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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.





[image: A woman stands in a striped shirt with her eyes closed and her chin tilted upwards. The wind catches her hair.]


[image: An illustration of an origami crane.]
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





The ten rules of ikigai

In their book Ikigai: The Japanese Secret to a Long and Happy Life, García and Miralles looked to the centenarians of Okinawa to impart their wisdom and share their secret to longevity. The following ideas were deemed by the Okinawans to be integral to their long and fulfilled life and these have been widely adopted in the West as a framework for ikigai:


	Stay active. Don’t retire.

	Take it slow.

	Don’t fill your stomach.

	Surround yourself with good friends.

	Get in shape for your next birthday.

	Smile.

	Reconnect with nature.

	Give thanks.

	Live in the moment.

	Follow your ikigai.







Ikigai in modern times

The Oxford English Dictionary describes ikigai as “a motivating force” that “gives a person a sense of purpose or a reason for living”. In the modern world, you might find your ikigai through exploration of your talents, whether at work or play, or in helping others; you might find it within your family, by heading outdoors, or through exercise, yoga or meditation. Mindful activities, and pausing to reflect – along with creating a sense of space and time to consider your thoughts – are all useful in the search for your ikigai.

It all boils down to finding enjoyment in life through each of the four pillars – what you love (your passion – this could be family or a hobby), what the world needs (your mission – perhaps volunteering, raising money for a charitable cause or working towards change for good), what you are good at (your vocation – where your talents lie) and what you can be paid for (your profession). 
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Ikigai and well-being in the West

With mental health brought more into focus in recent years, many argue that ikigai should be part of the healthcare process in the West in helping those with depression seek purpose and reasons to get up in the morning.

In 2019, Dr Dean Fido and Yasuhiro Kotera at the University of Derby collaborated with Kenichi Asano in Japan to carry out a UK research project to measure the impacts of ikigai on a sample of 349 participants (with an average age of 35).

The aim was to discover the effects of the pursuit of ikigai on participants alongside “previously established and validated measures of well-being, depression, anxiety and stress”. The study found that the greater the presence of ikigai reported by participants, the better their well-being and, crucially, the lower their symptoms of depression.
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Interpretations of ikigai

In the West, ikigai is represented by a Venn diagram that sees the four pillars overlapping to guide you towards finding a sense of purpose – your ikigai. This Venn diagram was adopted as a means to express the Japanese life concept in an easily digestible and approachable way (see page 34). However, it’s worth bearing in mind that purists such as Ken Mogi, who was raised in Japan and was immersed in the concept from a young age, believe the philosophy can be practised and achieved without all four pillars being addressed. Mogi holds that ikigai doesn’t need to be approached in “rule-based algorithmic ways” and instead his interpretation looks to five pillars:


	Starting small

	Releasing yourself

	Harmony and sustainability

	The joy of little things

	Being in the here and now



While Mogi’s ideas are in a more organic form, this book will use the structured Venn diagram approach to help you on your ikigai journey.
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Ikigai is the action we take 
in pursuit of happiness.

Yukari Mitsuhashi





Words of wisdom

So, what makes for a long and healthy life? According to Polish-American chemist Dr Alexander Imich, who lived to be 111, a healthy diet, alcohol abstention, exercise, meditation and nutritional supplements are key; while Japanese woman Kane Tanaka, who lived to be 119, claimed her large family, positivity, hope, good food, an early morning routine and practising maths was what kept her alive for so long.

What do you think might keep you going into old age? Consider Imich and Tanaka’s responses and how they cover purpose, lifestyle and enjoyment – all key areas to unlocking your ikigai. Take a pen and paper and write down what you think you might say if asked the same question as Imich and Tanaka at the age of 100. Your responses will be useful as you make your way through this book and progress towards your own ikigai.
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Key ikigai figures

These people have been instrumental in bringing ikigai to the masses:


	Héctor García and Francesc Miralles – Co-authors of 2016’s Ikigai: The Japanese Secret to a Long and Happy Life, the pair are responsible for the take-up of ikigai on a global scale, particularly in the West.

	Mieko Kamiya – Kamiya is the author of the seminal 1966 book Ikigai ni Tsuite (On the Meaning of Life) and is responsible for popularizing ikigai in modern times. Often referred to as the “mother of ikigai”, psychiatrist Kamiya paved the way for the movement and famously found her own ikigai in her writing.

	Tim Tamashiro – Calling himself the “ikigai guy”, Tamashiro is a motivational speaker on all things ikigai and author of several books including How to Ikigai and Ikigai: Do What You Love. He has given TED Talks about ikigai and refers to the philosophy as a map and the four pillars as the directions.
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