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  THE BOY, THE FAMILY, AND THE MEIJI LEGACIES


  Emperor Meiji’s first grandson was born on April 29, 1901, within the Aoyama Palace in Tokyo. The moment was one of national delight, and virtually the entire nation celebrated, especially the court. The spirits of the reigning emperor’s ancestors were duly notified that the blessed event had come to pass, and that the baby seemed hale and vigorous. An heir had been born; the ancient dynasty would continue, “unbroken,” for at least a few more generations. Scholars wise in the complexity of names and titles conferred. The infant, they announced, would be given the title “Prince Michi,” connoting one who cultivates virtue, and given the name “Hirohito,” taken from the terse Chinese aphorism that when a society is affluent, its people are content.1


  The young but chronically ill Crown Prince Yoshihito, next in line to the throne, was twenty-one that spring. The bloomingly fit Princess Sadako was just sixteen. In time she would bear him three more sons: Yasuhito and Nobuhito in 1902 and 1905 respectively, and Takahito (Prince Mikasa) in 1915.2 As for the baby’s grandfather, Emperor Meiji, at forty-eight he had occupied the Chrysanthemum Throne for thirty-four years, and would continue to reign for eleven more.


  According to custom, the children of Japanese royals were raised apart from their parents, under the care of an appropriate surrogate. Yoshihito had been taken while still a very small infant to be raised the time-honored way. Shortly after his birth in 1879, he contracted cerebral meningitis. Meiji insisted that he be treated according to traditional (Chinese herbal) rather than Western medical practice.3 The baby failed to respond quickly and thereafter struggled through a hard, painful, often bedridden childhood. At different periods lasting several years he could seem more or less normal, but there were other times when he was hopelessly afflicted, and he was never robust. He became a royal dropout after managing somehow to graduate from the primary course of the Peers’ School (Gakushūin) and to finish one year of middle school.4


  Could the origin of the crown prince’s problems have been in part genetic? Emperor Meiji had fathered fifteen children by five different women, and lost eleven of them. Yoshihito, the third son, was the only male to survive, and his mother was not the empress but one of Meiji’s many concubines. Inevitably the court suspected that hundreds of years of imperial inbreeding had resulted in a genetic defect of some sort that might show itself in the generation that would be sired by Yoshihito.


  Naturally enough Meiji and his advisers took extreme care in choosing the princess who would marry Yoshihito and bear his offspring. Their ultimate choice was Princess Kujō Sadako, a young girl from one of the highest-ranking court families. The Kujō were a branch of the ancient Fujiwara, a lineage that reached back to the late twelfth century, when its founding ancestor had become regent for the then-reigning emperor. Sadako had excellent evaluations at the girls’ division of the Peers’ School. Intelligent, articulate, petite, she was especially admired for her pleasant disposition and natural dignity. In all her attributes she was just the opposite of Yoshihito.5


  The couple, who had met on several chaperoned occasions, were married in early 1900. As the years passed, Sadako grew in self-confidence and maturity, and the wisdom Meiji had shown in choosing her for his son was more and more praised.


  Emperor Meiji, in consultation with Yoshihito and Sadako, had decided that his grandson Hirohito should be reared in the approved modern manner, by a military man. It seemed wise, therefore, that the parental surrogate be a married army or navy officer who could provide the child not only with a good family atmosphere but also a martial influence. His first choice, Gen. Ōyama Iwao, declined to undertake this heavy responsibility. They then turned to the elderly Count Kawamura Sumiyoshi, a retired vice admiral and ex–navy minister from the former Satsuma domain (a feudal fiefdom equivalent to a semisovereign state), and asked him to rear the child just as though he were his own grandson. Kawamura, a student of Confucian learning, could be further trusted because he was a distant relation by marriage of Yoshihito’s mother.6 On July 7, the seventieth day after his birth, Hirohito was removed from the court and placed in the care of the Kawamura family. At the time Kawamura allegedly resolved to raise the child to be unselfish, persevering in the face of difficulties, respectful of the views of others, and immune from fear.7 With the exception of the last, these were characteristics that distinguished Hirohito throughout his life.


  Hirohito was fourteen months old when his first brother—Yasuhito (Prince Chichibu)—joined him at the Kawamura mansion in Tokyo’s hilly, sparsely populated Azabu Ward. The two infants remained with the Kawamuras for the next three and a half years, during which time three doctors, several wet nurses, and a large staff of servants carefully regulated every single aspect of their lives, from the Western-style food they ate to the specially ordered French clothing in which they were often dressed. Then in November 1904, at the height of the Russo-Japanese War, the sixty-nine-year-old Kawamura died. Hirohito, age three, and Chichibu, two, rejoined their parents—first at the imperial mansion in Numazu, Shizuoka prefecture, and later in the newly built Kōson Palace within the large (two-hundred-acre) wall-enclosed compound of the crown prince’s Aoyama Palace. In 1905 Nobuhito (Prince Takamatsu) was born, and toward the end of that year joined his brothers at their Kōson Palace home. Their care was directed at first by Yoshihito’s newly appointed grand chamberlain, Kido Takamasa; later their own special chamberlain was appointed.


  During this earliest formative phase of Hirohito’s life, one of the chief nurses attending him was twenty-two-year-old Adachi Taka, a graduate of the Tokyo Higher Teacher’s School and later the wife of Hirohito’s last wartime prime minister, Adm. Suzuki Kantarō. Taka could well have been called his substitute mother. Remembering this period later in her own life, Taka contrasted Hirohito’s calm, deliberate, sedate nature and body movements as a baby with those of the more energetic, curious, and temperamental Chichibu.8 The brothers were indeed very different emotionally, both as little boys and as adults. But young Hirohito was more assertive than she intimates, while the mature Shōwa emperor was the embodiment of energetic monarchism, and much more driven by emotions than nurse Taka ever foresaw.


  Throughout the first decade of Hirohito’s life, Crown Prince Yoshihito lived only a few minutes away, within the same walled compound as the Kōson Palace, and had almost daily physical contact with the boys. In his later years Chichibu talked often and freely about his father but not about the emperor Meiji. In Chichibu’s uninhibited recollection Meiji’s withholding of tenderness stifled any sense of devotion. “Never did I receive the warm, unqualified love that an ordinary grandfather gives to his grandchildren,” he wrote. “So I never had any feeling of adoration for my grandfather. ... Nor did I ever hear his voice.”9 Hirohito, for the most part, kept his memories of his father and his feelings toward him to himself, but he would always talk admiringly about his grandfather.10 Perhaps he sensed from an early age that emulation of Meiji was expected of him, while emulation of his own father was not.


  Emperor Meiji, according to nurse Taka, was extremely reserved with his grandchildren and seldom saw them except on their birthdays.11 These meetings usually lasted only two or three minutes and were more like imperial audiences than tender encounters between a grandfather and his grandsons. Meiji, in full military uniform, would stand at his desk and nod his head as the small boys bowed and then immediately exited.12 If he ever showed them affection, it was by sending them toys. One has the impression, therefore, that Hirohito probably related more to the idealized emperor, “Meiji, the Great,” than he did to the real grandfather whom, after all, he never really knew. Given the unusual emotional climate in which Hirohito was reared, ambivalence marked his relationship with his own father but less so with Meiji.


