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My Japan Experiences as a Fulbrigher

David Flath

Professor Kinoshita has asked me to write something for the Chubu Fulbright
newsletter and I am happy to respond. As a Fulbright exchange professor
(1984-1985) 1 taught economics classes at Nagoya University and Nanzén
University. This was my second visit to Japan. The first was in the fall of
1981 under the auspices of the newly-founded North Carolina Japan Center. The

Center was established in order to promote academic and cultural exchanges
between North Carolina and Japan., Its staff now consists of a director,
associate director, Japanese language teacher, and two or three secretaries,
all of whom are housed in a building near the campus of North Carolina State
University in Releigh, North Carolina. Because of my association with the
Center I was previleged to receive Japanese language tréining and time away .
from other responsibilities in order to gain expertise on aspects of Japan
related to my speciality of economics. These experiences had been most
pleasurablé. I was therefore extremely grateful for the chance to fufthér
extend my knowledge of Japan as a Fulbrigher. The opportunity to come to

Japan as a“teacher at two fine universities--Nagoya University and Nanzan

* University--would probably have been impossible for me except for the

Fulbright program. I am doubly grateful for many kindnesses I received from
the staffs of these universities, many of whom are Fulbright alumni.

Since returning to North Carolina 1 have used the knowledge acquired as a
Fulbrighter to good effect. I have developed a new course for undergraduate
students on the Japanese economy and have continued several academic research
projects begun while in Japan and focusing on Japan., 1 have also been>pleased
to receive several Japanese visitors, including some whom I met while in
Nagoya. Thus my Japan experiences are even now continuing,

(Professor of Economics, North Carolina State University)
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Guest Speech

The Showa Emperor and World War 11: The View of American Historians

V¥illiam B. Pickett

The death of the Showa emperor in January of this year brought summaries
of his life in the news media. Some of them asserted that he was to blame for
Japanese aggression leading to World war II. Such stories were particularly
numerous in Britain and in the Asian lands occupied by Japan in the 1930s and
40s. But even in the United States, magazine and television accounts of the
Showa era featured Hirohito in military uniform on a white horse reviewing
troops. They also told the story of the emperor’s intervention to end the war
after the atomic explosions at Hiroshima and Nagasaki and Soviet declaration
of war on Japan. The emperor in statements to General MacArther, they pointed
out, had accepted responsibility for Japan’s actions and the new constitution
stripped him of all state authority. It was thus perhaps logical to conclude
that he bore major, perhaps final blame for the aggresion carried out in his
name. Alas, the truth is not so simple. Evidence now available to American
historians reveales that, while he was a close observer of these events, even

a ceremonial participant, his responsibility was small.

The misunderstanding arises from several sources. One, of course, is the
effort by newsmen to attract readers. Another is the fact that history is
usually complicated, events having many causes. The issue of imperial
responsibility accordingly is part of a continuing debate about the causes of
Vorld was II. International conflicts in the twentieth century were caused at
least in part by failure of the international community to take timely action.
The United States in 1898, foe instance, moved to achieve indepemdence for the
Cuban people through military action despite the fact that Spain had virtually

conceded American demands. Sensationalist nevspapers stirred the public to a

.



virtual hysteria, pushing the nation to war and no other nation or group of
nations was willing to intervene. And while Hitler used military force against
Czechoslovakia, then Poland and the low countries, war occured in 1939 also
because the international community stood allof, economic disorder and
isolationism eradicating sentiments of international responsibility in Britain,
France and the United States. In America’s war with Spain, Admiral Dewey sank
the Spanish fleet in Manila bay as Britain, Russia, France, and  Japan stood by
and then the U.S. annexed the Philippines. 1In 1938, western appeasement of the
German and Italian dictators at the Munich conference turned over to Hitler the
Sudetenland of Czechosolovakia. Similarly, Japanese leaders were responsible
for aggresion in Manchuria, China and at Pearl Harbor. But even their blame is
shared by the nations, including the United States, that tolerated Japaneée
expansion on the Asian continent and then imposed economic sanctions while

refusing to seek a modus vivendi with Japan.

