What if it's a girl?

Why Japan should allow women to succeed to the Imperial Throne
By Jason Miks.  March 5, 2006.
For a man who likes to portray himself as a bold reformer willing to make the tough decisions Japan’s Prime Minister, Junichiro Koizumi, has been awfully quick to sidestep the issue of the royal succession. Having consistently argued for moving ahead with plans to allow females to ascend to the Chrysanthemum throne, Mr Koizumi promptly dropped the issue when it was announced earlier this month that Princess Kiko is pregnant, thus creating the possibility of a new male heir for the first time in 41 years. 
Legislation allowing female succession is now unlikely during this session of the Diet, and whether or not the Princess’ child is a boy will doubtless have an impact on the progress of change thereafter. This is all despite the fact that a government panel tasked with making recommendations on the issue released a report in support of allowing female succession last November.

Yet while it is understandable politically why the prime minister might choose to drop an issue which was becoming increasingly divisive for his party, it is a problem that will still have to be addressed at some point.  In shelving the proposals now, he has missed the chance to make an important symbolic gesture towards equality for women in Japanese society today.
Japan has not had a female emperor since Empress Go-sakuramachi in the 18th century. The law was amended at the start of the Meiji period to allow male only successors, a point re-enforced under the post war constitution. Yet though the emperor is now just a figurehead and no longer exerts the kind of political influence last wielded by Hirohito, the monarchy is still a part of Japan’s identity, and allowing a female successor would give a further indication of the country’s desire to afford women equal status in society.

Some argue that no such gesture is necessary and they can reasonably point to other parts of the 1947 constitution, which guarantee women equal rights (Articles 14, 24, 26 and 44). Yet while this equality is provided for in principle, women in Japan are still disadvantaged in a number of ways.
In the workplace, women are frequently paid significantly less than their male colleagues and are too often subjected to harassment. And although progress has been made in recent years, domestic abuse is a persistent problem in Japan and is still under reported. A law allowing for a female successor would not on its own, of course, change these problems, but it would serve to underscore the message of equality. 

The counter argument - of the need to uphold tradition, and to maintain the current arrangements - cannot be lightly dismissed. The Sankei Shimbun newspaper was doubtless just putting into words the concerns of many when it editorialized last year its fear that ‘the feelings of love and respect that the people have toward the emperor could weaken and the condition of Japan as a state could be endangered [by revision].’ And though Japan has had eight reigning empresses, traditionalists point out that none of them passed the throne on to a child who was not of the imperial paternal line.

It is certainly true that traditions should not be changed simply for reasons of political correctness, but on the other hand tradition itself is not enough of an argument for upholding clear inequality.

And a break with this particular tradition would also be in keeping with public opinion on the matter - a poll released by the Asahi Shimbun last year showed that 86% of respondents agreed that “it would be better if a woman also could become emperor.” Admittedly, a more recent poll did show a dip in support for this, but there was still a clear majority in favour of change. And even if conservatives get their wish and a male heir is born this year, a number of experts have argued that the line of succession is still unstable without allowing females to succeed.
There is also the issue of Japan’s shrinking population, and politicians are growing increasingly concerned at how the country is going to support its aging population. The government wants more women in the workforce, but they are hardly likely to be enticed if they fear continued discrimination. Some efforts have been made to address this issue including a gender equality plan which aims to put more women in leadership positions and improve conditions for women in the workplace. But much remains to be done before anything approaching equity can become a reality. 

Allowing for a female emperor is no substitute for legislative progress in these areas and would, when all is said and done, be just a gesture. But the emperor’s role, as set out in the constitution, is as a ‘symbol of the State and of the unity of the people’. If real unity is to be achieved the government should reconsider its recent indifference to change and press on towards equality. 
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