




[image: ]










[image: ]









[image: ]









[image: ]










PREFACE


What matters most to you?


Tidying is far more than putting your house in order. It has the power to change your life.


What do you think changes most when you tidy?


For some people, tidying up improves their work performance or relationships, while for others, it leads to marriage or the discovery of something they really want to do.


But of all the effects of tidying, I think the most amazing is learning to like yourself.


Through the process of selecting what brings you joy and letting go of what doesn’t, you develop your capacity to choose, to make decisions, and to take action, and this in turn develops your self-confidence.


By repeatedly asking yourself what sparks joy and what doesn’t, you begin to see what matters most to you.


Liking yourself gives you emotional space and makes you want to enjoy each day to the fullest.


This book is for those of you who are learning to spark joy through the life-changing magic of tidying up.
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If you could make any dream come true, what would your ideal lifestyle be?


Exploring the answer to this question helps build the foundation for a life that sparks joy.


That’s why I begin with every client by asking them to share their hopes and dreams. Their eyes shine as they describe a palatial house with lovely furniture in natural colours or a big kitchen where they can bake cakes. But before long reality starts to sink in, and the light in their eyes fades. ‘I live in a tiny apartment’, they’ll say. ‘How can I make a palace out of a room that’s just 7.5 square metres? I guess I should be more realistic.’


On the surface, this seems like a perfectly logical conclusion, and to be honest, for a long time I wasn’t quite sure how to respond. How could I ask my clients to compromise on their dreams? How could I tell someone who loves Renoir to decorate their one-room apartment with something ‘more suitable’, like Japanese woodblock prints, and just focus on keeping the space clean? That would never motivate them to tidy. The very thought would quench the least spark of joy.


When visualizing our ideal lifestyle, should we give our imagination free rein, or stick to what’s possible? This is a tricky question – one I had to mull over for some time.


In Japanese, the word for ‘lifestyle’ is kurashi. As I pondered this word, I realized I didn’t know exactly what it meant. Looking it up in the Daijisen dictionary of Japanese terms, I discovered an interesting fact. According to this source, it means ‘the act of living; spending each day; daily life; making a livelihood’. The verb kurasu means ‘to pass one’s time until sunset; to spend one’s day’. In other words, the ideal kurashi simply means the ideal way of spending our time, and therefore is separate from the ‘ideal home’.


This realization reminded me of my university days when I lived in Tokyo with my parents. Even though I had my own little room, which in Japanese cities is a huge luxury, I was always full of ideals and aspirations. I dreamed of having a bigger room, a cuter kitchen, a little garden on the balcony, nicer curtains on the windows, and so on. But the kitchen was my mother’s territory, which I was forbidden to change without permission, and my room didn’t even have a window, let alone a balcony.


But this gap between my dreams and reality didn’t bother me. I used to boast about how much I loved my room. The reason I loved it was because it was my own space, a place where I could enjoy my ideal lifestyle, whether that meant relaxing before bed with aromatherapy, listening to my favourite classical music, or placing a small vase with a single flower on my bedside table.


In other words, the ideal lifestyle refers to what we do, not to where we live.


Once my clients finish tidying up their homes, very few of them consider moving or completely redecorating afterward. Often the biggest change they describe is how they spend their time at home. Through these changes, they come to love the space in which they live, regardless of whether it matches their ideal.
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Even if you can’t move to a new house or apartment, you can still change your lifestyle. You just need to live as if your space is your ideal home. That’s really the point of tidying up. So, when imagining your ideal lifestyle, think concretely about what you’d like to do and how you’d like to spend your time at home.


Oddly enough, once they’ve finished tidying and have realized their ideal lifestyle, many of my clients actually end up with the house – and even the furnishings – of their dreams. I can’t count the times I’ve heard my clients say things like, ‘Two years after tidying we moved into a house exactly like the one I imagined.’ Or ‘Someone gave me the kind of furniture I’d always wanted.’ This is one of the many strange and wonderful effects of tidying that I’ve witnessed through my work.


