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Graduation Ceremony
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For beautiful flowers to bloom, those same flowers must
one day wilt and wither away. Some might even say that if they
didn’t do so, they couldn’t have been beautiful. In other words,
for everything there’s an end, and something can only have
any meaning because of this. Experiencing Japan’s seasons,
culture, or aphorisms for long enough will certainly leave you
aware of this ideal. For one’s high school life, what makes
its ending concrete is the graduation ceremony. Each grad-
uate’s self as a high schooler has become a flower, and here
it wilts, turning to petals and floating away in the wind down
everyone’s separate paths. And this year, among these flowers
whose growth I’ve watched for three years, I’ll be in the mix
drifting away too.

More than anything else, Japan’s graduation ceremonies
are solemn. At the rehearsal, graduates must practice countless
times the timing and angle of their bows, how they walk, how
they stand on stage, and how loud they respond with “hai”
(yes) when their names are called. The first time [ watched a
graduation ceremony here I counted, and aside from the class
representative, graduates had to stand 12 times and bow 20
times, so it’s useful practice. But while the fruits of that prac-
tice can be during the graduation proper, the focus placed on
each action means that the air of the gymnasium is heavy with
anervous tension.

Yet what truly makes you feel like that tension is bearing
down on your body is the silence. Until the graduates walk
out to a final sendoff, for the most part, there’s little outside
noise, cheering, or applause, and each part of the ceremony is

simply carried out, with solemnity and finality. Each speech
looks back on high school life or wishes graduates the best
in the future, but is delivered in an almost detached manner,
with few surprises. When the diplomas are presented to a class
representative, there’s only the sound of the students’ names
being called and their “hai” in response, one by one, almost
like a clock rhythmically ticking away in an empty room. And
even though everyone singing the national anthem, school
song, and graduation song together inspires a moving sense
of togetherness, they’re still sung with a lingering heaviness.

While steeping in this tense, thick air, everyone is thinking,
I can’t move an inch, I can’t make a sound, so it can be exhaust-
ing even if you’re just watching. But I do think, for an ending
as momentous as this, the solemnity and melancholiness are
appropriate. And when the graduates finally walk out, they’re
cheered on with applause loud and long, and the tension that
had accumulated in the air dissipates, sending a feeling of
relief rippling across your body, so you can physically feel
that, ah, it’s really over, isn’t it.

Compared to that, an American graduation ceremony
almost seems like a party. While we did have a rehearsal,
there was nothing comparable to practicing bow angles or
timing, and after the schedule and prohibited behaviors were
explained we just did a casual run through. On the day of,
when our names were called, the audience cheered and clapped
loudly, sometimes even frenetically. When I graduated, one
family had even snuck in some vuvuzelas (those plastic horns
you sometimes see at sports matches) to blare away on. The
speeches from the representative student and teacher were also
quite personal, often provoking laughter, and sometimes even
touching on contentious political topics. And at the end, when
everyone takes their caps in hand, throwing them into the sky
without a care in the world, you can experience a completely
different flavor of release. Giving a proper conclusion to a
childhood, which will be carried around for the rest of one’s
life, is never easy, but I think both cultures’ graduation cere-
monies do so in a manner befitting that culture.

Now the time has come for me to try and give a proper con-
clusion as well. Whenever this time of year rolls around, the
adults wring out their hearts for the best advice and deep words
they can muster, and a flood of words spills over the graduates
like a tidal wave, so I’ll try to keep it short. Thank you for all
your hard work; while there were difficult times, in the end,
it was a lot of fun. Even though our paths have diverged, may
we all someday bloom as beautiful flowers once again.
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