  Hirohito was a docile child, fussed over and pampered by nurses and relatives during his kindergarten years. Like other children of his exalted class, he and his brothers grew up enacting in play the Russo-Japanese War.13 As the emperor-to-be, Hirohito—little “Michinomiya”—had to be respected in play and could never be the recipient of anger or ill treatment. Even in make-believe war games, he always had to be the commander in chief, on the winning side. One day Prince Chichibu, according to his own memoir, quarreled with Hirohito over toys, and in anger whacked his older brother with an artillery piece. A horrified servant woman immediately grabbed Chichibu and dragged him off to the prayer room, where she made him apologize before pictures of the sun goddess, Ama-terasu Ōmikami, and of their parents, the crown prince and princess. After admonishing the small prince, she made him swear to the deities never again to strike his brother. Chichibu, however, leaves the impression that he did so quite often.14


  Between the ages of four and eight, Hirohito and his brothers were frequently taken by carriage to visit sites in the central part of the capital that were repositories of the nation’s modern history. Occasionally the military leaders of the Russo-Japanese War and the Meiji oligarchs paid visits to them at the Kōson Palace. To familiarize Hirohito and his brothers with the world of militarism and war, they were taken to watch military parades and to see the museum where captured weapons from the Russo-Japanese War were displayed. They were also taken to the Yokosuka Naval Base, and in August 1906 Hirohito and Chichibu were both given a special tour of the warship Katori.15


  When Hirohito was six years old, in 1907, Marquis Itō Hirobumi returned to Tokyo to report on the political situation in Korea, where, as a result of the Russo-Japanese War, Japan had gained the opportunity to establish a protectorate. Itō had been serving there since December 1905 as the first resident general. In September, Emperor Meiji bestowed upon him the highest hereditary title, “prince.” Just at this time nurse Taka brought Hirohito and his brothers, dressed up in their sailor suits, to the palace to visit their grandfather. Unexpectedly they encountered Itō, Yamagata Aritomo, and five other oligarchs from the former feudal domains of Satsuma and Chōshū. The genrō, or “senior statesmen” as they were now called, had come to the palace to thank the emperor for their gifts. When Hirohito saw them in a waiting room, he stared at Itō’s medals, causing Itō to approach and ask, “Are you the future crown prince?” Unafraid, Hirohito replied that he was. “And who are you?” Itō explained who he was and why he was there. To the great delight of all the elderly genrō, Hirohito questioned him in detail about his many medals as if he were much older than his age and used to having his questions answered.


  I


  In the year 1901 Tokyo’s population was reaching nearly 1.5 million.16 Though by no means wholly modern any more than the country itself, the city was bursting with energy. Emperor Meiji, for instance, lived not too distant from Hirohito’s birthplace in a still new, sprawling palace consisting of three dozen wooden buildings, joined by a single corridor—which he never allowed to be wired for electricity.17 His huge, stone-wall-enclosed Imperial Palace compound was encircled by a moat and spread over some 240 acres—a green island of emptiness and stillness amid the bustle that surrounded it. On one side were the Marunouchi and Kasumigaseki sections of Tokyo, where the nation’s leading financial, business, and governmental institutions were just beginning to cluster. Between these future core business districts, which included the new Diet building and the office headquarters of the Mitsubishi Company, lay Japan’s first Western-style park—Hibiya Park. To the east of the vast Imperial Palace grounds lay the head of Tokyo Bay, along which, on both sides, light and heavy industry were already concentrating.


  Hirohito was brought up to believe that the entire history of modern Japan centered on his grandfather and the small group of talented officials who had assisted him. Virtually unknown beyond Kyoto when he had succeeded to the throne at age fifteen, by the time of his first grandson’s birth, Meiji was revered all over Japan. In that interim not only had the monarchy evolved and gained political, economic, and military power, but the Japanese people themselves had acquired a new national identity as his “loyal subjects,” or shinmin. The ideology of virtuous subjecthood implied a special type of conduct: absolute loyalty and service to the emperor, conceived ideally as the parent (both father and mother) of an extended family that included the whole nation as his “children.” The entire family of subjects was expected to value hard work and competition, to honor the stories of the origins of the state, to subscribe to state Shinto, and to put service to the state and duty to the emperor ahead of private interests and pleasures. Hirohito was reared within this same imperial ideology, but viewed from the other side, as the one to whom all loyalty and service were owed.


  An official cult of the emperor was also firmly in place at Hirohito’s birth. Repressive laws governing speech and writing critical of the emperor had been enacted in 1893, 1898, and 1900. Restrictive publication and newspaper laws soon followed.18 The mass media reported on the emperor and his family in a uniform way, using special terms of respect. Police regulations also governed the taking of his picture.


  Of the many highly ambiguous legacies of the Meiji era, the constitutional system and the ideology of rule bequeathed by Meiji to Hirohito were by far the most important. Through the constitution Hirohito inherited political traditions of autocratic rule combined with an ethos of restraint in its exercise. Later, when he began to be educated to take over, he learned that no laws or imperial ordinances could be made unless the emperor gave his assent first.19 Court and cabinet had been joined formally by the emperor himself—in whom the two worlds came together. But the structural division of court and government could easily lead to problems of communication. As Hirohito grew older he would experience this division, and be confronted constantly by the confusion that the architects of the constitutional order had institutionalized at the highest level.20


  Although the constitution specified that the emperor was to share the exercise of legislative power with the Imperial Diet, Meiji and his advisers assumed that the Diet would reflect only the “imperial will,” never its own. In case of a conflict between the emperor and the Diet, the emperor possessed a veto power by withholding his sanction. The constitutional order, codified by this great imperial “gift,” was already undergoing change on the eve of Hirohito’s birth. In 1900 Itō had founded a new political party, the Rikken Seiyūkai, or “Friends of Constitutional Government,” to build parliamentary support for the oligarchic government and to help make the constitution work.


  The Seiyūkai—representing mainly the preferences of large landlords and industrialists—came to dominate party politics in the Diet.21 The genrō persuaded Emperor Meiji to acknowledge this new reality of party politics, even cabinets in which party men participated. Once again Itō played the key role in getting Meiji to abandon his opposition. He did so, however, only by promising that his new party would leave the appointment and dismissal of the prime minister and other ministers of state entirely to the discretion of the emperor.22 By yielding to the emperor’s autocratic prejudices, Itō denied the key parliamentary principle that cabinets should be organized by the head of the majority party in the elected lower house of the Diet.


  In general Meiji was indeed an autocrat, and the constitution by no means changed his view on that. He continued to support the military in disputes within the cabinet. And the genrō continued to admonish him to restrain his exercise of despotic powers and to operate within the confines of a system of consensus. While the emperor could appoint and dismiss prime ministers and other high officials in a way he had been unable to before the constitution, Itō and the other genrō retained their exclusive power to nominate the prime minister.23


  The emperor’s chief advisers had also crafted and handed down to Hirohito, through Meiji, an ideology of rule grounded in the fusion, ever since antiquity, of religious awareness and state consciousness. “[A]ll religions are extremely weak and none furnishes a foundation of the state,” Itō had asserted. The throne, therefore, had to serve as a substitute, and its occupant had to be the source of authority for all governments. Itō, in his famous Commentaries on the Constitution of 1889, had furnished the classic rhetoric for the theocratic emperor.


