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Greetings

Ms. Kimiko Tsuzuki—Chairperson of Japanese Civilization Institute

Day to day, mother nature is starting to alter, as we see new buds starting to 
sprout again. It’s the natural cycle of nature. Similarly, Tsuzuki Gakuen Group 
to celebrated its 60th Anniversary last autumn. All the same, it’s still a very 

young group.
By the way, when we question which country has the longest history among the 

approximately 200 independent countries that exist in the world, I think Japan can be 
named. And one thing that is most characteristic about this country’s long history is undeniably the presence 
of the Imperial Family and the Emperor.
There are many theories that explain the origin of Japanese history and Japan’s Emperor. When you look at 
Kojiki (oldest chronicle of Japan) and Nihon-shoki (second oldest chronicle of Japan), it is said that Japanese 
history has been going on for 2000 years or 2700 years. The next in line is Denmark followed by England, 
so you can see how miraculous Japanese history is.
The theme was chosen for this symposium on this occasion, so that we can think about the Imperial Family 
again, as something that belongs to Japanese Civilization. It’s not only the Imperial Family that’s long lasting 
in Japan, but there are also many other aspects in Japan that last. For example, Japan is extremely good at 
building long-established companies that last for a few hundred years or sometimes up to a few thousands 
years. Some of them are still lasting. Why is this possible?
From a continuity and sustainability point of view, what should we—as people living in this modern world— 
keep in mind if we want to pass these cultures down to the next generation? I hope hints that answer this 
question, arises from the discussion. I hope you enjoy the event until the end. Thank you.
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The Emperor 
shares his “feelings” 
with the Japanese 
people on TV on 
8th August 2016
Inose: Lately there was a most aston-
ishing incident—a car which was 
carrying both Princess Kiko Akishi-
no and Prince Hisahito struck an-
other car.
Prince Hisahito is third in line to the 
Japanese throne after the Crown 
Prince and Prince Akishino. Amid 
discussions currently underway as to 
whether the Emperor should or 
should not be able to abdicate, and 
with both the Crown Prince and 
Prince Akishino now in their fifties, 
10-year-old Prince Hisahito is cur-
rently the only member of the Impe-
rial Family who can continue the 
Imperial line into the future. Yet 
nonetheless, there was no leading car 
assigned to accompany the car in 
which he rode. 
If it had been the Emperor or the 
Crown Prince, the authorities would 

have cleared all the cars off the Shuto 
Expressway. Does this mean that the 
Akishino Family does not receive the 
same treatment?
Yamashita: An unmarked Metropol-
itan Police Department (MPD) pa-
trol car does follow the Akishino 
Family when they drive, but yes, 
their vehicle is treated as a regular 
car. That incident actually involved 
six people in all: Princess Kiko, 
Prince Hisahito, Prince Hisahito’s 
friend and his mother, an Imperial 
Household Agency staff person who 
was driving, and an Imperial guard 
in the front passenger seat. There 
were probably three or so policemen 
in the unmarked MPD patrol car as 
well. This is probably a normal as-
signment if you think of the family 
as being part of the “miya-ke” (Col-
lateral branches of the Imperial Fam-
ily), but the question is: is it correct 
to think of the Akishino Family as 
being just part of the miya-ke?
Inose: There seem to be about 70 
staff working at the Togu Palace, 
where the Crown Prince and Prin-
cess live. How many attend the 
Akishino Family?

