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“The Showa Emperor Repeatedly Advocated for the
Necessity of Rearmament”: Interview with Ryuichi

Kitano
Interview by David McNeill

Abstract: David McNeill discusses the new book, fllif
NEEBMEKE XEOSETELESMBME [The
Showa Emperor as Seen by His Close Aides: Trac-

ing Showa History Through the Emperor’s Words and
Deeds] with the author, Ryuichi Kitano
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Ryuichi Kitano has been a staff writer for The Asahi
Shimbun since 1990. He has won numerous awards
for his journalism and is the author of several books,
including fIEAR7ZBIMEKXE XEOSHET
1= £ BBFE The Showa Emperor as Seen by His
Close Aides: Tracing Showa History Through the
Emperor s Words and Deeds, T8 B ¥ OB Z iR
RiE & FF D The Asahi Shimbun'’s Comfort Women
Reporting and Lawsuit,and T7 A4 7 LIEE T
DAT 4 7 EEFFEE] Fake News and Hatred:
Distorted Media and Democracy.

Q: Would you outline the contents of your book
and its main arguments? The book introduces the
most up-to-date scholarship by historians on the
Showa Emperor...

The emperor dealt with the war in his capacity as
the supreme ruler under the Constitution of the Em-
pire of Japan and as the supreme commander leading
the military. The book asks what actions he took
and what statements he made during crucial junc-
tures before and after the war. Over the past decade,
several key historical accounts have been released.
These include B E =BFHEE (The Diary of Saburo
Hyakutake), grand chamberlain from 1936 to 1944

during the prewar and wartime periods; and FZ#0
KEFEEEL (The Showa Emperors Private Jour-
nal) by Michiji Tajima, who was grand-steward of
the Imperial Household Agency from 1948 to 1953.
These are diaries and records kept by close aides
who served Emperor Showa before, during and after
the war years. They represent firsthand accounts,
written in real time, of the emperor’s private words
spoken only to his inner circle, making them primary
historical materials of the highest order. They give
us a picture of the emperor as a human being.

Q: The Showa Emperor was a taboo figure in the
postwar years, but since his death we have had
multiple accounts of his life. Is it fair to say that
we now have a complete historical picture of his
life and the decisions he made?

The Showa Emperor’s Official Record (FBF1 X £
E$R) were compiled by the Imperial Household
Agency and published in 2014. The set comprises 61
volumes: 60 volumes of main text and one volume
containing the table of contents and explanatory
notes. Approximately 3,000 historical documents
were used in the compilation, including about 40
previously unknown materials. Numerous previous-
ly unrecorded anecdotes, including those from the
emperor’s childhood, which had been poorly docu-
mented, were revealed for the first time. On the other
hand, direct quotations of the emperor are extremely
rare; most entries are just summaries of his state-
ments.

The Imperial Household Agency adopted a policy
of recording only content based on reliable sources.
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Consequently, even previously known information
not covered in the Showa Emperor’s Official Record
is frequently omitted. These omissions include state-
ments reportedly expressing displeasure over the
enshrinement of Class-A war criminals at Yasukuni
Shrine and the Emperor’s eleven meetings with
General Douglas MacArthur, Supreme Commander
of the Allied Powers (GHQ).

Professor Akira Yamada of Meiji University, an
expert on modern Japanese and military history,
notes that the official record “consistently empha-
sizes the narrative of a peace-loving emperor who
avoided war, seemingly glossing over anything that
contradicts that image.”! It is known from the diaries
of prewar and wartime chamberlains and military
officers that Emperor Showa was deeply involved in
the decision to go to war against the United States
and provided detailed guidance on the conduct of the
war even after hostilities began. These points, how-
ever, have been carefully omitted from the Showa
Emperor’s Official Record.

Q: One of the key issues of the wartime emperor
is how much responsibility he had for starting
and prolonging the war. Was he (as Herbert Bix,
for example argues) a dynamic wartime leader, or
merely a pawn of the military and political class?
Has that debate finally been resolved?