Whether you believe it or not is up to you. But if you’re going to imagine your ideal lifestyle, why not go all out?


Have you given up on your ideal home?


Although changing the way we spend our time can bring us closer to our ideal lifestyle, I’m not suggesting that we give up our vision of the ideal home and substitute something more ‘realistic’. That would negate the whole concept of sparking joy through tidying. So how can you achieve the living space of your dreams? Is it possible, for example, to redo a typical one-room, tatami-mat Japanese apartment in rococo style? I once thought something like that would be inconceivable, but in fact even this can be done.


One of my favourite books is Fashion Encyclopedia of Akihiro Miwa (published by Shueisha, Inc.), in which Miwa, a Japanese celebrity, presents the one-room apartment where he lived in his youth. Although the space was only about 10 square metres, the interior was gorgeous. Miwa carpeted the straw tatami mats with plush-covered cardboard, covered the sliding closet doors with checkerboard cloth, and adorned them with photos of famous actresses. Handmade pink curtains graced the windows, while the dresser, record player, and other items were transformed with paint and ribbons. In the photographs, the space resembles a room in a luxurious European palace rather than a traditional Japanese-style room.


‘You don’t have to move or spend lots of money to make your home chic and charming. Instead, redecorate it with a little creative intelligence and innovation.’ These words from Miwa’s book continue to encourage and inspire me.
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I first read the book when I was at university. Miwa was invited to be the guest speaker at our university festival, and as a member of the student newspaper club, I was given the opportunity to interview him.


I had never met anyone like him. He spritzed the meeting room with rose perfume before we gathered and spoke in the most eloquent and courteous language. I was awed by his presence, an experience I will never forget. So, this is what they mean by the ‘real thing’, I thought.


Although still a student, I’d already begun working as a tidying consultant and had noticed that the atmosphere of every home seemed to match the person who inhabited it. Curious to see what kind of places Miwa had lived in, I discovered his book.


Since then, I’ve observed the lifestyles of many people, but the common factor that I most admire in their homes is certainly not spaciousness. Nor is it the luxury of the furnishings. Rather, it’s the person’s longing to live in a certain kind of space. That longing is evident in the way they spare no effort to create their dream, seeking out and choosing only the things they truly love, right down to the most insignificant storage item. It’s there in their passion for remaking existing items and in the respect and care with which they treat their home and belongings.


The word longing may sound overly dramatic, but the refusal to compromise when it comes to realizing their vision makes such people passionate about their home and creates a deep affection for it.


That’s why I urge you not to give up on having the house of your dreams. Never hold back when imagining your ideal home and lifestyle. Search the web and browse through books and magazine features on home interiors to collect photos of gorgeous dwellings or even attractive hotel rooms from around the world. Spend time just admiring them, while picturing in your mind the kind of living space that would spark joy for you. And don’t discourage yourself by comparing the home of your dreams to your current reality.


When I was much younger, I used to gaze wistfully at photos of the homes of glamorous people, envying their lives, convinced I could never have such a house myself. These thoughts made me so uptight that I couldn’t feel the joy those pictures naturally inspired in me. Looking at photos of beautiful homes is actually a great way to learn what kind of living space sparks joy for you and to hone your sensitivity to joy. It’s important to think positively, so let go of the tendency to compare yourself to others or put yourself down. Instead look for hints in your instinctive reactions to the things you see, whether it’s the colour of a wall or a design idea you’d like to try.


Give yourself the freedom to imagine your own personal ‘wouldn’t it be nice if’ living space, and let your heart brim with joy.


Don’t worry. With a little effort and inventiveness, you can transform the space you’re currently living in.
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What do you really want to put in order?


So, tell me. Why did you decide to tidy up?


When asked this question, many people focus on their desire to declutter the space in front of them. ‘I want to organize my home’, they say. Or ‘I want to cut down on the time it takes to find things’.


There’s nothing wrong with these responses. After all, the task of tidying your home is a physical one.


But if you want to tap into the life-changing magic of tidying up, there are a few points you should consider before you start.