Finally, part of the misunderstanding lies in confusion about the extent
to which the emperor was Japan’s leader. The word emperor would seem to imply
leadership, a very large degree of it in fact. Americans abd Europeans are
accustomed to defining "emperor”as an individual in whome resides unrestricted
authority. Whay may, perpaps most., observers have failed to see is that the
Japanese concept stems from a mystical, familial, hierarchical, and religious
(Hirohoto became a arahitogami, or living god at age 27) traditon in contrast
to the western rationalist, legalistic view of rule as direct immediate
control. In Europeans and American history national leaders--whether
presidents, prime ministers, kings, or dictators-—have had varying amounts of
freedom but all have controlled in some way the day-to-day lives of their
countrymen and often especially during emergencies personally directed their
nations. President Franklin D. Roosebelt, for example, carried out duties for
which he was accountable to the voters. Hitler, Mussolini, Stalin, however,

embodying sovereingty in themselves, were accountable to no one. Unlike even
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the powerful Hapsburg and Romanov manarchies, they gained mastery of their

people through their party, secret police, and control over the econonmy,
military, and communications.

Given Japan’s membership in the Axis alliance with Hitker’s Germany and
Mussolini’s Italy and the fact that the emperor was the man in whose name all
actions were taken, it is not surprising that Jjournalists and historians claim
that the mild-mannered Hirohito, no less than the European dictators was a
major cause of war. After all, the Meiji constitution, the fundamental law of
Japan after 1889, was handed down by the emperor who remained, according to
the founding myths, the source of legitimate authority, the embodiment of
sovereignty, and the sanctions of laws. He pointed the prime minister and
other top officials of state., He could alter the bureaucracy, convoke the
Diet (national assembly), declare war, make peace, conclude treaties, and
confer ranks and honors. More than this, he was the object of awe and reverence
an attitude reinforced by the cult of state Shinto which perpetuated the
concept that through the emperor the Japanese people had contact with
eternity. Finally, and as it turned outmost importantly, the emperor
according to the Meiji consttution was military commander-in-chief.

The most persuasive historical scholarship has revealed, however, that
unlike the leaders of his European allies, Germany and Italy, the Japanese
emperor exercised little power. The last Japanese emperor who wieled power
died in 1333. Emperor Go Daigo who succeeded him, failed to establish
leadership. Over five hundred years later the Meiji constitution gave certain
powers to the emperor but limited his actions. He could exercise no power on
his own. He was constrained by a series of checks, including the need to
obtain the signatures of his ministers on decrees and an annual budget that
vas approved by a regent. Another emperor, Taisho, (1912 to 1926) was
mentally handicapped.

In the words of Japan specialist and fqrmer U.S. Ambassador to the

country, Edwin 0. Reischauer, "all power stemmed from him but he exercised no
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power.” Instead, various groups rose to ascendancy by claiming to speak for
him. They included at various times high officials of the court; Diet
politicians; extreme nationalists; intellectuals, including proponents of the
theory that the emperor was an orgén of the constitution; and finally, in the
period between 1931 and 1945, the military and their allies in governmnet who
avoided accountability through théir prerogative, guaranteed by the Meiji
constituion, of direct access to the emperor. Cabinet ministers received
their appointments from elder statemen who surrounded the emperor, from
consensus of the party in power, or after the early 1930s, from the military.
The tradition was immemorial, said one hisorian, that the Japanese government
"never approached the Throne with a problem until the government’s own
solution to the problem was unanimous. The emperor himself neither took sides
nor stated his opinion: he merely approved what the government has already
decided.” Accordingly, the responsibility for "decision nade and actions
taken was never his.” If a cabinet could not reach unanimity, it resigned.
Unfortunately, the cabinet of General Hideki Tojo reached a consensus for war,
and the emperor had no choice but to go along.