The conclusion I have reached is that the emperor
was not merely a pawn of the military and politi-
cians. As for whether he was an active wartime lead-
er, I believe there were periods when he was, and
periods when he was not. Nonfiction writer Masaya-
su Hosaka, an expert on Showa history, has spoken
about the emperor’s views on war. | fully agree with
his perspective, so I quote it below:

“I believe the emperor was neither a warmonger nor
a pacifist; his fundamental stance was the preserva-
tion of the Imperial line. He would prefer not to fight
if possible, but would wage war if necessary for the
Imperial throne, and would choose peace if peace

better safeguarded the throne. The process leading to
108 % )8 D YDEERIME 1] Asahi Shimbun. (October 7, 2014)
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the 1941 declaration of war against the United States
shows the emperor initially being passive, thinking
‘I dislike war,’ yet gradually accepting it. This shift
likely occurred because military leaders persistently
persuaded him, arguing ‘If we do not fight, the na-
tion cannot survive, and the Imperial throne cannot
be protected.’

Gozen Kaigi (Imperial Conference) with Showa
Emperor Hirohito (center), Navy officers are
seated left while Army officers are seated right.
Mainichi Shinbun 1 January 1945.

It becomes clear that, while he didn’t like to, he
found himself in a position where he had no choice
but to decide on war.”

Q: Were you surprised by anything in the re-
search? Do ordinary Japanese still have misun-
derstandings about the Showa Emperor?

Some of the emperor’s more candid remarks are
cited by Tajima in FBF1 K 2EFEEC (The Showa
Emperor’s Private Journal). Some surprised even
me. Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution, enacted
in 1947, renounced war and prohibited the mainte-
nance of military forces. The emperor never publicly
expressed his views on this in official settings. How-
ever, these memoirs revealed for the first time that
he frequently voiced dissatisfaction with the provi-
sions of Article 9 to aides like Tajima and repeatedly

APJ | JF

advocated for the necessity of rearmament through
constitutional revision.

According to Tajima’s account, the emperor was

not necessarily positive about postwar democracy
and lamented that students participating in political
movements was a “troublesome matter”. Analysis of
handwritten drafts of waka poems believed to have
been written by the emperor shortly before his death
reveals for the first time that he sympathized with
former Prime Minister Nobusuke Kishi. Kishi had
faced strong student opposition while attempting

to advance the revision of the Japan-U.S. Security
Treaty and resigned after the Diet ratified the treaty.

Q: The records reveal that Hirohito delayed
ending the war, despite the urging of his Moscow
envoy, Naotake Sato, former foreign Minister
Mamoru Shigemitsu, and former Prime Minister
Fumimaro Konoe to surrender immediately. In
the meantime, the Americans bombed over 60
Japanese cities, including Hiroshima and Naga-
saki, killing hundreds of thousands of people. Do
most Japanese accept that he bears responsibility
for this?

First, I believe the vast majority of Japanese people
have little knowledge or interest in the emperor.
Even those with some knowledge or interest in the
Imperial Family are not particularly well-informed
about his actions and statements before and after the
war, and many seem to simply believe the image

of the “emperor who loved peace” disseminated

by the government. However, a significant minori-
ty of Japanese do believe the emperor should bear
responsibility for the war. This view is particularly
common among left-leaning liberals who believe
Japan should accept responsibility for its aggression
against Asian nations.

Immediately after defeat, the view that the emperor
should abdicate to take responsibility for the war
held sway not only among leftists but also among
government officials and former military officers

— the leadership that had guided Japan before and
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during the war. Although the pre-war Constitution of
the Empire of Japan granted the emperor immunity
from legal and political accountability, the call for
him to take moral responsibility remained strong.

According to the Tajima papers, the emperor him-
self stated, “For me, leaving my position would be
an easy way to take responsibility. It is precisely
because I feel this moral responsibility that I must
make the painful effort to rebuild.” He expressed
that remaining in his position was how he would ful-
fill his responsibility. In contrast, Tajima, who before
becoming head of the Imperial Household Agency
believed the emperor should abdicate to take respon-
sibility, responded to the emperor’s statement by
saying, “Given that not a single person in a position
of authority before or during the war remains today,
while His Majesty alone continues to reign, I think
the abdication argument arises.” He thus frankly
conveyed that the emperor’s argument that “it is
precisely because I feel responsibility that I remain
on the throne” would likely be difficult for the public
to understand.