Yamashita: About 20. Normally, 
there are less than 10 Imperial House-
hold Agency staff accompanying 
members of the miya-ke, so you can 
see that it exceeds that number. How-
ever, if you compare it with the staff-
ing at the Togu Palace it’s only a third. 
In order to understand the reason for 
this difference, you have to consider 
the way the throne has been passed 
down to lineal descendants over the 
past 200 years from the 119th Em-
peror Kokaku to the 125th Emperor 
Akihito. There is the fixed idea and 
system that the Crown Prince—who 
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is next in line to become Emperor—
should always come from the Crown 
Prince’s family, and indeed, from the 
inner-court members of the Imperial 
Family 
Inose: But now it has all but been 
decided that the Imperial line is to 
be transferred to the Akishino Fami-
ly. Have the Imperial Household 
Agency and government taken any 
measures following this incident?
Yamashita: The Deputy Manager of 
the Imperial Household Agency staff 
is the former Superintendent-Gener-
al of the Metropolitan Police. He has 
concluded that the incident involv-
ing the Akishino Family was “hu-
man error.” In other words, he has 
no intention of reconsidering the ex-
isting security measures.
Inose: It seems to me that the classic 
bureaucratic approach of simply gloss-
ing over things to avoid trouble and a 
critical question of how best to con-
front an important issue, are being 
handled at the same low level. 
In any case, however, let us now turn 
to our main theme, the expressed de-
sire of Emperor Akihito to abdicate. 
On 8th August, 2016, the Emperor 
expressed his “personal feelings”  re-
garding his duties as the “symbol” of 
the state to the Japanese people via 
television. Mr. Hata, what are your 
feelings on this? Your personal views 
are very welcome.
Hata: The governmental Advisory 
Council held a hearing of experts re-
garding the Emperor’s video message 

of 8th August. However, it strikes 
me that their opinions were more di-
vided than had been expected. Ac-
cording to one public opinion sur-
vey, 90% of the Japanese people sim-
ply accept the Emperor’s feelings, 
expressing gratitude for his long ser-
vice and accepting his desire to abdi-
cate as something that is inevitable. 
On the other hand, approximately 
half of the experts on the panel were 
either opposed to or expressed cau-
tion regarding the Emperor abdicat-
ing. There were opinions voiced that 
if the Emperor were allowed to abdi-
cate of his own free will, then there 
might be other Emperors in the fu-
ture who simply refused to assume 
the throne, which would jeopardize 
the very continuity of the Imperial 
Household system. Also, whether it 
be by a Special Law or by revising 
the Imperial House Law, the fact 
that the government might act in re-
sponse to the Emperor’s expressed 
will was also perceived as potentially 
going against the Constitution, which 
strictly separates the government and 
the Imperial Household. There were 
even opinions voiced that the Em-
peror’s true duty is to pray for his 
people, and that there is no need for 
the Emperor to continue to appear in 
public at all. These experts suggested 
that perhaps the Emperor should be 
kept in a closed world. 
I myself believe that the Emperor’s 
message of 8th August was some-
thing he thought out very carefully. 
Therefore, I think it is incumbent on 
those around him to do their utmost 
to respond to the Emperor’s demands. 
Assuming they do so, however, opin-
ion is divided on whether it should 
be done by passing a Special Law or 
by revising the existing Imperial 
House Law. I personally think that 
we should properly revise the Impe-
rial House Law. We should not sim-
ply postpone addressing the issue by 
promulgating a Special Law that ap-
proves abdication for the Emperor 
fro this one time only. Nor should 
we simply create another Special 

Law whenever the issue arises again. 
Presently the ruling Liberal Demo-
cratic Party has a powerful majority 
in the Diet while the Democratic 
Party of Japan—the largest opposi-
tion party—has also said that it sup-
ports revising the Imperial House 
Law, so I think the timing is good 
for revision. 
Inose: The Abe Cabinet certainly is 
a stable administration that doesn’t 
keep flipping every year or so, as 
other administrations have in the 
past. So you believe that at this time 
we can thoroughly revise the Imperi-
al House Law, do you not, Mr. Ha-
ta? And on the other hand, Mr. 
Takeda, I believe you feel we should 
go with an act that is only valid for a 
short period of time?
Takeda: There have actually been 
various troubles around abdication 
in the past as well. One case involved 
a retired Emperor who brought dis-
order to politics, while another Em-
peror used the timing of his abdica-
tion to put pressure on politicians. 
There were even powerful politicians 
who forced an Emperor to abdicate 
against his will. But when we think 
about the present Emperor, I see no 
problem with him choosing to abdi-
cate. There is no possibility of him 
forming a political party and partici-
pating in politics, and he has already 
made an official announcement of 
his desire to abdicate, so there his ab-
dication would put no additional 
pressure on politics. As we know that 
he desires to abdicate, there is no 
question that he is being forced to 
do so. 
However, once we systemized abdi-
cation, there is no denying that there 
could be trouble in the future. There 
have been countless official discus-
sions on this matter over the last 150 
years, but they have always conclud-
ed that abdication should not be sys-
temized. I think that adopting a one-
time special measure is not about 
postponing the issue, but rather is 
simply being realistic. That’s my opin-
ion.