  “The Sacred Throne was established at the time when the heavens and the earth became separated.” (Kojiki) The Emperor is Heaven descended, divine, and sacred. He is preeminent above all his subjects. He must be reverenced and is inviolable. He has indeed to pay due respect to the law, but the law has no power to hold him accountable to it. ... He shall not be made a topic of derogatory comment nor one of discussion.24


  The imperial ideology in which religious myth figured so prominently was not ancient, however. Allegedly nonreligious “state Shinto” (as opposed to “sect Shinto”) took shape during Meiji’s reign directly from the belief that Japan was a holy realm protected by Shinto deities and ruled by an emperor who was descended from the sun goddess. The nationalization of core elements of Shinto entailed the establishment of the Grand Shrine of Ise Jingū as the major Shinto shrine in which the sun goddess was enshrined. Ise became the main symbol of Shinto as well as a center of national devotion and the apex of a hierarchy of lesser shrines in villages and towns throughout the country.


  In 1890 Emperor Meiji issued, without the countersignature of any minister of state, the short Imperial Rescript on Education. “Know ye, Our subjects,” it began, using the newly coined compound term shinmin to denote “loyal-officials-directly-subordinated-to-the-emperor, and people-who-obediently-comply-with-their-orders.”25 Then it went on to list the Confucian virtues, starting with filial piety, which were to inform human relationships, adding that “should emergency arise, offer yourselves courageously to the State; and thus guard and maintain the prosperity of Our Imperial Throne coeval with heaven and earth.” The final line of the rescript asserted that emperors were the source of all morality.26


  At the start of the Restoration both Confucianism and Buddhism had been considered foreign accretions to the national essence, and as such to be expunged. The education rescript, however, was part of a late-Meiji course reversal, using traditional Confucian, not Shinto, language to counter progressive, democratic thought and ideals and to drum in the new notion of “loyal subjects.” The rescript molded generations of Japanese to be loyal servants to the emperor-state, in which governance was an essentially paternalistic exercise, carried out in a paternalistic manner, by officials who were supposed to know best what was good for the people. In addition the education rescript accustomed all Japanese to the notion that morality and culture were closely tied to, yet never transcended, the state.


  Education and military affairs—two spheres of national life affecting all Japanese—had been placed under the emperor’s direct extraconstitutional control, making him the sacred pedagogue with the power to proselytize, as well as the supreme generalissimo with the power to issue orders to the armed forces.27 Without the emperor’s support and assistance, no cabinet or prime minister could rule for long.


  The strengthening of the monarchy, through the promulgation of the Meiji constitution and the Imperial Rescript on Education, changed the whole intellectual climate in Japan.28 During Hirohito’s childhood the institutions and ideology of the Meiji state underwent further development. State Shinto, and the notion of “the unity of rites and governance” through the emperor, gained a new lease on life through the establishment in 1900 of a Bureau of Shrines and Religion within the Home Ministry.29 Soon each member of a household, whether Buddhist or Christian (then about 1 percent of the population), had to become a parishioner of a local shrine and have a connection with a tutelary deity. When the local shrines raised their status to the state level by choosing names from ancient myths or historical legends, all the gods of the shrine became connected genealogically to the ancestral goddess of the imperial house, Amaterasu Ōmikami. Feelings of veneration for Emperor Meiji deepened, and many people began to imagine that they themselves existed because of him.30


  Hirohito turned seven in 1908, the year the government reaffirmed its foreign policy of expanding Japan’s colonial position on the Asian continent within a framework of continued division of spoils with the European powers and the United States. That same year the Ministry of Education began to rewrite school textbooks to describe Japan as an organic, harmonious, moral, and patriarchial “family state” in which all Japanese were related to the emperor. Revision was needed because society was changing rapidly and interpretations of Meiji’s “Imperial Rescript on Education,” written in archaic language, needed to be unified. Now the education rescript acquired a meaning it had not had in the 1890s. Children continued to be taught the foundation myths: that they were the subjects of the emperor and had to obey him just as they obeyed their fathers and mothers. But for the first time the impersonal emperor-state itself was presented as the supreme entity that took priority over all other values. The relationship of the imperial house to the nation began to be described as that of a progenitor “head-family” to its various “branch” and “stem” families. When the textbook revision was completed in 1911, the premises of monarchical absolutism had been written into public education, and state power had, in theory, been grounded in the intimate sphere of the family.31


  In the real world, of course, not all Japanese sided with the government or identified strongly with the imperial house as the new textbooks assumed. Significantly the years 1910–11 witnessed the highly publicized High Treason Incident, in which a small group of radical socialists and anarchists were charged with lèsé-majesté and executed for allegedly plotting to assassinate Emperor Meiji. One of them was a young priest of the Sōtō Zen sect, Uchiyama Gudō, who had written and widely circulated a scathing denunciation of the entire imperial system:


  The Big Bullock of the present government, the emperor, is not the son of the gods as your primary school teachers and others would have you believe. The ancestors of the present emperor came forth from a corner of Kyushu, killing and robbing people as they did. They then destroyed their fellow thieves. ... When it is said that the [imperial dynasty] has continued for 2,500 years, it may seem as if [the present emperor] is divine, but down through the ages the emperors have been tormented by foreign opponents and, domestically, treated as puppets by their own vassals. ... Although this is well-known, university professors and their students, weaklings that they are, refuse to either say or write anything about it. Instead, they attempt to deceive both others and themselves, knowing all along the whole thing is a pack of lies.32


  II


  If Hirohito associated Japan’s entire modern history with his grandfather and the loyal circle of advisers who assisted him, he perceived his own world largely in terms of the empire his grandfather bequeathed him. The two major wars fought in Meiji’s name—against Ch’ing China in 1894–95 and czarist Russia in 1904–5—altered the conditions of Japanese national life and changed the international environment surrounding Japan.


  The war with China deepened national integration and furthered the monarchy’s transformation into a crisis-control mechanism for oligarchic, authoritarian rule. Concurrently it hastened a process of logrolling that advanced the power of political parties in the Diet, thereby imparting a measure of liberalization to the authoritarian state. Thereafter, as Japan’s economic development proceeded apace, the elites in the military, the bureaucracy, the Diet, and big business found their interests frequently at odds, making domestic politics more and more fractious.


