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Everybody wants to live in harmony.
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Don’t Be Afraid of Being Different
自分らしくある勇気を

To live in harmony, many Japanese people think it is

important ‘to read between the lines’ or ‘to read the situation’ which means ‘to understand
someone’s feelings or intentions from a few words, posture, tone of voice, facial expressions, and
so on.’ By reading between the lines and doing something suitable to the situation, you can make
the people around you feel good. I think this is one of the greatest things about Japanese culture.
But sometimes when you get caught up in reading the situation too much, you may run into trouble.
I’d like to consider why those troubles happen and how we can solve them.
The first story is about me. My friends often say to me, “You’re a bit different.” I guess
there are several reasons for this. The biggest reason would be my personality. From my
childhood, I did what I wanted to do. In elementary school I was the only girl who was in the
baseball team. And when I started playing volleyball two years ago, I was the only player as a
first grader. Many people would often say, “I don’t understand why you do these things.” I
would feel sad whenever I heard that. But did I ever do anything wrong? I think Japanese people
are often concerned about how they appear to others, and try not to do anything different. A
person doing unusual things is often considered to be someone who can’t read between the lines.
The second story is about my friend. I have a friend who is a big fan of a female singer ‘S’.
One day when my classmates, my friend, and I were talking about our favorite singers, one girl said,
“I don’t like ‘S’ because her songs are not good, and she’s not cute.” Some girls agreed with her.
Then my friend said, “Oh, I think so, too. I don’t like her.” I was surprised. Why did she say
that? I guess she was afraid that she might be left out by her classmates for having a different
opinion. She read between the lines too much.
The last story is about me again. Three years ago, I visited Canada to stay at my uncle’s
house. One day, he took me to his friend’s house. There were some Canadian boys and girls
there, talking happily. I tried to read the situation and thought I should not interrupt them, so I
stood there without saying anything. In Japan, if I did that, I might be left alone, but in Canada I
wasn’t. They started asking me questions. Though my English was poor, they tried to
understand me, and I tried to answer as much as I could. I had a great time with them. I found
that just saying nothing doesn’t do any good for us. Without words, you can never really know
other people’s feelings.
From my experience, I learned two important things. First is having your own opinion and
saying it clearly even if it’s different from others’. Being different is difficult for Japanese people
and often requires a lot of courage, but you can’t have real communication if you are afraid of it.
Second is expressing your ideas with words, not by having other people read the situation.
Japanese people value harmony. But the harmony will never be made by just reading between the
lines. I would like to make my world a better place where we can say what we really think or feel.
Let’s not be afraid of being different. I’m different, but that’s OK, because I believe being aware
of ourselves as different people is the start of creating beautiful harmony in the world.