Shinji Yamashita
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Inose: What do you think, Mr. Ya-
mashita? 
Yamashita: My first impression 
when I heard about this was that it 
was very typical of our Emperor. The 
Emperor strongly believes that, as 
has been said, his “status as the sym-
bol of the state and his public duties 
cannot exist one without the other.” 
He regards his performance of his 
symbolic role to be accompanied by 
his other activities. The Emperor did 
not actually use the word “abdica-
tion,” but I can understand his feel-
ing that he should abdicate if he can 
no longer continue to perform his 
duties. 
I felt as early as 2015 that the time 
might come in the near future when 
the Emperor would need to make 
this kind of decision whether it would 
be to place a “sessho” (regent) on the 
throne, or appoint a temporary agent 
to perform his national duties on his 
behalf. In 2015, at the National Me-
morial Ceremony for the War Dead, 
I was surprised to see the Emperor 
make a mistake in the order of the 
ceremony. Also, I have heard that the 
Emperor asked about a program that 
had already concluded immediately 
before he delivered the closing ad-
dress at the Toyama Umizukuri Con-
test. I think it was these kinds of in-
cidents that led the Emperor to 
make the speech he delivered on 8th 
August. 

An aging society—
regency, revision 
of the Imperial 
Household Law, or 
special measures?
Inose: We live today in an aging so-
ciety. If the Emperor is concerned 
that he will not able to accomplish 
his national duties and properly serve 
as the symbol of the state, that should 
come as no surprise to any of us. 
However, I am rather surprised that 
the Emperor is so adamantly op-
posed to appointing a sessho. There 
were also members of the Advisory 
Council who questioned what would 
be wrong with doing so. Article 16 
of the Imperial Household Law 
notes explicitly, “In case the Emper-
or has not come of age, a Regency 
shall be established.” Also, the sec-
ond paragraph of that section notes 
that, “In case the Emperor is affected 
with a serious disease, mentally or 
physically, or there is a serious hin-
drance and is unable to perform his 
acts in matters of state, a Regency 
shall be instituted by decision of the 
Imperial House Council.” Further, 
Article 17 notes that “the first to car-
ry the throne should be the Crown 
Prince or the eldest grandson of the 
Emperor in the line of The Kotaishi, 
or Kotaison.” 
Perhaps we should add “elderly” or 
more specifically, “over 80.” to the 
current Imperial Household Law. 
The aging of Japanese society is go-
ing to continue, and I think we need 
to make that sort of revision accord-
ingly. 
Hata: I personally am against nam-
ing a sessho, I believe it is incredibly 
rude to forcibly apply the condition 
“affected with an incurable and seri-
ous disease, mentally or physically.” 
That the Emperor chose to state 
clearly in his video message that he is 
against sessho was, I believe, influ-
enced by the experience of his father, 
the Emperor Showa. Imperial Prince 

Hirohito, who was the Crown Prince 
at the time, served as sessho for 5 
years from Taisho 10 to Taisho 15. 
In Taisho 10, when the 42-year-old 
Emperor Taisho read out the Imperi-
al Rescript to appoint him as sessho, 
the former Imperial Household Min-
istry released the “Emperor Goyo-
daisho” (Emperor’s Health Condi-
tion), which made Emperor Taisho’s 
health condition open to the public. 
The contents were extremely harsh, 
declaring that the Emperor was not 
healthy enough to continue his du-
ties. I think there can be no doubt 
that behind these harsh words lay 
the political aims of the elder states-
man Aritomo Yamagata, Prime Min-
ister Takashi Hara and Naidaijin 
(Minister of the Interior) Nobuaki 
Makino.
Inose: As Emperor Showa’s health 
deteriorated, he revealed to his atten-
dants that he could not bear seeing 
his health condition, including even 
diagrams of his body and reports on 
his daily blood loss, being printed in 
the newspapers. His condition seemed 
to be much worse than when Emper-
or Taisho put a sessho on the throne. 
Why, then, didn’t the present Emper-
or—who was Crown Prince at the 
time—assume the role of sessho at 
that time?
Takeda: I think that, too, might 
have been influenced by Emperor 
Showa’s painful experience of having 
to serve as sessho. Emperor Taisho 
was opposed to Imperial Prince Hi-

