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The Yawara spirit and
the era of global human resources
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At the 1984 Los Angels Olympics, Yasuhiro Yamashita won the gold medal in the
over 100 kg class while enduring pain from an injury in his right leg. That same
year, he received the People’'s Honor Award. He has established an

unprecedented record of 203 consecutive victories in Japanese and international
judo competilions before reliring from professional judo in 1985. The overwhelming
number and the slyle of his victories have established his position as “one of the
greatest judo wrestlers in history of the sport”.

After retiring, he has devoted himself to training the younger generation and has
held several important positions at the Japan Judo Federation, as well as in the
International Judo Federation. At present, he teaches and coaches students as a
professor of Tokai University, School of Physical Education and as department
head of Tokai University, at the Department of Judo. Also, as a presidenl of an
MPO Solidarity of International Jude Education. he travels all over the world to
promote "Mutual Welfare and Benefit” which was the aim of Judo founder, Jigoro
Kanao, and to help popularize judo internationally. Last year he received a meadal of
honor (Medal with Purple Ribbon) for his achievements.

| heard that you began practicing Judo since you were 10 years old.
What did you learn from judo?

The characters constituting the word “judo” in Japanese are
“Yawara" (soft, flexible) and "Do” (way), it literally reads as the “Way
of Yawara”, which is how it was originally named by the Master, Jigoro
Kano, the founder of judo. Before that there was only “jujutsu’, and
after Master Kano has researched and systematized various schools
of “jujutsu’, he referred to this as "judo”. Why is it called "Dofway]” ?
“Do" means something that can be used in our everyday life. Not only
in judo but also in kendo and sado(tea ceremony), it is only when we
can make use of what we have acquired or cultivated in our lives, that
we can we regard it as being “Do”. If we cannot use it, it cannot be
called “Do”.

Symbolized by the notion of "Rei{propriety)”, deference and respect
are the gualities strongly emphasized in judo. One should of course
pay respect to one’s opponents or teachers on the tatami, but that is
not enough. Only when we learn to greet everyone with propristy,
including, of course, parents and noi-judo teachers, in situations other
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than in judo, can we consider us following the principle of “Rei”.
Giving your seat to the elderly or helping carry bags, making use of
your physical strength acquired through judo in your daily life. When
you see someone being bullied in a classroom, you should try to help
by making use of your mental strength cultiveted through practicing
judo. This is how “Do" is nurtured.
Throughout my judo career, | have worked hard together with friends
and colleagues, and did my best without losing sight of my goals even
when | encountered failure. | strived to aim higher than others and
tried to achieve these goals. As a result, | have become what | now am
as a judo wrestler. However, whether | can become a true judo
professional or not will depend on being able to utilize what | have
learned through judo, from now on as well. The teacher Jigoro Kano
was a true judo expert and educator. who has graduated from the
literature department of Tokyo University and then reentered it to
study philosophy. | think we judo practitioners need to understand
why “jutsu(the art of)” has been changed into “Do(the way)”
What | have learned through judo has provided a basis for my whole
life. | have been making efforts to improve myself by learning from
the many mistakes | have made as a judo wrestler and as an
instructor, Probably | will keep facing various proklems from now on
as well, but | believe the solutions will be found from the previous
endeavors in my judo career. It is this experience acquired through
judo that has given me knowledge on how to live and how to act
humanely, and this has created the foundation for my life. In modern
life, people suffer from a tremendous amount of stress and | am
often consulted by such people. In this case, if they have any
experience or understanding of judo, | tell them; It is the same as in
judo. You should not think of your daily life as being different from
judo.” Then, everyone seems to accept the situation. | think the sama
thing can be said about other sports and arts, apart from judo. That
is, they all have important messages to offer us.

With the globalization of judo, from Japanese judo it has become
international judo. We can see some globalization aspects such as
that judo players make victory poses or in the introduction of the
“Koka(effect)” rule. What do you think of this internationalization of
judo?

One of the people | greatly respect is Mr. Tadao Ishikawa, the
former president of Keio University. Mr. Ishikawa commented on the
globalization of judo. He said that in the process of globalization, it
would be blended or merged with various countries’ traditions and
cultures, which will create various types of judo, characteristic of each
country. | also do not think the internationalization or popularization of
judo means taking Japanese judo as it is to other countries.
Globalization should constitute a blending process with other cultures
and traditions.

