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Introduction


[image: A colour photo of a river flowing through clusters of mossy rocks in a green, leafy forest. Unless otherwise stated, all images throughout are colour photos.]


You might be familiar with the term “ikigai”, or it might be completely new to you. For the uninitiated, ikigai is quite simply your reason for being, your raison d’être, but with many layers. “Ikigai” itself is a blending of two Japanese words: “iki” meaning “life” and “gai” meaning “reason”. This Japanese philosophy is ultimately about finding balance and purpose in your life by focusing on the things you enjoy. Many claim its teachings hold the secrets to a long, happy and meaningful existence.


The concept of ikigai originated in the Okinawa Islands more than a thousand years ago and was adopted into Japanese culture in the years that followed. In more recent times, the idea of ikigai has spread to the West, where devotees harness its teachings to find meaning in their day-to-day lives.


The key to ikigai lies in dedication and patience. It invites you to embark on a journey of self-discovery to find your true passion, mission, vocation and profession – the four elements of ikigai. These four elements fall into categories known as the four pillars of ikigai: what you love, what the world needs, what you are good at and what you can be paid for.





The Japanese believe that everyone has an ikigai just waiting to be discovered. Some people unlock theirs with relative ease, while others spend years searching for it.


This book will take you on a journey through the history, philosophy and cultural significance of ikigai, stopping to look at the four pillars in greater detail, before offering ways in which you can discover your ikigai and use it to find meaning in your life. Along the way, you’ll be introduced to other Japanese life concepts and discover how these fit into the bigger picture and, crucially, how they relate to ikigai.


Perhaps most importantly, in these pages you will learn how to incorporate ikigai into your life and how, through regular practice, you can sustain it, reaping the benefits of the balance and fulfilment it can bring. Here you will find a range of daily practices, from journalling to self-reflection and visualization, as well as advice on how to calm your mind to help you find and maintain your ikigai and useful tips on hobbies, goal setting and career moves.


Your ikigai is a part of you just waiting to be discovered. So, what are you waiting for?












[image: An illustration of a bonsai tree.]


The Origins of Ikigai





This chapter explains the origins of ikigai and how it fits into modern life, as well as touching on other Japanese life concepts and how they slot into the bigger picture. While the practice of ikigai has been embedded in Japanese culture for centuries, its origins can be traced back to a place in Japan called Okinawa, where the sense of ikigai remains particularly strong to this day – you could even say it is stronger here than anywhere else in the world.


Okinawa is known for its close-knit community and unusually high number of 100-year-olds. Alongside particular diet and lifestyle choices, the drive to pursue their ikigai well into their golden years is thought to be key to residents’ longevity. 


This chapter is your chance to unlock the benefits of an ancient philosophy that could shift your perspective and bring joy and purpose to your life.







Where it all began


While the word “ikigai” can be traced back in Japanese history to the Heian period (794–1185), the birthplace of the concept of ikigai is to be found in the prefecture of Okinawa, an archipelago of more than 150 islands in the East China Sea, where many inhabitants enjoy a long existence thought to be due to their life choices. Okinawans put their longevity down to the adoption of ikigai as a way of life and believe that in seeking purpose through this philosophy they have found health, happiness and fulfilment. 


Island residents are said to suffer from some of the lowest levels of dementia, cancer and heart disease in the world, which they attribute to the fact that they have worked to find meaning in their existence and learned the art of balance in all areas of their lives. Okinawans describe ikigai as their reason for getting up in the morning and many find their purpose for being through working or keeping up with hobbies well into old age. (See page 19 for the Okinawans’ “ten rules of ikigai”.)
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Cultural significance


While the specific meaning of ikigai in Japanese culture and beyond is explored in these pages, it is important to remember that the word is part of a wider cultural tradition in Japan, which is a country well known for its many life philosophies. These concepts are often encapsulated in a single word that open us up to a new way of viewing the world (see page 12 for examples). Ikigai is just one of these philosophies and in fact the word is so commonplace in Japan that it is often used casually, with “feeling a sense of ikigai” interchangeable with “feeling alive”.


As with many of these concepts, ikigai is something that people naturally lean towards in Japan, ingrained as it is in the way of life. Experts are keen to stress that a person’s ikigai evolves throughout the course of their life. It is a multifaceted concept that grows with us – we may discover more than just one true purpose over our lifetime.










Japanese life concepts


As we have seen, ikigai is just one of many Japanese life philosophies we can all learn from and adopt. Below are some of the others.




	
Wabi-sabi – This idea encourages us to admire imperfection and find beauty in transience. It follows three basic tenets: nothing lasts, nothing is finished and nothing is perfect.


	
Oubaitori – This is about never comparing yourself to others. The word “oubaitori” comes from the kanji for the apricot, cherry, plum and peach trees that bloom in spring. Ultimately, the message is that everyone blossoms in their own way and at their own pace.


	
Mottainai – This is the idea that everything on the planet deserves respect and therefore we should not be wasteful. By following this philosophy, you should work to respect the value of resources and, if you don’t already, champion the notion of reducing, reusing and recycling.
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I took a walk in the woods and 
came out taller than the trees.


Henry David Thoreau










Japanese life concepts and ikigai


Many Japanese philosophies place emphasis on kindness and gratitude, promote self-improvement and encourage a more mindful existence, all of which can be useful in the search for ikigai.


For example, kaizen is the idea that if you are always improving in all areas of your life, you are constantly fine-tuning the effectiveness of everything you choose to do. This perpetual improvement can be gentle and gradual, reminding us of the importance of maintaining momentum. 


Shinrin-yoku, or “forest bathing”, meanwhile, is about spending time immersed in the natural world, accepting and acknowledging the present moment and allowing nature to both heal and benefit your health.





The popularization of ikigai


While the concept of ikigai is centuries old, it was brought into the Japanese mainstream in 1966 by the book Ikigai ni Tsuite (“About Ikigai”) by psychiatrist and translator Mieko Kamiya and published in the West under the title On the Meaning of Life. Kamiya believed that when someone experiences ikigai at its fullest, this gives them a personal mission in life. 


In more recent years, ikigai has been pushed further into the global spotlight thanks to the publication in 2016 of Ikigai: The Japanese Secret to a Long and Happy Life by Héctor García and Francesc Miralles. The pair interviewed more than a hundred Okinawans from Ogimi – often referred to as “the village of longevity” – and discovered that every one of them had an ikigai. Recognizing that ikigai is for the young as well as the old, in 2021 García and Miralles published Ikigai for Teens: Finding Your Reason for Being.
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To age well 
is to embrace 
change and 
enjoy life’s 
evolution
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