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Hirohito (1901 -?) Takes a Bow as Oldest Emperor

By Clyde Haberman

Special to the New York Times

TOKYO, April 27 – Somebody asked Emperor Hirohito a few months ago what he thought about Hailey’s comet, with all its attendant fuss.  The Emperor paused and, and according to press reports, replied that he thought it nice the he got a chance to see it again.

That brought a chuckle from some Japanese.  For them, the response encapsulated much so what comes to mind when they think about the Emperor – that he is unassuming, not given to many words and keenly interested in scientific matters.

And old.

He will turn 85 on Tuesday, a special birthday because Japan has chosen that day for a national celebration of his 60 years on the Chrysanthemum Throne.

His is a record of longevity much admired even in a country where lifetime employment is taken for granted.  No emperor has lived or reigned as long as Hirohito, No. 124 in an imperial line that began, or so says unreliable legend, 2,646 years ago.

If all goes as planned, 6,000 people will fill Tokyo’s main sumo arena for speeches and choruses of “banzai!” in a program tightly held to 40 minutes to prevent the frail Emperor from tiring.  The arena is a fitting location.  Sumo wrestling is one of Hirohito’s known passions, along with marine biology and television soap operas.

Like Americans who intended to salute the Statue of Liberty this Fourth of July, many Japanese regard the event as nothing more than a nice way to celebrate themselves.

But some see it in a more cynical motivation.  The ceremony, they say, has been orchestrated by Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone and his ruling party so that they bask in the imperial glow just before elections expected in late June.

The timing is produced this skepticism: Hirohito’s actual 60th anniversary is not until next Christmas Day.  He assumed the throne on December 25, 1926, the day his father, Emperor Taisho, died.

That year, although it had only a week left, instantly became known as the first year of Showa, or Enlightened Peace, the name of the new Emperor’s era.  In Japan, most calendars do not record this year as 1986; it is Showa 61.

Familiar Dispute Is Rekindled

By advancing the anniversary celebration on April, the Government guaranteed that Mr. Nakasone would be able to preside.  Christmas, the Prime Minister’s critics like to point out, comes too late for a man whose term runs out in October.

The ceremony Tuesday has also rekindled familiar disputes about whether Japan is once again in the grip of a dangerous brand of nationalism, the sort that sent it marching off to conquest and war in the 1930’s.

Not that this country seems close to revived militarism, despite concern expressed by some foreign writers that Japan’s pursuit of export markets is conducted with warlike single-mindedness.

Still, many Japanese, prosperous and self-confident, appear more with the trappings of nationalism than in previous decades.  Many of the symbols available to them – the Emperor above all – also serve as needlelike reminders of the expansionist years that ended in 1945 with Japan in shambles.

Last year the staunchly conservative Education Ministry ordered prefectural school boards to be sure at major ceremonies to fly the rising-sun flag, the Hinomaru, and to sing Kimigayo.  This doleful melody is, by custom though no by law, the accepted national anthem.


Shrine Visit Sets Off Furor

Fights over flag and song have raged for years, with dissenters saying that they represent past militarism and glorify the Emperor, who was accorded divinelike properties before World War II.  These disputes gained fresh steam after the Education Ministry order, especially on Okinawa, the only part of Japan proper to endure actual combat during the war.

Mr. Nakasone last August on making an official visit to a Shinto shrine closely associated for many Japanese with the old Emperor worship.  China, a prime victim of Japanese aggression, protested so loudly that Mr. Nakasone felt he had to back down.  Since August he has pointedly passed up several opportunities to revisit the shrine.

At home, too, the Prime Minister has heard protest.  The Socialist Party, the leading opposition group, says it will boycott the ceremony Tuesday.  So will the Communist Party, which wants the imperial system abolished.

The largest known group of left-wing extremists, the Chukakuha, has warned that it will “blow up” both the Emperor’s celebration and the gathering in Tokyo next weekend of leaders from major industrial countries.  These threats have put the Japanese police on special alert.

What Hirohito himself thinks of all this can only be guessed.  He is rarely seen, and even more infrequently heard.

Since the war, he has been reduced from heavenly sovereign to “symbol of the state and of the unity of the people” under the 1947 Constitution imposed by the United States’ Occupation.

He remains chief priest of the indigenous Shinto religion, and he gets to sign documents and legislation.  He also receives regular Government briefings on international and domestic matters.  But there is nothing that he can suggest he may act 




independently.  His life and that of Empress Nagako are in the hands of the Government’s cloistered Imperial Household Agency.

All opinion polls suggest that most Japanese – and an overwhelming majority of the postwar generation – like the Emperor just this way, wanting his role to neither augmented or reduced.

Of late, little new evidence has been added to old arguments over whether Hirohito was a powerless figure in whose name Japanese soldiers went off to kill, or a more sinister force with who actually plotted expansionism.

The generally accepted version here is that he was a docile bystander, like almost all his predecessors.  Only twice is he reported to have actively intervened – in 1936, to end a rebellion in the army, and in 1945 to accept Allied demands for Japan’s unconditional surrender.

This view of history was reinforced, this month when newspapers disclosed the contents of a letters dated September 9, 1945, seven days after Japan’s formal surrender.  It was written by Hirohito to Crown Prince Akihito, then 11 years old.

“I should have told you more quickly that I had to make that decision at that time, “ the Emperor told his son.

“Allow me to say something about our reasons for defeat,” he wrote.  “Our people believed in the imperial state too much, and despised Britain and the United States.  Our military men placed too much significance on spirit and were obvious to science.”

“I made efforts,” he said, “to swallow tears and to protect the species of the Japanese nation.”
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