problem with this commitment. Most of Asano-san’s
and Mr. Redding’s coworkers don’t believe in the ultimate truth that
these men are committed to. Both men are wise enough not to prose-
lytize at work, but if their faiths are indeed the only true faith, then
maybe they should proselytize. As Asano-san says of his nonbelieving
coworkers, “I try to see their good points, deal with them as human
beings,” and indeed, both men must hold such an attitude in order
to be able to work harmoniously with their fellows. Yet they clearly
believe that those who do not share their faiths are misguided and
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possibly even damned or doomed to be reborn as a lower form of
life.

The problem is that these men’s faiths and social worlds are at
odds. If they insist too much on their faiths, they won’t fit in their
social worlds, particularly at work; if they insist on fitting in their
social worlds, they may lose their faiths. They must balance the two,
believing firmly in their faiths but keeping their faiths inconspicuous
in their relations with nonbelievers; they must neither condemn non-
believers nor allow their relations with nonbelievers to weaken their
faiths. This is the tightrope that must be walked by those who believe
deeply in an ultimate not fully shared by the world around them.

We've examined two different “minority” ikigai: ikigai as found in
creation and in religion. Let’s now turn to two people whose “minor-
ity” tkigai is less a matter of choice than of birth.

Yamamoto Shoiji (55)

(I went to Yamamoto-san’s Ainu Association headquarters with a Jap-
anese newspaper reporter who was browbeaten for his Japaneseness,
a browbeating I escaped. [At one point, Yamamoto-san put his fore-
arm next to mine and said, “Look, we both have body hair! (unlike
many Japanese) You're Ainu, tool”] At first I had trouble with Yama-
moto-san; I heard in his voice a pleading victim's tone rather than
the Ainu pride that his words indicated and that I wanted to hear. In
a later meeting, when I spoke with him alone, he dropped this tone,
as if he did not need to use it with a non-Japanese. I couldn’t tell
from his appearance that Yamamoto-san was Ainu, but Japanese tell
me that they usually can distinguish Ainu from Japanese.)

There are about twenty-four thousand self-acknowledged Ainu; that
includes anybody with Ainu blood.® Beyond this, many Ainu hide
their identity at work and from their families, to avoid discrimination.

6. The Ainu are the indigenous people of northern Japan. Throughout Japanese
history, culminating in nineteenth-century Hokkaido, the Japanese pushed north-
ward and steadily appropriated Ainu land, destroying traditional Ainu culture.
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Probably there are fewer than ten Ainu left of pure blood. What's
left is only Ainu consciousness. Even if you're one-sixteenth Ainy, if
you have pride in your Ainu ancestry, you're Ainu. We must abolish
the idea that Japan is made up only of Japanese. There are only fif-
teen or so people who still use the Ainu language in their daily lives.
I myself have to speak Japanese; I know lots of Ainu words, but T can’t
speak Ainu in full sentences. I grew up among Japanese, speaking
Japanese; in that sense, yes, maybe I'm 8o percent Japanese. I want
to raise the percentage of my Ainu identity to fifty, at least; I want to
spend the rest of my life on that! It's dangerous to take a negative
attitude toward the future of the Ainu; we'd lose our courage to cre-
ate a society where Ainu culture will prosper. We have to be opti-
mistic. . . .

I work for the Ainu Association. Most of my work involves raising
the consciousness of teachexs. Five years ago, a survey was conducted
among public school teachers; one question asked what kind of life
Ainu now lead. Of eight thousand teachers, 424 couldn’t give any
answer, go said that Ainu live as they did long ago, dwelling in pits in
the ground and eating raw meat, and 622 held that Ainu in some
places still live like that. So, 712 teachers seem to think that we Ainu
have never worn a suit or leather shoes! We can’t send our Ainu
children to schools with such ignorant teachers!

Yes, there’s discrimination against Ainu at school. When nobody’s
watching, other kids write on the blackboard that “so and so’s Ainu,”
or scribble “Ainu” on the books of Ainu children. Schools do nothing
about it. There are lots of Ainu children in the junior high school
near here—this area has low-income housing—and they’re harassed.
When they walk in the hall, Japanese students say, “Here comes a
dog!” or “You touched an Ainu! You're dirty!” Many Ainu children
lose heart; no matter how hard we try to persuade them not to quit
school, it’s useless. . ..

Generally, two or three incidents of discrimination at schools are
reported to us each year. This may not sound like many, but this is
just the number of incidents brought to us. Many incidents are hid-
den by parents; many Ainu parents don’t want to get involved in
problems of bullying or discrimination. That’s why discrimination
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against Ainu doesn’t get much attention in schools. That's why jit
such a problem.

When I was a ehild, the other kids wouldu't let me come near the
heater in the classroom in winter; they said the school wasn’t for
Ainu, but only for Japanese. They also called me chasen, " Korean”.

My father was Korean, my nunh{sr Ainu, with the tattoosd month uf'-

traditional Ainu women. My father came to Japan in 1930 as the
leader of 4 group of Korean Taborers: In Korea he'd had COMpany
that went bankrupt: he'd heard about the clanee to make money iy
Japan, but those stories were lies. e was foreed to dig o railroad
tunnel, but conldn’t hear it: he and six others fed into the mountains,
They reached a village ten davs Luter: by then, three of the men had
died, The survivors Htll]j_‘ht]lt'lp but no Japanese would open his door
to them: only the Ainu families wonld help. U'm sure the same thing
would happen now, When northerm Japan was first being developed,
failed Japanese settlers sometimes Hed by night, leaving their babies
outside the homes of Ainn familics. who raised them as their own,
Ainu people believe that Tniman beings must live together in hat-
mony regardless of the color of our hair or eves: this is how we've

been living for ages. No wonder the Ainu were helpless when the

Japanese entered the Ainn land! There's o Japanese saving, Hito o

mitara, dorobd to omee [When vou see a stranger, consider him

thief]: that was a reality to the Japanese! Another saving: “W |1r;,rr the

people from Sendai [Japanese] have walked, no arass grows,” That's:

what happened to the Ainu people!

The four men who survived were taken care of by Ainn families.

At that time, my mother was living with her son alter heing divorced;
she met my father and married hin. But lis family in Korea found
out-where he was and came o take him hack. 1 den’t remember my
tather's face or name: U've heard abont Lim enly in tragments. He'
left in 1937, when T was two. My mother died of a stroke when [ was
nine.

Iwent to school for just three vears, Nobodv in my class could
beutt me in muth and Japanese in those vears, When my mather died,
my sisler und 1 were ull]!!ptt-d by dilferent funilies. 1 couldn’t i on
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am sehool after that: instead | took care of the children of my foster

;ﬁmnh’ They were a shemo [Japanese] fanilv: they adopted me only
CHLISE llm conld nse e as o worker. But 1 was gratefud that they
Ve e foud and shelter. . -

[t wasn't until byventy vesrs ago thiat T really leared to read. Until
then | could only work as 4 laborer. In ny v.nl'-. teens, | lived in g

1 constrietion camp. 1 didn't have any fanily to go home to in

't]_u* holidays: | H[’qu‘!l al the canp alone, Then, '-.'lrhf_‘n [ was fifteen,
v hall brother and 1 moved to an nsettled aren to cultivate the
laml When | was twenty-three, | had a terrible accident with a chain
Csaw and wis in the ]1:}&.[1“ al Tor twa vears. Alter 1 got out. T eouldu't
“do heavy labor, hut found a job with & cooperative: 1 was hired Lo
distribute Hyers to members houses. At the construction camp, 1'd
;ﬂdﬂﬂ_‘%:"tl wormen, whatever their age, as onésan |literally “older sis-
ter”; generally w valgar forn of address used toward har hostesses,
tc] I'd never leawrmed anything else, so | used that term whien |
talked to housewives as |1 distributed flvers. Lots of people com-
olained, ineluding the wives of the mayvor and the police chiet: they
“wondered why the co-op had hired such a rude: person! 50 the co-op
transferred me to the conntrvside, where | contldn’t do any harm, and
there | met my wife.

My wile is Ainu, and T'm half Ain, half Korean: when we decided
to marry, her whole village was opposed. It's terrible, but Adou them-
silves are against murriage between Ainu; they believe that their chil-
dren can escape diserimination by marrying Japanese and assuming
Japanese identity. My wile had had several chances to marry Japa-
nese men, but it was never finalized because their fonilies were op-
pasedd: they didn’t want Ainu blood in their families. We faced shn-
der from the villagers: she so resented their attitude that she left her
familv and came to me, 1 realized aronmd this time that one reason
for the diserimination against me was my ignornee. D dido’t know
how to 'ipmll-: pr{;pm‘lv- 1 conldn’t read or write, My wile L lght e
these things. She's an extraordinary wonin,

When my children reached school age. we 1mw[-. ol cvonnied north-
ern Japan. and s e v Ainn wearing traditional costumes and pos-
ing for tourists” cameras. We conld put ap with that, but not with
what we experienced at i musenm of Admi culture, The musenm’s
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photographer, who takes group photos of Japanese tourists, shouted
us we wilked by, “Look folks, here come some real Adnu!” M:. wifi

said to him, “What von just did was incredibly mude, You should apol-

ogize!” That incident helped make us what we are todiy, fighters
against discrimination.

Two of my three children are married to fapanese. Even if we par-
ents wanted otherwise, what could we do? When you lace diseriming-
tion, you try to escape your own race. Young Ainu grow up in an
environment that LE!:'E'}J'[\-'('S e of pri{lt' in their El[—"l‘i[ilg{‘, S0 W
really can’t expect them to marry among themselves, We didn't ex-
pect our children to marry Ainug we just dido’t want them to TIRECTY
while hiding the Fact that they're Ao, Iving about their origins.

We held an Ainu wedding for my eldest son. The hride’s Funily
wis opposed, bt that's what the bride decided. She knew we wanted
to hand down the Ainu cultural heritage. Actually, it was v son who
most strongly resisted having an Aino wedding. When my danghter’s
fiancé's family found onl she was Ainu, they opposed the marriage.
It was my daughter's fault, too; I'd always told her that il she was
seriously dating someone, she should tell hin her racial identity, But
hefore she did, his fanily found ont. They came to visit us; we live in
a Japanese-style house, but inside, there’s a room of Ainu imple-
ments, which they siw. The marriage took place only after a lol of
diffienlty.

Ainu now follew Shintoism and Buddhism, like the Japanese.
When 1 die, though, 1 helieve Tl be welcomed v our tribal ances-
tors. They'll accept us becanse we've lought against discrimination.
The world after death I'n talking about is a different world from that
af the Japanese; it's only [or Ainn, o world we couldn't realize in this
world.

My ikigei is to help liberate the Ainu and other minorities in Japan.
1 was born hall’ Ainu, half Korean, both cronps vickins ol diserimina-
lion: it took ﬁﬂ}-‘ YOS, but at last 1 can [eel |‘.|i':J!JLl. 1 nsed to feel
resentment toward my parents. Now 1 ean feel jov, not the jov vou
might feel Trom making money, but real jov,

It wontled e great i we comild creale o COMTHEy in the Korile

J'Im_{.ur' i Creeation ol |'il'l'lg1"::-r1 1hg

{slands nnder UN snlwrviﬁirmf where peaple who seek real happi-
L mld learn to live in peace and harmeny with nature and to

ness & ' :
different enltures, | wiant to ereate this Tand of peace; 1

H'I}prerinh-' : | i
don’t want to leave it as a dream! 1also wanl Lo l.li'-!lt*‘ g S'.l.[’EL'1.11'.TJ':v’
where children— Jupanest, A, K{m_*;m—ltam experience life with
cows in the pasture, hear the murmuring of streams. Now, .:rhi!dn-:n
are glued to compuler games; company erplovees play 5_;u]||. Peaple
don't know how to enjoy tiemselves onlside except by putting « ball
in a hole! Rivers are chcased in comerete now, monntains denuded.
When 1 saw that new ski resort near here. 1wis shocled to see the
mountains stripped of trees! Mountains are for gr n.-.-"mq_ trees. not
cutting them down! In Japan toduy, fand turms to money in Ipr.l::-ph*.-a
pves. But the Tand on the carth is far evervhody. m:il' just for some
Pveuph- to make a profit on! 1F people listened to e Aino and uneder-
stood our cultinre, t]il."_'g."li| Fresasure rethire more than lhej.' el neww,

Japan needs to learm from the Ainn,

Caral Jackson (54)

(1 met Ms. Jackson in her classroonm, She s a thin, ||11|H1lli?i||§_{_ EE-.-u';
Jessly honest woman, ullering opinions that are “politically incorrect
as well as personally painful. After she lael deseribed Iifr 1r|'1}-r|;'t.l:r ol
her integrated classroom on students, 1 blurted out, “10 1 had |{Hi!'li.
P not sure i want them to come here!” She replied, “T wouldn't
gither. 1 sent my kids to private schools.” After tulking at length with
her. however, | clamged my mind: I could not fmagine a better
teacher for one's children than Ms. Jackson.;

I teach third grade. The way 1 live is pretty |m’:]cl|:-_--_+:]u.~i.-': I have @
job. T pay ey bills. For a black person to be siceesshul, that part ol
her must be white—this society’s nol mine. (Sl when 1 was in Al
rica a few veurs ago. it was my nationality that 1 identified with maore

fren e noethesst eonst of Hok-

7. The Kurilés wre o oluin ol sluds estending _
II cliatl pcenpied by Russia since

Yaido to Russia’s Kanwbatka |H'II.II|-:"I1|i!. They luve bt
the end of Wil Wir 11 bt are clidenem | B Jagun
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than my blackness: everybody was blick, but T still didn’t helong, M
experience in Afica—I wonldn't talk abont it for o long ljrm.-.h].’ fel::
Efiltl Y ancestors had been taken to America as 5[1!.".-'[_‘:5. cis) Man
people T know, like my eousins, live on welfare, When 1 Tad to qui
h‘.\m:]ling when my kids were o, 1Twenl back to cleaning houses, |

didn"r know how to et fond stam)s, cheat on my electric hills | |1:i.d.

to learn, to be able to feed my kids.
The kids in my class: you can just about pick out the ones that'll

wind Hp in jaﬂ 1 have two Kids e like that, Their older hrothers:
and sisters are in gangs: they already have value systems [rom the

streets, We talk about the two valie svstems: either clothes, money:

and hig ears, or reading, writing, and arithmetic: delaved gratification,

One of them was coming to school with a beeper: his hrother would
call him to pick up cocaine alter school. Some of the black kids feel
envy. Most of the white kids don’t know what's going on. They're n.g[-
at risk: they don’t live in that kind of environment, h 1 said tes him
“James, I'm going to eall vour mother!” He suld, “You ain't gonna gﬂt'
her; she's in jail.” And she is—for crack. We were making Christimas
r}i_f]ﬂg-‘i; he was crying the whole time hecanse his mother-was i
jallis:

For the kids at risk, you've got to talk to the parents. One [arent
came in with her fists balled up, ready to heat me up. I've never had
a white parent do that; the whites trv to beal von up infcilé‘ctu;ﬂiv
suggesting subtly that becanse _'-.-'(:|1'n--ll:T:ur1: vou're inferior, hut 1 Lm
hold my own. That woman who wanted to fight was high on erack
The problem lb getting the parents to listen, Many, especially in the.
:Eictlg‘f]_:?munn}c are cinght up in survival, getting the nest meal on

Before busing began, I was teaching almast all black ids. Tt was
like being down south, except that we had almiost all white 1‘E:ﬂL'|:|L*TS
and a lot of them didn't care. Integration really does rnu[{r.t- this l;
better classroom. That kid with the beeper—the white kids aiel w;rm
of the Dlack kids too were mkl‘ng i, "What o vou nse that .erp"
You conld tell he was thinking about it; he knew that w-h;nl' b w-us
tlf:'linpj was wrong, Keeping poor black kids and |11i(|[il{- vlass Kiels away
from each other isn't the answer: this is the way the world s, The
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first vear we integrated, the problems were so different from now,
you dont hear kids talk about black and white problems like they did
when we lirst integrated, Now they're luinan problems. The Ig:mg
stufl is here, thengh, influence s early as kindergarten; The kinder-
gﬁrtenm play erips and bloods. . . .

I took my awn kids ont ol the public schools, My son hid a learning
disabilitv: 1 knew he'd be “the bad little black boy in the corner,”
.TEHL‘!IE_'L‘\' in public school can be racist and get away with it, but in
srivate sthool, if you comfront that, they lave to do something,
There's still a lot of vacisnn in this public school, We liave bwe “gifted
and talented” classes. just three blacks in each, all the rest white.
When the kids were tested in the summer, they dicdn't even let the
blacks know they were doing it The PTA ludies, whites, were the
anes whose kids got it

1 enjov teaching: it's the other stuff—ather teachers, attitudes
Arom pz;r::nl‘s—ﬂml 1 don't like, 1t's a job; 1 do it well. | feel a lot of
satisfaction {rom teaching, thongh no rainbows in the sky,

My grandmother raised me. She liad four children from four differ-
ent mer. which she raised by hersell. She never ook welfare: she
was a laundress, i cook. 1er two girls both had babies out of wedlock,
my aunt at fourteen, my mother at seventeen when she had me. They
‘gave us toomy gmmlrnutlmr. She did a lot of hitting, whipping: 1 ran
away when Twas thirteen, siying. “You're not going to hit me any-
more!” After that 1 staved with my mother and my aunt. | felt it was
a big mess, and I had to survive. The women in my family had men,
but they were appendages: they came in. had sex, and lelt. My
mother had four hushands: the first two T tried to think of as futhers.
The third, 1 liad an incestuons relationship withe 1 got messed np by
that Tor the rest of my life. Its been hard, because 1 clom't trust any-
bady., Without the therpy 1 got later. I'dl have been dead. . ..