  Ten years later came the Russo-Japanese War, followed by another period of growth in political party activity, as well as increased military spending to secure Japan’s possessions on the Asian continent. By then the Army and Navy General Staff commands had been made directly subordinate to the emperor, and their bureaucracies had begun to elude cabinet control. To counter this danger Itō revised the Cabinet Regulations, restoring to the prime minister some of the power that had been lost in 1889.33 Nevertheless, the relative independence of the military was never checked, and the cabinet never became the emperor’s highest advisory organ. In March 1907, the navy minister appealed to the emperor to overturn Itō’s work, and Meiji concurred.34


  Six months later the army and navy ministers enacted General Military Ordinance Number 1, stipulating that “Regulations pertaining to the command of the army and navy which have been decided directly by the emperor are automatically military regulations (gunrei).” Emperor Meiji sanctioned the ordinance. With this, the army and navy acquired “the authority to enact, independently of the cabinet, a new form of law, called gunrei.” Thus, while the prime minister’s power of unification of the cabinet remained weak, the military—with Meiji’s support—was able to advance the argument that the emperor’s “right of supreme command” was an independent right, free of government control.35


  During Hirohito’s school years—the post–Russo-Japanese War period from 1907 to the eve of World War I—the military was allowed to arrogate power that it did not legally possess. Meiji sanctioned, as the new guiding principle of Japanese defense policy, the protection of “the rights and interests we planted in Manchuria and Korea at the cost of tens of thousands of lives and vast sums of money during the war of 1904–5.”36 New efforts were also made to infuse emperor ideology and bushidō (the way of the warrior) into the armed forces. Infantry manuals and training procedures were revised to emphasize the importance in warfare of human spirit, offensive-mindedness, small-arms fire, and hand-to-hand combat. Also incidentally, the rank and authority of the emperor’s aides-de-camp were strengthened.37


  In 1907 Japan’s long struggle to subjugate the Korean people through control of their royal house entered a new phase. In September, Korean king Kojong dispatched three envoys to a peace conference at The Hague to plead that Korea’s protectorate status had been forged without his official sanction. The Great Powers denied Kojong’s envoys admission to the conference on the ground that, as a protectorate of Japan, Korea had no power in foreign policy. Following this embarrassing incident, Emperor Meiji sent Crown Prince Yoshihito to Korea to shore up relations with its royal family. Shortly after Yoshihito’s return to Japan in late October, Meiji approved Itō’s policy of forcing King Kojong to abdicate and removing his young heir, the “Crown Prince Imperial” Yi Un, to Tokyo—ostensibly to be educated but in reality to deter further anti-Japanese actions by Korean royals. On December 15, 1907, holding Itō’s hand, ten-year-old Yi Un came to the Kōson Palace and was introduced to Hirohito, Chichibu, and Takamatsu. Over the next two years, while the oligarchs made their fateful decision to change Korea’s status from protectorate to colony, Meiji acted as guardian to Yi Un, lavishing more attention and gifts on him than he ever had on his own grandsons. Itō made sure too to bring the Korean prince with him whenever he visited Hirohito and his brothers.


  The last occasion Hirohito met Yi Un in Itō’s presence was on September 14, 1909, soon after Itō had stepped down as resident governor of Korea and assumed the presidency of the privy council. Six weeks later, on October 26, a Korean nationalist assassinated Itō in Harbin, Manchuria, where he was on his way to discuss Russo-Japanese relations. As for the hostage Yi Un, Tokyo became his permanent home, and he was not allowed to visit Korea until his mother’s death in 1911.38


  During Hirohito’s boyhood and afterward, Emperor Meiji was propagandized as the very touchstone of all virtue. Though Meiji’s public persona was that of a progressive, “Westernizing” monarch, the fount and essence of all moral values, he was far from that. He was privately “anti-Western” in his inclinations, and politically reactionary. His personality was not very pleasant either. He tended toward dissoluteness and obesity, and spent an inordinate amount of time satisfying his prodigious appetites. Many of the maladies that afflicted him can be traced to his excesses in food and especially drink, which eventually ruined his health.39


  During the years that Japan’s elites hyped the suprahuman virtues of Meiji, justified the post–Russo-Japanese War status quo, and rewrote the textbooks to promote emperor worship, Hirohito was attending the elementary course at the Peers’ School, which he entered in the spring of 1908, at the age of seven. Located in Yotsuya, Owari-chō, near the front gate of the old Akasaka Palace (about a twenty-minute walk from his Kōson Palace), the Peers’ School had been established thirty years earlier, under the aegis of the Imperial Household Ministry, to educate all children of the imperial family (kōzoku) and the old court nobility. After the Peerage Act of 1884, the children of newly titled peers (kâzoku) could also attend, and the school expanded. The Meiji emperor had appointed General Nogi, a hero of the Russo-Japanese War, as the school’s tenth president and charged him with educating his eldest grandson.


  General Nogi favored a strict military-style education and was a firm believer in Confucianism, bushidō, and the precepts of Zen. He refused to pamper the little princes. On his instructions they were made to walk to school every morning, escorted by a medical attendant and two employees of the Imperial Household Ministry. As passersby looked on, they marched along in single file, with little Hirohito resolutely in the lead, Chichibu behind him, and Takamatsu in the rear. On rainy days they were allowed to ride in carriages; Hirohito rode alone while his brothers rode together and behind—the only exception being when one was sick.40


  Because Hirohito was not a robust child, the teaching staff at the school focused, on Nogi’s orders, on physical education and health as much as on deportment and academic achievement. At the same time they sought to implant the virtues and habits Nogi considered appropriate for a future sovereign: frugality, diligence, patience, manliness, and the ability to exercise strong self-control under difficult conditions. Devotion to duty and love of the military stood equally high in Nogi’s vision of the ideal monarch. Under Nogi’s tutelage Hirohito came to an early recognition of his physical weakness, and the need to overcome it by dint of hard work. From this experience as a child, he may also have come to feel that with the right education one could overcome all shortcomings.


  Nogi was aware that the armed forces of modern Japan had been since their inception the armed forces of the emperor, and that they were supposed to be directly commanded by him.41 Since the little prince would one day be in charge of the nation’s military affairs, exercising the prerogative of supreme command in a way his grandfather had never been trained to do, the instructors at the Peers’ School were told to “pay careful attention to guiding him in military matters.”42 In 1910 Meiji issued Imperial Household Regulation Number 17, requiring military training and service experience for the male members of the imperial family.43 This law completed a process of compulsory militarization of the imperial family that had been going on for more than thirty years. For young Hirohito, however, military matters at this stage merely denoted training in horsemanship, which he began as early as the fourth or fifth year of elementary school, and the playing of war games (reenacting battles of the recent war) with his brothers and classmates.44


  In formulating his spartan curriculum, Nogi must have borne in mind the failures experienced in trying to educate Hirohito’s father. Crown Prince Yoshihito had had so many chief tutors and general supervisors of his education (including Itō Hirobumi and Gen. Ōyama Iwao) that no one could ever tell who was really in charge of educating him.45 Nogi, however, benefited from an established system of ideological indoctrination and his own intense, overpowering character. When Nogi insisted that the boys salute and address him every morning as “Excellency,” Hirohito and his brothers readily complied.46


  Throughout his years at the Peers’ School, Hirohito passed his winter school term and vacations in Numazu, Shizuoka prefecture, and his summers in Ikaho, Gumma prefecture, and in Hayama, Kanagawa prefecture. He had frequent contact with his brothers but was more often in the company of his specially selected classmates—thirteen boys, later reduced to nine. Already he received instruction in Shinto rituals from court nobles serving as “ritualists” within the Imperial Household Ministry. Hirohito would be the high priest of state Shinto—a religious as well as a political monarch.47 Ancestor worship was also implanted early, before his character began to crystallize, by his performance of Shinto rituals. While he and his brothers lived in the Kōson Palace, every morning on rising, after splashing water and soap, and then toweling, they were taught to pray in a small, two-mat room by bowing in the direction of the Grand Shrine of Ise and the Imperial Palace.48 As Hirohito grew older his visits to shrines and imperial mausoleums deepened his sense of the importance of his ancestors.49 The religious identity that worked its way into his thought was one of the main results of his early childhood upbringing.


