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Abstract

This paper examines the implications of Indian nationalism during the inter-war period for both Japanese rule in Korea and the anti-colonial
struggle against it. It discusses how two Bengalis, famous for their Anglophobia—the poet Rabindranath Tagore and the revolutionary Rash
Behari Bose—saw Japanese colonialism in Korea and how their contrasting views differentially influenced thoughts about colonialism in the
Japanese empire, among both Japanese and Koreans. The paper shows how the views and influence of these two Indians can usefully be
examined in terms of what Ann Laura Stoler has called the “politics of comparison.”

Anti-colonialism and the Politics of Comparison

In the period between the First and Second World Wars, the hitherto friendly relationship between Britain and Japan—two colonial
empires allied with each other since 1902—gradually deteriorated, not least because their imperial interests in Asia clashed. As
the two empires increasingly regarded one another as potential enemies, the struggle of Indian nationalists to overthrow British
rule became a question that no longer concermned the British Empire alone. On one side, British imperial intelligence feared that
the anti-colonialism of Indian revolutionaries would find resonance with the sort of “anti-British” views that had been expressed by

certain Japanese pan-Asianist ideologues.1 On the other side, the Japanese Empire had a growing interest in what was
happening in the largest colony of the British Empire, particularly in affairs concering the independence movement, which had
accelerated during this period with the arrival of Gandhian nationalism. In such a context of inter-imperial tensions, some Indian
opponents of British rule forged ties with influential people in the Japanese Empire. Indian anti-colonial ideas and activities flowed
across borders, and in so doing, inevitably triggered comparisons between Britain and Japan, both in Japan and in its colonial
territories overseas. Japan, just like Britain, practiced a colonialism of its own, and had to cope just as urgently with the threat of
anti-colonialism.

The British and Japanese empires both faced legitimacy crises in the post-Versailles age of Wilsonian nationalism, and in the
year 1919 both British India and Korea under Japanese rule experienced the savage suppression of anti-colonial
demonstrations.Z From this time onwards, anti-colonial activities in India and in Korea, as well as colonial counter-insurgent
efforts to suppress them (such as colonial censorship) often intersected in “political imaginations” that transcended imperial
borders.3 British, Japanese, Indian and Korean actors alike pondered comparisons between British and Japanese rule, albeit in
highly heterogeneous and polemical directions that reflected the existence of a broad political spectrum both between and within
these four national groups. In those parts of East Asia that fell under Japanese colonial rule, the question of Indian anti-
colonialism meant different things for different political standpoints, provoking divergent and conflicting ways of comparison. This
paper traces the trajectories of such comparisons by focusing on two Indians equally famous for their Anglophobia—
Rabindranath Tagore and Rash Behari Bose?* —by examining their respective relationships to the question of anti-colonialism in
Korea. Tagore and R.B. Bose were both from Bengal, the long-standing heart of anti-British activities. In the period under study,
both of these Bengalis became familiar figures within the Japanese Empire, but in ways that were surprisingly different and often
contrasting. It is precisely these differences and contrasts that this paper explores.

When the British imperial authorities accused the Japanese Empire of “barbarous” suppression of the anti-colonial
demonstrations by Korean civilians in 1919 known as the “March First Movement,” the Japanese colonial press in Korea fired
back by citing Tagore’s letter of protest against the British massacre of Indians in Amritsar that took place on 13 April the same
year.5 Ironically, however, the same Tagore turned out to be an unbending critic of Japanese rule in Korea, and his increasing
influence over Korean anti-colonial sentiments would emerge as a cause for imperial anxiety, much to the chagrin of Japanese
colonial intelligence. In contrast, R.B. Bose greatly served Japanese imperial interests as a mouthpiece for Japanocentric pan-
Asianism. Naturally, the kind of pan-Asianist campaigns he helped to organize, such as the Conference of Asian Peoples in
Nagasaki in 1926, fell foul of the Korean anti-colonialist movement.® His influence was confined to a small circle of “pro-
Japanese” Koreans and to the connections he had with high-ranking Japanese officials in colonial Korea in the early 1930s. In
1914, Bose had left India for Japan as a result of his attempted assassination of the British governor general in 1912.7 In some
senses, the Bengali revolutionary might plausibly be compared to An Jung-Geun, the Korean patriot who assassinated the
Japanese resident-general of Korea in 1909. Paradoxically, however, R.B. Bose proved to be so useful for Japanese colonial
propaganda that in 1934 he was invited to meet with officials of the Governor-General’s Office in Korea, and his words would be
taken as encouragement by those Japanese and Koreans who wished to justify their collaboration with Japanese rule.