I always begin my tidying lessons by asking these questions:


Were you good at tidying as a child?


What kind of work do you do?


Why did you choose your job?


How do you spend your days off?


When did you first get involved in such activities?


What do you enjoy doing most?


I might devote as much as an hour to these subjects with a client, even though some of them appear to be irrelevant. I don’t ask these questions just out of curiosity. Each is a key piece in making the tidying process smoother.


There often comes a point while a client is organizing a particular category, such as clothes or books, when their pace drops and they struggle to make progress. Some can’t bring themselves to discard any clothes, while others may feel impelled to hang on to more detergent than they need. Like a knot in a muscle, these points represent blocks in the tidying process.


A block in a particular area of tidying invariably corresponds to a block in some aspect of the person’s life, such as their relationships or work. For some, the root cause may be that they’re bored with their job. For others, it may be that they’re unable to forgive their mother for something in the past or need to discuss something with their spouse or partner but haven’t had the courage to bring it up.
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The questions I ask at the beginning are designed to loosen up these knots in my clients’ lives – knots they may not even realize exist. This isn’t a time to offer them advice or think up solutions. I simply ask the questions and let them respond.


Even a little reflection on aspects of our lives that we haven’t yet put in order can dramatically accelerate the tidying process. It helps us see why we resist discarding certain items and recognize what we’re really attached to. As a result, tidying progresses at a deeper level.


How we approach our possessions, relationships, work, and way of life is all interconnected. This is why it’s more effective to tackle blocks from both angles: our possessions and our inner selves.


Tidying up means dealing with all the ‘things’ in your life. So, what do you really want to put in order? Take a moment to consider this question one more time.


The KonMari Method


If you’ve read any of my other books, you’re familiar with my KonMari Method of tidying – you may have already given it a try yourself! The basis of the KonMari Method is to go through your belongings all in one go, proceeding category by category in the following order:


clothes


books


papers


komono (miscellaneous items)


sentimental items


Start by gathering all the items from a category in one spot. Then touch each item to see if it sparks joy for you. If it does, keep it with confidence. If it doesn’t, let it go. This process has the power to change your mindset so thoroughly that you’ll never revert to clutter. That’s why I call it a ‘tidying festival’. It’s a major life-transforming event, which is cause for celebration. It’s also an opportunity to thank and honor those items that once sparked joy for you but have served their purpose.


But how do you know what sparks joy and what doesn’t? Just looking at something won’t do the trick – you have to pick it up and hold it in your hands. When you touch something that brings you joy, you’ll know almost instinctively. You might feel a tingling of excitement, a bubbly happiness, or an easing of tension. You’re tidying up because you want to live a happy, fulfilling life, so it’s only natural to ask yourself if the things you want to keep spark joy. Thinking about what you want to keep in your life is the same as thinking about how you want to live your life.


As you progress through your tidying journey, you’ll be able to see more clearly what you need to keep and what you should let go, what you want to continue doing and what you should stop. It takes a lot of courage to make such decisions, but have faith in yourself. Once you’ve learned to choose only what you love most, you’ll be able to live a life that sparks joy. No matter what anyone says, keep what you’ve picked with confidence. When you cherish the things you keep, you live surrounded by treasures. Taking good care of the things you love means that you are listening to and taking care of yourself.
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Is tidying stressing you out?


‘I didn’t get any tidying done today.’


‘I’ll never finish at this rate.’


‘I’ve got to get rid of more stuff.’


‘I simply must declutter.’


Are you feeling overwhelmed by tidying?


Are you obsessed with getting rid of things, or panicking because you think your house will never truly be organized? Judging from the messages I receive, many people feel this way. And that’s a shame.


Tidying should give us the freedom to savour each day, but if we forget why we’re tidying, if we lose sight of the lifestyle we want or of where we are at in the tidying process, we begin to neglect our sense of joy.


If this has happened to you, there’s no need to panic.