  The central component of this identity was Hirohito’s strong sense of moral obligation to imperial ancestors, who were the source of his being, his authority, his household fortune, and indeed whatever sustained both him and the nation. The creed of the ancestors bore on Hirohito, as the future head of the patriarchal imperial family. He was obliged to learn to perform solemn rites for them.50 This relationship to tradition and the essence of his public obligation was summed up in the expression kōso kōsō (“the imperial founders of our house and our other imperial ancestors”). Kōso denoted his mythical forebears, starting with the sun goddess, Amaterasu Ōmikami, and continuing through Emperor Jimmu. Kōsō meant “our other imperial ancestors,” or the line of historical emperors who had succeeded to the throne over time.51 Kōso kōsō thus linked Hirohito directly to mythology and to the artificially constructed imperial tradition as a whole. It served as one source of his moral viewpoint and as the basis for his later assessments of the state. Kōso kōsō, his eternal public burden, determined the course to which his life was dedicated: preserving the throne so long as he was its occupant.


  The rhetoric of “the imperial founders of our house and our other imperial ancestors” and “our imperial ancestors through a line of succession unbroken for ages eternal” [bansei ikkei no kōsō] had great historical depth. It can be traced back to such early politicohistorical tracts of the imperial house as the Shoku Nihongi [Chronicle of Japan] of the early eighth century. It reappeared in Meiji’s numerous imperial edicts, including his Rescript of 1889, establishing the Constitution of the Empire of Great Japan, the preamble to that constitution, the Imperial House Law of 1889, and the Imperial Rescript on Education of 1890. Hirohito’s many imperial rescripts also contain the term kōso kōsō, as does the rescript in which he staked his family fortune in a declaration of war on Britain and the United States. Above all kōso kōsō expressed Hirohito’s sense of himself as a ruler who had inherited the spiritual authority of his dead ancestors, and was more morally accountable to them than he was to his subjects, who after all were not the source of his authority but rather its objects.52 Acknowledging responsibility to his imperial ancestors rather than to his “subjects” would always be a significant feature of Hirohito’s character.


  When Hirohito turned eleven in 1912, he became crown prince and was given the ranks of second lieutenant in the army and ensign in the navy.53 That year the long reign of his illustrious grandfather finally ended, and the circumstances of his own life changed as well. Ever since Emperor Meiji had come of age politically, in the 1880s, he had been a power wielder, centralizing the organs of the state, protecting the oligarchs from their critics, and mediating disputes among them as they aged and became known as the genrō. His crowning achievement had been the glorification and sanctification of the empire that the hated oligarchs had actually created. In so doing, Meiji became the living symbol of Japan’s nationalism and its empire, as well as the symbol of the legitimacy of imperial rule itself. His death at the age of sixty-one, on July 30, 1912, marked the loss of that dual symbol and precipitated questioning of the modus operandi of the throne.54


  Hirohito’s father, Crown Prince Yoshihito, made emperor at thirty-three, was unable to continue Meiji’s legacy. Physically weak, indolent, and incapable of making political decisions, he was utterly lacking in knowledge of military matters, even though he was now the commander in chief. Less than one month after Yoshihito’s accession to the throne, at the start of the new Taishō era (1912–26), the press reported the appointment of extra doctors to the court. In December 1912 Adm. Yamamoto Gonbei told genrō Matsukata Masayoshi that when it came to recommending a successor prime minister, Emperor Yoshihito “is not [of the same caliber] as the previous emperor. In my view it is loyal not to obey the [Taishō] emperor’s word if we deem it to be disadvantageous to the state.”55


  Thus, without any institutional change having occurred, the accession in 1912 of Hirohito’s father became an important turning point in the conduct of state affairs. The genrō, especially Yamagata, began to exert stronger control over the court, checking the will of the impetuous, always unpredictable new emperor. Imperial rescripts, which until recently had carried the force of law, and which the oligarchs had long relied on to curb recalcitrant Diets and ministers of state, suddenly became an object of fierce dispute and lost some of their authority.56 A new interpretation of the constitution emerged: Professor Minobe’s “organ theory,” in which the state was viewed as supreme and even the monarch was subordinated to it as one of several “organs.” Among Diet politicians a new movement arose to “protect the constitution” from the arbitrary rule of the “Satsuma-Chōshū cliques” that had dominated Japan under Meiji’s protection. Because the franchise had doubled after the Russo-Japanese War, many politicians also began to press for passage of a universal male suffrage law.57


  Historians mark the post–Russo–Japanese War period, culminating in the 1912 political change, as the start of Japan’s “Taishō democracy” movement. By the use of this American-English term they mean a series of public campaigns, waged mainly by politicians, journalists, and intellectuals, to demand universal male suffrage, cabinet governments organized by the head of the leading political party, and politics conducted by parties in the Diet rather than by the older fief-based political cliques, which functioned apart from the Diet. After World War I, “Taishō democracy” also came to denote the transmission to Japan of American cultural and political products, lifestyles, and such ideologies as individualism.58 The latter especially challenged the premise that the Meiji state rather than the individual had the capacity and was responsible for defining and enforcing the proper moral life.


  III


  The death of their grandfather was a major turning point in the lives of Hirohito and his young brothers. For Hirohito it marked the start of a new stage in his training. In order to prepare him to succeed to the position of supreme commander, he was assigned a military aide-de-camp and a new chamberlain, the latter supervised by a high-ranking official of the Imperial Household Ministry.59 This man, former minister of education and longtime president of Tokyo Imperial University, Hamao Arata, was now known as the lord steward of the crown prince and was charged with overseeing Hirohito’s education, and instructing him in the extraordinary complexities of court and social etiquette.