In this paper | suggest that such paradoxes and contrasts concerning the cross-imperial influence of Tagore and R.B. Bose are

http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/journal_of_colonialism_and_colonial_history/v016/16.1.mizutani.html 1/9


http://muse.jhu.edu/
http://muse.jhu.edu/browse/history
http://muse.jhu.edu/browse/
http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/journal_of_colonialism_and_colonial_history/
http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/journal_of_colonialism_and_colonial_history/toc/cch.16.1.html
http://muse.jhu.edu/results?section1=author&search1=Satoshi%20Mizutani
http://muse.jhu.edu/login

2015/5/16  Project MUSE - Journal of Colonialism and Colonial History - Anti-Colonialism and the Contested Politics of Comparison: Rabindranath Tagore, R...

best grasped by examining the extent to which they were manifestations of what Ann Laura Stoler has called the “politics of
comparison.” In a series of essays, Stoler has urged scholars to study different colonial empires in terms of their use of
comparison as a tool. She argues that all modern empires, without exception, were practitioners of colonial comparison. Broadly
speaking, there were two kinds of comparison. Some empires used comparison to share knowledge about how colonized
societies could be governed as efficiently and soundly as possible. Among other things, this kind of comparison allowed policy
makers to foresee and militate against risks by providing information on the colonial policies of other empires that were perceived
to have gone wrong. For example, knowledge of how “English education” in Bengal had allegedly given rise to a class of Indian
men who were “disloyal” to the British Empire was widely shared among French and Japanese imperialists around the turn of the
century. Empires circulated among themselves knowhow about how different forms of colonialism had been practiced in various
contexts across imperial divides. Relations among these empires were not always amicable, however, particularly under war
situations that made some of them declared imperial rivals as well as complicit partners. In such a context of imperial rivalry,
empires also used comparison to criticize other empires’ colonialism. For example, as described below, Japanese imperialists
from the interwar period onwards often used their knowledge about colonial India to expose the wrongdoings of Britain, a nation
which Japan increasingly viewed as a rival rather than a “senior” imperialist partner.

Whether used for information-sharing or to criticize, these comparisons and the “knowledge” underlying them were rarely
objective, with their production and dissemination firmly grounded in politics. For instance, the cross-imperial discourse of
educated Bengalis as a political threat to Britain was intrinsically bound up with efforts by French and Japanese imperialists to
warn their own empires against the supposedly calamitous consequences of educating the colonized in the image of the
colonizer.8 Likewise, the Japanese critique of British imperialism as mentioned above was fashioned as rhetoric to justify the
political position of Japan as a colonizer in Asia. In colonial Korea, comparison was used to promote the idea that Japanese
colonialism in Korea was not just different from the kind of “White” rule seen in India, but was a historical necessity that would
prevent Korea from falling prey to such rule. In fact, Japan increasingly proclaimed itself to be an “anti-colonial” force, however
paradoxical and implausible that may sound today. Defining “colonialism” as a form of foreign rule by a White nation over a non-
White nation, Japanese ideologues and rulers managed to find ways to represent their own colonialism as an anti-colonial
struggle on behalf of other Asian nations that were under the yoke of Western colonial powers. In the 1910s and 1920s, such a
view did not have a popular support base, nor did it have much influence on Japan’s foreign policy. This changed, however, in the
early 1930s, when Japan’s attitude toward the international community became more confrontational. As the examples mentioned
above show, those who used comparisons with other empires did so ultimately to “improve” or justify colonialism of their own.
Naturally, such knowledge tended to be partial and uneven in focus and range. As Stoler argues, to engage with it critically, we

have to go beyond the surface and get at the politics behind its production and circulation.®

This paper extends Stoler's concept of the “politics of comparison” by widening its scope to include comparisons used by the
colonized, not just by the colonizer. What we may thus call the “anti-colonial politics of comparison” was practiced by opponents
of Japanese colonialism. "9 For such opponents, British-Indian affairs, particularly those concerning the anti-colonialism of
Indians, seemed to have significant comparative implications. These people worked to circulate information on India among their
fellow anti-colonialists in ways that articulated and justified their own anti-colonial causes. In Korea during the inter-war period,
these two strands of comparative thinking—colonial and anti-colonial—coexisted, making comparison itself a contested field
where different actors fought over the meaning of India’s struggle against British rule. This paper illuminates the historical
relevance of these politics of comparison by bringing to light the roles played by Rabindranath Tagore and Rash Behari Bose,
focusing particularly on how their own comparative thoughts influenced, and were influenced by, different individuals and groups
in the Japanese Empire, both Japanese and Korean. In a nutshell, | argue that whereas Tagore saw similarities and continuities
between British and Japanese colonialism, Bose emphasized their differences. The same can be said of their views on Indian
and Korean anti-colonialism. Further, and more importantly, the paper shows how Tagore’s politics of comparison informed those
who opposed Japanese rule in Korea, whereas Bose’s, in contrast, was used by those who sought to justify Japanese rule.

