Journal of the Oxford University History Society
”Yukiko Sumi Barnett, 2004

1

India in Asia: Ôkawa Shûmei’s Pan-Asian Thought and His
Idea of India in Early Twentieth-Century Japan1
by YUKIKO SUMI BARNETT
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India in Japan – historical context.
Japan and India experienced the earliest changes brought about by Westernization,
and by the 1890s they were two of the most Western-influenced societies in Asia.2
They were also, perhaps inevitably, among the first Asian countries to experience the
upsurge of anti-Western sentiment which generated nationalist movements. Many
leading political and intellectual figures, as well as the majority of public opinion in
both Japan and India thus shared many concerns and anxieties, especially about the
presence of Western rulers in Asia. Indeed, anti-Western sentiment was one of the
defining features which fuelled national movements both in Japan and India, and this
is one of the major reasons why early twentieth-century Japanese intellectuals
frequently interpreted the rise of the Indian nationalist movement as ‘a natural and
indigenous response to European imperialism’.3 United by anti-Western sentiment, the
pan-Asian aspiration of Japanese intellectuals and the struggle of the Indian
revolutionaries to end British rule were bound to find common ground – however
contradictory their political goals seem in retrospect.
Cultural relations between Japan and India can be traced back to ancient times,
despite the geographical distance between them. However, much of the interaction
between Japan and India was politically indirect until the late nineteenth century,
when Japanese modernization and military advancement played a part in inspiring
Asian and Indian nationalism. Although pan-Asian thought, which began to acquire
an ideological framework in late nineteenth-century Japan, engendered a widespread
response during the Russo-Japanese War from a range of Asian leaders including Sun
Yat-Sen, Aurobindo Ghose and Rabindranath Tagore,4 it was not until the early
twentieth century (when Indian revolutionaries approached Japan mainly for political
and financial aid) that political relations between India and Japan began to develop.
The first politically significant contacts between Japan and the Indian nationalist
movement were forged by a large number of Indian students who came to Japan for
further studies in the early years of the twentieth century. Acknowledging the
presence of Indian students in Japan during this period is of particular importance, not
least because their political activity in promoting India’s struggle for freedom
contributed immensely to attracting support from the major Japanese political and
social leaders. Even though the spirit of radicalism was evident within the Oriental
Youngmen’s Association5 (founded by Indian students in Japan in 1900), the British
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embassy in Japan initially attributed very little political significance to their activity.
The government of India, on the other hand, took their anti-British writings very
seriously after a report in the Spectator of London of January 1904 which ‘awakened’
the government of India ‘to the degree of danger to which the Indian students were
exposed in Japan’.6 As T. R. Sareen has noted, the report pointed out that although an
‘Indian rising of such a character as to endanger British rule’ was unlikely, ‘much
harm may be done if the government of India does not take steps to put a stop to the
despatching of Indian students to Japan’.7
The growing official interest in current Indian affairs and Indian thought in Japan
around the turn of the twentieth century was also reflected at another level. From the
late 1890s, the provision of facilities and centres for Indian Studies gradually
increased. For instance, in 1899 a chair in Sanskrit and Pali was created at Tokyo
Imperial University, and in 1903 another chair was set up for comparative religions.8
Nevertheless, much of the official Japanese attitude towards India’s struggle for
freedom in the early twentieth century was determined by Japan’s diplomatic relations
with Britain under the terms of the Anglo-Japanese alliance (the first agreement was
concluded in 1902).9 Despite the constraints of that alliance Japan was still considered
a relatively safe place for anti-British propaganda, especially after the formation of the
Ghadr Party in June 1913 in the USA.
Ôkawa Shûmei’s academic and spiritual encounter with India, 1907-11.10
As Christopher W. A. Szpilman has argued, classifying Ôkawa – once described by a
colleague as ‘too emotional for a scholar, too academic for an activist’ – is a difficult
task. For many he appeared to be ‘a man of seeming contradictions, a paradox’.11 For
instance, Ôkawa ‘clearly belonged in the right wing camp’, yet he ‘sympathized with
Bolshevik Russia and Lenin’.12 Though he ‘denounced democracy’, he was on
‘friendly terms with Yoshino Sakuzô, the most influential proponent of democracy in
Japan’.13 Moreover,
[h]e ardently supported the imperial institution, but his best-selling book
[Nihon nisen roppyaku nenshi (1939)] was censored for lese majesty. H e
professed utter contempt for the narikin [nouveaux riches] businessmen of
Taishô Japan, while accepting financial support from one of the most
notorious of these narikin, Ishihara Hiroichiro. He was implicated in the
terrorist incidents of the thirties, yet remained on friendly terms with
14
Count Makino Nobuaki, whom this terror aimed to dislodge from power.