  In addition the daily contact among the brothers declined, their educational paths separated, and their mentor paid them his last visit. On September 10, 1912, three days prior to Meiji’s funeral, sixty-four-year-old General Nogi came to Hirohito’s residence, already renamed the Crown Prince’s Detached Palace. After informing Hirohito that he would “not be here when school starts,” Nogi urged him to be vigilant and study hard. He then presented the prince with his two favorite history books, one by the seventeenth-century Confucian scholar and military strategist, Yamaga Sokō, the other by Miyake Kanran, a founder and leading representative of the early Mito school of nationalist learning.60


  At the beginning of the Taishō period, on the day of Emperor Meiji’s funeral, General Nogi and his wife closed the door to their second-floor living room and prepared to end their lives. He had removed his uniform and was clad in white undergarments; she wore black funeral attire. They bowed to portraits of Meiji and of their two sons, killed in the Russo-Japanese War. While the funeral bells tolled, they proceeded to commit ritual suicide. Mrs. Nogi acted first; he assisted, plunging a dagger into her neck, and then he disemboweled himself with a sword. The departed hero of the Russo-Japanese War left behind ten private notes and a single death poem. (The writing of waka death poems was another practice from Japanese antiquity that was revived in the nineteenth century.) In one note he apologized for his action to four family members, including his wife, and acknowledged having contemplated suicide ever since losing his regimental flag in the war of 1877; he also mentioned his aging and the loss of his sons. In another note, to a military doctor, he bequeathed his body to medical use.61 Nogi also left notes for Capt. Ogasawara Naganari and Gen. Tanaka Giichi.62


  Nogi’s death poem, intended for public consumption, told the nation that he was following his lord into death—a practice known as junshi that even the Tokugawa shogunate had considered barbaric and outlawed “as antiquated in 1663.”63 Conservative intellectuals Nitobe Inazō and Miyake Setsurei, both given to decrying the collapse of traditional Japanese morality, interpreted Nogi’s suicide as a signal act of samurai loyalty, pregnant with positive lessons for the nation, and for its armed forces. Nantenbō, Nogi’s Zen master, was so enthralled by the majesty of his pupil’s action that he sent a three-word congratulatory telegram to the funeral: “Banzai, banzai, banzai.”64 The Asahi shinbun, however, editorially criticized those who called for the establishment of a new morality by reviving bushidō, and asserted that Nogi’s harmful action could teach the nation nothing.65 Kiryū Yūyū, a writer for the Shinano Mainichi shinbun, went further, not only decrying Nogi’s death as “thoughtless” and “meaningless” but warning presciently that “to comprehend death as loyalty” was a mistaken ethical idea that could only “end up encouraging great crimes in international relations.”66


  When informed of “Schoolmaster” Nogi’s death by the chamberlain in charge of supervising his education, Hirohito alone of his three brothers was reportedly overcome with emotion: Tears welled up in his eyes, and he could hardly speak.67 Doubtless he was too young really to understand the general’s action, let alone the harmful effect that his anachronistic morality of bushidō might have had on the nation. But as Hirohito remarked late in life to an American reporter, Nogi had a lasting influence on him,68 instilling precepts of frugality and stoic virtues of endurance and dignity to which Hirohito never failed to adhere. The brave Nogi was to Hirohito a giver of orders who meant what he said and was willing to lay down his life for his master. Hirohito not only identified with Nogi, he also derived from him the conviction that strong resolve could compensate to some extent for physical deficiencies. In Hirohito’s imaginings, Nogi was to be emulated almost as much as his other hero, Meiji.


  Hirohito still had two more years of primary school ahead of him. Then his education would be directed largely by two new figures in his life: Fleet Adm. Tōgō Heihachirō and naval Capt. Viscount Ogasawara Naganari, eldest son of the last lord of the tiny domain of Karatsu, and a prolific author of war stories and semifictionalized military histories. Later both men were to figure as major opponents of the first national defense policy embraced by Hirohito.


  IV


  Between the ages of thirteen and nineteen—in a decade when most Japanese students still received no military instruction in school, and normal “middle school” lasted for only five years—Hirohito and five of his classmates, specially selected from the Peers’ School by Captain Ogasawara, were given a two-sided (military and liberal arts) education at the Tōgū-Ogakumonjo.69


  The Ogakumonjo was a white-painted, Western-style, wooden school building that had been specially constructed for Hirohito within the precincts of the Takanawa Palace.70 Nogi and Ogasawara had drawn up the plans for the school; the Meiji emperor had approved them shortly before his death. Fleet Admiral Tōgō presided over the Ogakumonjo as president, while Ogasawara recruited and supervised the entire teaching staff. The rationale behind Ogasawara’s, the genrō’s, and the court’s choice of pedagogues was apparently quite simple: They all thought that the best way to educate a future monarch was to select the nation’s most outstanding military officers and leading scholars from Tokyo Imperial University. Because Ogasawara chose (with only one exception) from the top of the academic hierarchy, his instructors were not agents of fanatic emperor worship, which may be one reason why Hirohito, in a later era of dictatorship and war, was usually uncomfortable with those who did hold such views.


  The Ogakumonjo’s strong suit was its military foundation. Besides training in horsemanship and military drills by junior army officers, Hirohito and his classmates studied map reading and did map exercises; military history; the principles of military leadership, tactics, and strategy; and chess.


  Their regular military teachers included the president of the Peers’ School, Gen. Ōsako Naoharu, an expert on the Russo-Japanese War; two navy rear admirals; and four active-duty lieutenant generals, most of whom had served as naval attachés abroad and taught at the Naval War College. Starting in 1919 the naval theorist Capt. Satō Tetsutarō delivered lectures to Hirohito on the American admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan’s theories of sea power, which emphasized that control of the sea lanes of communication by large battleship fleets was the key to a successful expansionist foreign policy. Mahan had posited Japan’s navy as a direct threat to future U.S. interests in the Pacific, though whether Satō noted this in lectures to Hirohito is not known.71 Satō also lectured on Western and Japanese military history (including the Battle of the Sea of Japan, in which the combined fleet under Admiral Tōgō destroyed the Russian Baltic squadron).


  Another naval officer who lectured at the Ogakumonjo was Hirohito’s own uncle, Adm. Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu, an expert on German military theory. Prince Fushimi had spent his impressionable late teens studying in Imperial Germany, and had graduated from the Kiel Naval School in 1895. To Captain Ogasawara, supervising the Ogakumonjo, Prince Fushimi was a useful conduit to the imperial house, and thus a friend who should always be accommodated when the prince requested personal favors on behalf of his son’s naval career. To Hirohito, Fushimi was merely the relative supervising the first stage of his naval training, which started in July 1916, and a familiar face since childhood.72 What Fushimi taught and what, if anything, Hirohito learned from him is not known.


  Hirohito’s army lecturers were two generals who had recently commanded troops in China during World War I and Gens. Ugaki Kazushige and Nara Takeji. With the exception of Nara (who had come out of the Artillery Section of the Bureau of Military Affairs) they had previously served as superintendent of the War College. General Ugaki had graduated in the first class of the reformed (German-style) Military Academy (1890) and from the War College in 1900. In 1917 he participated in planning the Siberian Expedition to stop the spread of the Russian Revolution and establish a buffer state in eastern Siberia. When Ugaki began his lectures at the Ogakumonjo, in April 1919, he was fifty-one years old and just starting to rise in party politics under the patronage of Gen. Tanaka Giichi.73


  Most important in influencing Hirohito on military issues was General Nara, an officer with a reputation for diplomatic skill. Nara, fifty-two, was appointed Hirohito’s guide and adviser on military affairs on July 18, 1920, and stayed with him as chief military aide-de-camp until 1933. Nara had fought in the Russo-Japanese War, served in Germany, commanded the Japanese garrison at Tientsin, and worked in the Bureau of Military Affairs. He had also attended conferences of the League of Nations and in 1920 had chaired the committee to investigate the massacre, by Russian partisans, of more than six hundred Japanese civilian and military personnel at Nikolaevsk, on the Amur River.