Tagore’s Criticism of Japanese Rule in Korea

Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941), a polymath intellectual and artist, was awarded a Nobel Prize for Literature in 1913 for his
poem Gitanjali. His critical views of British colonialism were well known: he was deeply involved in early anti-British political
campaigning in Bengal, including the swadeshi movement that followed the partition of Bengal in 1905. From around 1908, he
distanced himself from nationalist politics, criticizing the violent means adopted by revolutionaries like Aurobindo Ghosh and his

followers. Tagore morally supported the Gandhian independence movement, but was himself an advocate of education and social

reform, particularly in the countryside, as a means to achieve true independence.11

An admirer of Japanese art, Tagore visited the country five times between 1916 and 1929. He never visited Korea—Japan’s
protectorate from 1905 and its colony after 1910—but his relationship with Korea and its people developed nevertheless during
his visits to Japan.12 In July 1916, during his first stay in Japan, he received a visit from Korean students and, responding to
their request, presented them with a poem titled “The Song of the Defeated.” The poem was subsequently published the following
year in a Korean literary journal called Chong Chun [Youth], together with an introduction to his major works. 13 Again in 1929,
during his final visit to Japan, he presented another poem, titled “The Lamp of the East,” which was published the same year in a
Korean newspaper called Tong-a llbo [The East Asia Daily]. The poem read:

Korea was one of its lamp-bearers.
And that lamp is waiting to be lighted once again.

For the illumination in the East.4

“The Lamp of the East,” which portrayed Korea as a nation waiting for its rightful independence, was read enthusiastically by
those Koreans who aspired to liberation from Japanese rule. Tagore showed great sympathy for the Koreans as a colonized
people, and criticized Japan as being responsible for their suffering. In 1924, during his third visit to Japan, he said in a speech to
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his Japanese audience, “More than once | have had opportunities to talk to the Koreans who brought their problems to me.” He
then warned of the advent of Korean anti-colonialism as the inevitable outcome of oppressive Japanese rule: “You must know
that the day comes when the defeated have their chance for revenge; times of trouble are sure to come to all nations when the
weak can bring fatal disaster to the stronger.”15

In our discussion of the politics of comparison, Tagore’s critique of colonialism may be called “universalist” in the sense that
he did not distinguish between the two forms of colonialism in question, British and Japanese. Though he was an advocate of
Asian cultural unity, giving Japan an important role to play, Tagore never embraced pan-Asianism as a political ideology. In his
eyes, blind forms of anti-Westernism were potentially as dangerous as Eurocentrism: either could easily lead to unstoppable

quests for power and dubious justifications for oppressing others.® Japanese pan-Asianists capitalized on the fear of British
imperialism in East Asia, but Tagore never toyed with the idea that Japan’s imperial expansion was a legitimate act of self-
defense on Asia’s behalf. Instead he saw Japan as an imperialist aggressor in its own right. In his own words, Japan was now in
a position to “be gloriously mean with impunity” in its relationship to “the weak.” Japan’s rise as a modern nation was

accompanied by “gloat[ing] upon the feebleness of its neighbours.“17 Tagore recognized in Japan similarities to England, a nation

whose colonialism he had long fought against. Japan was merely “imitating the West” as it inculcated in its people “an abnormal
vanity of its own superiority,” whilst at the same time thriving on “the humiliation of defeated nations.”18

Tagore was not interested in comparing different forms of colonialism; he did not ask which was superior to or more legitimate
than others. He condemned all forms of colonialism equally, and this universalist approach meant that he could see the divergent
experiences of different colonized nations as having common historical significance. Tagore used the adjective “defeated” to refer
to colonized nations as a whole. As Tagore used it, this was not a term of abuse. Rather, it came as a response to criticism that
had been directed at him. As he wrote, “the [Japanese] newspapers praised my utterances for their poetical qualities, while

adding with a leer that it was the poetry of a defeated people. | felt they were right.“19 Tagore deliberately adopted the word
“defeated” whilst overturning its value. His message was that, in the age of imperialism, it was the “defeated” peoples of the world
—not the victorious ones—who were closer to true humanity. It is significant that one of the two poems Tagore offered to Korea
was titled “The Song of the Defeated.”0 It was in Korea, not in Japan, that Tagore recognized a historical condition comparable
to India’s. Tagore never set foot on the peninsula, but in his political imagination, Indian and Korean anti-colonialism had much in
common; they targeted two forms of colonialism which were seemingly different, but in fact were equally exploitative and unjust.