My grandmaother raised nmy cousin and me: we're Leachers. My
aunt raised siv ather kids: all ol them are on weltare. My grandmother
told me. “You sot to getan education; you got to fuke care of vourself,

your children.” There was never any fairy tule stuff: on Christmas,
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shie'd sav, “These skates aren’t from Santa Claus, They're from me: [
savioel the money.” I'm Ig_[l';_lt{_‘ﬁ]] to Loy tor that intluence, bul it toolk
MeE W iulr}_: Lime to appr:—fciui‘{* Fhois i

My eousin and T went to the almost-all-white state aniversily. We
couldn’t find a place to live: finally a lady said, “Yon can live i the
Lasement. But fl"-.111:,']|f}r]_1,- maves ol becanse vent're here, s have
to leave.” When we g[udu;d el she told the others, :ﬂllul';lh.lhd icns!”
But to my cousin and me she only saidd, “Every: quarter 1didn't think
vou'd come back. . . ."

| oot out ol sehool, gat mvarried, startedd l(-‘;li‘]lil'l:i_[. My husband
watited to be a ﬂig]t{' :—-rlginf-.'t'r. Lut dound ot Le L"l.:lllli.!!-”". lier hiaiel
astigmatism, | remember our lindlady, the epitome of a white mid-
dle-class ﬁ[ll}'w':i!-II[]I!]I:?-ELIIl.']-lEL]{{:.‘-L‘IlI'L'-Ur.-r[n‘-hithil'.‘i Linel of lacly, say-
ing, “That's terrible! He won't be able to tuke eire of voul” For a
lang time [ wished I could be "a helpless Lady,” with the }I-!]H}Jitll{], the
two kids, the white picket fence. Later | saaw through it; the Norman
Rockwell pretense, that everything's OK—1 can’t stand that phoni-
ness, ... My hushand was devustated: fone the rest ol his Dile, Le
jumped From ane job to another, He'd been raised in the 5:r|1[]|.1[[iﬁ
mother, his sister. they sucked lim dry: but there was a0 control he
had over them, that went with the patriaechial stnff, At the heginuing
of my marriage, 1 played into it, acted helpless and all that shit, but
that was lying. 1 was mad all the time, from plaving one role and
living another. T paid the bills, bot 1 pretended it was coming from
him. . . . I

We were married eighteen vears, When Allen was five, we had to
get some ilL‘.lIJ for him; the lln*!'upiﬁt saied e all should comein, bt
Bill J'PHFHi'Ier: "Ti;.m don’t have to o 1o the white man for help. II i
o o b g o Sty fers

f et D wss abienit Lo leseee T,

he grabbed Allen’s leg and T had his arin; we were pulling that kid
apart. | kept leaving and coming back. . (Now Bill's .ﬂij{_'k i
death. 1 thought, when T got divorced, that 1 was ﬂ||‘n|l|_i|];- fmi. my
kids sre still commected to Bill: when they bury him, I'm ];[][1|_I|[][|1:I tE;
lest thean ddo it h_'v.' themselves, | ; . I ! "

My kids, they're most important to me, ' Bappy with where my
children are: 1]1!.'}"“‘ sensitive, respect other lﬁqjﬂjjh'_rl'rllni-' ¢'|]1](';1ti~::|;.

Thigat e Loreation and Belighon LB

They're hoth finishing college now. When they were children, we
lived in i black neighborhood because they needed to know abont
ieir blackness, Bven so. Cheryl was identifying more with the white
Lids than with the blacks. When she went to public high school, Tor
the first time she saw the black students wha'd jump up and call the
teacher a motherficker, Later, she found some black friends whao
were like her

L' trving to get Allen into a black college now. He thinks e loves
this white wirl; I'd like him to meet some black girls. I'd be upset if
he married her; Froin therapy trving to work it out. This girl has no
understanding of black colture—I don’t want to he her mother!
Mavhe he'll Tove her tll she dies: who knows? Bt when their Kid
comes home after being called a nigger, if they haven't figured oot
how to deal with it, T don't want to teach them, It's too painful.

Has life been worth it? 1 don’t know—it depends on the day. Tve
heen able to get enough out of life to not die, to want to go on with
it 1 conld have been a street girl, but somehow there was enough in
lifes to keep me on the straight and narrow. Where it came from was
my education, my heliet in myself, and my family—my mother, my
aunts, my consins—it has a funny but real strength. We meet at
Christinas, summer: its nob as strong as it was when my annl was
alive, and v grandmother, but there’s stll o fumily: love, caring,
LRI, ..

Am 1 a Christian? 1 don't Jmow. ve gone to all the ehurches., bt
Ive never found ene to meet my adult needs. 1 found people lopking
to a book to explain their lives; 1 found people telling me whio 1
needed to be, but not asking, “Who are you?” T pray ta God, about
things 1 can't do anything aboul—I praved when T thought they were
going to send my son to the Persian Coulf—and 1 give thanks to God
alot. It's not just luck: sometimes the Good Lord really does provide.
He's here. T see God as a foree in the universe that makes things
work. 1 can go to e mountains and fee] that God, a loree here 1o
protect me,

1 don't look Torward to any heaven, (What if §1. Peter at the gate
doesn't like Dlack people) T'd just as soon have it over when i
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roads, as Yamamoto-san admits in saying that he receives no more
than two or three complaints a year about diserimination in schools.
African Americans, in contrast, make up 12 percent of the American
population and can be found at all levels of society. African Ameri-
cans are far more numerous, racially distinet, and socioculturally di-
verse than Japanese Ainu, and can’t easily be encompassed in a single
political dream (which is not to say that some African Americans
don’t try). Yamamoto-san’s ikigai dream of awakening dormant Ainu
consciousness and Ms. Jackson’s refusal to hold such a dream are
consistent with these sociocultural differences.

There are also personal reasons for Yamamoto-san’s and Ms. Jack-
© son’s ikigai. It was after the death of Yamamoto-san’s Ainu mother
that he was cast out, with no home to return to; later, it was his Ainu
wife who taught him to read. Ainu seem to have been the source of
the goodness and love in his life, Japanese the source of indifference
and discrimination. Ms. Jackson, on the other hand, suffered as a
child from her own black family’s' chaos, as well as from white racism;
her tkigai reflects her disinclination to see the world in wholly black
and white terms. This difference in ikigai is reflected in theix formu-
lations of identity. Yamamoto-san seeks to drive out the Japaneseness
in himself: “I want to raise the percentage of my Ainu identity to
fifty, at least!” Ms. Jackson holds that her pursuit of mental health
transcends race. Therapy may be largely a white undertaking; how-
ever, for Ms. Jackson, “figuring out your life through therapy isn’t
black or white,” but a matter of becoming fully human.

The issue of racial identity is explicitly raised through their chil-
dren: two of Yamamoto-san’s children have married Japanese, and
Ms. Jackson’s son is dating a white woman. Yamamoto-san says that
being Ainu is a matter of consciousness more than racial background;
thus intermarriage is not a problem. But this view may be overly
sanguine: with enough intermarriage, Ainu consciousness as well as
Ainu “blood” may disappear. It may be that privately his children’s
marriages have clouded his ikigai dream, but he would admit no such
thing to me. Ms. Jackson has tried to raise her children to be proud
of their black identity, but one “identified more with the white kids
than with the blacks” as a child, and the other “thinks he loves this
white gixl.” The values of her children are not surprising, considering
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Ms. Jackson’s own values. When she speaks of “black culture,” she
seerns to signify the underclass; as a teacher, she seems to see herself
as a representative of middle-class white culture. Yet that culture in
its racism is what she has fought all her life, from college, to her
school, to, perhaps, heaven. '

The tension between black and white and, indeed, all the pain of
Ms. Jackson's life by her account seems overcome through therapy,
but this process has been exhausting for her. Yamamoto-san envisions
a world after death only for Ainu, his tkigai dream transposed into a
world beyond this one. Ms. Jackson, although she believes in and
prays to God, looks forward to no heaven, but only to a bit of continu-
ing peace in this world. That, for her, is ali; she has no more dreams.

Tkigai and Significance

The Pursuit of Significance

In chapters 4 and 5, we looked at the lives of a few people who may
embody a widespread pattern of ikigai in Japan and the United
States: ikigai as dreams of future work or family for young people, as
work or family for those in the prime of life, and as past familial
roles and relations continuing into the present for old people. This
chapter’s accounts don’t fit this pattern; the people in this chapter
don’t hold the ikigai of work and family, the tkigai apparently held
by many, perhaps most Japanese and Americans, but rather the tkigai
of creative activity, religious bélief, or political dream. If work and
family can be considered “conventional” ikigai, then these ikigai may
be considered “unconventional.”

Why do the people in this chapter hold such ikigai? The answer
may lie in what I think of as “the pursuit of significance™: a sense of
one’s life as fundamentally mattering. The key to Murakami-sensei’s
ikigai lies in his pursuit of significance through creation. “Through
shodd I want to leave proof of my existence.” Ms. Weiss’s ikigai lies
in her relation to her significance-bestowing God: “God gives the
universe purpose.” The key to Asano-san’s and Mr. Redding’s ikigai
lies in their religious beliefs” explication of life’s pain and celebration
of life’s transcendent significance. Yamamoto-san’s ikigai is the politi-
cal dream of seeing the Ainu granted significance by Japan; Ms. Jack-
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son, the exception to this group, has found her ikigai in her family,
on the basis of the therapy that has enabled her to survive. Thus, for
five of the six people in this chapter, the overt pursuit of a sense of
significance seems central to their ikigai.

This pursuit may mark an essential difference between this chap-
ter’s ikigai and family and work as tkigai. In both Japan and the
United States, after leaving school one is expected to work, marry,
and have a family. These ikigai may engender inner conflict, as the
accounts in the preceding chapters clearly show, but intrinsically
need not: one may conceivably hold sach ikigai without doubt as to
their worthwhileness. On the other hand, those who hold creative
endeavor and religious belief as ikigai may have to consider why they
don’t hold the conventional ikigai of family or work, and carefully
examine what their ikigai means to them and what kind of signifi-
cance it offers them.

However, those whose accounts we examined in earlier chapters
also seem to be pursuing a sense of significance through tkigai, al-
though in less direct form. Miyamoto-san says that “while I'm work-
ing, 1 believe that without me the bank couldn’t survive. ... Asahi
Bank is what it is because of me.” Wada-san argues that being a
mother allows for a more genuine sense of significance than working
for a company. Ms. Pratt tells us that “Tam . . . the solid rock for [my
children]. . . . They know who they can rely on.” Nakajima-san seeks
significance through playing to perfection the role of wife and
mother. Kinoshita-san seeks to become a doctor as his “mission,” Mr.
Isaacs, a trainer as his “calling”; they feel that these occupations can
provide them a significance now lacking in their lives. Murakami-
san emphasizes that she is needed by her family, and she finds her
significance in being so needed; Ms. Tucker, in shifting tkigai from
family to God, with whom she is on “a first-name basis,” is shifting
the pursuit of significance from this world to the next.

Indeed, all of those portrayed in our accounts seem in some way
to be pursuing through ikigai a sense of the significance of their lives.
But the difference between those in this chapter and those in earlier
chapters is not only that the former are more self-conscious. Beyond
this, whereas those portrayed in earlier chapters {eleven of the
twelve) seek their significance through ikigai rooted within this
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world, those portrayed in this chapter (five of the six) seek signifi-
cance through ikigai that in some sense transcend this world. Let us
now consider these different varieties of the pursuit of significance.

The Pursuit of Significance Within One’s Lifespan

The primary this-world ikigai of those I interviewed are work, family,
and personal dream. Those who adhere to these ikigai may have reli-
gious beliefs or practices (for example, Ms. Pratt and Wada-san) but
their ikigai seem centered in this world and life.

Work takes up a good half of the waking hours of the majority of
Japanese and Americans in their prime. In terms of personal happi-
ness, it may be a very good thing if work is the source of one’s ikigai
and sense of significance, since it seems obvious that one will be
happiest if one can spend one’s time engaged in an activity to which
one is deeply committed. Miyamoto-san, judging from his account,
seems personally fulfilled in a way that Takagi-san is not: Miyamoto-
san spends most of his waking hours in an activity he lives for, as
Takagi-san does not. It may also be a very good thing for a society if
most of its working members find their ikigai in their work: it seems
plausible that on aggregate those who find their tkigai in work are
more productive workers than those who don’t. Certainly many of
the symptoms of malaise in the American economy in the 1g7os and
1980s, symptoms ranging from shoddy American merchandise to em-
ployees saying things like “It’s not my responsibility, I only work
here,” reflected workers’ inability or unwillingness to find their kigai
in their work.

But problems may arise from holding work as ikigai. Work doesn’t
usually last through one’s life. Mr. Murray tells us that he is afraid of
retirement; Miyamoto-san’s wife urges him to find a hobby so that
he doesn’t become senile after he retires. Both men now find tkigai
in work, but will soon enough have to give up that ikigai, their main
sources of significance; what they will do with themselves after that
is a question that neither can now answer. This is a problem for
selves, and for societies as well. As the gap between retirement age
and life expectancy grows ever wider, the problem of what people do
with themselves after retirement looms ever larger.
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An even more fundamental problem with work as one’s ikigai and
significance in life may be seen in this statement by Miyamoto-san:
“Do I feel like a cog in the corporate machine? Well, of course Tm a
cog—the bank is a big organization; what I'm doing could be done
by others just as well as by me—Dbut while I'm working, I believe that
without me the bank couldn’t survive.” Miyamoto-san admits to being
alienated from his labor; it bears no intrinsic relation to him, in that
innumerable others could do the same work he does, and it would
make no difference to the bank, but he endeavors to overcome alien-
ation through an act of will. He is apparently successful at this, but
that he must engage in such willed self-delusion in order to sustain
his tkigai of work is revealing. We need not believe in the romantic
notion that everyone has a unique calling to see that if willed belief
is necessary in order to find ékigai in work, then work as tkigai may
indeed be precarious.

It is precarious for selves who must delude themselves with false
senses of significance, and also for modern society, many of whose
jobs may seem increasingly distant from the kind of work anyone
feels “meant” to do in their lives. This problem may be greater in the
United States, with its emphasis on “self-realization,” than in Japan,
with its emphasis on “commitment to group.” After all, if Miyamoto-
san can truly believe that he lives for Asahi Bank, then the fact that
he himself may be merely a replaceable cog in its vast mechanisms
need not trouble him.

Family as ikigai seems less precarious than work as ikigai. As op-
posed to Miyamoto-san above, Wada-san tells us that the false con-
sciousness of men in finding tkigai in work is absent in women’s find-
ing ikigai in family: every mother has her own unique and
irreplaceable role to play vis-a-vis her children, while 2 worker’s in-
dispensability to his company is only an illusion. Similarly, Mr. Ebot
tells us that “there are many people who think that they live for work,
but the reality is that it can’t be a true commitment. . . . It's an animal
instinct to have your deepest commitment to your family.” To these
people, work as tkigai is artificial, but family is natural; family is what
everyone would live for, if only they understood their true priorities.

It seems a good thing that many people find their tkigai in family,
since one’s family is generally the site of one’s most concentrated and
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sustained human relations. Surely it is more conducive to personal
happiness to be deeply committed to one’s family than not to be
committed. It is a good thing for society as well. If, as discussed in
chapter 4, people can’t find their ikigai in their families and children,
then society’s reproduction may be threatened, as is to some degree
the case in the contemporary United States, with its high divorce
rate, and Japan, with its low birth rate.

But family as one’s ikigai and source of significance may also be
problematic. Many of those whose accounts we've examined—Ms.
Pratt, Takagi-san, Ms. Tucker, Ms. Jackson, Wada-san, and Mr. El-
iot—say that “my children shouldn’t be my ikigai; they'll have their
own lives to live.” The situation of a mother who couldn’t find an
ikigai apart from her children was poignantly described by a young
Japanese woman I spoke with: “My mother’s ikigai was raising her
children; my father’s ikigai was his work. Now they’re hoth home,
with nothing to do; all they do now is fight over trivial things. My
mother says that she misses the past, when she raised us children.
That was the most fulfilling time of her life, it seems. Now it seems
as if she herself is a child.” -

One’s children should thus not be one’s ikigai, these people say,
both because of the transience of that ikigai and because it may place
a burden on the children. However, one’s relation to one’s spouse is,
ideally, neither transient nor burdensome to spouse or self, and in-
deed, Wada-san, Mr, Eliot, and Murakami-san (and to a lesser extent
Ms. Weiss, Mr. Murray, and perhaps until recently Ms. Tucker) find
ikigai in their relation to their spouses. But there are problems here
too. As Mr. Murray, Ms. Pratt, and Ms. Jackson have found to their
great regret, finding a spouse who can serve as one’s deepest human
link is a perilous task.® As Ms. Pratt says, “When you have a partner
in your life, you have this best friend. Now I feel there’s a void.”
Even if one has been fortunate enough to find a spouse to serve as
ikigai, that relationship, particularly for women with their longer life

9. As earlier noted, the American divorce rate is far higher than the Japanese
divorce rate. However, Japanese periodicals often discuss kateinai rikon, or “in-
house divorce,” where a husband and wife live in the same household but are es-
tranged, showing that lack of marital happiness is bardly only an Americar prob-
lem-—as attested to by several of the Japanese women I interviewed.
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expectancy, may not last. As Ms. Weiss says, “What would I wish for
at this point in my life? That I'd die first! I wouldn’t want to be left
alone without William.”

Thus, although family as ikigai lacks the alienation inherent in
work as ikigai, it shares with work a potential transience that makes
it, too, seem problematic. If one can continue to have a close relation
with one’s children after they leave home (and then enjoy a close
relation with one’s grandchildren), they may serve as lifelong ikigai
If one can find a spouse embodying that “other half” for which, as
Plato writes in his Symposium, each of us is passionately searching,
and if one’s spouse can live as long as oneself, then spouse as ikigai
may be ideal; but reality may fall far short of this.

