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The Empire and Its People

Born in 1901, Emperor Hirohito was destined to be a monarch of the troubled times. Though
living a secluded life in his palace, the emperor was deeply illusioned with unrealistic fantasies for
international politics and military means, under the influenced of the victories in expansion won by
the imperial Japan from his birth to coronation. Nevertheless his desire for absolute power was sharply
contrasted by his impotent capability of decision and control over his subordinates.

He could not make any clear judgement in the internal conflicts of political factions and viewpoints
when, on September 19, 1931, he was informed of Liutiao Lake Incident and its escalation. At first he
declared to punish those Kwantung Army officers who provoked the incident, then his attitude became
obscure, and he even awarded the officers and civil personnel who participated the incident, when
the war developed in Japan’s favor. It was because of the emperor’s weak existence and ambiguous
attitude in political decision-making, Japan’s military and political strongmen often took the liberty
to take actions in the name of the emperor, such things were repeatedly seen not only in problems
concerning China such as the September 18 Incident and Marco Polo Bridge Incident but also in those
matters that advocated and pushed forward Japan’s militarism in the country such as May 15 Incident
and February 26 Mutiny. Even in the case of Japan’s total failure in Nomonhan where the Kwantung
Army provoked the Japanese-Russian conflict, the emperor let go the whole thing after uttering only a
few angry words.

This does not mean that Emperor Hirohito had nothing to do with or was only slightly responsible for
the start and decision of the war, as a matter of fact Hirohito had, mentally, a strong desire for control
of power and control of internal and external political situations. But Japan’s social formation and state
system were different from the other fascist countries that their dictators appeared as charming leaders
on the political stage, the emperor usually stayed off the limelight and thus lacked in the necessary
training as an absolute dictator of the 20th Century. Just as was put by Herbert P. Bix, winner of
Pulitzer Prize, his existance showed the extremely difficult status of contemporary Japanese politics.
He was neither a conspirator nor a dictator...he was an important participant in the major political and
military events of the 20th century Japan, as well as the key to understand those events. So when he
was needed to make a wise decision for Japan, he chose not only to tread on world peace but also to
destroy Japan’s prosperity by combining his will with the interests of the politicians and military.

Nevertheless, the fault of the emperor of Japan was closely relevant to the sequaciousness and
disorientation of the Japanese people. Ever since the start of Meiji Restoration, “honouring the
king and driving off the barbarians™ had become the slogan and creed of the restoration. The end of
shogunate politics meant the start of the emperor’s dictatorship—though Japan’s constitution of 1890
showed the sign of the country’s modernity, it also rendered the emperor the power beyond law, thus



sowed the seeds for tyranny. Furthermore, the social change and political achievement made during
the reign of the Meiji Emperor(November 3, 1852-July 30, 1912)were so tremendous that the Japanese
subjects were not conscious enough to enjoy. The enlightened policies of Meiji Emperor sharply
contracted with the mean actions of the Taisho Period(1912-1926), the Great Kanto Earthquake in
1923 and serious social problems such as economic crises and polarization between the rich and the
poor in Japan clearly reflected Japan’s lack of modern means to cope with crises during the reigns of
Taisho and Showa periods. The whole country, spurred by its traditional narrow ultranationalism and
strong crises awareness as an island country, marched to the craze of militarism. Though there were
some clear-minded democrats and social activists, most Japanese and social elites still held fast to
the strong conscientiousness of dictatorship, foolish loyalty and sequaciousness of the Middle Ages.
All Japanese people showed a morbid excitement and intoxication when the ambitious emperor stood
inspecting agitated Japanese military goose-stepping in Yoyogi Parade Grounds. At that time, almost
none of the Japanese could understand the true meaning of Thomas Jefferson’s words: Dissent is the
highest form of patriotism.
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305.  On January 7, 1933, the emperor(in the front) inspected the huge air-raid alarm broadcasters in Tokyo.
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306. In August 1936, the emperor
took a group photo with the officers
and soldiers of Battleship Hiei at the
end of his inspection of the ship
and a marine parade. From 1933
to 1940, Battleship Hiei was often
used as Emperor Showa’s royal
ship because of its large inner
space.
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307. On May 1, 1933, a labourer was arrested in front of Kobe telephone station.
308.  On October 24, 1936, the emperor took part in the welcome ceremony of Battleship Hiei’s entry into Kobe Harbour, after his

watch of a large-scale marine parade. The photo shows the busy streets at the time.
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