Nevertheless, seen from a different perspective, these contradictions in Ôkawa’s
thought provide an insight not only into Ôkawa’s ambivalent political position, but
also into the elusive nature of Japanese pan-Asianism, particularly at its ideological,
moral, and political levels. The contradictions in Ôkawa’s thought in part reflected the
transformation of pan-Asianism’s earlier emphasis on regional integration and the
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unity of ‘Asian’ consciousness, the outlook of which was more cultural and spiritual
than imperialistic.
Ôkawa’s early encounter with religions, especially Hinduism, Islam and Mahayana
Buddhism, cannot be ignored if we are to understand the development of his panAsianism and his politico-intellectual outlook in general. After all, Ôkawa Shûmei’s
distinguished academic career and keen interest in Indian philosophy, religion and
spirituality were what rendered him a unique figure among the Japanese so-called
pan-Asianist thinkers. It was at Tokyo Imperial University that he acquired ‘a
theoretical foundation for his already pronounced pan-Asianist sentiments’ and
expanded his intellectual horizons in Eastern (particularly Indian)15 as well as Western
(particularly German)16 philosophy and intellectual history. In many ways, Ôkawa’s
academic encounter with ancient Indian philosophy as a university student was the
catalyst which directed his attention to colonial India and eventually to the study of
Western colonialism in Asia.
Earlier cultural exchanges between India and Japan also provided an important
intellectual background for the development of Ôkawa’s pan-Asian thought and his
support for India’s struggle for freedom. One of the most influential figures on his
thinking in this intellectual context was Okakura Kakuzô (Tenshin) (1862-1913),17 the
art critic and historian, the founder of the Fine Arts Academy of Japan, and also one
of the forebears of Japanese pan-Asianism and cultural nationalism. Okakura – one of
the first Japanese intellectuals to place emphasis on cultural links between Asian
countries by declaring that ‘Asia is one’18 – is an important figure when analysing
Ôkawa’s thought, not only because of his role as one of the precursors of the early
aspirations of the Japanese pan-Asianists, but also for his connection with India and
some prominent Indian leaders. Despite slightly different historical contexts from
which they spoke, the pan-Asian thought of both Ôkawa and Okakura was unique in
the sense that they both saw India – not China, as did many other contemporary panAsianists – as the major catalyst for the resurgence of Asia. The role of India in the
imagination of Okakura and Ôkawa was particularly significant, and it is difficult to
deny the influence of the thought of prominent late nineteenth- and early twentiethcentury Indian thinkers on their pan-Asian imaginings. For instance, the Bengali
religious leader, Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902),19 to whom Okakura travelled to
meet in February 1902,20 echoed many of Okakura’s assertions in The Ideals of the
East, which Okakura published in English in 1903. For instance, their ideas shared a
common philosophical ground as well as an emphasis on the uniqueness of Asian
spiritual values. They also agreed that the hallmark of Western civilization was
materialism and scientific progress; as Vivekananda put it, Asia ‘produces giants in
spirituality just as the Occident produces giants in politics [and] giants in science’.21
The influence of Aurobindo Ghose (1872-1950) on the development of Japanese panAsianism must also be considered at this juncture. Ghose was probably the first of the
Indian nationalist leaders to insist on full independence for India as a goal of the
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movement, as well as one of the earliest exponents of Hindu revivalism and
spiritualism in early twentieth-century India. Although Ôkawa never came into
contact with Ghose in person, he became a very close friend of two most ardent
followers of Ghose’s teaching at that time, Paul Richard (1874-1968) and his wife,
Mirra Alfassa (1878-1973), both of whom lived in Japan between 1916 and 1919.22
During these four years, Ôkawa visited them ‘at least three times a day’, to learn
French from Alfassa, ‘followed by a philosophical discussion with Paul Richard until
late’ and their friendship grew close enough for them to share a house together for
one year from February 1919.23 Richard played a significant part in spreading the
ideological and spiritual teaching of Ghose to Japanese students and Japan’s
intellectual scene in general, sometimes through Ôkawa’s translation of his writings
into Japanese.24 It is evident that Ghose’s spiritual and philosophical ideology
influenced Ôkawa’s thinking through his intimate relationship with Richard and
Alfassa. Ôkawa frequently cited Ghose in his writings, and in his Fukkô ajia no
shomondai (1923) he dedicated a whole section to Ghose’s teaching and philosophy.25
Ôkawa saw Ghose’s thought as ‘the catalyst’ and ‘the source of inspiration for Indian
nationalism’ in the early twentieth century, and concluded that ‘Ghose was the first
true national philosopher India has ever seen’.26
Richard also befriended other eminent pan-Asianists of the period, such as Tôyama
Mitsuru, Oshikawa Masayoshi, Uchida Ryôhei, Matsumura Kaiseki, Kawashima
Naniwa, Kuzuo Yoshihisa, and Kita Ikki, immensely influenced Japanese nationalists
of the period’.27 They became supporters of India’s struggle against British rule and
of the activities of the Indian revolutionaries in Japan. It has been argued that
Okakura, during his stay in India between January and October 1902, had something
to do with the founding of the revolutionary organization Anushilan Samiti in March
1902, of which Ghose was a major founding figure. Nevertheless, it must also be
pointed out that the extent of Okakura’s influence on Bengali revolutionaries in
general has been debated. As Peter Heehs has suggested,
[t]he talks he [Okakura] gave in Calcutta certainly encouraged wellconnected Bengalis to support secret societies in general and the
Anushilan Samiti in particular. But with the exception of some
uncorroborated statements by Aurobindo that Okakura was the ‘founder’
of the secret society, there is no evidence that his role was more than
28
inspirational.