People say that Japanese baseball is different from American
baseball. Curry rice also exists only in Japan. Even ramen (Chinese
noodles) in Japan is different from the original dish. Actually, there
are not many countries besides Japan that adopt other countries’
cultures relatively easily and then adjust it to suit their own culture.

What is important is to clearly understand and preserve, in the
course of this globalization process, what is truly important to judo.
the judo spirit, or what judo founder, Master Kano sought. Content is
more important than the facade.

What is often mentioned when speaking about the globalization of
judo is the question of making a victory pose after a match. But | am
not sure this is due to the fact that judo has been internationalized. |
think Japanese people in general have become better able to express
their positive emotions in 2 more straightforward manner. Thus the
Japanese have started to make victory poses when they win not only
in judo but in other sports as well. Some have argued that
consideration for others’ feelings has been on decline in judo.
However, it indeed may seem unnatural and strange for foreigners to
see Japanese wrestlers leave the mat having bowed in a proper
manner, without showing any emotions even after winning the match.
In the worst case, they cannot understand what the Japanese are
thinking about. When a Japanese wrestler wins a match in a foreign
country and expresses his or her joy in a straightforward manner,
people abroad may see that finally Japanese people have the freedom
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and the right to express their feelings. To fully understand
globalization. we shouldn’t take into consideration only ourselves or
apply only the Japanese point of view.

As for myself. | do not think it is bad to express your joy when you
are happy. The victory pose after winning a match comes about
spontaneously without having to think about it, doesn’t it? | think it
should be allowed and accepted. But when a victory pose is
presented to your cheering supporters, it is a conscious action, and |
think it should be done only after acknowledging your opponent in a
proper manner.

Of course | am very Japanese. So from my point of view, it is
beautiful and wonderful if someone who wins a match and is filled
with joy. actually does not display any signs of his feelings. properly
acknowledges his or her opponent, leaves the tatami and then finally
reveals his or her true emotions. But to my regret | am not quite
qualified to say this is the best way, because after | realized | had won
the gold medal at the Los Angeles Olympics | spontaneously tried to
slap the tatami but instead hit my opponent by mistake. (Laughing)

In other words, | think that no one is always calm and
self-composed in any circumstances. So it is natural to express your
positive emotions. But the most important thing in judo is to show
deference and respect toward the opponent in a match. The
opponent is not an enemy, which is shown through performing the
“Rei"(bow). One should properly perform the "Rei” to one's opponent
whether one wins or loses. This is the most important point.

What attitudes concerning foreign countries, if
when you go abroad?

Whenever | go abroad. | always try to be aware that | am not going
as a private person. When people abroad see me, they may view me
as representing Japan. Of course we don’'t have to be too stiff and
formal, but | often tell young people not to act in such a way that
might make foreign people think of Japanese as “disrespectful
people” when they see me, Yasuhiro Yamashita, or our team.

When | am abroad. | am sometimes at a loss or surprised by many
things. But in such cases, | try to think that | have learned something
or encountered a new world. If | use my own ideas or Japanese
customs as a standard to judge such situations, | tend to think rather
negatively and dissatisfaction and stress may build up. So | think,
“This is not Japan. | see that here people think this way. | have learned
something new. | have become a little bit wiser.” Even though | am
often surprised by some things. it is important to try to understand
the differences between us through interaction, and accept them.

If possible, one should first try to understand the culture and
history of another country, before one can expect people from other
countries to understand his own. | think this approach makes things
go smoothly. When we go abroad for judo coaching, we are in the
position of teachers. As judo is a sport which originated in Japan, if
we take an attitude of looking down on the non-Japanese, truly
sincere relationships can hardly evolve. Because students want to

any, do you have
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improve their judo techniques, they would probably follow our
instructions, but our communication would not be very good. When
we start to look at things from the same viewpoint and try to
communicate with each other. our students become our friends.
When teaching judo, | try to be rather quiet and maintain a low
profile. Using this so-called Japanese style approach, | would usually
take a self-deprecating attitude. As everyone in judo knows me and is
generally friendly and respectful towards me, | do my best to take
consideration of their feelings. Of course in the areas not related to
judo, | try to voice my opinions more strongly. | also want to convey
some aspects of the Japanese culture through this Japanese attitude.

