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What Is the Spirit of “Harmony”?
Miura Hatsune (NIT, Kisarazu College)
Shōtokutaishi left the words “和をもって尊しとなす(Harmony is to be valued)”. It means above all else you have to get along with everyone/each person and should not fight each other. This phrase seems to be simple, but nowadays, many of us are misunderstanding what it really means. I believe we falsely use this phrase in order to pressure one another to keep in line. In an age of so much bullying and suicide it is important not to misinterpret or abuse such a frequently cited phrase. So today, let’s think about the real meaning of this phrase.

It is said that Japanese are good at reading between the lines. We think so because we Japanese have lived in densely packed villages, towns, and cities. Japan has many mountains, which make up about 73 percent of our land area, so we only have limited space to live in. It is in such places that tens of millions of people have lived. For example, in Edo there were six thousand people per square kilometer. Now in Tokyo, Toshima Ward has the highest population density with 2,200 people per square kilometer. Even now, we feel that there are too many people in Tokyo, but in Edo, there were such a lot of people in the city. These people were all bunched together and in close contact, so they didn’t use big gestures and needed to be very sensitive.

As you can see, the delicate thinking and actions of past generations have been handed down to modern times. Thanks to that, we are good at guessing what other people think and it leads to the conclusion that “Japanese are shrewd with reading between the lines.”

But, what is “reading the situation”? I think that you’re unconsciously believing that reading the situation is somehow akin to following along with others so that you end up doing the same thing. Following along and doing the same thing causes no fights, yes indeed. It not only makes people relieved but also helps us to avoid aggravating matters. In Japan, it seems that “read the situation” means “do the same thing as others”.

There is a large amount of bullying and we see this kind of news frequently. Over seventy people commit suicide every day. Shōtokutaishi’s famous phrase seems to mean following along with others and acting the same way. But these ideas are quite different in nature. He didn’t tell us to be the same. The spirit of “和(harmony)” is not to do the same things as others, but to be honest to others and also to yourself. So when you feel uncomfortable, you should consult each other, and then understand each other. We are not the same. We should accept the differences. This is the real meaning of the phrase that he left.

Several centuries have passed since the phrase was born. As time goes by, we are forgetting the true meaning of it. When I entered junior high school, the teacher told us the reason why we learn history. We have to learn from the past and should not make the same mistakes.

People have known what we should do since ancient times. If they could notice, we can too. Let’s take action. Perhaps it is not easy because you may be scared and afraid to say what you really feel. But, please take action. And of course, if someone says something different from other people, do not ignore. Please listen carefully to him or her, and discuss with each other. This is the real way of how to get along with other people. When we think about his famous phrase again, we know that it is really simple. We have everything and we can do many things. So we surely can do this simple thing.

I do hope that someday there will be no bullying, no suicides, and people who live happily together. Well, when on the earth will Syoutokutaishi’s dream come true? The answer depends on us.