  Nara participated in the Ogakumonjo military lectures only during the prince’s last term there, which began in September 1920. Acting on the request of genrō Yamagata Aritomo, he drafted a seven-point guideline for the prince’s future education, stressing that Hirohito should place emphasis on military affairs and take a deep interest in actually commanding the army and navy. “To achieve this goal,” wrote Nara, “he should practice commanding company-size units of the Imperial Guard. Genrō Field Marshal Yamagata, citing the situation at the time of Emperor Meiji’s youth, laid particular emphasis on this point.” Mastering horsemanship, cultivating the prince’s interest in weapons, and giving him experience in firing them were some of Nara’s other educational goals. In early October 1920 Nara had a trench dug inside the crown prince’s compound so that Hirohito could practice firing machine guns. “I guided Lieutenant Katō and was able to carry out most of this plan,” Nara wrote after World War II. “However, there was a view at court that the killing of living creatures would harm the moral sensibility of an emperor. Clearly the chamberlains did not like [the prince’s] firing-line practice.”74


  The curriculum of the Ogakumonjo was modeled on the War and Naval Colleges, where military instructors taught lessons drawn mainly from the Russo-Japanese War. One lesson for all officers, and for the future commander in chief in particular, was the primacy of tactics over strategy. Thus military decisions taken to fight and win battles were stressed. The study of war as “an element of statecraft”—that is, decisions concerning whether to go to war and about the mobilization and allocation of forces, taken to attain the ultimate goals of war—was slighted by comparison.75 Hirohito’s naval instructors impressed on him the notion that in war the purpose of a naval engagement was to win by hurling a large, powerful fleet into a single decisive battle such as the Battle of the Sea of Japan, considered the perfect model of a naval encounter. His army instructors taught him that infantry units were the core of the army. Hand-to-hand combat rather than firepower determined victory or defeat in battle. Artillery and cavalry (later tanks and aircraft) were to be developed and used mainly to support bayonet charges by the infantry.76


  The daily routine of the school was highly regimented by Captain Ogasawara and Admiral Tōgō. From Monday to Friday and half a day on Saturday, the routine seldom changed. The five aristocratic boys who were his classmates were awakened by their servants at 6:00 A.M. and breakfasted together. When the crown prince, whose private quarters were on the second floor, above theirs, finished his morning preparations, he walked into a large, carpeted Western-style study (called the “class preparation room”), whereupon a bell rang, signaling the other boys to go upstairs and greet him. Filing into the study, where each boy had his assigned desk and attached bookcases, they lined up and bowed to the prince (who alone in all Japan wore the chrysanthemum crest on his cap). Then they all took seats for a short period of reading in preparation for class that lasted until around 7:45. At that point they excused themselves to Hirohito, returning to their separate rooms to put on their shoes and gather up their school equipment. Afterward they assembled with their teachers at the entrance to the Ogakumonjo classroom to await the prince’s arrival, just as they had done when Hirohito attended the Peers’ School.


  Usually there were four morning hours of classroom instruction, followed by recess for lunch. In the back of the room, seats were set aside for guests who visited at different times. These were usually Captain Ogasawara, Admiral Tōgō, various military aides, members of the imperial family, and officials of the Imperial Household Ministry.77 The tension generated by this constant monitoring of Hirohito’s performance, which went on both inside and outside the classroom, can easily be imagined. At noon the prince took his classmates’ bows and departed to eat alone or in the presence of a military aide. While he usually ate a Western-style meal, often topped off by a glass of milk, the other boys went off together to their dining hall for a Japanese-style meal. Only on occasional Saturdays were one or two members of the class allowed to lunch with him.


  In the afternoons there would be one hour of formal classroom instruction, followed by physical exercises and military instruction. Then the boys would have an activity such as riding, tennis, Japanese fencing, or target practice with pistols. Although Hirohito was clumsy and certainly did not excel in any sport (including sumō; kendō; swimming, which he had practiced since kindergarten; and golf, which he took up later in life), he persisted in athletics, fiercely determined not to be outdone. Nagazumi Torahiko, his classmate through thirteen years of primary and middle school, remembers the seriousness and extreme diligence with which he pursued them all. When the afternoon session ended, the boys lined up again and bowed before Hirohito, whom they addressed, even at play, as denka (prince), while he called them by their surnames. A short period of free time was set aside for unsupervised play in the imperial garden after school hours. In the evenings there was more study and private visits to the prince by his military aides-de-camp, who taught him how to read maps and played war-strategy games with him. As Hirohito grew older, his naval aide-de-camp had him read secret military plans and ask questions about them. By 9:30 P.M. the school day ended and all the boys retired to bed.


  In the third term of their academic year—the winter months of January through March—staff and students moved to the imperial mansion in Numazu, where the climate was warmer. There classroom instruction was carried out in somewhat less formal surroundings. During the summer months of June through September, when his classmates returned to their families, Hirohito spent only a short period of time with his parents. His summers were mostly given to pursuing a busy schedule of tours of the main army camps, naval bases, and military arsenals in the country.78 He also toured the military academies, paid regular visits to the General Staff Headquarters of the army and navy, acquired experience in seamanship during training cruises aboard frigates and cruisers, inspected artillery tests, and observed divisional and regimental maneuvers.79


  Hirohito’s teachers, seeking to prepare him for the different roles he was to play as an emperor in the Meiji mold, taught him the official interpretation of the nation’s history, which combined elements of nationalism and racism in the myth of his descent from the gods. Although as crown prince he inhabited a moral sphere in which questions of personal accountability for the exercise of power and authority would not arise, he was indoctrinated in the same myths that were put forth in the nation’s primary and military schools. The “imperial family” (kōzoku), at the apex of the national hierarchy of hereditary houses, and the titled peers (kazoku), directly below them, may not all have agreed that Crown Prince Hirohito was descended from the gods, but he understood the utility of that tenet. Eventually it became a working part of his identity.


  Hirohito was born to be the leader of a highly militarized imperial family (kōzoku), whose adult male and female members played unique public roles in Japanese life. The kōzoku was a self-governing, homogeneous group composed of nine ranks of royalty, extending through cousins, of which there were many. The upper ranks consisted of the reigning empress, the emperor’s eldest son, or crown prince, the dowager empress, the princes and princesses of the blood, and their children. Hirohito’s brothers, called jiki miya, consituted a separate order within the kōzoku. Unaffected by seniority, they were expected to behave differently from other kōzoku. The emperor, as head of the eternal imperial house, kōshitsu, was not, technically speaking, a “member” of his imperial family but stood above it as a chieftain, closely supervising and unifying its members. The second and third sons of kōzoku, upon reaching adulthood, automatically became hereditary peers (kazoku) and most were granted the title of “count.”80 Enjoying ownership of land, stocks, bonds, multiple residences, servants, and generous stipends administered by the Imperial Household Ministry, some kōzoku traveled abroad and lived far freer lives than did most ordinary Japanese. Some also tended to express “liberal” views, though that certainly cannot be said of Hirohito’s mother, his brothers Chichibu and Takamatsu, or of his uncles, Field Marshal Kan’in Kotohito and Fleet Admiral Fushimi, who were later used by the central command of the army and navy as levers for influencing the throne.