Naoki Inose

Tsuneyasu Takeda
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rohito serving as sessho. However, 
the Emperor’s wishes do not have to 
be taken into consideration when a 
sessho is appointed. 
Emperor Taisho was not at all happy. 
In his book, “Taisho Tenno,” Takeshi 
Hara notes that Emperor Taisho was 
a clear-headed man. He was civilized 
and free-spirited from his days as 
Crown Prince, and he felt that the role 
model the Emperor Showa should fol-
low for politics at the time should not 
be his own father, the Emperor Taisho 
himself, but rather his grandfather 
Emperor Meiji. There’s the well-known 
“Spyglass Incident”—in which Emper-
or Taisho is said to have rolled his pre-
pared speech up into a cylinder and 
peered through it at the assembly as if 
through a spyglass, behavior that made 
him seem unintelligent. However, it 
could also be suggested that such sto-
ries were propaganda. 
Yamashita: Emperors are always left 
out of the decision to appoint a sess-
ho. However, in the case of a tempo-
rary agent taking up the duties of 
national affairs, the Emperor’s wishes 
are taken into consideration. The cab-
inet advises that a temporary agent be 
appointed to take up duties of na-
tional affairs, and the Emperor ap-
proves the recommendation. 
Yet there is no requirement to ask 
the Emperor regarding a sessho. If 
the government cannot confirm of 
the Emperor’s intent, it may convene 
an Imperial Household Council and 
decide on a sessho there. The Showa 
Emperor did not have a sessho in his 
later years because they were still 
able to to confirm his intent against, 
even though he was bedridden. Con-
sequently, they only needed to ar-
range to have a temporary agent take 
up his duties of national affairs. 
The reason why the present Emperor 
is opposed to appointing a sessho is 
most likely because he heard about 
Emperor Showa’s experience in that 
role. Moreover, the Emperor strong-
ly believes that it is important that 
he continue to appear in front of the 
people as the symbol of the state. A 

sessho, after all, is not a symbol. 
It might be different if there was a 
chance that the Emperor might re-
turn to the throne himself at a later 
date, but if a sessho is to be in place 
until the very end, then it is my be-
lief that the Emperor feels he should 
go ahead and directly pass the throne 
on to the next generation now. 
Hata: My concern is that if the pres-
ent Emperor abdicates at age 85, the 
Crown Prince will become Emperor 
at age 58. The problem lies in what 
follows after that. Prince Akishino—
the next in line of succession—is on-
ly five years younger than the Crown 
Prince. If the Crown Prince abdicates 
at 85, Prince Akishino will become 
Emperor at 80. Consequently, Akishi-
no is likely to serve as Emperor for an 
extremely short period of time, which 
I think could cause many problems. I 
believe that the Emperor’s video mes-
sage was a result of carefully contem-
plating all these kinds of issues, which 
is why I say we shouldn’t hide from 
the hard issues and escape by simply 
naming a sessho. 
Takeda: The present Emperor is a 
very sincere person. Even though the 
Imperial Household Agency suggest-
ed reducing his public activities, he 
declined their offer. His thinking 
was that if he could not maintain his 
status as a symbol, then he should 
abdicate. On the other hand, Emper-
or Showa did reduce his public activ-
ities as he aged, continued to pray for 
the people, and chose to remain on 
as Emperor. Is it really all right for us 

to select one of these two paths as the 
“correct” one, and amend the Impe-
rial House Law? What I think we 
need now is a flexible system. 