When it comes to other things than tidying, I often find myself in the very same state. Although I love my work, sometimes I pack my schedule so tightly I feel frazzled or am overcome with anxiety, even though my relationships are fulfilling. And occasionally, I’ll get upset about things that would ordinarily never bother me. After our first child was born, I initially strove to be a mother who could balance childrearing, homemaking, and work with ease. Instead, I ended up exhausted. As a tidying professional, I sometimes pressure myself with expectations that my house should always be in order.


At times like these, however, I have learned to pause and remind myself to let go of perfection.


If you find you’ve run out of time or emotional space, I recommend letting go of something. The trick is to decide what your bottom line is on any given day. In my case, it’s that my children are healthy and happy and that I don’t get worn out. If the toys are scattered about but I’m too tired to deal with them right then, I remind myself that it’s okay to go to bed without putting them away. Conversely, if the mess has gone on so long it’s starting to bother me, I rearrange my schedule and set aside a day to put things back in order.


When I feel so overwhelmed that I’m in danger of losing myself, I take time to write down everything that’s weighing on me.


My husband and I consult daily about our work schedules and tasks, jotting down what we need to do that day and the next in quite a bit of detail. We even include such minute chores as loading the washing machine and putting clothes in the dryer. The list ensures I don’t forget what needs doing, and checking off each item once it’s completed gives me a sense of achievement. If some items are left unchecked at the end of the day, that’s fine. It feels better to have a clear idea of what still needs to be done than to have a nagging anxiety that I’ve forgotten to do something or a sense of frustration every time I pass a room and see it needs tidying.


Writing things down not only helps me with scheduling, but also with sorting out my feelings. I adopted this habit many years ago. Whenever I found it hard to stay calm, when I just couldn’t seem to forgive someone, or when ideas came bubbling up one after the other, demanding my attention, I would sit down at my trusty writing desk, which dated back to my university days, face my computer screen, and pour out my thoughts in a flood of words, secure in the knowledge that no one but me would ever read them.


[image: Marie Kondo sits at a table and writes in a notebook. A mug is placed next to the notebook.]
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If you’re having trouble identifying your ideals, if you’ve hit a block, or if a jumble of words is teasing your mind, try using a pen and paper instead of a computer. You can even seek out a different spot, such as a quiet café or park bench, where you can write without interruption.


In my case, I might write in a notebook, a diary, or on random pieces of paper, depending on the purpose. For jotting down thoughts that don’t spark joy, I find that the best kind of paper is the blank side of a flyer or other printed material destined for the recycle bin. That way I feel no compulsion to write neatly, unlike when using a proper notebook. While I don’t bother to keep a stock of such paper on hand, it’s always easy to find some when I need it.


Regardless of which method you choose, you’re bound to discover in the words that flow onto the page feelings you weren’t aware of and the reasons behind them. At times they may make you blush with embarrassment or glow with pleasure. It’s a bit like gathering all your possessions in one spot during a tidying festival, don’t you think?


So, if tidying starts to feel stressful, take a break. Make yourself a cup of tea and pause to contemplate your lifestyle and the things around you. Remember: The true purpose of tidying is not to cut down on your possessions or declutter your space. The ultimate goal is to spark joy every day and lead a joyful life.


Have you set a deadline for tidying up?


Tidy up quickly, all in one go.


This is key to the KonMari Method, but people often ask me, ‘How long is “quickly”?’


The answer depends on the person.


Some people can finish within a week, whereas others need three months or even half a year. The important thing is to decide when we want to finish. Without a clear deadline, it’s human nature to put things off indefinitely.


Although I’m embarrassed to admit it, in my case, I tend to put off writing. Take my first book, for instance. The project began with a meeting at the publisher’s office. I expounded on the theme of tidying for a couple of hours, explaining to the editor the right way to go about it and how it could make life so much better. He seemed totally convinced and suggested I start by writing down whatever came into my mind. So, I began without a firm deadline.


When I got home, the flow of passionate ideas seemed to have dried up. Tidying is my life. Having to sit down in front of a computer and tap away at the keyboard was torture. I found one excuse after another to avoid doing it.