  Adult male princes of the blood were eligible for direct appointment by the emperor to the House of Peers, an upper branch of the Imperial Diet that had equal authority with the lower house. Some of them also participated—together with the lord keeper of the privy seal, the president of the privy council, the prime minister, the justice minister, and the president of the Court of Cassation (the highest court of appeals)—in an Imperial Family Council, established under the Imperial Household Law.81 The infrequently convened family council addressed questions pertaining solely to the imperial house. Since kōzoku were prevented by law from formally assisting the emperor as political advisers, their real influence lay in holding strategic positions of command within the armed forces and in their frequent access to the emperor.


  An affluent, landed class that participated in state activities as military officers, the kōzoku may be compared to the Prussian “Junker” nobility, though without that class’s narrow-mindedness and pietism, and with a much stronger bourgeois rather than professional military character. Having become militarized in the course of strengthening the imperial state, however, the male members of the imperial family, regardless of their wishes or their suitability for military life, received military instruction, starting at the Peers’ School. On becoming professional officers, they were incorporated into the armed forces at the highest levels of command and given opportunities to pursue military studies abroad. Their importance as a service elite, diffusing within the armed forces the consciousness of being directly subordinate to the emperor, cannot be overestimated.82


  Young Hirohito pursued his first four years of military training while World War I was being fought, and his last three during the Siberian Expedition. In the first stage, 1914 through early 1918, the European war should have dampened the glory of the Russo-Japanese War, in which military men still basked. Although Japan was allied with Britain and the United States against Germany—the model for its professional military class—the Japanese army failed to learn the lessons of the critical role played by modern weaponry in mass warfare. Officers of the seventeen divisions into which the standing army was then divided preferred the idealized tradition of bushidō as expressed in the classic text hagakure, which glorified death and loyalty unto death as the highest values.83 Harsh training and frequent punishments, an emphasis on military spirit, and the fostering of regionalism (by keeping together in the same regimental units men who came from the same geographical area, so that they would fight for the honor of their local region) remained the army’s chief characteristics. Indoctrination centered on cultivating bushidō and the “spirit of Japan” (Yamato damashii), which connoted racial superiority and a sense of invincibility.84 Both elements were “indissolubly linked” to Japan’s national polity, or kokutai, centered on the emperor and expressed in the Imperial Rescript to Soldiers and Sailors of 1882.85 The severe punishments and bullying by superiors at all levels led to a steady erosion of army morale, and to an increasingly open resort to violence by officers to maintain discipline and manage troops.86


  During Hirohito’s last three years at the Ogakumonjo, 1918 to early 1921, the maintenance of discipline in the ranks became an urgent task. Concurrently the values of military men changed, as did the times. World War I brought in its wake the Bolshevik Revolution abroad and the “rice riots” at home, creating a situation that forced the army once again to examine its own character. The riots that erupted throughout Japan in the summer of 1918 led to the callout of more than 57,000 troops to suppress them. These protests were followed over the next three years by disturbances connected with labor and tenant disputes and with the campaign for universal male suffrage. The most violent strikes in Japanese history occurred in this period: at the Tokyo Artillery Arsenal (1919 and 1921), the Kamaishi iron mine (1919), the Ashio copper mine (April 1921), Yawata Steel (1920), and the Kawasaki-Mitsubishi Shipyards in Kobe in the summer of 1921. The Kobe strikes, involving more than 35,000 workers, led to the army being called out again—as always, in support of management. Before the turmoil in Kobe ended, more than 300 workers were wounded and some 250 arrested.87 Thus the army returned to its original mission of maintaining domestic law and order, and its standing in ordinary Japanese life plummeted. For the second time since its creation—the first being in the 1870s and 1880s—the army became an object of open public criticism, especially reviled whenever troops were used to put down peasant protests and labor strikes.88


  Because the military was a microcosm of society, as well as a major employer of factory workers in its arsenals and shipyards throughout the country, the changes that occurred in Japanese life during the six years between the outbreak of World War I in 1914 and the end of the war boom in 1920 also inaugurated a new phase in the military’s relationship to the monarchy. The industrial sector was already outgrowing the agricultural sector in productivity. The sphere of imperial rule was contracting. The demeanor of Commander in Chief Emperor Taishō, his utter lack of charisma, and the genrō’s gross manipulation of him were almost common knowledge in political circles. After 1918 Taishō was increasingly unable to attend the army and navy grand maneuvers, appear at the graduation exercises of the military schools, or perform any of his other annual ceremonial duties, including the convoking of the Diet. He faded from public view just when the ideological climate was most unsettled and the military was searching for ways to overcome its social isolation. These developments made it more difficult to persuade conscripts to obey orders just as though they came directly from the emperor.


  Rather than counterpose itself dogmatically to the new trends in thought, the army followed the current mood, revising its education system and initially taking a tolerant attitude toward many aspects of the Taishō democracy movement.89 Some army officers began studying the social causes of industrial and rural conflicts. Within a short time they started to question whether a kokutai based on the founding legends was an adequate spiritual source of their institutional identity. Articles soon appeared in the official journal of the army, Kaikōsha kiji, which implicitly downgraded the importance of the imperial house as a symbol of the unity between the military and society.90


  V


  By the time Hirohito graduated from the Ogakumonjo in 1921, what had begun as a crisis of oligarchic government in 1912, occasioned by the transition from Meiji to Taishō, had developed into something much more serious: a burgeoning crisis of legitimacy for the monarchy. While anticolonial movements in Korea and China buffeted the empire abroad, militant labor and tenant movements suddenly arose and began to spread, testifying to growing public dissatisfaction with the status quo at home. In this new post–World War I setting, with the Japanese people forcefully asserting their own views of the kokutai and questioning the unequal social order dominated by bureaucrats, the military, and capitalists, the late-Meiji image of a harmonious family-state became impossible to sustain.


  Hirohito’s middle-school tutors failed to register any of these changes. The calls for social reform; the decline in the army’s consciousness of being the emperor’s army, which had set in after 1918; the sudden acquisition by many groups of a more realistic concept of self-interest—these developments did not figure in his middle-school curriculum. The dissonance between what he was taught at home and in school about his family, the world, himself, and what was happening outside his classroom doors would increase over time.


  To appreciate why Hirohito’s educators felt as they did about his future role as commander in chief, two other features of the imperial military need to be considered. From the moment of their establishment, the idea existed that the modern armed forces of Japan were to be commanded by the emperor. The principle of supreme imperial command had been maintained in all the wars of the Restoration period; and long before the Meiji constitution had explicitly mandated the emperor to command the armed forces, the idea that he alone possessed the moral authority to do so existed in the ancient notion that the emperor was the medium through which the gods worked their will.91


  Furthermore, the emperor’s right of supreme command of the armed forces was considered to be an independent power, antedating the constitution and superior to his sovereign power in matters of state affairs. This was quite different from the clauses in the American Constitution of 1787, which designated that the president had authority as commander in chief, but only Congress had the “power” to
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