The Emperor’s busy 
days — Imperial 
ceremonies are 
considered private 
affairs?! 
Inose: By the way, I think we do 
need to understand as we have this 
discussion exactly what it is the Em-
peror does in specific terms. First of 
all, he carries out national affairs as 
stated in the Constitution, is this 
correct? 
Yamashita: National affairs are pri-
marily about approving documents 
at the Omote Gozasho (the Imperial 
office room) and the Imperial Palace. 
The only annual ceremony included 
under national affairs is the annual 
New Year Greeting. Duties such as 
the Ceremony of the Presentation of 
Credentials—in which newly arrived 
foreign ambassadors travel by car-
riage from Tokyo Station to the Im-
perial Palace to present their creden-
tials to the Emperor—and attending 
the opening ceremony of the Diet, 
are known to be public acts related 
to national affairs.
Inose: It appears that 28 new ambas-
sadors extraordinary and plenipoten-
tiary visited the Emperor in 2015. 
Some years have seen more than 40 
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such visits. According to a survey by 
the Imperial Household Agency, the 
number of foreign guests and ambas-
sadors in Japan whom the Emperor 
met at the age of 74 was 1.6 times 
greater than Emperor Showa did the 
same age. In the case of his meetings 
with Japanese ambassadors before 
their departure for new assignments 
abroad, the number was 4.6 times 
greater. These various increases are 
due in part to the growing number 
of countries with which Japan has 
relations. 
Secondly, there is the Emperor’s 
public role. The Emperor partici-
pates in memorial ceremonies and 
rites, and attends public events and 
festivals as well as going on domestic 
tours and making official visits to 
foreign countries. 
Thirdly, under the rubric of “other 
activities,” the Emperor goes on pri-
vate outings and research trips to art 
exhibitions and concerts, not to 
mention attending and performing 
religious ceremonies at the Imperial 
Palace.
In 2015 alone, there were 1,047 “na-

tional affairs,” 529 “public affairs,” 
and 87 “other activities.” Emperor 
Showa had 12 “Gyokokei” (activities 
included under “public affairs,” of-
ten meaning that the Emperor and 
the Empress attend together)” when 
he was age 82. The present Emperor 
had 128 at the same age.
Yamashita: With or without abdica-
tion, the throne will eventually be 
passed on. However, the question re-
mains of whether or not the new 
Emperor should continue to carry 
out every duty the present Emperor 
performs. If he does so, then he will 
have no leeway left to do out what is 
best for the new era, as Crown 
Prince Naruhito himself has said. 
This is very worrying. Unless the 
Emperor himself or the Imperial 
Household Agency rearranges the 
Emperor’s duties, it will be very dif-
ficult for the Crown Prince to say 
that he will not perform some of the 
duties his father used to perform 
once he becomes Emperor in his 
place. 
Inose: Both the Emperor and Em-
press are very enthusiastic about 

both their public affairs and their 
Imperial ceremonies. Imperial cere-
monies have been regarded as private 
affairs since State Shinto was abol-
ished following WWII. Yet these cer-
emonies are not private affairs at all.  
They are very hard work indeed. 
Takeda: I fully agree. I have heard 
from Imperial Prince Tomohito how 
very demanding the Imperial cere-
monies are. Even in the view of oth-
er Imperial Family members, the du-
ties the Emperor bears today are 
heavy indeed. They say that the way 
the Emperor performs his duties as if 
they were no burden upon him at all 
is truly divine. 
There are approximately 20 of these 
rituals held annually. Among them 
are “Shihohai” (Prayer to the Four 
Quarters, the Japanese Imperial New 
Year’s Ceremony) held on New Year’s 
Day and “Saitansai” (a Shinto ritual 
to mark the beginning of the New 
Year)” which is conducted in Heian 
period costumes. Protection against 
the cold is not allowed. 
There is also the “Niiname-sai” (a 
ceremonial offering of newly-har-
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vested rice to the deities) held on 
November 23rd. This ritual has been 
simplified because of the Emperor’s 
advanced age, but initially the two-
hour ceremony was held not once, 
but twice. 
Yamashita: Twice including both 
the evening ceremony, which took 
place for two hours from 6 p.m., and 
the dawn ceremony, which took place 
for two hours from 11 p.m., lasting 
into the following day. The Emperor 
stopped attending the dawn ceremo-
ny in Heisei 26 (2014). The ritual re-
quired sitting in the “seiza” formal 
kneeling position for long hours, 
and up until that year he had prac-
ticed sitting in seiza while watching 
television every year when autumn 
drew near. 
Takeda: I’ve attended Saitansai in 
the past. It begins in the dark, then 
it gets chilly, and after awhile you 
can feel nothing at all below your 
knees!
Inose: Most people are unaware that 
Labor Thanksgiving Day on 23rd 
November is the day the Niiname-sai 
festival takes place. Initially, the ritu-
als were conducted secretly, adding 
to the sense of mystery. 
Imperial ceremonies are both a my-
thology and a reality. The unbroken 
line of Emperors always existed 
through these rituals. It’s not only 
about the continuity of blood, but 
also about continuously performing 
these secret rituals and building up-
on them along the way. 
Until now Imperial successions have 
come upon us suddenly, when an 
Emperor has passed away, and the 
era has changed abruptly with it. All 
of a sudden, we have found ourselves 
facing a change in our timeline. I 
think that, through these repeated 
transformation, we have come to sense 
a power in the Imperial line that tran-
scends everyday life. However, if we 
agree now to an abdication, the era 
name might change more sensibly in 
the future, on January 1st for example. 
That’s modern rationalism for you. 
Can we really sacrifice our Japanese 