Tagore’s Influence on Korean Anti-colonial Sentiments

By the beginning of the 1930s, Tagore had become influential among Koreans who harbored anti-Japanese sentiments. Even
before the popularization of his poetry through the publication of “The Lamp of the East” in 1929, radical literati had found much
inspiration in the Indian poet’s art and politics. After the first introduction of Tagore to Korean readers in 1917, a series of
translations of his canonical works appeared, including The Gardener, Gitanjali and The Crescent Moon. These poems greatly
influenced Han Yong-un (1879—1944), a Buddhist social reformer and poet. After encountering Tagore’s poetry in 1917, Han
Yong-un developed a literary style heavily influenced by Tagore, with his Nim di ch’immuk [Silence of My Beloved] (1925) often
cited as a classic of modern Korean literature.2" Han Youg-un was famously one of the architects of the March First Movement
of 1919, being responsible for the collective drafting and signing of the “Korean Declaration of Independence.” Despite his three-
year imprisonment following the movement, he remained a staunch opponent of Japanese rule, lamenting the defection of some
of his fellow comrades-in-arms.22 Compared to the post-swadeshi Tagore, Han Yong-un was more active politically, frustrated by
a perceived lack of politics in Tagore’s literature.23 However, there is little doubt that Tagore’s influence on Han Yong-un had to
do with the imagined commonality of India and Korea as colonized nations.

A member of the most prominent Brahmo family in Bengal, Tagore himself was neither a Buddhist nor a Christian. But the
universal religiosity characteristic of his art and thought seems to have had a particular appeal for religious activists committed to
the anti-colonial cause of Korea. Tagore influenced not only Buddhist radicals like Han Yong-un, but also certain Christians. One
of these was Ham Sok-hon (1901-89), who, together with the Presbyterian social reformer Cho Man-sik, came to be known as a
“Gandhi of Korea.” While in Japan as a student, Ham learned through books about Tagore as well as Gandhi.?4 By then, he was a
Christian, influenced and guided by Kanzd Uchimura, a Japanese Christian dissident whose “non-church” movement had a
passionate following among anti-colonial Korean Christians like himself.25 The fact that Tagore was not Christian did not bother

Ham at all. As he remarked in retrospect, “With the reading of Gitanjali as a start, | read some books by Tagore in a row. | came

to like him, thinking that the pantheism of his work would not in the least stand in the way of my religious life.”26

The Japanese Colonial Reaction to Tagore’s Influence

Ham Sok-hon read Tagore’s poetry as an enlightening voice of shared colonial victimhood, duly applicable to the Korean
situation, as did many other Koreans, particularly after the publication of “The Lamp of the East.” In the political imagination of
Koreans who resented Japanese rule, the colonial situation in British India resembled their own. This imagination was at once
cross-colonial, linking India and Korea, and cross-imperial, running across the British and Japanese empires. It was based on a
specific anti-colonial politics of comparison. From the perspective of the Japanese colonial authorities—particularly those dealing
with so-called “thought crimes” by Koreans—such a politics was alarming.

The censors in the colonial police were quick to notice the influence that “The Lamp of the East” was having on the anti-
colonial sentiments of discontented Koreans. For example, the Censorship Division of the Police Department27 banned a Korean
article which was due to appear in the journal Choson Munye [Literature Korea] whose author, according to the Monthly Report (a
confidential internal document published by the Censorship Division) “leapt for joy to read ‘The Lamp of the East.” In the banned
article the writer lamented the current state that Korea found itself in, and stated that there still existed a flicker of hope because,
as Tagore might have put it, “the lamp that has been put off may be lighted again.” The article’s author, calling himself “a poor
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Korean youth,” had written a poem that he hoped Tagore would show his fellow Indians. The poem, whose style was reminiscent
of Tagore’s, read:

Is not an unbloomed flower still a flower? A flower, even if unbloomed now, may someday come into blossom. Is not a fallen flower still a

flower? The remnants of a fallen flower may grow into a fruit. Oh, in the East, a flower is coming into blossom, coming into blossom.28

In May of the same year, 1929, the Korean journal Samch’donri [Three Thousand Miles] found one of its articles banned on the
grounds that it praised Tagore for having, ten years earlier, supported Gandhi’'s Rowlatt Satyagraha (a civil disobedience
movement opposing the repressive 1919 Rowlatt Act) and for having relinquished his knighthood in protest in the wake of the
Amritsar Massacre. According to the censorship records, the article also mentioned Tagore’s presenting to the Korean people