If one can’t find one’s significance in work or family, whether be-
cause of one’s place in the life course (Nakajima-san, too young to
yet be married and have a family) or one’s view of the world (Takagi-
san, rejecting the standard ikigai of work and family for the dream
of finding himself), then one’s dreamn may serve as what one lives
for. Dreams of the future as ikigai may make bearable a less-than-
fulfilling reality, such as the jobs at which Takagi-san, Kinoshita-san,
and (to a lesser extent) Mr. Isaacs must daily labor.

Dreams may serve as safety valves for both selves and society:
however unfulfilling one’s reality may be, if one can hold a dream as
ikigai, then reality may be bearable; however unfulfilling most peo-
ple’s realities may be, as long as their dreams’ fulfillment seems possi-
ble, then their society will retain legitimacy in their minds. But for
many of those who dream, the odds that their dreams will become
reality are very long indeed. Takagi-san will almost certainly never
find the self he dreams of finding; Kinoshita-san and Mr. Isaacs, al-
though maybe not Nakajima-san, face formidable obstacles in at-
taining their dreams.

Paradoxically, however, it may be that personal dreams are more
fulfilling as dreams than as attained reality; in dreams, the voice of
reality—Is this all there is?--need never be heard. Takagi-san’s
dream, in particular, perhaps functions better as his personal protest
against a constraining reality (“T could have , but I have obliga-
tions to my family, and so I must do what I must do”) than as a
realizable dream: would he even know himself if he found himself?

There are exceptions to the bleakness of realized dreams: Mura-
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kami-sensei followed his dream and appears truly to have found his
ikigai and his significance. But others I spoke with have been more
disappointed. An American retiree, who had apparently dreamed of
long vacations through decades of working at an unfulfilling job, told
me with considerable reluctance that he now felt bored much of the
time. It may be that one’s dream as reality often can’t provide the
sense of significance that it yielded as potentially realizable dreamy
and of course as dream it is subject to life’s inevitable narrowing, the
passage of dreams from possible futures to might-have-been pasts.
In short, all the ikigai that we have discussed are problematic be-
cause the sense of significance they offer may expire before the self
expires. One will probably retire from work, see one’s children leave
home, or attain or surrender one’s dream long before one dies. To
fill that gap, unless one finds one’s meaning in memories, one will
have to find something new to live for and find meaning within.

The Pursuit of Significance Beyond One’s Lifespan

The significance offered by the ikigai discussed in the last section is
not necessarily confined to one’s lifespan in this world. One may hope
to influence the world beyond one’s own life through work or dream,
as perhaps Miyamoto-san does through his contribution to his com-
pany and Mr. Isaacs and Ms. Pratt in their desires to contribute to
the world. One may also think of one’s family as transcending this
world. This familial transcendence is institutionalized in Japan in an-
cestor worship, as Murakami-san’s and Wada-san’s accounts illus-
trate, but also is felt by Mr. Isaacs and Ms. Weiss in communicating
with loved ones beyond the grave (although they both acknowledge
that they may be only imagining such communication).

Still, for most of those in chapters 4 and g, the significance they
seek through ikigai is essentially rooted in their lives in this world.
The ikigai we've discussed in this chaptex, on the other hand, seem
to offer senses of significance that may transcend one’s life in this
world. In this sense, this chapter’s ikigaé seem more secure than the
ikigai of work, family, or dream. One must retire from one’s job, but
one’s creative work will remain when one is dead and gone; one’s
children may leave and one’s spouse die, but one’s God or ancestors
will remain, as may oneself in heaven or paradise. However, although
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the significance offered by creation, religion, and political dream is
not transient but in some sense transcendent, it is a transcendence
that seems difficult for many people to believe in fully.

The transcendent significance that ikigai as creative endeavor may
offer is that of posterity. Posterity’s advantage is that it can’t be de-
feated by this world; the artist can say (as perhaps Murakami-sensei’s
friend did) “this present world does not appreciate what I create, but
the world of the future willl” Murakami-sensei himself seeks to leave
his work as a “proof of my existence” that will remain as proof if his
work endures. But the belief that one’s creation will endure may be
hard to sustain. The two creators whose accounts we examined claim
to give little thought to the future of their creative works: Ms. Weiss
- denies thoughts of posterity, and Murakami-sensei makes of posterity
a joke. It may be that even for these two, well-known and highly
regarded as few of their fellow artists can ever hope to be, their own
creative efforts, in a world teeming with meritorious others, are not
sufficient to sustain belief in the enduring significance of their
work.*®

Significance extending beyond one’s life may also be sought
through religious belief, or through the dream of political justice.
These are both extra-world ikigai based not in one’s own self’s cre-
ation, but in belonging to something larger than the self. Yamamoto-
san will die (and perhaps go to a world only for Ainu) having done
his bit to fight discrimination, but the larger struggle will continue,
with triumph coming to pass only long after he has passed away. Ms.

Tucker may strive to be personally worthy of heaven, and Asano-san

and Mr. Redding may strive to lead religious lives, but finally their
striving may be not for their own selves” enhancement alone, but so
as to be united with that which is larger than the self, the ultimate of
God or Buddha. .

Religious significance has an advantage over the other forms of
significance that we've examined, in that it promises a link with the
ultimate meaning of things. This link most often involves the promise

10. For these two, posterity seems to have been something they have given
thought to, but for other creators 1 interviewed, posterity seemed far from their
minds. As an American jazz musician told me, “I don’t play music thinking about
whether my music will be known in the future. I play for the pleasure it gives me

Ed

now.
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of life after death (as Mr. Redding tells us, “If there was no life after
death, then all would be futile”), but it may not, as is the case for Ms,
Weiss and Ms. Jackson. What is key is not that ikigai in religious
belief may provide a sense of personal immortality, but that it can
provide a sense of the ultimate significance of one’s life. Ikigai as
work, family, personal dream, political dream, or creative activity can
provide one with a sense of significance from one’s social world, from
one’s family, or company, or society, or descendants, but not from
anything beyond that social world (although these ikigai may be sup-
ported by the significance provided by religious belief). Ikigai as reli-
gion can provide a sense of significance that is perceived as being
from beyond one’s social world, from the cosmos; its meaning is not
a provisional social meaning, but ultimate meaning.*

In this sense, religion as one’s ikigai and source of significance
may be highly beneficial to the selves who hold it (who of us would
not want to believe that our existences are not ultimately meaning-
ful?) and for society as well. Political thinkers from More ([1515]
1975, 54-55, 80-81) to Tocqueville ([1840] 1990, 149-51) have held
that in a good society citizens must believe in God or in life after
death, for this will lead them to behave virtuously. From the divine
right of kings and the divinity of the emperor to today’s far more pale
attempts of the Japanese and American states to link themselves to
Shinto and to the Christian God, states have attempted to cloak
themselves in the mantle of religion to attain ultimate legitimacy.

But religious significance, too, is problematic in today’s world. De-
spite the succor it offers, religious helief as ikigai is apparently held
only by a minority of Japanese and Americans, who hold their tkigai
in societies that are in most respects secular.”® The difficulties of the

11. Religion too is a social creation; the uitimate significance it offers is a socially
constructed significance. Whether religion offers an ultimate truth apart from its
social creation is the fundamental premise that separates believers from nonbe-
lievers.

12. Over go percent of Americans claim to believe in God (Harris 187, 67; Stark
and Bainbridge 1985); the vast majority of Japanese engage in religious practices
such as ancestor worship (Smith 1974, 1987b). But for most Japanese, and perhaps
for most Americans, religious belief doesn’t seem to serve as ikigai. People have
religious beliefs and engage in religious practices in the contemporary United States
and Japan, but most don’t seem to make their religion the most important thing in
their lives.
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committed religious believer in a secular social world are apparent in
the accounts of Asano-san and Mr. Redding, who report on the teas-
ing, ostracism, and scorn they have suffered because of their religious
beliefs. These men, as we have seen, must walk a tightrope in being
both members of their societies and believers in their religions. This
may be the major reason why religious belief seems problematic as
ikigai. There may, for many, be too great a gap between the reality
postulated by religion and the secular social reality in which one lives:
the latter, for many, cannot but erode the former.

The Precariousness of Significance

All of the above ikigai thus seem precarious as sources of significance.
Work, family, and dream as ikigai may end before one’s life ends:
one may lose one’s job, fail at one’s relationships, suffer the death of
loved ones, or see one’s dream recede into the past. Religious faith
and creative pursuits offer a transcendence that may seem difficult
to believe in; to paraphrase Murakami-san, “I don’t know about a
world beyond this one. After all, no one’s ever come back from
there.”

The precariousness of significance as sought through ikigai may
be intrinsic to being human. As humans we dream of our futures, but
we can’t know them with certainty; as many religions tell us, life
in this world is transient, its meaning opaque. Some of us may, by
temperament, be better able to accept life’s uncertainty than others
of us. William James distinguishes between the “tough-minded” and
the “tender-minded,” between the materialistic and the idealistic, the
irreligious and the religious, between those who seek no transcen-
dent significance and those who crave such significance {[1go7] 1981,
10}. This is the distinction between tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor, doc-
tor, lawyer, merchant chief on the one hand, and poet, monk, and
mystic on the other; the distinction between those who accept this
world as it is, and those who seek something more.

This distinction may be found to some extent in all societies, but
it is culturally shaped. As we saw in the accounts of Murakami-san
and Ms. Tucker, Japanese household religion may give one’s family
in this world a religious dimension; some strands of American reli-
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gion may stress commitment to God as opposed to commitment to
family. Indeed, it is perhaps not an exaggeration to suggest that in
some of the accounts we've examined, the American God has its
equivalent in the Japanese group. Just as Americans such as Ms.
Tucker and Ms. Weiss find significance through their personal rela-
tionships with Ged, a religious significance not sought by their Japa-
nese counterparts, Japanese such as Miyamoto-san and Murakami-
san find their significance in the this-world groups to which they
belong, company and family, more than their American counterparts.
In allowing selves to feel significance and sustenance from beyond
the self, God and group may, for some, be experientially equivalent.*®

Japanese and Americans face their own culturally shaped un-
derminings of the significance they seek. The Japanese corporate em-
ployee living for his company will face retirement from his work and
his significance; the American religious believer may seek signifi-
cance in God from within a social world that may scoff at such piety.
However, the fact remains that all significance, however culturally
shaped, is precarious in our world. This is partly due to our human
condition, but it may also be due to our peculiar place in history:
the state of late modernity common to Japan and the United States,
rendering the pursuit of transcendent significance peculiarly prob-
lematic. Before proceeding to this final topic, however, let us discuss
once again the formulation and negotiation of ikigei in the lives of
part 2, to better understand the culturally shaped pursuit of a life
worth lving through tkigai.

:3. This equivalence is apparent not only in the religious dimension given to
family by ancestor worship, but also in the religious feelings employees may some-
times feel toward their compenies. Rauch reports on gn extreme but telling example
of this, the 1979 suicide note of an executive whose company had been involved in
a scandal: “T'he company is eternal. It is our duty to devote our lives to that eternity.
Our employment may last for only twenty or thirty years, but the life of the company
is eternal. I must be brave and act as a man to protect that eternal life” {1gge: 69,
citing Ishida Takeshi}.



Chapter Seven

A Phenomenological Analysis
of Ikigai

Culturally and Personally Shaped Fate

At the elose of part 1.1 offered a theory of ikigai: “As the products
of culturally and personally shaped fate, selves strategically formulate
and interpret their ikigai from an array of enltural conceptions. nego-
tite these ikigaf within their cireles of immediate others, and pursue
their ikigal as channeled by their society's institutional stroctures so
s Lo attuin and maintain a sense of the personal signilicance of thedr
lives.” Let us now examine this theory in light of what we have
learned [rom the accounts of part 2.

Selves are “the products of culturally and personally shaped fate”: we
are shaped from bevond ourselves, by forces that we can neither
control nor fully comprehend, We are shaped by the partieular fami-
lies in which we grew up, molding our individual personalities in wiys
that we cin understand only partially, long after we bave been so
molded. We are also shaped by the particular society in which we
grew up, wiving us a language and a set of social practices thraugh
which we come to see our partienlar himan world as the natoral
arder of things.

Ernest Becker tonches npon the inexorubility of personal shaping
when he writes that “sinee e child is parthy conditioned before he

an7
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cant manipulate syinbols, he is formed without being able to put any
distance hetween himself and what is happening o Hin. . .. The re-
sult is that the person aets out his hero-style ;l]ll[.]nm!lt'uﬂx' il 11|L.{'rii-
ically for the rest of his life” (1971. 14;!—5‘-‘] People cannol really
kuow why they live for what they live for, Becker is saving: they are
thrm.u.ghnur their lives, servants 1_-:F their vur|}' svinholic Hhu.]_][rm;..
I belicve Becker to be correct, but it's diffciile e Sea divso -
dence of this in the accounts of part 2. The people therein, like ;11.[ of
us, seek to present themselves as colierent, rationul Irf—?ill'._{.‘i s Linde
1943, 3—19), whose ikigai makes sense given their Htm‘ili:h'—:lul] i hee-
yond a certain point, anyway/ it hardly seemed appropriste Tor Il'l.l-' I.n
try Lo [’HJLLE holes in their stores. The |}L:{}1)1:' i prart 2 present the
mnfolding of their lives and ikigai in convineing fashion, bat lurking
heneath their reasoned it:llinj_{s ol themselves l\ e, .-.'*.:1 oir itll'.i.'*lzLj
views (though not the edited versions! consistently revealed, none .ni'
these people could finally explain why they liold !i]n:- ikierai thev hold
They could say, "My ikigai is . becanse T Inv: it." H.\.ut Il'.IL;
fuestion this raised was, "\.1’]1_1.:' do Vit [y W not any of
a dozen other things? In trying to answer this 1||.u*h'|!|'m|: thie ]'.u'i.nh'
I spoke _h‘lr"'lt]l could cite biographical data of varions sorts, bt fi.ni]h-
were left tongue-tied in trying to explain why they were t]]E’I!H{"i‘:’L‘;
It may be that such comprehension s ]nunm-ll'y i:'ulum.qsi]'sh.-.' o
“Personal {ate™ has .‘\'hﬂpr_*d these [’]{‘['J['J-]l-‘ i -l]u![r varliest vewrs be-
vond their comprehension, bt it has also shaped them th.m.:::f.lluut
their |iv_t.*5. Had Murakami-sensei’s company not hired o :fmn"r'i
teacher for its new elub, had Ms, Weiss been r{l*h.'um'ti fronn I]u*lrtl[*H-
tul ]Ln.‘-ipihir ovear earlier, had My, lsiaes™s brother not lost his J'..[]Uﬁ]l ¥
{ﬁ]'ﬂ cer:nliﬁrt m_r:k Ifi+dg(:, llh:--_-w people might have different ['ix..p_x ;mslﬂ
ditterent ifigai todav. Those whn & it i Ork mi
slightly 1]iﬂi-§'unl t‘ir(:ulllsltifltr_:[:;lm D

i _il'.1h interview with different im-

m“,]-. I::-F;:':I_Er:ln‘ Thl1;‘sﬂlrll hf;‘" Tri“""l rllhﬂ “Ulomscionsness, lor olwiows meclomesl sea-
ks, sk by b durented tooaord ey s i et T Cn

sicder the impossihiliey ni—_r.ﬂmslj'u:.-fing il rvlrl-ll il;ri:‘:|:l_:;:1-l1 I‘::-E:::ilLIIEL::'J.|E||‘l=‘|‘|B‘-1i:.-}:-:.>r.1 | . {-.”'”-
SUTE :.lI] the workings of its component parts, inchuling ispecially tlu.z!.w a:-]t?ljjc:c i
REall '!| i s reporting” (1072, 1361 The logical stractnee |||'Ln;:rwg.-innw.sr-tflIE-.{ \'m

i snying makes it impossible for ws to understanl the Tisis ||I.|;| e e
and b iplication the Tasis of our #iai. I Com
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sressions made—lave joined different companies in their youth;
those who Fud ikizai in Tl mieht, under shightly different t'iir[:um-
chines—it e teeling Foee bBieetber o swarses; ity attended or
unattentded—have marricd a dilferent sponse. What then of their
ihiai® The ikigai we Liold in our lives seem the resalt of chance as
weh s desire, happenstanee as much as will, Thev seem to be in
L paart the resull of fate.

There was, among the people | interviewed, considerable resis-
tance to recognizing the effects of Tt 1 Loundd that an easy way Lo
irritate happils nrarried Americans and younger Japanese wis Lo sig-
aest thut they might lave been coqually liappy i they married any
ol o hundred thousand other people instead of the person they hap-
pen to have married: an casy way to annoy Japaniese and American
religions helievers was to suggest that hiadd they grown up bo different
ances, they might have different faiths, which would seem

eireimst
as the fuith they hold now. The Jupanese and

just as trae tev e
Americans | interviewed, und perhaps all of us, want to believe that
we Fashion our own lives, rather than having our lives shaped for us
by @ world Devond our comprehenston. This isn't true, but who
among us can live truly believing that it isn't trne?

