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Japan’s imperial family is facing extinc-
tion due to a shortage of eligible
emperors, but some experts say the

ideas floated in a government inquiry for
boosting the dwindling number of royals
are out of touch. With women barred from
the throne under male-only succession
rules, the place of Emperor Naruhito, 61,
will one day be filled by his nephew
Prince Hisahito instead of his only child
Princess Aiko.

But if 15-year-old Hisahito does not
have a son, the royal family, whose history
dates back more than 2,600 years, will run
out of male heirs to continue the blood-
line. Polls show the public broadly sup-
ports the idea of a woman taking the role
of emperor - one that holds no political
power under Japan’s post-World War II
constitution but carries huge symbolic
importance.

However, pressure to stick to long-held
tradition from conservative lawmakers and
voters, who revere the royals as the per-
fect example of a patriarchal Japanese
family, makes female succession unlikely
any time soon. Officials are brainstorming
possible solutions to the dilemma, and last
week a specially commissioned panel sub-
mitted two suggestions to the government.

One is to allow royal women to keep
their title and public duties when they wed
outside the family. Currently, they must
leave the family, as former princess Mako
Komuro did in October after marrying her
university sweetheart. The second is to
allow men from 11 former branches of the
royal family abolished in post-war reforms
to “rejoin” the direct line through adop-
tion. The panel’s report recommends that
male lineage rules are preserved at least
until Prince Hisahito becomes emperor.

But its ideas are “not at all based on the

current family system in Japan or ideas
about gender equality”, Makoto Okawa, a
history professor at Chuo University in
Tokyo, told AFP. “I think the public is
wondering what’s wrong with Princess
Aiko succeeding the throne,” said Okawa,
who researches the imperial system.
Although traditionalists say Japan should
not sever the “unbroken imperial line”,
their logic is flawed, Okawa argued,
because Aiko - who turned 20 this year -
is both the emperor’s direct descendent
and older than her cousin Hisahito.

Exacting standards
Hideya Kawanishi, associate professor

of Japanese history at Nagoya University,

warned that the panel’s proposals “will not
solve the problem fundamentally”. Some
married women might not want to live a
restricted royal life, while the adoption of
male family members who grew up as reg-
ular citizens would be complicated, he
said. The issue has been debated for years
- after Aiko was born, a government panel
concluded in 2005 that imperial succes-
sion should be decided in order of age
and not gender.

However, these discussions lost
momentum after Hisahito’s birth in 2006,
meaning the male bloodline could contin-
ue. The latest panel report said it was
necessary to discuss possible changes to
succession rules in the future but, unlike in

2005, did not use the words “female
emperor”. This means that for the wives of
male royals like Hisahito, “there will be
pressure to conceive boys to keep the line
going,” Kawanishi said.

Royal women have long walked a diffi-
cult path in Japan. Naruhito’s wife
Masako, a former high-flying diplomat,
struggled for years with a stress-related
illness after joining the household, which
some have put down to the pressure of
producing a male heir. Younger royals are
also held to exacting standards. Mako
and her husband Kei Komuro, both 30,
were plagued by tabloid gossip over alle-
gations that Kei’s family had run into
financial difficulties, leading the former
princess to develop complex post-trau-
matic stress disorder.

An empress is not an alien concept in
Japan, with the imperial family itself said
to be descended from the legendary sun
goddess Amaterasu. There have been as
many as eight empresses throughout his-
tory, although their rule has often been
temporary. The last, Gosakuramachi, was
on the throne about 250 years ago. The
divine status of the imperial family was
renounced after World War II following
Japan’s militaristic sweep across Asia in
the name of Emperor Hirohito.

Since 1947, royal succession has been
dictated by the Imperial Household Law,
and issues surrounding it remain a deli-
cate topic tightly bound with ideas of
national identity. Nowadays, politicians
are “scared of changing the system” while
they are in office, Kawanishi said. But
after Mako’s wedding garnered huge
attention, one way the debate could be
pushed forward is “if the public becomes
more interested in the subject, and pushes
for discussions”, he said. —AFP
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Photo Japan’s Princess Kako, niece of Emperor Naruhito and younger daughter of Crown Prince
Akishino, posing in the garden of the Akasaka imperial property residence in Tokyo. —AFP

Acourt in Los Angeles has made Arnold
Schwarzenegger and Maria Shriver’s divorce official
10 years after they separated following the actor-

turned-politician’s infidelity, US media reported Wednesday.
Celebrity news site TMZ said the pair’s divorce proceedings
took a particularly long time because of the number of finan-
cial assets to negotiate. Shriver, a journalist and the niece of
former US president John F Kennedy, first filed for divorce in
July 2011.

Weeks later, the “Terminator” star admitted to having an
affair with the family nanny, Mildred Baena, with whom he
had a son in 1997. “After leaving the governor’s office I told
my wife about this event, which occurred over a decade
ago,” Schwarzenegger, who was governor of California
from 2003 to 2011, said in a statement to the Los Angeles
Times when he and Shriver separated. Shriver cited “irrec-
oncilable differences” in the divorce filing. The couple, who
met in 1977 and were married in 1986, have four children
together. —AFP

Greece bans music 
in bars over rising 
COVID-19 cases

Greece on Wednesday banned music
in bars and restaurants in a bid to
limit New Year’s Eve parties as the

government attempts to fight the highly
contagious Omicron coronavirus variant.
“Omicron is now the dominant strain and
the public health system is under pressure,”
Health Minister Thanos Plevris said in a tel-
evised address. From yesterday and until
January 16, “restaurants and entertainment
venues will only be able to host tables of six
people and music will be banned,” he said.
“Bars and restaurants will close at midnight,
but will be authorized to stay open until 2
am on December 31 - still without music,”
he added.

Greece has been forced to implement

new measures earlier than expected as daily
cases soar, announcing on Wednesday a
new 24-hour record of 28,828 COVID-19
infections. As part of the new restrictions,
initially planned for January 3, 50 percent of
employees in the public and private sectors
should work from home, up from 20 percent
previously. Catering staff and people who
want to go grocery shopping or take public
transport must wear either a FFP2 face
mask or two medical masks one on top of
the other.

All public New Year’s Eve events have
been cancelled, and the minister urged
Greeks to test for Covid before any neces-
sary family gatherings. Greece has recorded
1,134,713 coronavirus cases and 20,636
related deaths since the start of the pan-
demic. On December 14, the country said a
record 130 people had died of COVID in 24
hours, but that daily figure has since
dropped below 100. On Wednesday, Greece
announced another 72 people had died of
the virus. —AFP

Arnold Schwarzenegger, Maria 
Shriver’s divorce becomes official

Arnold Schwarzenegger 
and Maria Shriver


