Propitious Bad Luck

人間万事塞翁が馬。

Ningen banji Saiou ga uma.

This phrase is as applicable in present-day Tokyo as it was in Medieval Shanghai.

For those uninitiated into the cult of kotowaza (Japanese proverbs), the above reference is to an ancient Chinese fable.  A noble named Sai lost his horse one day.  He lamented his loss, only to be encouraged by others that this was not necessarily bad.  As luck may have it, the horse returned with another horse.  Happy ending?  Not for Sai.  He let his son use the spare horse, only to see the lad topple from the steed and break his leg.  Was Sai the worse for this?  Nay, for war soon arose, and his son was spared from the perils of combat by his injury.

This allegory is played out throughout the Tokyo cityscape daily.  Whether you are enjoying the leisurely morning commute through Shinjuku station or delving into the primal night scene of Roppongi, you can see contemporary reenactments of Sai’s exploits.  Minor obstacles of language, history, and geography cause many immigrants to find their finely-honed lifestyles atrophy to an amorphous drift.  Somewhere between “When in Rome” and “the Horror”, basic assumptions like what to eat, what to say, and what to do come and go like fashion.

While the precept “Everything you think you know, you don’t know” has almost become cliché, it can be no better applied than to the fate of a Westerner who has migrated to Tokyo.

This begs the question, “Is this a bad thing?”  The answer to this question lies in the introductory riddle.  While many stay for a short while and move along to the next adventure, many find long-term prosperity in Japan.  Only one thing is certain:  it is a grave mistake to assess one’s situation too hastily.  As Sai proved long ago, fortune or ruin could be just around the corner.