Personal fate and cultural Tate are inextricable, in that the cultural
is personal, the personal cultural. But loosely spealing, we may ke
this distinction: the shapings of personal fate are whatl make ns dis-
et From others i our society; the shapings ol caltoral fute mold us
in common with others in our society. As children we cmerge a8
selves not only through our particular personal workd, but also
throngh o particular lnguage and set ol social practices thal ever
alter condition us i our comprehension af nurselves and our world.
Pierre Bourdien (177, 166) discusses how our social world shapes
us Lo see its structures and Lhe pumﬂ:—?] structures of our own ninds
rather than as lniman-made and arbitrary (1977, 166}
hend onrselves and our world because we are

as Cralural”
Wi can'l cotpr

a Ll bas noted thel fabe oure} @5 woeomirbin paplustlion in Jupun for prersonl

supcss or, nore often, Balure iggh, 175 =), | interviewer] several |apanise who
relerned Lo un in espluining why i elicd not die in Wasrl] Wi 11, But e yoimger
Jagsnisae | mtervewed, as well asoalmost ol Americans didd niok disenss “fate” asa
firree thiat uud slaeped tioe lves,
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shaped in its image and it is shaped in ours, There seems, by Bonr
dieu’s il!l'.l.l_\-'HiH, to be no way of CRCUPITIE tie hall b sirrars within
which we live, I

The .H]I'<1|.'||in;_(5 of cultural fate can be seen in the “taken-for-
[_ﬁl':illtf-.‘d" [.'lng,'!‘l.]a_qr-' of our accounts, Becanse halt the aecounts are
translated, the contrasting linguistic shapings of Japanese and Ameri-
cins are less visible, but 1']1{*},' are stll apparent, []:I!‘IiL.‘I1]:il’|_‘.' in the
unthinking assumptions of individualisin and sociocentrism. Japinese
sach as Wiada-san Sy r}u-'lv raise their children “so a5 to not lronble
athers” in society; Americans sueh as Mr Lsaacs say they want to
radse their children to be “the ]|:1p]'.||'¢*.~.;r liireman hr_'-.juj_[k' ”“'.“' cin e
Moaore ]]él.l'l"lt'ltf:lﬂ}': in wordings thronghont their acconnts one sees
Murakami-san's identity as located in her role in the Gunily and Ms,
Tucker's 'll.l{'lllil'.}' as located in her individoal self, For L'xmuphf, Mu-
rakami-san’s reaction to being ill was one of resolve: 1 felt that 1
comldn’t die, lum-'ing my husband andd child behind™ Ms. Tucker's
reaction was one of resentment: “Every morning T had to get ap with
a smile on my face. 1 resented the Gt that 1 was the one that had to
ke 1.*‘-.'{_‘1‘}-'1‘]1?“1_" all ﬁj_',IIt.“ Similur wlheit subtler contrasts can be
lound in many of the acconnts of part 2.

Cultural Fate at this level is l;u‘gch-‘ tnconscions: selves 1Lty nf
recognize how they are shaped. But at another lovel, selves have con-
siderable awareness of, althongh little control over, this shaping.
They may fully accept or be utterly opposed to the social practices
and institutional structures that they experience within their society,
but regardless of what they think, they must to some degree conlorm.
People must earn a living, fit, to some degree, gender and age-based
roles, and worry, to some degree, about the apinions of the people
arovnd them, whatever they themselves may think.

Some _]:Lp.'mnﬁt" in part 2, such as Kinoshita-san and Murakami-
sensed, vociferously assert their individuadism, their personal frecdom
against the norms of Japanese society: bat, as is apparent hetween
their lines, l|]|_‘_‘p' nonetheless 1o some tlt','f,l‘i'l‘ meet those norms: Ki-
noshita-sian continues to be concerned about his mathes opinions
tor else he wonldnt have spoken of them at such length): Murakami-
sensel does what he must to renain in the Ig_ljmu] grEices ol the shofo
worlil. T similar way, Americans in part 2 such as Mr. Eliot vocifer
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onsly assert commitment to Fanily against the demands of work, but
work hall their waking hours all the same.

Cthiers in purt 2 don’t vehemently oppose the prevailing norms of
their socictics. but they aceept these norms only reluetantly, Wada-
sun. in disenssing her mized feelings abiont pressuring lier son Lo
studly, savs that “Japan really is w . society based on school ereden-
bials, Manhe that's had, Tt that's the trend of Japanese society, and
wie luve to How it it Ms, Peters tells us that “TUs my lifes: 1 ean
o what T want!” bt she also savs that “1ve gol to have some career
skills, because il [my] martiage didn't work out, 1'd be lefi high and
Ay She realizes that she can't aliogether dowhat she wants,

ITlu_-sr l_'n—*nla]t*. andl all the l‘wt]piv | thL—':TiHuI.'[|, st :'11||.I-m'n} o
the pressure of coltural fate in their sncieties, Tate thal seems nritun
to erbody Japanese sociocentrism and Amercan individhoalism, The
Japanese and Americans 1 interviewed may be shaped by or shaped!
against these principles, and may agree with or vehemently oppose
these principles, but they can't escape these principles in living their
lives within their societies.

The Cultural Formulution ol Ikigai

Our next phrase of theory is that selves “striategically ['[1!'lI|‘iLI!'.iti-' il
interpret their ifiged from an array of cultural conceptions.” At a deep
lovel, we are shaped: at a shallower level, we shape ourselves, {_hiltlu‘.
hasis of personal and eultural shaping hevond onr m||1|]m--]u-n_~.;|un.
we conseiously Tormulate and interpret onrselves and our thigai. At
this level. selves are nol vietims of cultural Fate, but canny consumers
of enlture. formulating their ikigai throngh their choices from the
cavaleade ol ideas “in the air” of their eultural world.

We see evidence of this in the diversity of ikigal in part 2, t'mm_
Nivamoto-san’s commitment Lo compeay 1o Takagi-san's tlream ol
HE'Ii'. from Mr. Isanes's ideal of 1]|f1r'=1pj.' tey Mr. Redding's futh in Uulj.
aned from Me. Pratl’s commitment to her children to Ms. Weiss's
sense of her art. Each of the lile stories in part 2 reveal ikigai formed
of personal rewenvings of strands from the larger cultural world.

1°s difficnlt to know exietly what steands from the larger cultural
world are used by the people in part 2, Lt wee can casily see larger
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erftiral p;ll';ll[ui.x: tor the ikigai fommuolations i their accounts, Mive
miito=san’s fervent defense of commitment to SO R iy e IF:1|I1;I.
nese ideal parallels recent |mpu];u' books steh as that of Saitn L1ggn),
cntilled “What's WIOIE with liking wark.” Tis sense ol the olsoles.
cence of lis .l'lf:r'gm' ideal is reflected o medin eriticisin IJIII_'[II'I'I[:I;“_L}.'_
centered sarariimen with no lives of their own, 1 Takagi-san's ideal
of sell-realization psmlﬂef.'; books such us Kobavashi's (1g8g), his ae-
count of his life |J1|111}|.'L\':im'*5 liis ni}]i_&?‘u{inn [ his children, a theme
that appears often in Japanese mass wedia today” Kinoshita-san's
sense of himsell has :.':-.-rhtin!}' Bt ind e need |:_v the llhirpljilluﬁ If:lpﬁ
anese media commentary on the new values of the Voung: Asdano-
san and Yamamoto-san clearly shape their identities in their personal
dialogne with the media of Soka Gakkai and the Ainn Association.

Ms. Pratt tells us that she is of “two generations. the fifties and the
sixties ., . at war with each other,” connoting for her commitment to
fumil}' as Dpimﬁﬂl’] Loy aictiviso and feminism: ber acconnt and recent
Ameri¢an feminist writings (Faludi 1991, Hochschild 1g8g) depict
this war in parallel ways. Ms. Weiss's competing potential ikizai re-
flect her simultaneons commitment to a cultural tradition of artistic
sell-expression and to her Judaic religions tradition. Mr, Tsaacs's ideal
of therapeutic groups leading to w new America is the ideal of many
American self-help books influenced by the writings of Maslow. Mr.
Redding's deity is the God of Catholic tradition, but also of the 1g6a0s
youth culture (*I see Him as a rudical, as someone who hlew away
the establishment”). These peaple, and all the people portrayed in
part 2. have gatlmrml ideas of how to Hve [rom their cultures bt
liwve: rewoven these ideas to fit the wirrp of their own lves.

Despite the relatively “free” and individoal nature of ikigai's for-
imulations, we can nonetheless compare the broad forms of ikigei and
plat out the acconntings of ikigai on a conlinmun hetween “commit-
ment to group” and “self-realization.” Mivamoto-san in his commit-

4 For exaenple, the televsion drona Otsan no sonsd, or  Father's s | HBO
rggot, i about o company worker wlio, Libe in biv career, decides that bis anily is
mast imporimt to him. He resolves to spench mmore Hme with them bot s re'j;'q.:-h'fl
I his swile and-children, whe feel more conilurtalde when le's sy b wiorks The
s queestioms s devation o work ouer farnily (Hus mon Being 1o bite in his
sewelonen] fgmilial dvsation s, bt iy ulser seve b |'u-|'~;1|:1-.!|- vicaviers ik '|';|k;;lx_gi--;:|u
e valie theie faredlies over their oan deeanms
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ment to company, and Murlami-san and Mr. Eliot in their com-
mitment to family, stand near the “commitment to group” pole.
Kinoshita-san angl Mr; Isaaes, valuing their dreams over work and
farily, Takagi-san believing that the only valid ikigai is having an indi-
vidlual puurpose, and Murakami-sensei, living for creative expression,
stand near the “sell-realization” pole. Others stand in the middle: Ms,
Pratt and Wada-san try to balince commitment to Family and self-re-
alization. although they consider the former most essential. Ms. Weiss
vilues her own writing less than her commitiment to Cood, bt ex-
presses surprise when she finds Tiersell saying such a thing,

As we have seen in parl 2, the cultural ambignities and conllicts
between self-realization and commitment to group are linked to ideas
of gender, generation, and conventionality. Family as ikigai was
framed as commitment to group among both the Japanese and the
Americans | interviewed; work as ikigei was framed as commitment
to group for Japanese such as Mivamoto-san, but ay sell-realization
or personal attainment for most Americans. This division can be seen
in Takagi-san’s and Mr, Eliot’s accounts, Takagi-san conceiving of
self-realization as opposed to the “eommitment (o proup” ikigai of
hoth work and Family, Mr. Eliot giving up the personal attainment
of “making millions” at work [or his “true commitment” to family. It
meay also be seen in Ms. Pratt’s ad Woada-san's aceonnts, Wadli-sun
hul;.iiusz women's commitment to family as @ troer commitment than
mMen’s Em'nmitlnent Lo company, Mas. Pratl seeming bo view comimit-
ment to family as less important than ]wrmmd attuinment through
work, although her ikigai finally is her fumily,

As for generation: for some of the younger Japanese | spoke with,
such as Nakajima-sun, dreams involve ulure commitment Lo conven-
tional roles, in accordance with the wishes of parents; tor others.
such as Kinoshita-san, dreams involve sell-realization apart from sueh
roles and in conllict with parents and other elders, Generally 5;}1’.:':1!1—
ing, Japanese such as Mivamoto-san and Kinoshita-san HL‘l-']'I]F.:‘rll Lo
think of the generation gap as the younger generation’s emphiasis on
self-realization and their elders” emphasis on commitment to group.
On the other hand, Mr. Isaaes’s conflict with his parents appears to
be over different forms of sell-realization: their apparent valuation of
personal achievement through work, as opposed to his vahuation of
personal growth transcending work
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Japanese and American elders and holders of uncomventional ik
gad in part 2 are siven to seeing their societics as i decline, because
ul an excessive pursuit of self and a lack of commitment to God,
Buddha, society, company, or family. Mr. Murray complains that his

[ssengers Lz Zrown  nore ride over the T’”—"' todmby  vepry.

America is in decay because the nuclear family is i disarray, says
Mr. Bedding: Mivamoto-san eriticizes vonnger workers for the:ir
selfishness: Asano-san sees a L-nmpluf_'t‘m secnlar T going the way
ol ancient Rome; and Yamamoto-sin castigates Japanese greed in
praising Ainu harmony with nature. All these people seem to hold
some form of sellishmess as the root of present evil and some form of
commitment as the souree of past or future pood,

The holders of unconventional ikigai in chapter 6 may seem, from
the perspective of those who hold work or Family as ikigai, o be
pursuing their own self-realization, but they view their lives in g
somewhat different light. Murakami-sensei and Ms. Weiss disenss
their self-expression through their arts. but this pursnit they see as
being within a community of artistic colleagues and forebears. Each
mentions past artists, such as Rokamusai. Natsime Soseki, Menott,
and Milton; their self-realization is in the context of their larger com-
mitment to a tradition of art. Asano-san and Mr. Redding, and Ms,
Wiiss, pursue a transcendent commitinent to their religions faiths
and also a commitment to their community of believers: Asano-san

discussed with me at length Buddha and Nichiren: My Redding

fends off his brother's scorn by invoking the Cathelie tradition “since
Angustine.” Yamamoto-sun discusses his commitment to the Ainu in
terms of the history of Ainu oppression by the Japanese. Several of
these people pursue commitinents that put them in apposition to the
more conventional commitments of their societies, but their commit-
ments seem at least as intensely held as those more conventional
OnNes.

The peaple in part 2 also use a variety of other eultira) coneeptions
to justify and legitimate their ikigai. Such justification is apparent in
terms like “ordinary people.” “ordinary life.” and “evervhody™ ( futsa
no hite, hieibon na seikatse, i), Mivimato-sun sivs, "I an ardis
nary person living an ordinary life, | | Being nr:liuun-'i:-i heing happy:
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evervhody thinks that way ™ It's as il his life is justified by being “ordi-
nary,” like “evervhody's”; beeause he is “ordinam.” he need ik (ques-
tion his life, “Evervbody™ was indivectly invoked through the phrase
hokeat no hito ni meiwakn o kakenai go ni, “so as to not trouble other
people.” Woidlsesin, as weve seen, tells us that she raises hee children
e as to not trouble others™; Kinoshita-san criticizes his mother for
paising him by that principle and repressing his spontaneily: Asano-
san says that his religion teaches it believiers should not tron-
ble others by acting on their beliefs at the expense ol soviety: and
Murikami-sensei (and Kinoshiti-san too) seems conscioushy to sub-
verl the phrase when he says that he will live “without worrving about
what others might think.” Ms. Peters, too, uses “everybody”; she justi-
fies the idea of living at home with her parents after college by saving:
“You feel sale there, protected; that's how evervbody feels.”

“Everyhody” and "other people” derive their power to legitimate
from one's human world; “God™ and “nature” derive their power
from bevond that world, Many of the Japanese in part 2 speak of
praying to their ancestors, but for most their ancestors don’t seem to
serve as primary sources of legitimation for their lives, In the Ameri-
can accounts, however, the legitimation offered by God figures prom-
inently. Five of our nine Americans claim to pray regularly to God:
Ms. Pratt savs she has conversations with God: Ms, Tueker seems
daily to speak with Cod: Ms. Weiss communicates with God “contin-
ually™s Mr, Redding. too, seeks to pray constantly, even "while I'm
sitting here talking's and Ms. Jackson tells us that she frequently gives
thanks to Goel. For at least three of these people. God seems to b
their nltimate souree ol legitimation.

For some of the people in part 2. Japanese more than American,
“nature” may serve as a subtle, extrasocial legitimation of their lives.
Mivamoto-san tells us that to [eel a deep sense o obligation to hiis
company is “natural”;s Nakajima-san tells us that “it’s only natural for
people to marny™s Wada-san implies that although work is an artifi-

4. O penarsie, 1 mardinge ame] copnmitient by comipany wers “aadural,” then tl'_llff'i'
wandd Tie mts nevd toomention thew (Boardien 1ger, 1671 |Eisbecause parrage
st “natursd” (some people don't marny] gand becanse devotion e company isitt
“matural” (the vimog people i Mivamsto-san’s commpuay Lk sucl devotion) that

these twa seck, pedaps only somiconsvionshy. to justily their social eluims by
g e s e eskragocid legitanation

i'rwu]i-
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cial ikigai, family is natural: Mr. Eliot tells us that it is instinctive tq
be most deeply committed to one’s family: and Yamamoto-san main-
taing that "iE'PEgPI{: listened to the Aino and understood our culture,
thev'd treasure nature more.”™ | discussed last chapter how group
may be a Japanese equivalent to Americans’ God. Nature also may
serve as a subtle Japanese equivalent to the American God, giving
socially constructed ikigai an extrasocial legitimation.

Coneepts such as “other people.” "God,” and “nature” may be used
Lo ju:::HF_-; how one lives; other concepts, stch as “Tairmess,” mke come-
prehensible the diffieulties of life. Mr. Muorray liest emphasizes life's
unfairmess (“Life isn't fair, but | didn’t realize that until 1 was in my
forties”) but later reasserts his beliel in Girmess, at least in his own
life: “I've certainly lived more than my share at this point. . . . I've had
a very fortunate life.” Mr. Murray can assert this belief only without
knowing how his life may turn out and what it may finally mean, hut
Mr. Redding and Asano-san, bearing their religious theodicies, ean
assert their conviction more I‘Jnﬁilh'('h'. Asano-san says that “some
people are born rich, others poor: It's unfair; that's why I believe in
reincarnation,” whereby all eventually receive their just desserts, Mr.
Redding views eternal life throngh Christ as rectifving the unfairness
of this world’s life and death.

Others justify life’s difficolty not in terms of nltimate Faimess but
in terms of personal growth. Asano-san, miserable in his work, main-
tains that he will grow from his misery: “As iron gets stronger by
being hammered . . . human beings become stronger through pain.”
This view is placed in a larger context by Ms, Pratt: “What would it
be like if ... people didn't go to war bul treated each other with
kindness, a perfect world. .., we'd never learn anvthing in such a
wondd, L .. T think you leamn, IO I|1r‘u|tg|'1 pui:u." Tt is ay if, Tor their
suffering to be justified, these people must feel that they can grow
from suffering.

While many of the Japanese 1interviewed stressed growth through

5. Kinushita-san offers o Faseinating contrust 1o these people in thely invecation
ol “rudare.” T|I.L,*}‘ use nabure” to miake thedr sociglly constructed ikigal seem more
thun social; Kinoshita-san nses it to emplassae Qb socal mores are ondy soial anel
Aecting 1 beliese Toiman beings will Beconue extinet. ke dinosaos. When | think
aboit tht, 1 leel selived—I can dowlon Daant instend of Tollowing athers!”
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suffiring, a larger nnmber of Anericans emphasized growth through
suftering. or simply crowth, Me Eliot tells us that “T think 'm be-
coming more mabure as | get older™s Ms, Pratt envisions hersell as a
wise old woman having conpassion rather than cynicism. Mr, Isaacs’s
dream of personal development (71 just want to be the best himan
being 1 can he™) s also one of prowth, as has been Ms. Jackson's
therapy, enabling her to grow bevond “sun ival, so that 1 could see
my way clear to a little happiness.””