“The Song of the Defeated” and “The Lamp of the East.”29

These cases of censorship exemplify how cross-border flows of anti-colonial inspiration were intercepted and responded to by
the authorities. Another example was the banning in July 1934 of an article by the aforementioned Christian, Ham Sok-hon,
written for Songso Choson [Bible and Korea]. The Censorship Division’s Monthly Report reproduced the entire passage in which
Ham sought—through a lengthy citation from Tagore’s Gitanjali—to represent Korea as a “queen of suffering."30 It may be said
that, by quoting Tagore, Ham Sok-hon identified himself with the latter's universalist approach to the question of anti-colonial
resistance, where India’s suffering was in essence regarded as the same as Korea’s. In Ham’s own words:

Whenever we contemplate our fate, a passage in Tagore’s Gitanjali comes to mind. Ideally, we would have a song of our own to sing, but

our suffering has been so suffocating that it has prevented us from having a good one. Let us then borrow someone else’s. 31

R.B. Bose’s Visit to Korea and the Pan-Asianist Politics of Comparison

Around the time that Ham Sok-hon’s article quoting Tagore was banned in 1934, another Indian critic of British colonialism made
his influence felt in colonial Korea, albeit in a much less obvious and very different way than Tagore. As a militant revolutionary

from Bengal, Rash Behari Bose (1886-1945) had been engaged in anti-British propaganda activities in Japan for two decades.32
He had married a Japanese woman, becoming a naturalized Japanese citizen in 1923.33 Throughout these years, Bose was

supported by a range of Japanese pan-Asianists.34 In early May of 1934, he visited Seoul (then called Keijo), the capital city of
Korea under Japanese colonial rule. It was his long-time Japanese friend Masahiro Yasuoka (1898-1983), an extremely influential
right-wing ideologue, who masterminded Bose’s visit, himself joining Bose in Seoul a few days after the latter's arrival.

Bose had known Yasuoka for about twelve years, probably meeting him for the first time in 1922, when Yasuoka was still in his
early twenties and Bose in his late thirties. One of the elements that nurtured these two men’s friendship was undoubtedly pan-
Asianism. In May 1922, Yasuoka published an essay titled “The Bright Future of Colonial Policy in the East,” in which he argued
that the various movements across the globe against Western colonialism and racism—whether the Indian movement for
independence, the nationalist movement in Egypt or the Black republican movement in the United States—shared a profound

philosophical foundation.5 In the early years of their acquaintance, Bose was a member of “The Society for Asian Culture”
(Ajiabunkakyodkai), of which the young Yasuoka was academic chief. This organization had a pan-Asianist orientation. While the
positions of its “councilors” were occupied by influential Japanese, including some prominent Home Ministry bureaucrats like
Kiyoshi Ikeda, most of the “managing directors” were Asians of non-Japanese origin then living in Japan, including Filipinos and
Indians. R.B. Bose was one of these “managing directors.”6 From 1927, Bose taught Indian affairs as a regular lecturer at
Yasuoka’s private educational institution, the “Golden Pheasant Academy,” whose aim was to inculcate in current and future

leaders of Japanese society his conservative ethos based on classical Chinese teachings.37

By the time of his visit to Seoul in 1934, Yasuoka had managed to establish his influence inside the governor-general’s office
in Korea, as some of his most faithful followers had been stationed there as high-level administrators. The most important of
these men under Yasuoka’s influence was Kiyoshi Ikeda, who had become chief of the Police Department in Korea, and it was

Ikeda who invited Yasuoka and his Indian friend to Seoul.38 During their one-week stay, this odd couple—a Japanese imperialist
and an Indian anti-British militant—would follow a busy schedule, attending numerous welcome events hosted in their honor by

influential officials of the Japanese colonial government, including the governor-general himself.39

The fact that R.B. Bose was such a welcome figure, as described above, had to do with a form of politics of comparison that
was gradually coming into vogue among Japanese imperialists during the inter-war period. Among the rulers of the Japanese
colonial empire were men who no longer saw the British Empire as an example to emulate. By the time of Bose’s Korean visit in
1934, the Anglo-Japanese relationship had deteriorated considerably. Particularly after the Manchurian Incident (1931) and the
subsequent withdrawal of Japan from the League of Nations (1933), Anglophobia quickly grew from a sentiment expressed by a

few eccentrics to an ideology that was a crucial ingredient of Japan’s official imperial policies.40 In this historical context, the
pan-Asianist perspective on British colonialism helped Japanese rulers to justify their own colonialism—a perspective that
emphasized the supposed difference between British and Japanese colonialism. Kazushige Ugaki, the governor-general of Korea

at the time of Bose’s visit, was himself in the grip of the pan-Asianist frame of comparison.41 He appreciated Bose’s Anglophobia
as providing good evidence for comparison, stating in a speech several months after Bose left Seoul:

An Indian patriot who came to Korea early this summer [i.e. R.B. Bose] said that, though Britain has ruled India for more than one hundred
years by now, the literacy rate today amounts to no more than 10.8 percent, and that, in comparison, Korea is extremely fortunate in terms

of education.42

In the context of a pan-Asianist defense of Japanese colonialism, nothing was more effective than pointing out the harm that
British colonialism inflicted upon Asia. And such a comparative argument possessed particularly strong ideological force when it
came from an “Indian patriot” like R.B. Bose. For rulers like Ugaki with pan-Asianist inclinations, Bose’s stance on the question
of imperialism—at once both pro-Japanese and anti-British—provided fertile ideological ground for legitimating Japan’s
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colonization of Asian countries.

Bose’s Impact on “Pro-Japanese” Koreans

For Japanese practitioners of the politics of comparison, the usefulness of R.B. Bose for justifying their own imperialism in Korea
was unquestionable. Even more useful for them was Bose’s potential impact upon the people of Korea. Nothing would ensure
imperial stability more than for the colonized peoples of the Japanese Empire to voluntarily support Japanese rule in the name of
“Asian” unity against British colonialism. In fact, this seems to be exactly what Masahiro Yasuoka had in mind when he decided
to bring Bose to Korea. By the time of their visit to Seoul, Yasuoka had been trying for three years to win the trust of several
members of the Korean elite who had shown pro-Japanese tendencies. Since October 1931, many of these Koreans had been
reached through Kiyoshi Ikeda, who created a selective social circle called the “Saturday Club” to foster friendship and
communication between Korean elites and top Japanese officials of the colonial state, including the chiefs of the Home Affairs

Department, the General Staff of the Army of Korea and lkeda himself, who was the chief of poIice.43

After June 1932, the ties between Yasuoka'’s circle and these “pro-Japanese” Koreans became even stronger when Yasuoka’s
social campaign, the “National Mainstay Movement” (kokuikai undd), reached Korea. In fact, this organization’s Seoul branch

turned out to be its liveliest.*# Yasuoka himself visited Seoul for the inauguration of the branch on 24 June 1932, meeting these
supportive Koreans in person. The latter included prominent businessmen such as Han Sang-yong and Park Young-chol,
journalists such as Park Sok-kyun and Cho’e Nam-son and intellectuals such as Yun Chi-Ho and Cho’e Rin.45 Most were
members of the Saturday Club. The National Mainstay Movement, which would last for two years, was a reactionary movement
whose proclaimed aim was to reform Japanese society, which in Yasuoka’s eyes had, since the Great War, been corrupted by
moral decadence, political nihilism and left-wing extremism. The campaign was a spin-off of Yasuoka’s endeavors through the
Golden Pheasant Academy, in which R.B. Bose had been involved since its founding. It was within the framework of this
campaign that Bose’s visit to Korea and his meetings with “pro-Japanese” Koreans took place in May 1934.

Among the Koreans Yasuoka sought to win over, the two intellectuals—Yun Chi-Ho and Cho’e Rin—were regarded as
especially important. Yun Chi-ho (1865—-1945) was an influential Christian intellectual who had been educated in Japan and the
United States. Yun took a Social Darwinist perspective on the question of historical progress, and argued that Korea’s brightest

future lay in becoming a faithful element of the empire of its more modernized neighbour, Japan.*® Cho'e Rin (1878-1958) was
one of the leaders of the March First Movement but had long since defected to the Japanese side, offering his political and
ideological support to the colonizing Japanese. Yasuoka’s strategy was to form close ties with these reactionary elites and,
through their influence in Korean society, to propagate his pan-Asianist ideology. There is no doubt that his visit in 1934 had a
great deal to do with this ideological work. In his diary, Yun Chi-ho noted how seriously pan-Asianism was discussed at one of
the welcome parties he attended:

[The] Pan-Asian movement is more than an ideal or dream. It is a policy [in] which all leaders in Japan are seriously engaged of persuading

the various races and nations of Eastern Asia to unite in a grand racial block under the hegemony ofJapan.47

In Masahiro Yasuoka'’s thinking, such a Japanocentric vision of intra-racial unity among Asians would be better received by

Koreans if it were voiced by an Indian, rather than by a Japanese ideologue like himself.#8 Bose seems to have understood
Yausoka’s intentions well enough, and during and after his stay in Seoul, he met with some Koreans who were under Yasuoka’s
influence, including Yun Chi-ho and Cho’e Rin. Bose met Yun Chi-ho on several occasions in Seoul. One day, he was visited by
Yun at his hotel, where he told Yun that Koreans should accept Japanese rule as a historical given and try to make the best of

things under that situation.#® For Korean elites like Yun, who were scornful of Korean efforts to attain independence and were
looking for ways to win concessions through collaboration with the colonial government, Bose’s advice must have come as
encouragement.