Please tell us about your experiences when staying abroad.

The customs vary from one place to another. For example, it is
good manners to leave some food on the plate in China. As my friend
didn't know this, when he was invited to dinner in China, he ate
everything served, thinking he shouldn’t leave anything. Then the
host served him again, thinking my friend wanted to eat more. My
friend forced himself to eat everything again. So the host served him
again. This was repeated several times, until at last my friend had to
throw up in the toilet so that he could eat more. (Laughing) It sounds
silly but | think it is ok. Because as a result we can understand each
other better, and tell this story as a joke. | am often reminded of how
big the world is, and how many different ways of thinking there are.
And at the same time | also think we human beings are all the same.

| have also heard that you studied English really hard?

After | took an educational coaching director position in the
International Judo Federation, | studied English quite hard. The reason
is that if | cannot communicate in English, | am of no use in this job.
The ability to provide guidance varies greatly depending on whether
you can speak the language or not. Even if your general ability is a 10
{on a 1 to 10 scale) but your communication ability is only a 2, your
total working capacity is limited to level 2. Language as a
communication tool is very important.

| believe you have visited a lot of foreign countries, so could you
share your ideas on international exchange?

Whenever | participate in international exchange or international
activities related to judo, | hope that the countries | visit will have a
better relationship with Japan and the two countries will come to
understand each other better by understanding their differences. |
love Japan. | think Japanese people are kind, keep their promises and
are punctual. | want more people from all over the world to visit
Japan. At the same time, as Japanese people also cannot live without
cooperating with the world, they have to pay more attention to other
countries and conduct international exchange programs at various
levels. | think Japan and the Japanese should open their hearts to
foreign people and to become be more welcoming.

The late Mr. Shigeyoshi Matsumae (founder of Tokai University) who
was a real judo fan, has treated me like his own grandchild. He often
spoke about “international exchange, mutual understanding, goodwill,
and world peace” and put such concepts into practice. One of the
examples is accepting by Tokai University of many international
students, not only in judo, but also in different areas, since a long time
ago. When Mr. Matsumae was well and active, he told me;
“Yamashita-kun, do you understand why | support you so much? It is
not only because | want you to win, but also because | want you to
promote international friendship with the youth of the world through
judo, which originated and developed in Japan. And | want you to
become a person who can coniribute to world peace through sports.
That is why | am supporting you" . Having been close to the activities
of Mr. Matsumae and influenced by his way of life and thinking, | think
this has had a big influence on my present activities. The goals we are
aiming to achieve through our NPO activities are “judo, friendship and
peace”. These are the three words that Mr. Matsumae has left as a
message for us.

| was really fortunate to have been able to come across such
teachers like Mr. Matsumae and Master Jigoro Kano, whom | respect
as my lifetime teachers and strive to follow their examples.
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| guess many people haven't encountered such teachers yet, have
they?

In order to perform one's duties effectively, to be useful to an
organization or society, each individual has to mature as a person. It is
of course important to achieve good results in one's work, but it is
also very important to develop as a person. If one wishes to grow in
order to become a better person, when he thinks he is still immature,
one can learn so much from others. Some of the very successful
people in society say that people around them are teachers, as much
as they themselves. | also keep learning from my students and from
my children.

I think that through exchange with people whose values, ideas, ways
of life, histories, traditions, cultures, religions etc. are different from
ours, we can widen our horizons and keep developing through
understanding the differences.

Finally, could you give a message to foreign student readers who
are studying Japanese?

As there are many Japanese who cannot speak any foreign
language and do not know how to communicate with foreigners, you
may feel a little isolated in the beginning. But as soon as you start
speaking a little Japanese, most Japanese will begin to feel more
comfortable. In general most Japanese are good-natured and kind at
heart. and they keep their promises. So even if you may at first feel
that you are trealed differently, or you feel there is a gap between
you and other people, as soon as you start speaking actively, you will
begin to understand the customs of the Japanese people and their
good traits. | sincerely hope that many more people will visit Japan
and through their work, will play a bridging role between Japan and
their home countries.
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