IM.-:.il’ att and Mr Isaacs both modulate their cinphasis on per-
sonal groswtl with an emplasis on eontributing to socicty: Ms, Pratt
Slll;".-tkh' ol her “miission orfentution”™ Mr, Tsaaces [‘J[‘.undt‘r!-_i ]iu:\’ |_1r;= \'..'Llll'l
best live so as to “make people’s Hves better in some way, I one's
ikigai is framed as commitment to group. l]llij‘ﬂ (":Ill_l"l-hllhl.‘.ll,f-!“fl] tHie
group is faken to he u matter ol conrse. But if one's ikigai is framed
s sel-realization, then one's commitment (o the world Dieyond one-
self iy he felt to require s[n-?ciﬁ'c alfirmation. “Contribnting,” for
these two, seems to be wway in which the sell and its growth are
linked to the world, as il to say that through their own arowth they
can help make the world a better place. _ .

The idea of pvrynnu] srowth may b in :Jpp:]ﬂ:itmn to that ol
worldlv snecess; this can be scen in the accounts ol Mr. Tsaacs, Mr.
Redding and Mr. Eliot. Personal growth in the pursuit of self-realiza-
ton is @ vagne ideal. As Banmeister has noted, “Fveryvone wants to
be self-actualized. but no one is sure quite what it means or [y ber
o about it (1gg1, 104, Occupational achicveent, on the other
haned. is conerete: one can see how mueh one has or lasn 't achieved,
Takagi-san tells us that “1 fecl sl when 1 think ;11::1111_|mu- “!_d. | .
[ feel  chill when | realize that 1 laven't done much in my lite vet,
This conception is that of lile as o race against the clock: in one’s

G, Soue ol thise | interiewerd seemed well aware pl the contrast .Eh:rws-:-ll thi
certuinty of plysical decline aned the possibility of e mitad prenwth, rl._.ll'.u'l.:l.'[l-‘i-i!l._lh‘.}i!“'L‘
his cleestn of self-realization, tells us that ufler forty life is all downbhill. M. Ilzlml, trr;
s othier T, sees the possibility ol el wigor, _l.'['li'ahl.ﬂ!.l_" et h”_.l]I. .iT"E'!],-1 ,qu_
vt shvsical declineg as one ages, Both Mumakani-sense el s, "l-"rl'l!.l" discuss
Eauuhlnui-u]'lv their aming fos M, Weiss savs, T Ao is prcelancli ﬂ_'.' s se wvion 1.'rl1l1j-
ble to bits: things fall off vou" ! but also see Tor themsihves greater creative nr!iuuth; 5
{Murakamizsenseil w4 greater appreciation for lile amel what hile means [Als.
Wesiss |
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limited span. one must achieve all one can. As Murakami-sensed tells
s, "I the time hefore 1 die, P've gol to do some work. Pve got to dg
all T passibly can while I'm alive,” )

Mr. Isanes seems to hold a similar coneeption (I you're going to
mitke o contribution . . . vour don’t want to dick ar el waste time™)
bt more Japanese than Americans | spoke with acconntod For them-
selves in this way, However, whether one justifies one's existence in
terms of conerete personal achievement or vagne personal growth
somie key underlying questions remain ananswered, Why is m.'hiwﬁ-l
ment or growth so important? Why so strennonsly [-'un'sui' such
things, given the fact that soon enongh you die? Hul as | earlier
noted, these aren't (uestions Wit T felt T eould ask manv ol those I
interviewed, my job as interviewer being to understand hoy people
construet their senses of their lives, '.]E.UML'Q"EE‘“ those construe-
Litws. “'-

The cultural conceptions we have looked at in this section are used
to frame and justity one’s lile and ikizar. These L'm{meptt{mﬁ include
how one formulates whad makes life seem worth living through sell-
realization or commitment to group: how one legitimates uu?-'a life,
l'lhmugh “everybody,” “nature,” or “God”; how one justifies one's suf-
tering in life; and how one coneeives of the direction and goal of
one’s life, The Japanese and Americans | interviewed used ll!i;;'f:" and
other conceptions to assure themselves that their lives are indeed
warth living, to formulate and legitimate the meaning of their lives.

The Social Negotiation of Ikigai

The nest phrase of our theory is that “Selves ., . negotiute . . ikigai
within their circles of immediate others.” The mns‘l_pivutu! area of
ifﬂ'grri _nugul‘:[atinn seems Lo bie '_-.s.ri_tl! one’s sponse. At one extreme. a
lew of the aceounts show no ikigal negotiation with one's spouse. At
the other extreme, the accounts of the three divoreed Americans
seemn to show a rupture in ikigei negotiations, as if, because ikigal
negotiation was no longer possible, divoree was the only option.” Be-

7 I.liluh:[u,'c-! I]L:Jl_iulhms ol Iﬁ:tgn’l negitiations 15 a dominant lactor m oy di-
; AL i L hii AR RN " ¥ - i !
;IT:II'U 5, This may, of course, take a variety ol spevifie forms, from armonents over
Trarnees o armments over estramarital affares WA ILCE T 1 iR

i i itrs, bt Uhesee are ostters ol ikigal Con-
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bween these extremes, Hhere H Y I erises in he Ekignj llﬂgﬂtiaﬁnns
hetween spouses involving a shilt or threatened shift of the ikigai
status quo, crises that st be weathered il their marriage is to sur-
Vive.

Of the fifteen married or previously murried informants, four—
Mivamoto-san, Mr. Redding, Ms, Weiss, and Yamamoto-san—give
no indication of ikigai negotiation hetween spouses. 1t seems from
mv interview with Mivamoto-san anel from passing conversation with
his wife that they never discussed their familial division of ikigai
whereby he finds it in work, she in family, This may not entirely be
the case (Did his wife never onee complain about his late hours i ul
his absence from the family? Did he never once complain abont the
dinners she cooked for him?) but it may indeed be that their familial
division was so tuken for granted as to require little discussion. As for
Mr. Redding, Ms, Weiss, antl Yamamoto-san, it seems that hecanse
Mr. Redding and his wife shace o deep Faith in Catholicism and live
their lives by that faith, there is comparatively little ground for basic
ikigai conllict between them. Tt seems that because Ms. Weiss's hus-
hand married her in large part fecause of her ambition to become a
writer, and because he supported her in this endeavor throughout
their marriagee, doing much of the housework decades before it wis
socially acceptable for men to do liousework (as he told me in my
interviews with him), there was little ground for ikigai conllict be-
tween them as well, Beeause Yamamoto-san and his wife are united
as Ainu against the oppressive Japanese majority, here too there is
little busis for ikigat conflict,

The ikigai negotiations and crisis points in the accounts ol iy
married informants range from the implicit to the starkly obvious.
Ms. Tucker seems to lave shifted her ikigai from [amnily to God, 1
sensed that this shift may have been met by the subtle resistance of
her hushand, but in interviewing them both Dwas able to detect only
hints of this negotiation. For Wada-sim, the point of ikigai crisis is

sidder the followine, Wile: "1 vou svant this marriage to continne, yo've got to hreak
ol switl X, Who's more inporand tovon, e o Ier?” Finshand: “That's the prob-
fommn, | just clin't ke, The participants m s dibogie would consicler it dlisoies-
sieny whsnt badidedity, buet it s also i dhsenssion kst ihigai
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clearer, HE'L‘HT!‘l]‘Lj_{ when her hnshand was unable o work. ©1 vy
didi’t know il he eordeln’t go or just didn't want to go.” she tells us,
."I'rlul worried that he was no longer willing to work and snpport his
Livmily and thos iy ot his end ol the ikigai familial role sgreement.
A polential ikigai crisis in Takagi-san's marriage ocenrred when lie
told his wife that he wanted to quit his company, thus threatening
their .!'lfir'ir_{rrr' role division. He didn’t quil. bt r"r'll]I-'q'll\ZiiI]'Ii-Si"llfiL"i. uf'tf_-.r
a similar consultation with his wite, did, whereupon she went to work
to support the family, The wives of these men staved off potential
fll‘f!f;ﬂf crises by acceding to their hushbands® desires to fuit work to
pursue greater personal fulfillment.

The erisis in Mr. Eliot’s marrage was in o sense the npposite:
rather than the hushand seeking to abandon his commitment to work,
it was Mr. Eliot’s wife who pressureed him to abandon that commit-
imenl, Lo l.'ru*m] muore Hme with his f';|111i|_'l,. His openness to renegoli-
ating the ikigai role division apparently saved his marriage, Kinoshitas
san and Mr. Isaacs, like Takagi-san, sav that their ikized is their dream
rather than their marriages. Th woure oo new in tIEIL‘J'J' ML TETeS fo
live vet tested their ikigai priorities, but they may fice H('TEHH.’; chal-
lenges il their spouses oppose their dreams {as may Kinoshita-san’s
wife) or unintentionally block them Gas may Mo Esaes’s wifes),

1 The three divorces among the Americans ety b interpreted as
failed J'-i.'r'gfﬁ negotiations. The faillure of Mr. Murmn's frst marriage
was due I:L:'_E;’e[k', hie: savs, o his ]r:*iulu; concerned with “jst the m;?—
i‘IIHIIiILI‘éI] aspects of raising o funily, not the emotional things,” Had
he offered the deep commitment to unily in his first tmu't'liugc" that
he offers to bis second, perhaps there would have been no divorce.
Ms. Pratt tells us that her marriage ended becavse 1 take my fanily
responsibilities very serionsly, and he's the kind of man who never
wants to grow up.” Her husband, by her account, did not deeply
commit himself to his family and to supporting it, and the marriage
ended because she couldn’t prevail upon him_to chanee: Ms: IJLE;L—
S011'5 fﬁ.’f,"_[f.l’i‘r TIEQ’:'IHHHH]]H in her ||[;[['j"1.'1f__{{1' dppear fis Fl;!\":‘ leren Imurf'.
complicated. "For a long time Dwished 1 eonld be s liedpless ludy." "
she tells us, m;lki]lg her {i{-!l‘I]{"Si comrnitment her famiby while ;l;;r_*r
husband devoted himself to work and to supporting thes family. But
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although her hushand couldn’t support his Famnily, he insisted that it
appesir s i e could, and it was the lie of this appearance that by
her secount destroved their marriage. .

The second most pivotal area of ikigai negotiation is negotiation
with one's parent or child. The younger people in chapter :J all face
or have faced the problem of est ablishing their own values. For Na-
kajina-san, personal independence is not an issue, in that she wholly
adlieres to the values of her parents; Ms. Peters seeks at present to
avoid snch independence. Kinoshita-san and Mr: Isaacs, on the other
handd, have staked their ikigei on thiir p:'-mnml inLiLapfﬂulcnm: in op-
position to their parents. Kinoshita-san tells ns that his mother op-
poses his dreams and his marriage; he tells his mother, * ' you gave
me two lives, then 1 eould follow your adviee this time, and live my
avent Tife next time. But | have only one life to live. ™ Mr. Isancs tells
us that his prarents worry ahout his p{fn‘uu:ll {iL"‘-"i:"lﬁllI['lL‘]]i CONESES,
“hut I'm getting to the point where 1 don't care as much what they
think. They live their lives, T live mine.” Kinoshita-san’s mother and
Mr, Isuacs’s parents seem to realize that if they object to their sons’
ikipai dreams too strenuously, their relationship may be sundered,
and so they aceept, however reluctantly, their sons” ikigai

Virtually all the parents in part 2 have concerns about their ¢hil-
dren’s futures that are at least indirectly concerns over ikigai, Wada-
san and Ms, Pratt worry about whether their eldest sons will go to
college (and thus perhaps be able to find a future career which can
serve as their ikigai ), Takagi-san s concerned about his son conform-
ing too mich {and thus not being able to find and live by his true
ikipai). Mr. Eliot hopes that his san will develop the social skills that
he himsell lacked as @ vouth and that his danghter will be uble to
overcome her gender conditioning to live up to her potential, Ms.
Tucker agonizes over whether her youngest son will aceept € sorl into
his life. Yamamoto-san and Ms. Jackson are concerned about their
children’s possible rejection of their caltural wnd racial heritages in
their marriages, As @ number of Japanese and American parents saidl,
they raise their children to have their own independent values, bt
on the hasis of a common “vardstick” of values shared by parents
and children. What this seems to mean is that the ikigai negotiations
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between parents and children tend to be of a h.'lxir.'t”y ditferent .
tare than the negoliations of SpOTEsEs. The former negotiation iy he
om the basis of an eventual mntnal independence, while the latter
may be on the hasis of a continning mntual interdependence, thus
reqniring more intense negotiation and commuonality of values (al-
th{:ﬂ.lgh this may be truer in the United States than in Japan, given
the continuing presence of three-generation families in Japan).

A third arena of ikizai negotiation is that of negotiation within and
across “subcaltures.” As a general rule, the more distant the personal
I'Eiutiﬂﬂshii‘l hetween two et rI_J]é'. the less H]-ﬂ"]"n.' ik;'!t_{ru' will CHIErEe
us  topic of discussion. Thus, for example, Mivamoto-san can only
Sj)lr.-‘{:lll.".l.'e as to the thizgai of his subordinates at work, ]1;11.'511_5;" never
diseussed the matter with them, and Mr. Murray :ipr—*vn]nt{--t: abont
his coworkers” commitment to work on the basis of their staring at
their fect on the l':l!p]r]}’t‘t‘ﬁl bus rather than on the basis of dlireet
conversation. Many of those T interviewed, sueh as Kinoshita-san,
::1](.'L'l||JLlf-! as o their friends’ and acepiaintianees’ e','!:r';_{f:i_ but few
claimed to have actually spoken about such a personal matter.®

The exception to this rule seems Lo ocenr in “ikizal subenltires.”
Artists, iU appears, may ireleed] diseuss fﬁ.‘égﬁ." with l'..riljl.‘ anotler, For
example, Ms. Weiss mentions a writer's conference at which an aspir-
g writer was advised not to make writing her lfes Murakami-sensei
discusses with his fellow calligraphier whether or not one should write
for posterity, thus touching on the meaning of commitment to shoda,
The same seems to be the case for religions helievers: M. Hedding's
cleacnonite classes and Asano-san’s Soka Caldad meetings are sessions
devated in parl to the explication of religious belief as one's ikizai
and of the balancing of religions commitment with eommitments to
worle and family. (Ms, Jackson's relation with her therapist isn'l nee-
essarily linked to her membership in o subeulture, But it seems that
one's therapist |or alternatively, one's minister] is the one person,
asicle from spouse or parents or children, with whom matters of

B This thigad reticence with non-kin seems due not to the abstametion af ikioa,
Bt thie Fuet tod wliat one lives for is viewd by most people as o private matter,
seliieh nomatibes ave s nsipess v intes dunless they are ULL'!LIE?ihlh. i1 per-
haps anthropologists—altheugh one Anericin 1 interviewed insisted on keeping his
irneer life private: T not going e o vonr eonch amd vet s lead shaomk ™
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“what one lives for™ may be most freely discussed in the United
States. il not in Japan,*

Creative endeavor, religions beliell and political dream as ikigai
may thus he exenpt lrom the reticenee that characterizes the ikigai
of Famnily ane work. This may be becanse ol hoth the minority status
of these unconventional ikigai, necessitating overt explication of why
they are Leld, and the fact that these ikigai, in their focus bevond
this life. may be more selfeeonseionsly formulated, minintained, and
negotiated than the tkigai of work and family.

This negotiation may take place not only within these subeultures
of vmeonventional ikigai, hut also between these subeultures and
the larger culture with which thev coexist. Yamamoto-san eseribes
the unthinking discrimination that many Japanese practice toward
the A the confrontations e has with such people are in a sense
his demand that they recognize his ikigai as an Ainu, Greators such
is .?»Im';tlc;m|ir5'{-.nstlir'||.-1'|.-1- to negotiate their identities and ikigai as
creators with the larzer world whose ikigai is work and family. But
ikigai negotiation with the larger enltire is maost explicit in the de-
connts of Asano-san and Mr. Redding. The attitude of some ol
Asana-san’s fellow bank emplovees and My, Redding’s fellow police-
men towsrd them seems @ microcosm of the general attitude of many
of those who find ikigai in work or in Family toward those who find
ikigai in olther areas: ;'1'&"\"]1}' can't you find ikigat where the rest ol ns
fnd it7 (By the same token. their attitude, althongh they don’t ex-
press it to their coworkers, seems to be, ""n.-"l.-'l.s_'n.-' an’t yon lind a better,
higher. truer ikigai than the ones you hold?”) Those who have stich
ikicai st Lo some extent negotiate with and entreat their fellows to
aceept il as valid and worthy. o

A final form of ikizai negotiation is the communication of religions
believers with the objects of their devotion. Tve e ited that five of onr

g I Japn, thes s oo culbieral g cornpraralile to thil Hl.”l(‘ri!]‘.lilﬁt willi whom
ot o discuss whit one lives for. This iy be because conunitment 1o group,
Lesinir ulready defined, is inherently less probleatic for e selt Lhim is ﬂt*”—-r_'-'-ﬂhr-t-
Ly, sl may His require Hetle therpentic iliscnssion, T L_||.i:< is brue, l‘|mll_"-\'!ﬂ.'- l"“‘-_
emergenee of sell-realiztion s an g cdeal in Jupen, Westere modes of ﬂlt'lfﬂ.lil;,'r.
shondel b gaining imporange hese, s appeaes e ncenrring, to judge Fom works
suaeh i Lhett of Ol 1o
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nine Americans pray to God; for two of them, God seems explicitly to
answer back, As Ms, Tucker tells us, “I've had days where I've |'{:rgl_{:}{,
ten to say, "God, this was a wonderful day. thank You,” and He's
lorgiven me™; Ms, Weiss suvs, more jocularly, “What'll happen if |
lose my gilt? You know, God onee said to me. You're wonng to et old
am_:] stpid anyway, what are you worrving about? ” The equivalent of
this for many Japanese (and for Americans such as Mr. Tsiacs and
Ms., Weiss) was discussion and negotiation with their ancestors or
d{:parted intimates. Although many Japanese | interviewed expressed
skepticism that they “really” talk with their aneestors. these ancestors
Ty nonetheless appearin their lives, as, for 1*?{111”]_;![1-51 fur M |_u';1k:1milw
san: “Last night in a dream 1 saw my grandmother. . .. 1 wonder if
she wants to tell me something?” As Ms. Weiss plaviully implies, it
may be difficult to understand what is truly “self™ anel what is “other”
in comversations with departed intimates, but these conversations do
appear to involve direct or indirect ikigai negotiation between the
sell and some entity felt to be bevond the sel [

The Institutional Channeling of Tkigai

The next phrase of our theory is that “Selves . ., pursue their ikigei
i chanmeled by their society’s institutional stroetures.” All cultural
formulations and social negotiations of ikigai are structured by the
institutional world within which it must be sought. The .a'i:.i,r.g‘rrr'. ol part
2 are channeled in accordance with a number of basic principles,
some common to Japan and the United States and some distinel to
[‘.':lL‘I].