spirit to modern rationalism?
Yamashita: That’s very true. Histor-
ically, Emperors sat behind bamboo 
screens and were never to be seen by 
the people. The Emperor was a pres-
ence who prayed for his country in a 
closed environment. But modern 
Emperors have come out into the 
light. While maintaining the spiritu-
al nature of the invisible, modern 
Emperors have revealed their exis-
tence as a symbol, cultivating their 
relationship with the country and its 
people. As in the Humanity Declara-
tion issued by the Emperor Showa, 
connection between the Emperor 
and his people today is built on trust 
and respect, and not on something 
that derives from myths and legends. 
The present Emperor, I think, is em-
bodying that in his activities. Mod-
ern Emperors have come to exist by 
uniting the invisible of concealed 
traditions and rituals with their Gyo-
kokei duties and international good-
will that are visible to us all. 
Yet even so, I do agree with what was 
said earlier. We do need to worry 
about what Mr. Hata mentioned re-
garding Prince Akishino’s succession.  
Hata: I think that succession at age 
80 will be very challenging.. Also, 
don’t forget that he will have to abdi-
cate 5 years later.
Inose: It seems from this discussion 
that, in the end, we have a kind of 
dead end. We need to find the right 
way out. It was in order to do that 
the Emperor felt he had no choice 
but to put his feelings into words, 
even though he sensed that there 
were going to be issues in the future 
if he did so, including Prince Akishi-
no’s short reign.
That said, it will be irresponsible of 
us if we don’t take some kind of mea-
sures in response, regardless of what 
kind of plan we finally do choose.
When you look around the world 
today, the kings and queens of the 
Benelux countries—Holland, Lux-
embourg, and Belgium—have abdi-
cated. On the other hand, the kings 
and queens of Denmark and Sweden 