What seems evident, on the other hand, is the close personal relationship of Ghose
and Okakura – however brief the length of the cultural exchange between them may
have been.
Another important contributor to this intellectual scene was the Nobel Prize-winning
Indian poet, social and educational reformer, and critic of colonialism, Rabindranath
Tagore (1861-1941). Tagore can be seen as an ‘internationalist’, who took a critical
JOUHS, 1 (Hilary 2004)

Journal of the Oxford University History Society
”Yukiko Sumi Barnett, 2004

5

stance ‘with respect to the idea of Nationalism, derived from the European paradigm
and internalised by Asian societies, sometimes in the form of ethnic and cultural
chauvinism’.29 Although he was fully aware of the variations that existed among
Asian cultures, for many years Tagore devoted his energies to the task of promoting
transnational values and ideas (‘unity consciousness’) which derived much from the
teaching of the Upanishads. He founded a school, the Santiniketan, in 1901, as a
protest against the existing system of education in India at that time, and it was there
that he produced many of his literary, philosophical and political writings.30 Ôkawa
does not seem to have known Tagore personally. Tagore and Okakura, however,
developed a close friendship dating from Okakura’s first visit to India in 1901. Tagore
once asserted that it was from Okakura that he first ‘came to know there was such a
thing as an Asiatic mind’.31 Their friendship was to last until the death of Okakura in
1913. It is ironic that Tagore, though ‘an ardent and articulate proponent of
nationalism during the swadeshi agitation (for the use of goods ‘belonging to one’s
own country’)32 of the 1910s, began to be increasingly critical of the kind of
nationalism he saw at work in the process of Japan’s growth into an aggressive
imperialist power.33 Tagore once observed that ‘[w]hat is dangerous for Japan is, not
the imitation of the outward features of the West, but the acceptance of the motive
force of western nationalism as her own’.34
It is also worth noting the expansion of publications of translated Western texts on
religion and spirituality during the years Ôkawa was at university. As Kamata Tôji has
observed, in the years 1910 (the year the Japan-Korea Annexational Treaty was
forged) and 1911 (the year Ôkawa graduated from university), Japan not only marked
a political turning point but also saw a new intellectual wave, particularly in the
realms of philosophy, religion, and spiritual and mystical studies.35 In 1910, a
Japanese Zen master, Suzuki Daisetsu (1870-1966), published in Japanese for the first
time a translation of Heaven and its wonders described (1839) by Emanuel
Swedenborg (1688-1772), the Swedish natural scientist turned philosopher-mystic.36
Also in that year, Madam (Helena Petrovna) Blavatsky’s (1831-91) The Key to
Theosophy (1889) was also translated by Udaka Hyôsaku from a German translation
of the book.37 Moreover, in 1911, a leading figure of the Kyôto school, Nishida Kitarô
(1870-1945), published his Zen no kenkyû (An Inquiry into the Good), followed by
Suzuki Daisetsu’s translation of Swedenborg’s Angelic wisdom concerning the divine
love and the divine wisdom (1870) in 1914 and Arcana coelestia (1840) in 1915.38
The Japanese intellectual scene in the early 1910s was filled with literature on
metaphysics, mysticism, occultism, and religious/spiritual studies from the West as
well as from within Asia.39

Political awakening: the encounter with Indian revolutionaries in Japan, 1911-13.
Ôkawa’s ardent interest in Indian philosophy and religion seems to have kept him
working for some years as an independent scholar after he graduated from Tokyo
Imperial University in 1911. He spent ‘much of his time studying and understanding
JOUHS, 1 (Hilary 2004)