The most basic institutional reality is that one must have money to
sunvive, The two young women in chapter 5 state this pJuiu]T',Lh'
father abways savs that money can solve 8o |.}c-rm-r1|1- of the prr.th:m.s
Vi face in this world,” SHYS NIII’C:!__]'EIHIL-HMTL “Love doesnt make the
world go round, it's cash,” savs Ms, Peters. Their desire for 1'n.:'mt‘v
and all it ean buy both contrasts with and echoes aur middle-yeed
Japanese and Americans” concerns over supporting their F:mli]?f.‘ﬁ.
Ms. Pratt says that “T have three kids [ have to edueate, colleoewise.
I have no idea how T'm going Lo do that!” Ms. Jackson tells T:.l.' that
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when she quit teaching to bear her children, she had to learn “how
lor et fuod stamps, cheat on mv electrie bill -, te be able to fead
iy Kiels™; Takagi-sin tells us that despite his desires, “1 can’t quit my
company because 1 have to support my kids.” This coneern about
memey s most pronounced among those in part 2 who lave children,
It it seems Lo exist to some degree [or evervone, [rom the two young
wornen dreaming of a wealthy adulthood to those near death, such
45 Ms, Tucker, planming her demise so that her family can afford it.

Pve disenssed how concern with commitment to group seems
linked to difficult economic conditions and cancern with self-realiza-
tion to more relaved economic conditions, as was the case in the
United States in the 1gbos and 19708 and in Japan in the 1950s. As
part 2 reveals, large-seale ceonomic trends by no means determine
individual [ormulations of ikizai, but they do channel ikigai along
certain general paths, One can’Lguit one’s job to pursue one's dreams
il one has no money and there is no new employment to be had.
When the economy is hooming and “self-realization” is cmphasized,
the ceonomic chanmeling of ikigai may seem less apparent: but re-
gardless of economic ups and downs, the fundamentul necessities of
sirvival have channeled many of the ikigai considerations ol those 1
interviewerd.

This is true in both Japan and the United States, but there are
significant differences between the two nations in the ways economic
structures channel ikigai. As we have seen, Japanese institutions
seem structored in accordance with commitment to group, American
institutions with individual freedom and responsibility, and this may
mean, as in the aceonnts of Takagi-san and Mr. Eliot, that Americans
may be generally freer to change jobs than Japanese aned thus more
able to pursue personal fullillment through work. Of course this
American emphasis on “individual freedom and responsibility” also
mieans that companies may feel free to Tay ol workers whenever they
chonse, Stll, it does seem that the institutional constraints on means
of earning a livelihood are generally greater in Japan than in the
United Stutes (al least for those Americans in the middle class).

Japanese workers work longer hours than their American counter-
parts, and miv be required to spend considerable time on company
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activities apart from work.™ However, as Mivamoto-san’s and Asano-
st s accounts indicate, there is resistance sunong younger Japanesp
I.” IL:ix_in';.{ all their ime aned gnengy Lo their {':}u||:.-ulli=*.t;; '-.:HHHH peaple
ElL‘JI‘ Kinoshita-sian wre nnwilling to eommit Hhemselvies I!Iu working for
a single company for long," Maybe [apan is gradually becoming less
economically constraining of workers’ pursiit of j.ﬁ;.f;:-n.f. At the :':!me
tine, American eompanies, according to Schor (1gg1), Tive become
progressively more demanding of their emplovees time over the prst
two decades, progressively more constraining ol their employees’
pursuits of ikigal, -

A ,‘i._{-‘:i'u_lld institutional reality shaping aceounts is that of gender
roles: Men are institutionally channeled to bear the privmar I'i‘Si]G]]h‘i—
l:rility for wage carning and lnancially supporting the J-umih', WEONTIE N
for child-rearing and emotionally nurturing the family, Women in
Japan and the United States eam no more than between Lol b el
three fourths of what their male counterparts eamn (Smith 19870 1.4;
Faludi 1991, 463-99). This difference clearly illustrates the l;u's_{c—l
seale institutional channeling of women to nike their deepest com-
mitment to home and family rather tan to work and of men to make
their more remunerdtive :1:4.1.*[195;1 conunitment to ‘.‘.':r]'|i—'.1]lfl[.l|l|_’]1
there are, of conrse, millions of individual exceptions to this, .

This channeling too seems somewhat more pronouneed in Japan
f]liL]I in the United States. Althongh there is much debate in ﬂw::
United States as to how much the progressive cultural ideal of men
m:cl. women finding equally their deepest commitments to work and
to family is being realized (Hochsehild 195g, Faludi 1gg1), it docs
seeim that the employment situation of women is more .Til"Hl'I::][_‘h_‘d IJI‘I.'

100 Lummis and Saitd cite 18 slekestics !.'hr_m'inu thi [ETEER SR wnrkiors wirk

0 VTR 2,150 hienars PEF Yeir Arneriean Lijzg hl'rl.]r_‘i_ adiflerence of |'|1:;l,1:- SISET]
lecnnr eancels 'ﬂfnrkin]_', i Ceggn, 1) Selior notes thud in manofachs ring, e m:u.'J-.;-
ers !ll.]| n six weeks more each year than their conitlerparts in e .[.|||ih l H.l-ll.-:" i)
:i||||u|i_-|| g eists bebween Japaneso and Aoierean office emplivees [ 1gga 1. ; ;_.:
But Sehor also notes that Japanese and Anerenns i common :-1.'|11:|-'. i";r“l]:rln l?l-ﬁ-!“-:"ﬂ:
thisie I-'rl_rn-::h_uml Glermans, who aversae just 1 Bso working hours p|-I| wzu‘L .
11, S .‘:rr]ﬁnku G0 L o ”]t' |Ii:_-[{ ul Persevenined A |T|H thie _I-“I::'i:”“-“i‘-' .\.;_;u”:rr A
tgoo Asafit Shinfmn editorial arged recent sehonl mradiuales ot 1o |u1. Hheir u.'-b;rl.;
.rlt the first sigrn nl r]imd_'nil}'. but i attempl 1o ['H:F'ur".'i'l'l' .]'|||' l |1-;|.]:1.| i I'.--“! u-{.gra;
T L o

"._,'I
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aender in Japan than in the United States, Among other indications
ol this is the laet that Japan’s 1955 Party in Emploviment Law, in-
tended to grant women cqual opportunity wi th men in the workplace,
is in fact only advisory: thus in the current economic downturm in
Japan, many Lirge companics are imnoring the L sunued ﬂ‘ﬁlsing to
hire women [or career-track positions (Sanger 19921, Indeed, al-
thongh 1 interviewed divorced Jupanese women who labored to sup-
port their children, 1 interviewed no Japanese wortan who was able
to halanee i commitment to personally Mlfilling work and a commit-
ment to her children as does Ms. Pratt. By the same token, T inter-
viewed no Japanese man wha took a path such as that of Mr. Eliot,
abandoning o lnerative career Lo he with his family, (Murakami-san
does, however, depict her son-in-law in such terms.)

A third institutional reality is that in most cases one’s work ends
vears or decades Jore one’s life ends: one’s children begin to lead
more or less independent lives long before one dies. 1 noted in chap-
ter 1 how Japanese men and women may have two or three decades
(o Tive after retivement from work or children leaving home. The
sarmne seems Lrne for Americans, if not so much for men (who have a
later retivement age and a lower life expectancy than their Japanese
connterparts), then certainly for women: American women have on
average twenty-seven years to live following the departure ol their
lust child from the home (MeCullough and Rutenberg 198g, 2561,
This means that lor Japanese and Americans, especially women, their
roles in work or in child-rearing, and perhaps their ikigai as found in
work or in children, may end long before their lives end.

But this situation is mitigated differently in Japan and the Unite:
States, Tn Japan, the three-generation houschold continnes to be the
Jiving arrangement of some 65 percent of elderly Japanese { Misawa
and Minami 1989, 221). We may add to this fgure its contemporary
variant, as experienced by Takagi-san and Murakami-san, the adja-
cent residences of grandparents and parents-children. This arange-
ment may lead to tension, as expressed by Tukagh-san. bt may
ylser enable the comtinuation of an elderly person’s ikigaf in family.

Murakami-san, for example, seems to find great happiness in being
able 1o interact with her grandehildren.

I the United States, the three-generation honschold has become
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atypical. “In 1goo,” writes Fitzgerald, “some Go percent of all Ameri-
cans sixbv-five and over lived with an adnlt ehild, Today, anlv abont
17 pereent live with one” (1987, 20g). Althongh communication he-
tween parents and children, via telephone and visits, mav remain
frequent, an elderly person’s ikigai of family may not be sustained by
such contact. The patternings of household arrangement thins seem
to enconrage lifelong ikigei of family in Japan and to discourage this
in the United States,” When Wada-san, in speaking of women's iki-
gai as found in children, says that “whal women live lor . lasts all
their lives,” she may be speaking more of Japanese women than of
American women.

In the United States. as 1 have noted, working hours are consider-
ably shorter than in Jupran; indeed, [apinese mass media often state
that [apanese need to learn from Amerieans how to use leisire and
enjoy life. Americans. too, may be overworked, as Schor (19g1) -
gues, but L interviewed no American who said, as did Mivamoto-san,
"I had more free time, | don’t think T'd know what to do with it.”
Just as the three-generation honsehold in Japan may institntionally
support the lifelong retention of family as ikigai for many Japanese,
the institutional emphasis on leisure and its productive use in the
United States over the [t h:-ﬂi'—{_‘trillllrl\; iy enable many Americans
ter fined more easily o new purpose in lile upon retirement or “empty
st

A lourth example of the institutional channeling of ikigai involves
religion. In societies such ug seventeenth-century Phanouth or twen-
ticth-century Saudi Arabia, religions observances have been a man-
datory part of daily life. and admitted agnostics or believers in other
fuiths are not tolerated. This isn’t the case in Japan and the United
Stutes al present. Both societios mandate the separation of eeligion
and state, and prohibit diserimination on the basis ol religious belief,

12, This refers to ikisai as Tound in childeen and grandediildren rather than in
sponse; ihlmal ns one's sponse may be more common in the United Stales i
Japam. Studies in e Uniled States have shown that marital satisfution tends to
merense following the departure of chilidren From s home i Cormly and Brodansky
18, grel But the difference i life By bestwen min and weamen num
witke dkiga as found in spouse diflienlt to sustain: Ol age. the final plise of Hhe
By lifis evede, Dos alinost become o phase for women onlv' (Carter and Mookl
ek rgMg, 120
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although informal diserimination is practiced in both  societies.
Asano-san and Mre. Redding mention social harassment, but they
have sullered no job or honsing diserimination or government perse-
culinn hecanse of their religions beliefs. (This lack of _r_eliginus clis-
crimination contrasts with the racial discrimination suffered _hj; M.,
Jackson and Yamamota-san, althengh even this discrimination has
been more informal than formal, more social than i:HHtiL'HLiEH‘.HiI.:: .
However, it seems that the distinet institutional presence nf‘mhh
gion is olten greater in American lives than in Japanese lives. Those
Americans who regulardy attend church or S}"I!IIIL":[]E‘11L’—--\\-'l|'ll"t}'%{-'.‘l'
some 40 percent of Americans (Harris 1997, 67 Stark un.i Baiulni
bridee 1985, 7650l or no more than 20 11[‘-I"[:t‘1.'|t. a8 more skept i(.."L.
recent surveys show (Hadawwiy, Marler, and Chaves 1993 ) —focus
specifically on their religion for at leust an hnmi or twi mulf:i WA zp!l-'.s:
The percentage of Japanese involved to an E‘.Ellﬂ\"il[t'ﬂi L]Leg: e H.qu .".
religions activities ol their shrines or temples is fIﬂl]_hﬂc-’Sh' Iar..sl n 1I-:.
The most common form of religions observance in jup;}u dgin the
home, in offerings of food to the household ancestors [E-:m?th 1974,
go-g1), These offerings are likely to be daily and {Ii'ms to mmive] l1
significant commitment by at least one |11|4.mhc-1'lul ri:.P h_uu.s:—*.lm_t :
most often the wife, but they are for the sake of the family umF its
continuity (Plath 1964) and don't involve religious practice distinet
from the family, Religions practice in the United States. on the other
hand . is distinet from family, and sometimes opposed to it, as we saw
i Ms. Tucker's account. Accordingly, if Japanese household ['.I;‘!]'IE:_EI-I‘.ITJ.
reinforces Family as ikigai, American chureh rrrligiunl 1'1'1-.:.1}' r:*n.th'n'c:T:*
religions beliel as oppused to nonreligions work and Iuﬂul]}-' s z.l.:;_,:‘m.
There is, finally, a ffth point to be made about the 1_11.*;['|h!hunall
chanmeling of !F:EQ{;':': the general absence in hoth societies ol overl
coercion by the state of their citizens” ikigai. Tkigai, as a_matter of
individual conseiousness, eannot be  altogether mln:r(!'_:f{]: ]}x_rllauc,.
priests, or party officials can’t compel the members of a given Z\'[]Cll::‘.t}i
to hold certain ikigai wd reject others. Religious states may c!{:u;!ﬁ
religions behavior by their members, but they cannot :_:nmp{'l be.:ﬁu%
Totalitarian political regimes may require 1:?:1:1ﬁt:u|’r mpms:tf:tlz 2
support from their citizens’ I.lmlilh.‘i bt ean’t ensure MIP.P:W JT s
zens hearts. At this stage of technology, anyway, there remains
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passibility of resistance in one’s consciousness, if not in one's watched
worlds and actions. '

Despite this incoercible core of tkigai, states throughont history
have tried to mold their subjects’ ikigai, through education and p_:c;-
paganda as well as coercion. Compared to such stades, today's Japan
and United States are noncoercive in their molding of ikigai. Japa-
nese and Americans miy be enconraged in innumerable ways to find
thioai in work and family, as supported by t'mn-‘t-lliimmi-1'¢*ii_q;iuu5
practice. but anyone who refuses sucl an ikigai—such us Tukagi-sun,
Murakami-sensei, Kinoshita-san, Mr. Isanes, Asano-san, Mr, Redd-
ing, Ms. Weiss, and Yamamoto-san—will oot be Ii';lj]l-‘t[ wr shot h."'- the
state.

This lack of r'k;'gﬂi coercion is revealed most r]f.*;trl}.' h:.' the J;LI'.uu 15
government’s response to Japan's plummeting birth rate. In the late
1gg0s, giving Birth was made o Jattriotic {]ni} Lin ol fieial slogan of
this period was Umeyo Fuyaseyo, *Bear Children, Swell the Popula-
tion” for the sake of Japan), and “laws against birth control were
rigidly enforced” (Wagatsuma 1g83), Japancse women responded
with such fervor that the hirthrate rose to thirtv-one births poer thon-
sand people per vear. The Jupanese birthrate is now below ten births
per thousand people, considerably below replacement Jevel, and the
government has been hurd pressed to find a solution to the problem.
Judging from recent reports, hoth appeals to patriotisin and offers of
cash rewards lor bearing children are met merely with disdain by
many women (Reid 1ggo: Weisman 1gg1; M cArthur 19515 Yoshihiro
1gg1). Institutional changes in Japan—more duv-care lacilities,
l'lli-.“:lpl-tr' land [Jl‘if.‘ﬁﬁ. mMore carear nppnr!unitiuﬁ foor 'u;': snen who have
borne children—might lead to o rise in the birth rate. but without
such structural changes, the government seems impotent to shift by
exhortation and briberv the ikigai of voung women toward the ruixinlg'
of children.

Muost of the accounts of prart 2 reflect this absence of coercion,
There seem, in some ol them, 1o be social and psvelological penalties

L, With genetic engineering and ever more skl conditioning, the unsulitle
;_I.I‘_I,i_'r'l'l']l_g’_'{! Mgt eoercion of the man baceel and torture climmber gy at sone et
b n']:i:tr':'t! FI_'|' mare ellective modes of coerciene Tinsk “ | IL];j:l 1|_J'ri<j. am] Skimmier
Lyt prawide, Trom very different prsints of view ]111-r||1:i|iri||1]~ i grid s T
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to he paid it one works Pt does not make that work one’s ikigai or
Tews o Lamnily but does not make it one’s ikigai, but these ikigai are not
coereed by the state or by any other institution. Marcuse has written
of “the 'l‘t-'-vrwhl.-|luinf_{, ATGTYINOUS OWET and efficiency ol the tech-
nological society” in shaping individual desires (1g64: 226), but the
scvounts of part 2. in reuding, don't reveal this domination, but
rather show the exervise of a definite. albeit conditioned, freedom.