Bose’s influence on Yun Chi-ho can also be seen in several of the latter's diary entries in late June of the same year. There we
find Yun recording his impressions of the book Shikkoku no Indo, which was a Japanese version of India in Bondage: Her right to
freedom (1929) by Jabez T. Sunderland. Bose was one of the translators of the book, though Yun seems to have mistaken him
for its actual author. In any case, Yun copied several passages from the book describing the exploitative and discriminatory

nature of British rule in India, believing that they had been penned by Bose.50 Given Bose's support for Japanese pan-Asianists
like Yasuoka, Yun’'s endorsement of Bose may be taken as indicating his readiness to adopt the Japanocentric pan-Asianist
frame of comparison. This was exactly the kind of effect that Yasuoka hoped would result from Bose’s visit to Seoul.

Bose’s advice to Cho’e Rin was even more explicit in encouraging Koreans to join forces with Japan’s anti-British movement.
After his visit to Korea in May, Bose met Cho’e Rin in Japan, probably sometime during the latter's visit to Yasuoka in June and
July of the same year. According to Bose’s Japanese father-in-law, Aiz6 Soma, during their meeting Bose remarked to Cho’e
Rin:

It is fundamentally wrong to see the two independence movements, one in India and the other in Korea, as standing on common ground.
India has suffered White exploitation and oppression. It must throw out the White race in order to become independent. But the Korean

situation is different. Japan has governed and protected Korea in order to prevent the White race from exploiting it.51

Here, Bose presented a classic example of how one colonialism could be justified as legitimate based on a comparison with
another. Such a justification acquired a sharper edge when it came from the mouth of Bose, an Indian in exile whose very
existence as a victim of British colonialism spoke volumes about the threat posed by British colonialism to Asians as a whole.

It is not easy to gauge the extent to which Bose managed to directly influence the future actions of Korean collaborators, but it
is interesting to see that Yun Chi-ho, for instance, became a representative of the “Anti-British Association” and was deeply
involved in a series of anti-British demonstrations that took place in Korea in 1939 at the initiative and guidance of the colonial
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government-controlled Japanese press.52 Many of the Koreans Bose met in 1934—almost all of whom are generally regarded
today as having been “pro-Japanese”—were to become deeply involved in Japanese imperialist efforts to mobilize colonized
Koreans to support what the Japanese called the “Great East Asia War,” a war against Euro-American empires, including

Britain.%3 Anglophobia was central to the pan-Asianist justification for Japan entering the war, which went on to claim millions of
Asian lives in China and elsewhere.

R.B. Bose himself continued, with increasing vigor, to speak for Japan’s wartime imperialism. This political commitment
alienated him not only from the mainstream of Indian nationalism represented by Gandhi and Nehru but also from his fellow
Indians in exile in Japan, particularly Ananda Mohan Sahay and Raja Mahendra Pratap, who turned against Japan’s imperialism

once they came to understand its aggressive nature.>* For Tagore, Bose’s stance was just too different from his own. In 1937,
Tagore rejected Bose’s request that he give his approval to the latter's efforts to coordinate Japan’s imperialism with India’s
struggle against Britain. In a letter to Bose, Tagore described Bose’s project in Japan as something he found impossible to
endorse, saying, “l wish you had asked for my cooperation in a cause against which my spirit did not protest.” Tagore conceded
that he himself had once looked to Japan as a spring of hope “in safeguarding the culture of the East against alien interests.”

However, he continued, “Japan has not taken long to betray that rising hope,” becoming “itself a worse menace to the

defenceless peoples of the East.”