Two weeks later, I sent an email to my editor apologizing for not having been able to write a single word. I had never felt so miserable.


[image: On a glass table is an open diary with a handwritten note and a pen placed over it.]
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After that, I asked the editor to give me short-term deadlines, or I made my own and announced them to him. To be honest, I still tend to leave writing to the last minute, but at least I no longer put it off indefinitely.


Unlike me, tidying is not your profession, which is precisely why you should set a deadline for it if you haven’t already.


If you find it hard to stay motivated on your own, try telling your friends or family. You could even post a declaration on social media, announcing your intention to finish tidying by the end of the year. It may not be as binding as a work deadline, but the thought that people will be wondering how it’s going will motivate you to get started and help you see it through.


One of my clients finished tidying up with astonishing speed because her deadline was the end of her maternity leave. Her hands moved so fast they blurred as she murmured ‘This sparks joy’ and ‘Thank you’. When there were only a few days left and the clock was ticking, she insisted that we have lunch at a curry restaurant a fifteen-minute walk away. ‘Once my leave ends, I won’t be able to eat here’, she said. Privately, I worried that the lunch might waste precious time, but she still managed to finish tidying up.


Having a firm deadline helps us focus and makes us more productive. That’s human nature.


So, when do you want to complete your tidying festival? Flip open your diary and write ‘Last Day of Tidying’ on that day. Yes, I mean now.


When will you start tidying?


When will you start? When will you finish?


Although these questions sound similar, they are two very different questions. This is obvious from my clients’ responses. Their faces glow as they tell me when they plan to finish. ‘By New Year’s Eve. My goal is to become a brand-new me and get married next year!’ ‘By my birthday! And when I’m done, I’m going to celebrate. I’ll buy myself a bouquet of flowers and a special tea set and sit back with a cup of tea.’ They boldly write ‘Last Day of Tidying!’ into their diaries. Their eyes sparkle as they describe the life they’ll lead when they’re done.


But when I ask them, ‘When are you going to start?’ their responses go something like this:


‘Umm . . . well, all my weekends this month are full. And I was thinking of traveling during the summer holidays . . .’


‘Let’s see . . . well, I have this day free, but I’m going out drinking the night before, so I’ll probably be too tired. Hmmm. And this day I might go out in the evening too.’


They cast apologetic glances at me as their eyes dart back and forth between me and their diaries.


The reason is clear: Thinking about finishing means dreaming about the future, whereas thinking about starting is for real. It makes perfect sense that deciding when to start is much harder.
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Sometimes I see how my clients mark the dates for my lessons on their wall calendars. It’s not so bad when they write things like, ‘Tidying lesson! You can do it!’ But it’s rather disconcerting to see a large triangle with an exclamation mark inside or even a skull and crossbones. It makes me feel more like a hazard than a tidying expert. When I ask why they did this, they say it’s because they’re uncertain what’s in store for them or because they know it’s going to be ‘do or die’. At times, their expressions are so intense I almost drop my rubbish bags.


For most people, getting started takes commitment and effort.


Of course, some people jump right in as soon as they get the urge to tidy up, checking which clothes spark joy without a second thought. But such people are few and far between. The majority have to pore over their calendars, looking for possible dates. They rearrange their schedules, take paid holidays, or cancel appointments to make time. Often they will stay up tidying until 2:00 in the morning or even all night before a lesson. When I see their pale, sleep-deprived faces the next day, I have to restrain myself from saying, ‘But you’ve had a whole month since the last lesson! Why didn’t you start sooner?’ Yet I myself invariably do an all-nighter when I have a manuscript due. I guess putting things off until the last minute is not so unusual!


[image: A calendar with 30 days. The word, tidy, is written on date 7 which falls on a Sunday.]


That’s why I encourage you to take the plunge now if you haven’t already. Set aside your excuses about being busy for a moment and consult your diary one more time. I promise: There is always an end to tidying. And you’re not alone. Plenty of people the world over are tackling tidying just like you.
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