Seciety us an organized set of socioeconomic instititions does not
t dee selves choiess ol ikigai, hut in a more inchoate

apprear T o A
as “other people” may to some degree do so. We'lve

sense, society
seen how “other people” and “evervhody” are inv sked i somme ae-

connts us personal justification. but such terms may also L‘f.:llil-l!”lli'

pressure to conform. Several of the Japanese in part 2 nwn[mmﬁ

sehented lappearanee, what prople think) as a force compelling their

conformity to social norms. For Nakajima-san in particular, sekentel

seems to .:;l'mlru: her ikigai. In opposition to this, the accounts reveal

4 more defiant advocaey of sell-realization among some ol the fapa-
nese 1interviewed than among the Americans, it defiance perhaps
due to the greater soclal suppression of dreams of seH'-r:'u]ix,ul’riun ':nl
Japan. It secms that although attempted state coercion ol ikigai
sectns minimal in contemporary Japan ancl the United States, general
social coercion of ikigat is greater i Japan than in the United States.
But for Japanese such as Kinoshita-san. Murakami-sensei, and
Asirio-san, this coercion seems resistible.

In chapter 6, we considered the final phrase of our ikigai theory,
that selves seek "to attain and maintain a sense of the personal sig-
aificance of their lives.” We looked at signifivance as s mght within
one's Tife, through the ikizai of work and family and, beyond one’s
life. throngh the ikigai of creative endeavor and religious |u=|.'wi.1
However. almost all of those portrayed in part 2 have some sort of

whether vague or explicit. Even those whose ikigai is
not religions beliel still seem Lo grope for the ultimate significance
hat such beliel offers. They still seem to seek, bevoud their own
mesming of life, o sense of the meaning of life, This pursuait will be
the subject of our next and final {_'I!!IiI'.I[l."I'.

religions sense




Chapter Eight

Tkigai and the Meaning of Life

My Informants’ Sense
of the Meaning ol Lile

We examined in part 2 the sense some Japanese and Americans have
ol the meaning of their lives: their worle, family, or peersonal dream,
creative endeavor, religious heliel, or political dream. But if these
senses of personal meaning are not linked to a sense of larcer, tran-
scendent meaning, then I|1[_*}-‘ Ty b seen as merely futile, I;:“'I;'I‘::lll r1se
is living for work or family il vou'll be in the t_;mun[l and ohlivious in
just a few years or decades? What use is living for vour children if
their lives are no more intrinsically meaningtul than your nwn? What
nse is the pursuit of self-realization if, after the attamment of such
i exalted state, vou merely drop dead and are forgatten, no different
from a housefly? What use is living for your pﬂ[iticn] dream i, us
Kinoshita-san suggests, in short order “human beines will become
extinet, like dinosaurs™® IT nothing that we do las FR meaning be-
vond our own tiny lives, then why hother? ;

I disenssed in chapter 6 l[w'pr:—*e:uﬁmwncs.‘i of the significance
songht through ikigai: work and family becanse of their transience,
creation and religion because of their questionable transcendence.
The ultimate source of this precarionsness seems o be that one's
own meaning of life cannot securely be linked to an enduring larger
meaning, Our own small meanings pass, and we know that the [;{rﬁc'l'
meanings we posit might nol be real. The [apanese and Amercans
]‘.lul'tral_wl_l i part 2 secn in vilrving t]i‘gt't‘.t‘:‘\' swware of the S -

aiijis
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lessness af this world if it is not linked to 1I|:}.‘thillg l;U'}j'Pr and seem
i varving degrecs to think abont what the larger meaning of life
mitzht bais I_:Lll|ln||§_:|'1 Thee estent to o which Hasir 1'\;]}r|‘551'i1 I:]I.uu:.{htﬂ are
a4 reflection of their lives. as []E]l?[].‘\i'll [ u;m]j. o inlerviews, remains
ane open gquestion . Takagi-san, Kinoshita-san, Ms, Weiss, and Mr.
Rediing, ameong nthers, seem o have devoted considerable Ihnugh[
to the guestion of what lile means: Nakajimma-san, Ms, Peters, and
M. Murray, among others, seem o have thought about this question
very little, As o whole, the peaple of part 2 gave a variety of answers
to the question of what life means, answers sometimes explicit, some-
tirnes implicit and ambiguos,

Some of them, those whe lind their ikigai in their religions beliels,
seem to see their own lives as being meaningful only if they are linked
directly to what they see as the altirete meaning of life. For Ms.
Tucker. Ms. Weiss: Asuno-san, ind Mr. Bedding, their own meaning
of life- and their sense of the meaning of life coincide.

The opposite pole is that of those who deny any ultimate meaning
of life, such as Mivamoto-san, Takagi-san, Mr. Eliot, Kinoshita-san,
aned Mr. Isanes. Kinoshita-san, and to a lesser extent Takagi-san, are
existentinlist in their steadfast dental of transcendent human signifi-
cance: as Kinoshita-san says. “Sure. humans can feel ikigai, Lt
mavhe spiders feel ikigai when they're eating their prev.” Mivamoto-
san and Mr. Tsaaes seemn to hold a thissworld sense of the enduring,
Targer mieaning of their lives, Mivamoto-san links his sense of com-
mitment to group to the eultural specialness of the Japanese (11 we
can prove we're stll competitive working just cight hours a day, we
may really be able to say we're superior @ race” ) Mro Isaacs savs,
“I don't think that human beings have any divine purpose. | just want
to be the best Inmman being T ean be, and help other human heings
to be the best they ean he,” thus locating his luger meaning in 4
vision of human improvement. Mr. Eliol, too, seems wholly im-
merced in his lile in this world (1 haven't thought mueh about death.
My bruin's too filled with what 11 do tonmoreow!

Mr. Murray, Yamamoto-san and Murakami-sensel also are very
nueeh this-worldly types, but unlike the men discussed above, each
does envision something bevoud this world: Me Murray. after specu-
lating as to life's larger meaning (1 there’s anything of spirit that

&
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IS Ihmuj_{h us all, it's the thread that rans th]'uuf_‘;[l life"), savs, “Hut
clmmed G0 T knosw! Flose shonled T koo all this® Mursakani-sense
leels that “death isn't the end.” but he devotes no thonght to death,
His sense of meaning lies in his shodd; shoda s of this world, he
holds, the other world [}r:ing undmowable, Yamamoto-san dreauns of
i “land of lw.;l.c-.e” in this world for Ainu, but also dreams ol oworld
after death for Ainu, as if to hedge his bets: i this world's Ainu para-
dise does not come to prss, the next world's Ainu [J:Iml]i.\ii! nonethie-
less anviils,

The (-.igilt men in the [1114.1:1-'[]5115: pm'ag:'aph :lt’n}' ar don't much
concern themselves with a meaning of life bevond the human, On
the other hand, oor six mothers in part 2 all link their lives tooa lurger
meaning hevond this human world. Aside from Ms, Tucker and Ms.
Weiss, who find their fk.!',l_,{r“' in Lheir r(:[lgimu: Leliels, Ms. Pratt e
larly converses with God, and Ms. Juckson prays to God about her
family; Wadi-san and Murakami-san, althongh hoth somewhat slgep-
tical abont the reality of ancestors bevond the grave, nevertheless
['I"I'-'ll'ii{.'i" wncestor ‘r‘r"fll‘h‘llji‘. .-I--FH.|I .-"'I.'III{'T'it':-‘lI] SVERTHIETD =& eTnL l'{‘l'r':ii'l'l E]r
God's existence. Ms, Pratt tells us that “there's a part of me that
hilieves 'flhh'nluhfl_'g.' that there's @ God ™ Ms. Il.u*ksnn savs, s nol
just luck, sometimes the Good Lord really does provide, He's here,”
My, Tucker Siys that “T know 1:nrr|[1|1*.1f*.]_1.' that God and Chirst are
real’s Ms. Weiss says that “the beanty of things makes God com-
]]ll'[(‘!l_‘}" iEIjIjllrf‘-“l.“ TI!["' J'LI.E}'LIII["‘H{"' SNAOTLEERLL, TR EI!I:' [J‘[Elt"r IJ':!.I][].. [‘[.lt:'llx LR
religions form rather than faith: as Wada-san tells ns of ancestor wor-
ship, "I guess it's only a formality, bt 1 heave to respect itand convey
it to my s ms™s s Murakami-san savs, Tl spmlc to my parents al the
Dietsucdan [;L]t'dr]. and offer them vee, bt Tstll can’t believe in that
stufl.” However, practice, too, is a form ol obeisance to the other
world: the essence {Jll']a[}ulleﬁﬁ :'if[iginn. s Often noted, is not faith
hut practice (Davis 1992, 236; Beader 1991, 15-20), and these lwo
women do indeed practice.

For these six women, their beliel in God or their practice of ances-
for wrll'ﬂhip seems in 1111':;;{_* part e e in their desire to protect their
familics—the iz of all these women—from the misfortunes that
mayv befull them in this world. Our two voung women, Nakajima-san
and Ms. Peters. don't vet have families to protect, Tt although they
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ares [eartnl about deatland about what might lie beyand, they both
cam froagine heaven as “in the sky. above where .'Lirp!'iumx fly.” “having
lots of clonds, and misty,” i heaven that may vet ofter protection for
their families to come,

Thus, although niny of the men in our accounts seem o devote
little thonght to the larger meaning af life, the women do involve
themselves in that larger meaning, whether through a sensed per-
comal link to God or through the practice ui'. ancestor worship, The
wecounts of part 2 iy refleet the apparent fact that womer are, on
average, more concerned about religion Ehann e e, H_u{ this is too
simples it doesi't address the arnbigntties and contradictions nmning
through Part 2. | o

The bwo peaple who most deny any transcendent meaning ul“hle
are Kinoshitu-san and Takagi-san. But Kinoshiti-san tells us that ltru—
sieally 1 don't believe in life after death, but T gness 1 do hwll'l{r\it', |:k.r;=
.« child, when 1see TV programs about psychic phenomena’; T ;1!{:{5_51-
s savs, "Every sumimer we visit [my father's] grave. I talk to him:
Trad Ave vou QK2 1 don't think he'’s OK- he's dead! But 1 trt.l:
hitn abont the kids, tell him the things E'd tell him if he were alive.
Botl men thus indicate a hope or at least a yearning tor a warld thit
transcends this one, o

Mr. Tsaaes seerns to base his sense of the meaning ol lites dnn Tonmsan
progress, vel he also wonders, “Where is my brother now? l‘h_l.ﬁ[]!l'.i“:i
I have 1o idest, but emotionallv 1 do sometimes sense that he's near.
Murakami-san practices ancestor worship, but donbts its Bi]dt’lhhif.
meanings. “Priests are only hurman, They've never heen to .l.IlL: other
warlld: what they preach thev've only learned |1'n:t|._ht}||l-:5! Vil she
also receives messages from that world: "Last night in a dream l s
my grandmother. .. | wonder if she wants t?r tell me something?
Ermotionally, hoth imagine communication with a larger world ;:Tul
meaning that they rationally doubt, Similarly, Ms. Weiss speaks with
lier l'utl;:*r ini dreams, knowing that such communication may he only

imagined, et finding succor in it

1 Marris notes that in the United States “women are ar moro ['L‘?isil.l'thtie:;:_:
e’ 1y pereent more women than men rivgdarly .dll.-m’l.|'_1.|-||Tr|‘-h.l t:]'.ln, Jtll':: .;L[lu.lv i
DBz, G8) Lo Japan, making i|ﬂi|}':11-'||~rll1_q.ﬁ for i ancestors :I\.- 5{‘:'|:r_1|.. b ]
e phchest s i the Jotseliold anil 35 alipost pever peerlormed Ty me
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Miviinnoto-san seems to fnd his largest meaning in his this-world
cornvmitment to his company and his Japaneseness, and dismisses reli-
i ws Lhe prrovinee of wormen: vet "in thies Botonm of my heart T may
be seeking religion, | . . Mayhe o alraid ol death: III.'l_1;']IE;' in t\\'t'll!:.'
years Fll believe in life after death.” Wadi-san (°1 believe filty per
cent in life after death, but maybe Il believe s londred percent
when 1'm seventy-five!”) and Mr. Eliot ("1 don’t helieve in God at
this point. hut that's an area where U'd sav [ need more maturity, |
Yeah, there's a gt‘:t'u] chance T'H come (o believe™) similarly :m'.: thit
although they don’t believe now, they may believe in the future,
wlhien Eht‘}-‘ may need such beliefs. For these p{lnp]p, Lheir eriterion
of belief seems to he not the trath of religion bat their need for
religian.

Related to this is the fact that many of the people portraved in
part 2 seem well aware that they may be “making up” their |'|_-1i;;i| s
meanings, that the transcendence they envision they may be anly
imagining. Ms. Peters, as well as Kinoshitu-san, _‘\'T]l::;[{ﬁ disinissively
about seeing television programs about heaven and vet imagines life
after death on the basis of those progrims, Wacli-san ("We don't
finally know what'll [m|1f_1{-'1| to usatter we die o - so all woe can do s
follow the forms handed down to us by our ancestors™ wd Ms. Pratt
{who savs that her “ongoing conversations with God” may be “mostly
with myself”) admit that their beliefs may be their own creations. and
vet they seem to gain sustenance fram 1imm_

Furthermore, even those who helieve in stanclard religions entities
such as God or the aneestors don't believe in the same kind of God
or ancestors, Ms. Tucker, Ms. Pratt, Ms. Jackson, and Mr. Redding
all believe in some variant of the Chiristian God, but Ms. Pratl’s mn'l—
versalistic God ("The commonalities of religion thronghout the
world: there's a reason ﬁu‘.}"r{* there™ ) seems (uite ditferent [rom Ms.
Tueker's orthodox Chirdstian Gad, N, [ackson's Ged, “a foree in the
nniverse,” seems different from M. Re leding's God, as found in sal-
vation through Christ (“If Cheist didn't rise from the dead | . . then
all wonld be futile™), Mr. Reddings and Ms. Tucker's Goil offers
clernal lile as Ms. Jackson's God may not. Mr. Redding believes that

Jesus saves people of all religions, while Ms, Tucker believes that

Coodd mighit not even save her own son. Ms, Tucker talks to God. she's

q{
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certain, while Ms. Pratt acknowledges that she may be talking to
hersell All four seem to have transcendent beliefs different from
those of Ms, Weiss, whose Jewish God serves for her as the personi-
Reation of the world's heanty,

Similar variances of beliel may be seen in our Japanese accounts,
Wadi-san, Takagi-san, Nakajima-san, Muorakami-san, and Yamamoto-
san all discuss ancestor worship, but each have personalized views of
what their worship means. Nakajima-san's ancestors aid people in
this life. she feels (“when something bad happens to their lamilies,
l]u'_'l,-"“ come down and ]u_'Ep" I oas Wida-san's ;1]_1}_1':|r:=.utl}-' will naot,
Yamumoto-san's world bevond this life, being only for Ainu, is differ-
ent [rom Nakajima-san’s waorld, and Takagi-san, Wila-sant, and
Murakami-san are skeptical about any such world, although each
practices the forms of ancestor Wm‘ship.

There is # large difference hetween the ways in which the Ameri-
cans and the Japanese conceive of the meaning of life throwgh their
religions, The Americans often seem to conceive of God as both the
ultimate source of meaning in the universe and as a being with whom
they have an intimate personal relation (as Ms. Tucker tells us, “T'm
comnfortable with the fact that I'm on a first-name basis with God™),
The uncharitable question to which this may lead s, why should «
Codd who has the entire universe over which to WOLTY COTICET) Him-
sell with one’s own small individual problems and prayers? Japanese
(with the exception of believers in non-mainstream religions such as
Asano-san | don't tend to have such a grand conception of the spirit izl
heings with whom they relate, The ancestors to whom they pray are
gq--11:-|'a]i}= fon m'l:.' members they have known pi;‘]'sulm”:-.': their ancestor
wurship is in this sense a continnation in the next world of conversa-
tions onee had in this world, Their religious meaning is thus a medan-
inz of life that applies only to one’s family. But for its adherents, this
smaller meaning oo may serve as “the meaning of life.” implicitly
conveying the extramundane meaning of all human beings’ lives on
this earth, even though it's i meaning generally conceived on a far
smaller seale than “God.”

As the preceding analysis shows ns, there are only a few committed
religions believers among the people in part 2, just as there are only
4 few comimitted nonbelievers. Most are in the middle, basing their
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lves in practical. thissworld meanings, seeking larser meanings vt
not at all sure of their larger heliefs and their trtl, Many seem to
veurn to believe hut are .‘:'ECI;"]'.‘I['iL‘llI: l‘]'u.'}.' pray Lo Clowd or \]_:[;‘;I.l-: with
departed loved ones, rationally doubting vet emotionally gaining sus-
tenance from their velations with a world and o meaning beyvond this
one. Their formulations of that medning often seem ll_‘r]‘at}th{‘.iiuu_]
falong the lines of “Well, mavhe theres a world beyond this one”)
andl .l:u]:jr:‘t'l'i'l.{'. owing loss to received doctrine than to their own
personal formulations of life, which many know may he “made up”
and yet adhere to hopefully all the same.

This seems i strange situation; those 1 interviewed seem to seek a
link to the trunscendent meaning of life, and vet most of them have
U:Ill}f their own private, tenuouns, .*;1||1_fm_-Li~.'|_- SOnsas of what that mean-
ing might be. Mavbe it's always been this way in different eras and
cultures: between overt religions heliol and overt unbelief lie most
peaple, making up their own vapue versions of realin's ultimate
meaning while straggling to get by in this immediate [wrml'liml reality.
But T suspect that the root canse of my informants’ nltimate uncer-
tainty lies less in their humanity than in heir recent history.