Conclusion

In acknowledging and discussing the differences between Rabindranath Tagore and Rash Behari Bose in terms of their impact in
Japan and Korea, we should not forget the fundamental fact that both men were from Bengal, and that because of this they
shared a particular intellectual and political tradition originating in that part of colonial India. As Mark Frost has shown, Bengal in
the time of Tagore and Bose was not only a centre for anti-British activities, it was also a key transnational hub of pan-Asianist
ideas, wherein the international rise of Japan held a special place. Despite their differences, both Tagore and Bose were deeply
involved with Japan and with pan-Asianism simultaneously. At the beginning of the century, Japan attracted much attention from
Bengali literati, not least because of the concept of “Asia is One,” advocated by Kakuzo Okakura, a Japanese curator and art
historian. Tagore had met Okakura in Calcutta in 1902 and had been deeply impressed by what can be regarded as an early
Japanese expression of pan-Asianism. Thus it was not as though Tagore was critical of Japan or its pan-Asianism from the
beginning. Tagore was also among those Bengali nationalists who celebrated Japan’s victory over Russia in the Russo-Japanese
War in 1905, missing the fact that that war had been nothing but a colonial war fought over Korea. In this period, Tagore was
active in nationalist protests against the “White” domination of other nations by Britain, and his view of Japan—a rising “non-
White” power—lacked the complexities that characterized his later thinking. It was plagued by an indifference to Japan’s

increasingly aggressive imperialism in East Asia—an imperialism which, ironically, had been backed by Britain.?® At this time,
Tagore’s stance toward the Japanese Empire was probably not very different from that of R.B. Bose in later years. It was over
the course of the inter-war years that the differences between the two Bengalis became increasingly pronounced. As we have
seen above, while Tagore became critical of Japanese colonialism, Bose defended it. And while Tagore sympathized with
colonized Koreans, Bose deepened his collaboration with Japanese rulers in Korea.

It is interesting to observe that Tagore, who increasingly moved away from nationalism as a means of anti-colonial protest in
India, grew sympathetic towards the nationalist cause of Koreans, whereas R.B. Bose came to dismiss the Korean nationalist
cause despite his background as an Indian nationalist. This essay has suggested that one way to untangle this seeming paradox
is to examine how these men’s ideas and politics were developed from, and influenced by, acts of comparison. In Korea under
Japanese rule, knowledge about the Indian struggle against British colonialism was inevitably both comparative and contested.
Japanese and Koreans of divergent political persuasions found themselves competing to explain what India’s struggle meant for
their own causes.

As shown above, both Tagore and Bose had a role to play in the proliferation of such comparative knowledge. Those who
supported Japanese rule over Korea—mostly Japanese, but also Korean elites who chose to collaborate with Japan—belittled the
Korean struggle as nothing more than a misguided agitation, and increasingly distanced themselves from the kind of universal
anti-colonialism advocated by Tagore. Tagore’s comparative thinking was inconveniently different from theirs, which postulated a
radical difference between Japanese colonialism and its British counterpart. For these people, it was the sort of Anglophobia
embodied by Bose that informed their own comparative imagination. In tune with Bose, they argued that Koreans should not fight
against Japan, but fight with Japan against Britain, which they should view as the common enemy of Asian peoples. In contrast,
those who criticized Japanese rule applied a different comparison. Following Tagore, they made no distinction between Japanese
and British colonialism, or between Indian and Korean anti-colonialism. For these people, India’s sufferings were those of Korea,
and both nations shared independence as their common hope for the future.

Finally, a few closing comments are in order in regard to Ann Laura Stoler’s idea of the “politics of comparison,” which has
served as a key concept throughout this essay. First, by foregrounding Japanese rule in Korea and its political use of
Anglophobia, | have shown how one empire used its knowledge about another empire’s colonialism in order to justify and gain
support for its own colonialism. If we follow Stoler and claim that all empires practiced comparison in one way or another, Japan
in Korea in the early 1930s was certainly a case in point. Japanese rulers not only disseminated negative information about
British rule in India, but tried to make it sound more convincing by having it voiced by an Indian nationalist. Second, | have
applied Stoler's concept to a field of historical experience she has rarely taken up herself: the ideas and politics of those who
opposed colonialism. This paper has described how a well-known Indian critic of British colonialism emerged as a transnational
icon of anti-imperialism among anti-Japanese circles in colonial Korea. In so doing, it has provided an example of how one
colonized people circulated knowledge about the anti-colonial struggles of another in ways that articulated and justified their own
anti-colonial cause. It seems clear that such anti-colonial “politics of comparison” were far more difficult to practice than their
colonial counterpart; one thing that the case of Korea demonstrates is how inter-imperial flows of anti-colonial ideologies could be
made a target of suppression by such means as colonial censorship. But this does not mean that historians should hesitate to
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undertake further study of anti-colonial comparison. On the contrary, the very risks faced by those who employ this brand of
comparative knowledge make it a worthwhile research topic. However limited its power to influence events may have been,
investigation of the use of comparison by anti-colonial intellectuals and activists adds richness and complexity to our
understanding of the politics behind the production and circulation of comparative knowledge on colonialism.
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