Journal of the Oxford University History Society
”Yukiko Sumi Barnett, 2004

6

the Vedic literature of India, and was literally lost in the world of classical Indian
thought’.40 His scholarly enthusiasm, however, did not remain solely focused on the
ancient Indian texts. In the summer of 1913, just as his interest had gradually began to
shift from Indian religious and spiritual philosophy towards current affairs in India
and Asia, by chance Ôkawa picked up a second-hand copy of Sir Henry Cotton’s New
India or India in Transition (1886, revised 1905).41 In many ways Ôkawa’s encounter
with Cotton’s New India was to become a turning point in his political career. New
India made him realise ‘the tragedy of India under British rule’, and transformed him
‘from a complete cosmopolitan [sekaijin] into an Asianist’.42 The stark reality of early
twentieth-century India portrayed in New India was a painful blow to Ôkawa‘s
idealized vision of India as a Holy Land. The gap between the reality of India and his
imagination of it played a major part in prompting Ôkawa‘s political awakening as a
pan-Asianist.
By November of the same year, two articles by Indian intellectuals had appeared in
Michi, a bulletin published by Dôkai (a religious organization founded by Matsumura
Kaiseki), in which Ôkawa later became one of the central figures. It is most likely that
Ôkawa was behind the publication of these two articles, for he had established
contacts with a number of Indian revolutionaries by that time. One of the articles, by
Anagarika Dharmapala (1864-1933),43 was entitled ‘Naite nihon-jin ni keikoku su’
(‘A desperate warning for the Japanese people’), and was published in the sixty-fifth
volume of Michi in September 1913. Dharmapala was a Buddhism revivalist and
political activist in the freedom movement in India and Sri Lanka who visited Japan
several times, and, as a critique of the British imperialism, the publication of his
article can be seen as representative of Ôkawa’s sentiment at that time. The second
article, ‘Yo ga sokoku’ (‘Japan is my homeland’) by Moulavi (Muhammad)
Barkatullah (1870-1927), was published in the sixty-seventh volume of Michi
(November 1913). Barkatullah was the first Urdu professor in the Tokyo University of
Foreign Studies, and was also known as one of the leading members of the extremist
Ghadr Party, who published the English monthly Islamic Fraternity.44 Barkatullah
wrote extensively on the development of the anti-British movement in India, and the
role of the Ghadr Party in the movement.
Around the time when the publication of the two articles by Barkatullah and
Dharmapala took place, the Japanese intellectual scene witnessed a number of
publications of analyses of India’s struggle for freedom from British rule. For
example, in February 1912, the monthly journal Taiyô published an article entitled
‘Indo ni okeru haiei undô’ (‘Anti-British movement in India’) by Satô Tatsurô, and in
March 1913 in the same journal there appeared Yokoyama Matajirô’s article ‘Fuhei
manmantaru Indo san-oku no minshû’ (‘The three-hundred million people of India are
full of discontent’).45 Whether Ôkawa had read these articles or not is not known, yet
it is not a major assumption to imagine that these played a part in encouraging Ôkawa
to write his first major work on India, Indo ni okeru kokumin undô no genjyô oyobi
yurai (The origin and the present state of the nationalist movement in India) in 1916.
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In the autumn of 1915, just outside the library at Tokyo Imperial University, Ôkawa