Q: For some, the emperor is a ghostly figure,

an empty symbol. But for others, he is still the
core of Japanese identity. Sanseito, for example,
recently urged “respect for the Imperial Rescript
on Education” issued in 1890 by Emperor Meiji,
which outlined the virtues that the “subjects” of
the Japanese Empire were expected to uphold.
How important is the emperor to contemporary
Japan?

In modern Japan, the emperor’s presence is scarce-
ly noticed. We’re only reminded of his existence
through news coverage of disaster relief visits or
memorial services for war dead, or perhaps when
people gaze with admiration at his splendid ceremo-
nial attire during formal occasions.

Of course, for right-wing groups emphasizing Jap-
anese identity, the emperor is a figure of immense
importance. This explains why right-wing parties,
including Nippon Ishin no Kai (Japan Innovation


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kvf0FAH2HQ8
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Party), emphasize the Imperial Rescript on Educa-
tion and visits to Yasukuni Shrine.

However, the right wing believe the Imperial House-
hold should conform to their idealized image of the
emperor, irrespective of the facts. The most promi-
nent example of this is the debate surrounding Impe-
rial succession. Within the Imperial Family, Prince
Hisahito of the Akishino family is the only male heir
born in the past 50 years. Yet the right clings to the
notion that succession through male-line descen-
dants is Japanese tradition, strongly rejecting female
emperors or succession through the female line.

In stark contrast to European monarchies that have
recognized female succession, Japan still permits
only succession through male-line descendants. This
stems from the right’s fixation on the idea that the
living emperor and his family should conform to
their idealized vision. They have rejected perspec-
tives such as respecting the emperor and the Imperial
Family as human beings in their actual state, or the
need to reconsider the male-line succession system
to prevent the Imperial bloodline from terminating.

While Japanese public opinion polls show over 70%
support for allowing female or matrilineal emperors,
the voices of the roughly 30% of right-wingers who
firmly oppose this are louder. Furthermore, the right
holds significant influence among politicians, includ-
ing Diet members. Consequently, despite discussions
on female or matrilineal emperors beginning 20
years ago in 2005, it has not happened. In the debate
surrounding imperial succession, it seems the strong
minority holds more influence than the weaker ma-
jority.

/ENDS/
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Q: Would you outline the contents of the book
and its main arguments? The book introduces the
most up-to-date scholarship by historians on the
Showa Emperor...
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Q: The Showa Emperor was a taboo figure in the
postwar years, but since his death we have had
multiple accounts of his life. Is it fair to say that
we now have a complete historical picture of his
life and the decisions he made?

BRAXEFHE YT -RINBEFETLE
M, THERIIHS S DEEHSHITEINEL
o SPZTOEEERIICET ZELNEAHEG
MESMNCHESTEETABTLEOIN?
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Q: In particular, one of the key issues of the
wartime emperor is how much responsibility he
had for starting and prolonging the war. Was he
(as Herbert Bix, for example argues) a dynamic
wartime leader, or merely a pawn of the military
and political class? Has that debate finally been
resolved?
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Q: Were you surprised by anything in the re-
search? Do ordinary Japanese still have misun-
derstandings about the Showa Emperor?
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Q: The records reveal that Hirohito delayed
ending the war, despite the urging of his Moscow
envoy, Naotake Sato, former foreign Minister
Mamoru Shigemitsu, and former Prime Minister
Fumimaro Konoe to surrender immediately. In
the meantime, the Americans bombed over 60
Japanese cities, including Hiroshima and Naga-
saki, killing hundreds of thousands of people. Do
most Japanese accept that he bears responsibility
for this?
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Q: For some, the emperor is a ghostly figure,

an empty symbol. But for others, he is still the
core of Japanese identity. Sanseito, for example,
recently urged “respect for the Imperial Rescript
on Education” issued in 1890 by Emperor Mei-
ji, outlined the virtues that the “subjects” of the
Japanese Empire were expected to uphold. How
important is the emperor to contemporary Ja-
pan?
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