still continue to serve to the end. So 
even when we look around the 
globe, it seems there is no one right 
answer. 
Regardless, if the final decision is ab-
dication, we will have to face a brand 
new issue: the “gengo” (era name).” 
Yamashita: The Gengo Law con-
tains only two articles. One reads, 
“the era name is decided by govern-
ment ordinances,” and the other 
reads, “the era name is modified only 
when there is Imperial succession.” 
If abdication is approved and there is 
to be a new Emperor a year later, 
how should we treat the era name? 
Takeda: From the Meiji Period on, 
the era name has changed whenever 
the Emperor has changed. Prior to 
that the era name was sometimes 
changed when something fortunate 
happened, or when natural disaster 
or famine struck. But because there 
was such turmoil during closing days 
of the regime of the Tokugawa sho-
gunate, it was finally decided to as-
sign an era name for each Emperor 
beginning from the first year of Mei-
ji. Before that, there was no tradition 
of changing the era name when the 
Emperor passed away. 
Taking that into consideration, and 
to make an extreme case, we could 
simply do away with the system of 
having one era name for one Emper-
or entirely.
Yamashita: We also need to consider 
the timing for when to announce the 
new era name. If we say yes to an ab-
dication, then we will be able to pre-
pare in advance. There are calendars 
and diaries, all these things that will 
need to be changed over to the new era 
name, so the people will want to know 
the new name as soon as possible.
Inose: It’s not just the era name. We 
will need to choose the “yukiden” 
and “sukiden” (Ceremonial rice 
fields) for the “Daijosai” (the first 
ceremonial offering of rice by a new-
ly-enthroned Emperor) a year in ad-
vance. In the past there has been 
some time between the Emperor’s 
death and the enthronement cere-
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mony for the new Emperor. 
Yamashita: At the same time, how-
ever, we can’t celebrate until the peri-
od of mourning is over. That means 
that there will be a blank of about 
two years during which we can’t even 
decide on the yukiden and sukiden.
Inose: How, then, should we consid-
er that timing? Also, we will need to 
think about the residence of the new 
Emperor. If Crown Prince Naruhito 
becomes Emperor, that means there 
will be no Crown Prince. Naturally, 
Prince Akishino would then become 
Crown Prince, but we will have to 
systemize that process, too. 
There are multiple problems to be 
solved, but I personally think that in 
the end we will have to revise the 
Imperial Household Law.
Hata: Teams have been formed al-
ready at the “kantei” (the prime min-
ister's official residence) these past 
few years, and studies have already 
been carried out on this issue. The 
groundwork has been laid, so all we 
need to do is to wait for the political 
decision to be made. I personally 
think that in the era of the new Em-

peror and Empress, there will be 
fewer official affairs. Court rituals, 
too, will be simplified, and I expect 
there will also be growing opinion in 
favor of aligning gengo era names 
with the Western calendar. 
Yamashita: Regardless of the final 
decision, I think that it would be 
splendid if the government made a 
final decision now. Postpone it for 
another ten years or more, and we’ll 
find ourselves in a position where we 
will need to have a sessho no matter 
what, and the debate will be over. 
However, while the Emperor system 
is encoded in the Constitution and 
in the Imperial Household Law, I do 
not think this system will last if there 
is no sense of responsibility on the 
part of the state, the people and the 
Imperial Family.. There is some anx-
iety that once we decide on abdica-
tion, there will be Emperors in the 
future who will abdicate the throne 
arbitrarily. Yet if that is the case, isn’t 
it possible that there might also even 
be Emperors who refuse to sign the 
documents presented to them by the 
Cabinet. The Emperor is a living hu-

man being. Even if the people respect 
the Emperor and even if we revise the 
system, if the Imperial Family should 
lose their sense of responsibility it 
will all be over. All depends on the 
Imperial Family’s sense of responsi-
bility and mission, and at this mo-
ment it is that sense that is solving 
every contradiction that arises. 
That, I think is the situation we are 
in today. What can we do as a state 
and as individuals belonging to that 
state so that the Emperor can main-
tain that sense of responsibility and 
mission? I am not saying that we 
must agree with everything that the 
Emperor says, but I do strongly be-
lieve that this is not just about fixing 
the system.
Inose: I expect that for the time be-
ing the government will probably 
choose to take only temporary mea-
sures. If so, then we have not even 
gotten close to the heart of the prob-
lem, and that is simply irresponsible. 
But this is where we will have to stop 
today. 
(reprinted from “Shukan Dokusho-
jin”, 6th January, 2017, No. 3171)
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Translation: Ayako Karino
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“A study on Edo period’s Innovation after 
‘Naotora,’ with historian Michifumi Isoda”

—a look into the reformist’s family tree

From Sengoku Era (age of civil wars) to the Edo Period (1603-1868), Japan shifted from times of riots to 
peaceful order. Although, Edo Period was run by a feudal system, it developed a highly established market 
socialism, which merged well with Western modernization after the Black Ships of Perry arrived.
Please enjoy a heated discussion with historian Michifumi Isoda and director of Japanese Civilization Institute, 
Naoki Inose.
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