The nature ofthe institution within such abuses occurred appéared in a
statement by Ashida Hitdshi, chairman of the constitutional amendments
comnittee of the lower house of the Diet and one of those who accepeted the
postwar constitution. The emperor, he said, "on the basis of the sovereign
will of the people unifies them coevally with Heaven and Earth, from eternity
to eternity...while being in the midst of the people, stands outside the pale
of actual politics, and still maintains his authority as the center of the
life of the people and as the source of spiritual guidance.” General
MacArther and his staff could accept the essential institution both took care
that neither sovereignity nor powers related to government would be exercised
by anyone other than elected officials. The cabinet was responsible in
matters of state. The abolition of state Shinto removed another source of

control in the emperor’s name. Turning over his personal finances to the Diet
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diminished his economic autonomy. Finally, Japan was not allowed to
develop offensive military forces. It was thus not the emperor’s own
power but a system in which others, for their own purposes and
aggrandizement, ruled in his name that the postwar constitution brought
to an end.

The contrast between the Showa emperor’s personal powerlessness of
the Japanese emperor in the years preceding the outbreak of war in
December, 1941. This disparity appeared first in 1928 when the emperor
asked the prime minister to discipline therfficers who were behind the
plot that resulted in the murder of the Chenese leader of Manchuria,
Chang Tso-lin. The army minister refused and the prime ainister
conceded there was nothing he could do to carry out the order. 1In the
chaotic years that followed both the government and the emperor were
under the pressure. There were four attempts by ultra-nationalist
elements in the military, acting either without authority from the
emperor or against his wishes, to take over the government. In one of
these the prime minister was killed. In another, in February 26, 1836,
the lord keeper of the privy seal, the finance minister, and the
inspector general of education were assassinated. As late as October
17, 1841, Tojo, upon taking office as prime minister, decided to retain
the posts of both war and home affairs minister to assist him in
controlling army opposition if Japan accepted American conditons for

avoiding war.

The emperor was sceptical of the actions being taken in his name
during this period. He sought to prevent the use of force. In 1831 he
told the prime minister on September 23 he opposed extension of
hostilities to Manchuria. Unfortunately, the cabinet already had given
approval. At the time of the Tripartite Pact in September, 1940, the

emperor said "an America war seemed unavoidable and Japan might be
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defeated.” He considered the "Guidlines for Implementing National
Policies” adopted on September 6, 1941, as a last effort to "avoid war
through negotiations.” The military took the opposote views,
considering them instead the signal for war. The emperor expressed
doubts as last as November 29 and resigned himself to war only after
being assured that Japanese armed forces were prepared to fight even if
German withdrew. One American historian was critical, characterizing
the emperor during World war II as a “young, vigorous, well-informed
monarch who possessed real power, often made his preferences known, and
actively allowed himself to be turned into the central icon of Japanese
ultra-nationalism.” This historian cited no examples, however, and
adaitted that "we will never know exactly what he {the emperor} did or
did not do between 1926 and 1945.” Another histerian was more
persuasive when he said, "no evidence exists that the emperor was the
culprit.” Matsudaira, secretary to the keeper of the privy seal,
affirmed this view, recalling only two times allusively. The first was
his denpunciation of the February 26, 19836 incident. The second was his
decision to accept the Potsdom declaration on August 9, 1345. At all
other times, said the former imperial assistant, Hirohito could do no

more than simply "wish, advise, or suggest.”

The evidence now available supports the claim that Japan embarked
upon a path of aggression in the 1930s but not that the emperor led it.
Politaical and military leadrs in the cabinet, not the emperor, made and
carried out policy. Hirohito had wmade mistakes perhaps, but when he
could, he moved fo;ward to terminate what had become a disaster.
National ruin, Soviet entry into the war, and Aserican willingness,
after exploding two atomic bombs, to acknowledge his existence brought
his intervention to bring surrender. 1In keeping with his position as

ceremonial representative of this country, he accepted responsibility
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and apologized for it. Since he neither possessed nor wanted the
authority the militarists claimed for theamselves in his mname. he
willingly renounced his divinity; donned civilian clothes, and turned
to his congenial vocation of marine biology and pastimes of watching

television and walking with his wife on the palace grounds.

The lessons of World war II in the Pacific are many. But the guiit
of the emperor is not one of them. One finds instead the hazard of
government in which unrestrained politicalipower belongs to one group
with support from the military. Still another is the failure of both
Japan’s government, those individuals with the responsibility and
authority, and the governmets of the nations that failed to stop the
aggresion of the 1830s.

(Fulbright visiting Professor, Nanzan University)
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