The Meaning of Life
in the Late Modemn Agre

We've examined miany of the cultural, social, and institutional ditfer-
LS NUNERY E}[*fwf:‘.f_*ﬂ T Jlll’]]”“lﬁ{l it”d ."L“]('['i[.‘:l.[l '.l(.‘{:”llll.t:i_ |]l“ t|'|:1:"'.-' .'llﬂ”
show a remarkable similarity. This similarity is due to the lj;-[[’a"u]
personal enltures of the pairs of people whose aeeounts we've exani-
imed, and also to the underlving parallels in the larger eultures of
JILP."LH aned the United States tU{I;L}'. These two socictics seem o be in
similar states of “late madernity,” which shape the ways in which the
Japunese and Americans 1 spoke with are able to coneeive the mean-
ing of their lives and of life.

As evernvine kenionws, J'di}:l!] and e United States are advaneed
industrial societies based in capitalism and [lled with ubiepuitons ad-
vertising, miass media, and high teclmology. But they mav ulso share
certiain common structures of “late modern consciousness.” Berger,

Berger, and Kellner deseribe such consciousness in terms of the frag-
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mentation of values: “Through most of human history, individuals
lived in life-worlds that were more or less unified. . _ . For the individ-
wal this meant ... that the same integralive symbols permeated the
vartons sectors of his evervday lile” (1974, B4). This, they say, is no
longer the case: “Modern identity is peeudinely differentiated. Be-
cause of the plurality of social worlds in modern society, the strue-
tures of sich particular world are experienced as relatively unstable
and unreliable. The individual in most 5111'-1111:th'l'll societies lives in
a world that ... appears to Lim as firm and possibly inevitable. By
comtrast, the modern individual's experience of a plurality of social
worlds relativizes every one of thém™ (77). They argue that this'is due
to the lack of any overarching symbol systen providing a basis for
such ordering. Rim:[ﬁrrnll}' religion: “Through most of ermpirically
available human Listory, religion has played u vital role in providing
the overarching L".I[IH]ZI:;' of symbuols for the meaningful integration of
soviety, . .. This age-old function of religion is seriously threatencd
by |:l|-m|]iz:1{i:m_ Different sectors of soeial life now come Lo be gov-
erned by widely diserepuant meanings and meaning systems® (7g).

I a sitnilae way, Ciddens deseribes the erosion of a common sense
of meaning in late modernity, This results, he argues, in the “un-
diamental psvehie problem” of meaninglessness, “the feeling that
life: has nothing worthwhile to offer” (1gg1. g), "Modernity is i post-
traditional arder. in which the question, “How shall 1live?” has to be
answered in day-to-day decisions about how to behave, what to wear
and what to eat—and many other things—as well as interpreted
within the temuporal unfolding of self-identity” {r4). He tlescribes the
Lt modern world as one in which freedom of choice is ubiquitons
as compared to previous eras, but which is “non-foundational.” !Iéik'-
ing no unguestioned basis in tradition, worality, or religion, from
which sueh choices may be made (1gge: Sol.

Similarly, Lyotard defines “the pu:-'l|||.4.nh-'1'u condition” as involving
“ineredulity towsrd metanarmatives” (1984, xxiv), arguing that the
metanarrative of seience, and progress through seience, is no longer
eredible. In light of our discussion, we may use the term "metanama-

tive” 1o reler to all “overarching symibol systems” or “fonndations lor

choice” such as nature or religion, as well as progress. “Metunarri-

bve” may be conceived of as that whicl links the narrative of one's
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awt lile and pursuit of significance through ikigai to larger principles

Ell’ﬁ”i”_ﬁ the direction and purpose ol life as a whaole. Berger

aned his coanthors, Giddens, and Lyotard (whether they label the con-
Lempesriry world “modern,” “late modem,” or "]':lﬂsl!uuu'][.an,“l} SEHRTT

to he '.|'lRt‘.1.155In'E| the same E]I!['.lmlm_‘ﬂnll. the loss ol a common helief

structure in which most people in society ind the meaning of life,

A number of theorists deseribe this pln‘*mnm:-nou a5t }!p]}“[_"'s Loy
contemporary Japan and the United States, Shimizn Katsuo, for ex-
Ell]l]]l(!. din_-e{;t]:_.-' ukilizes L_vul;trr[ in di.l:(.'um-i[n_g howw “metamarative lias
vanished” (gki na monogatari wa kieta) in today's worlid (1987, 102).
He portrays a Japanese world in which some people seek the mean-
ing of life throngh a multitude of shinko shikya (new religions), oth-
ers throngh private incursions into the ocenlt and mysticism, others
l‘hmltgh oblivions immersion in fashion, mass media, or computer
games, and still others in insanity. According to psyehiatrist Miva-
moto Tadao, inereasing numbers of Jupanese mental patients now
“see themselves as the center of the universe, one with the sun and
the: gods,” that is, as “the meaning of life” (quoted in Shimizn 1987,
70). Walter Truett Anderson writes of a similar process tuking place
in the United States. He discusses at length the battles in America
today between “constructivists” and “fundamentalists” over the na-
ture of reality. “Fundamentalists,” adhering to the metanarratives of
“rﬁﬁgi{m, seienee, i:l:.-n]ngy, or eultural tradition” | 1ggo, 1g), are
“those wha hold ﬁr‘m]}-‘ to o sel of truths that ’r]]r;*_y declare Lo be the
eosmic reality” (13); “constructivists” “hold all trath to be o homan
inventon” (13). The struggle of these two gronps Anderson sees as
nmh—'rl_‘,-'i]lg the more oviert strugeles in contemporiry Amnerican lite
in such areas as science, literabire, r{--]igimu, anid puljﬁus; the Ameri-
can tide he sees as ineluctably turning toward “constructivism,”

The above argiiments seem to :q]p]}' tfirr_fr:_*i']_‘!.' to those 1 interviewed
andd their versions of the meaning of life: I late modemn sovietes o
longer have integrated meaning systems explicating a meaning of life
common to all or most, il the question “How shall T live?" no longer
has, for many, firm, transcendently based answers, il metanarratives
no longer can provide common assirances that life is not. in Shake-
speare’s terms, “a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signi-
[ving nothing,” then the subjective formulations of meaning dis-
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cussed by Shimizn and Anderson, and nsed by many of the Japanese
anicl Americans ['I[]l'tl“il._'v't'-:_l in part 2, mike ]‘.lli"]'FL-‘t'{ sense, Some think-
ers hold that hamun beings fundamentally seck a sense ol ultimate
meaning (Tillich 1987, 32—48; Becker 1971, 1973), @ sense of tran-
seendent significance, enabling them to t.‘[]:ln]‘Jt'L']lL':HL' the meaning of
their own lives within the framework of an endurng larger meaning,
I in todav's world such significance cannot be found within a com-
e, 1Ilkl..'ll-!-l:ll'-ﬁl'l!”“’[J framework of Lirger meaning in Japan and
ihe United States. then those 1 interviewed may have no choice but
either to aldliere o illli.‘il’:llltl"d virrsion of the meaning of life, thirongh
any of various religions, or to create their own senses of the meaning
ol Tile, And this, indeed, is what their accounts show us,

To understand how this contemporary state ol fragimented mean-
ing lias come to pass in Japan and the United States, let us briefly
examine the history of “the meaning of life” in the two societies, as
shaped through the metanarratives of religion, nature, and human
progress. the three larger meanings that those 1 interviewed most

K[—'l"lllt'i] ] ii[]l'lf‘!'f’- Lo,

rogress, Nature, and Religion
o L

Progress to human perfection was the dream of the European En-
lightenment—as Condoreet wrote in 1794, "No honnds 11;}\'0 b:ml*u
fixed Lo the improvement of the human faculties . . - the perfectibility
ol man is absolutely indefinite” (quoted in Banmer 1970, 441 /—as
well as thinkers of the Japanese Meiji Enlightenment such as Fidu-
zawa Yulichi., Today, however, Ellul (1g64) writes of the monster
if technology L-.ru_r,nl'ﬁug all human values, Heilbroner {(1g73) of the
precarious “himan prospect.” given the realities ui'pe?]]ni'in‘n_ Overpo-
pulation, and nuclear weapons. and Lasch (1gg1) of the folly l'_JI Lhe
belief in progress that many Americans continue to holid {il._'.ﬁl'lllf’ all
evidence to the contrary, In Japiin, numerous recent wirks, for exam-
ple. those of Hirooka (1956) and Sengoku | JINTRS [oens on .Lh.H d;!:rk
aces into which o decadent Japan is certain to tall: Shimizu's (157!
vision of o wleaming, sterile, deliumanized Japanese luture is intolera-

|J|_'n.' Bleale - :
This hesitaney to liold progress as the meaning of life is refectet
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i several inlerviews. Mivamoto-san perhaps feels that the ongoing
development of Japan is his larger meaning, while Yamamoto-sap
dresims ol Ainu liberaton as Lis TSN Es bt Dathy e comBlicted,
Mivamoto-san says that il Japanese wirked less, “we could recover
our humanness,” but he also rails bitterly against tiose vonng lapa-
nese who don’t make their COTHRLEES their lives, 'ﬁ'}lr.lh'u|]|1tu-sm|
dreams of resurrecting a colture now all but dead, he admits. My,
Isiaes and Kinoshita-san base their larger meanings of lite in the
reform of their societios, but whereas My, Tsues can dream of o po-
tential utopia of human fulillment, Kinoshita-san dreams of hinman
extincton (" Human hﬁi]lgs clon’t amoont to mach, .. IEwonldn't be
any big deal if we hecame extinet”™) and seems to find personal solace
in such a dream.

Such skepticism is less extremely but perbups more tellingly ex-
pressed in the doubtful alfirmations of an American man in his sixties
whom 1 interviewed: “I like to think that the hnman species is . .,
coming closer and closer to some form of perfection, thongh as 1 get
older, I become a little more skeptical. . T think man is better now
than he was in the past, thoush there are davs when I think there's a
good chance that man will destroy himsell.” This man. an atheist,
secks to believe in human progress but, given the reality of today's
world, inds sueh beliel difficalt to sustain. , .

Nature was held as a guide for lite by innumerable premodem
Japanese writers, lor E—!xmnph'._ the bwelfth-century Japanese hermit
Kamo no Chomei (Keene 1968, 18g) and the fourteenth-century
writer Yoshida Kenko (Yoshida [1431] 1951, 7), who comprared had
man life in-all its transience to lmibhles of foan that Forrn anel vanish
ar to the dew on i summer moTning, therely ||1i||-.':i:|15 {.'urn[‘n't'h[-w i e
that transience by placing it in a larger-than-human frame. In the
West, God was Tmlgil“’ﬂki!d more e nature, bk hj. Lhe Late eigh-
teenth and .c:{r]_v nineteenth centuries, Enlightenment philosophes
and romantic poets propounded patnre s the sonree of all soodness
and wisdom.

']'tldu_'-.', however, j:-lp:lm—*ﬁ'i—: and Ammerican wrilers [-‘[Ii['b]ll_j.\i'i_?:lf the
irtelevimes of nature to the homean world that increasingly has en-
gulfed it The Japanese philosopher Mori Arimasa writes of how, be-
canse people know nature only from television and posteards, “we
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cannot say that there is really any nature in Japan”™ (Mori 1970, 122);
William Irwin Thompson's parallel writings (19g1) emphasize “The
American Replicement of Nature” by technology and mass media.
Unielerlving this is the sense, emergent in the 130 years since Darwin,
thal nature can teach humean beings nothing aboul how we should
live. As the plivsicist Steven Weinherg writes, “the more the universe
seemns comprehensible, the more it also seems pointless.” (1977,
15417

I discussed list :_"']J"li}ll,‘.r lioww some of those in part 2—Mr. Eliot,
Wikdn-san, Yamaoolto-san, Mivamoto-sa, :\'1;!{11_1i11lil-S:lti—im'nkf* -
ture in justifving their lives. Some of these people may conscionsly
or subconsciously link their own meanings ol lile to o lrger meaning
as found in nature, but it may also be that natare’s invocation is no
more than a lingnistic convention. The relation of words to minils
rertading an open gquestion. When those I interviewed said that some-
thing “is only natnral.” it may be that nature is indeed being thought
of as the souree of human significance, as, perhaps, the ultimate justi-
fication for a disputed social claim. But it is also possible that "nature”
is invoked as no more than a casual figure ol speech, bearing no
larger implications whatsoever. Perhups the truth, for those 1 inter-
viewedl, lies somewhere between these poles.

The meaning of life through religion is, as we've seen, believed, or
vearned for by almost all of those in part 2. This metanarrative of
meaning and its erosion in the history of Japan andl the United States
is particularly complex and ambiguons.

Religion seems to have once provided the standard frame of life's
meaning in Japan, Kurope, and the United States. Religious belief in
past ages is largely unknowable. but it seems: according to winy
scholars, that there once was a generally accepted set ol religious
metanarratives in hoth Japan and the West. The European “medieval
vision” may have heen one in whicl angels and demons were, for
most, as real as nman heings and in which “religious truths [formed]

o Amung others, Mords Berman (1g%84) has ilisenssed quantun mechandes as

[ o wed pature, aroning that the oew scientific view
5. p “reenchontinent
tunarrative providing

pevealing e nseparahilite o
of nature can lewd us to o retirn bo " participating conscionsmes
af the world.” Perhups nature may thus be reinvented bs aoime
Hiee meaning of life, but at present, such reinvention seems distank,
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the ultimate logie ol existence™ (Erickson 1976, 270 medieval Japan's
“haste map of reality” apparently consisted nnquestionably, for most,
of the six karmic levels of transmigration, inelnding sods, humans,
el “hungrey ghosts™ (LaFlenr 1985, 26-5g1.

There no doubt were many in these earlier fapanese i Western
ages who had no particular interest in religion,” However, aprt from
the degree of religions fervor a person may or may not have had,
these religious backdrops seem to have provided most peaple in
those worlds with a i'ilkl*l't-lhl‘-gruuh'|.1 Franscendent |‘1'u|it_1.' it Fosw
wanld have any basis lor doubting, « reality perhaps akin to todiy's
i‘EI]{ml—r{ht'—gnmlmf J‘{;‘Elli[l‘v‘ ol [-'[v:*.{'lri{'it‘l'.' anil cravily lurnished by sei-
QIICE, -

In today’s modern world, one may be passionately interested in
scienee, or not interested at all, but il one were to eXPress persistent
doubt as to the truth of some scientific ideas (althongh not evolution
in the United States), one’s sanity might in short order be donbted.
I T were to claim seriously that the light goes on when 1 flick the
switch not because of electricity but becanse 1am sending a personal
signal to God, whose angels reside in the Tighthnlbs and ever await
my signal, the people around me wonld seon conelude not that [ was
exereising my right to believe in whatever religion 1 wished. but
rather that 1 was hu'-f'fng sthiz lp]l['l"llit' telusions. Jusk as seience ro-
vides the indubitable basis of Japanese and American everviay reality
at present, religions doctrines mav in the Japanese and American
pasts have provided such a hasis: they may have provided the mean-
ing of life regardless of Tow much thought one devoted to them.?

[t may be that the human beings who lived in these past worlds
did not generally hold religious truths as their ikigai: rather, religions

e Marrs, Tor example, describes the religions indiflerenee of et arstoorats
Crgrg, 1ol aod Pery deseribos lessaln-lement fishermen i calonil New Fn-
] (rgfg, 461

4- W retigion in the past way have providod most with s commion Trmework of
"t LR af life,” then '\'rlj}' el sedeniee o proesserel il lll'll\'lrli' such @ (rme
wirrk? The answer seems o be Uit whereas r Tigivmes ddocteine diveetly Bnked b
heings to franscendent meaning, seience dovs nol, Scienee depicts the oniverse with-
ol clisenssing the relation of hman Buings to it Unless it is linked toa comeeption
of bz pogress o ofters o Owomy of e iy of yoind wie natume, seienee cannnt
serve s successor toreligion as o sonree of the msining of il
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truths formed a taken-for-granted underlying reality that supported
their this-world ikigal. Weber's Protestant Ethic (|1920-21] 19358)
Mty live given work as ikigai an ultimate sanction for many over
some two centirdes in the West; the Medji govermment’s linkage of
the valnes of filial piety and imperial loyalty (Smith 1953, 9-36) gave
farnily as ikizai an ultimate sacred sanction in Japan until the end of
the Hrm_-nnd World War, In Wy CASe, A4S many seholars have discussed
in varions ways [ Yanagowa 1977: Morioka 1954, 256-61, Endo 195g;
anel Dawvis 15-};;2 o j:apan: Banmer 1g6o: Turner 1985; Luckmann
wgfi7: Berger 1ghg, 1970; Becker 1971, 1973, 1975; and Baumeister
Loyl on Eumpe and the United States), this common, taken-lor-
granted meaning of life has apparently faded over recent centuries
and seems no longer to exist in either Japan or the United States.

It faded i [m.rl for particular historical reasons. In Japan, the
emergence of a money economy in the Tokuguwa period served Lo
erode the importiunce of traditional village festivals andl shrines and
the link to the sacred they provided {Davis 1992, 2161 the Western-
influenced rationalism of such Meiji thinkers as Kato Hiroyuki, Mishi
Amune, and Fukuzawa Yukichi further eroded this religious sense;
finally. the State Shinto that religiously linked family to state Lo cos-
mos from the late nineteenth century on, as mes ioned above, lost
its legitimacy with Japan's defeat in 1945, In the U nited States. Jwmes
Turner pinpoints the loss of collective religions certainty and the
emercence of “unbelief [as] a fully available option™ as tuking place
hetween 1850 and 1870, years corresponding to the emergence of
Darwinism (1985, 199, 4.

These purticular reasons point to more general principles bel iind
the Tading of conmmon religions meaning. The advanee of science
has rendered religion less necessary as a means ol explaining the
inexplicable, The French astronomer Laplace is reported to have said
to Napoleon, “God? 1 have no need for that hypothesis.” a detach-
ment of religion from scicnce that according to Turner echoed in
nineteenth-century America. The Meiji apostle of Western science,
Fukuzawa Yukichi, reports in his autol siography how as a teenager he
secretly repliced with stones the sacred objects in several Shinto
shrines to see il any harm might befll him for such blasphemous
acts: when none did, he ceased helieving in Shinto’s claims (Fukn-
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