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The Term “Symbolic Emperor [System]”
and the Process of its Adoption

by
TOMINAGA Nozomu

This paper aims to clarify the process of the adoption of shocho tenno [sei],
“symbolic emperor [system],” in Japan, by focusing on how the term itself took
root. After the promulgation of the Constitution of Japan, arguments among consti-
tutional scholars about the Emperor under the Constitution went through four
stages.

In the first stage lasting a few years after the promulgation, discussions among
constitutional scholars focused on whether the Emperor was a sovereign, kunshu,
or not. The term “the symbolic emperor system” had not yet taken root.

In the following stage, scholars paid more attention to the question of the au-
thority of the Emperor. It so happened that at this time, the Yoshida Shigeru
cabinet was faced the problem of the dissolution of the House of Representatives.
This was a turning point, and scholars began to argue whether the dissolution
based on Article 7 was constitutional. Most scholars saw that, even under the
Constitution of Japan, there was a possibility that the Emperor could be inter-
preted as sovereign. They did not like this prospect and grew cautious. It was at
this stage that use of the term “symbolic emperor [system]” first came to be
adopted (but without a clear definition).

In the following, third stage, the scholars re-acted against the conservatives
who published plans to revise the Constitution. The conservatives claimed that the
Emperor should be the head of state, genshi. Their argument was based on two
principles : the Emperor should represent Japan in international society and he
should have more authority within the country. However, the scholars who
opposed this idea started to use the term “symbolic emperor system” openly to
imply that the Emperor was not the head of state. They regarded the Constitution
not as a final goal but as a product in the process of Japan's democratization.
Thus, for those scholars, the “symbolic emperor system” marked a point of com-
promise with what was deemed “old-fashioned thinking.” They did not value the
term “symbolic emperor system” highly. So they made no effort to definite it posi-
tively.
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The fourth stage was the period following the formation and operation of the
Cabinet Research Commission on the Constitution. The socialists were quick to
adopt the term “symbolic emperor system,” which had been used primarily by the
scholars. In the early 1960s, even ordinary people began to use the term. People
had the impression that this term referred to an emperor with limited authority.

The conservatives in effect also succeeded in positioning the Emperor as
sovereign under Article 1 of the Constitution. They accumulated practical and con-
ventional instances of the use of the Constitution since the time of the Yoshida
government. Recognizing that the distribution of seats in the Diet made it impossi-
ble for the conservatives to revise the Constitution, the Ikeda Hayato cabinet, in
particular, avoided any revision of the Constitution or other laws that might have
created sharp conflicts between the governing party and the opposition. Instead,
his cabinet pressed for a realistic policy, applying the Constitution according to the
circumstances at hand. The conservatives gained confidence by the fact that inter-
national society in effect recognized the Emperor as the head of state. They felt
that this was sufficient, and they too accepted the term “symbolic emperor sys-
tem.”

However, the conservatives accepted the term on the condition that the symbo-
fic emperor should be interpreted as head of state. If the manner in which the
term came to be used is taken into consideration, this interpretation must be
understood as incorrect. They had wanted to revise the Constitution in order to
declare the Emperor the head of state precisely because they did not believe that
the Emperor was head of state under the Constitution. The circumstances were
unfavorable to the conservatives. The tide of public opinion had turned against re-
vision of the Constitution. All the conservatives were, therefore, compelled to in-
terpret the symbolic emperor as head of state. However, the socialists did not
accept this interpretation, either. Neither the conservatives nor the socialists
would work together to reach a compromise. To this day scholars have failed to
find an answer to the question whether the symbolic emperor is the head of state,
or not. The term “symbolic emperor [system]” continues to be used today with-
out any clear definition.
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