met ‘by chance’ an Indian revolutionary on the street who called himself H. L. Gupta.
Their meeting has often been understood to be accidental. However, if we are to take
account of the fact that Ôkawa already knew at least two Indian political activists, it is
quite possible that Ôkawa was no longer an anonymous writer in the network of
Indian revolutionaries active in Japan. Hence it is quite likely that Gupta, who knew
about Ôkawa’s political views, contrived that ‘accidental’ meeting, hoping that
Ôkawa would assist their political activities in Japan.46 It was also Gupta who
introduced Ôkawa to R. B. Bose, who called himself P. N. Takur at that time.47 Bose
had been involved in a number of major terrorist attacks against British officials in
India between 1910 and 1915, but after a failed attempt to foment a revolution in
Punjab in February 1915 he had escaped to Japan.48 Indeed, it is not an exaggeration
to state that it was Ôkawa’s encounter with Gupta which marked the beginning of
Ôkawa’s determination to support the struggle of Indian revolutionaries for
independence.
Ôkawa was asked by the two Indian revolutionaries to help them organise a party,
primarily for welcoming the prominent Indian revolutionary leader of the Punjab,
Lala Lajpat Rai (who was staying in Japan at that time on his way to visit the USA),
but also in the name of ‘promoting friendly relations between Japan and India’.49
Ôkawa claimed to have succeeded in gathering more than two hundred guests that
evening,50 many of them being Indian students, Indian tradesmen in Japan, and
prominent figures of the Japanese intellectual and political scene, including Tôyama
Mitsuru, Anesaki Masaharu, Oshikawa Masayoshi and Ishikawa Hanzan.51 The
atmosphere of the party was clearly anti-British, as shown by the absence of the
Union Jack next to the Japanese and Indian flags. This ‘multi-purpose’ event was
viewed as a great success, and the overwhelming support for India’s struggle
expressed by the Japanese leaders on this occasion was said to have ‘buoyed the
sagging spirits of Thakur [sic] and Gupta’; given the circumstances of Bose and Gupta
as Indian revolutionaries on the run, the success of the event was a humiliating
experience for the British government.52 The reluctance of the Japanese government
to suppress Indian revolutionary fugitives, despite their special relationship with the
British (the Anglo-Japanese alliance), irritated the already anxious nerves of the
British. The next day, Gupta and Bose were given a five-day notice of deportation to
India or any other British territory by the Japanese government on behalf of the
British Ambassador. This charge was, as Ôtsuka Takehiro observed, understood to be
‘more or less synonymous with life-sentence’.53
It needs to be pointed out at this point that the reason why R. B. Bose and H. L. Gupta
came to Japan was twofold. Their public activities in Japan – such as writing
newspaper articles54 and organising a party for the coronation of the Taishô emperor –
give us the impression that their stay in Japan was dedicated to promoting the Indian
revolutionaries’ political cause. Apart from campaigning for India’s struggle for
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independence and gaining support from prominent Japanese leaders, their role also
was to supply weapons and ammunition to India. The British Ambassador and the
Japanese officials were all aware of the dual role of Bose and Gupta, and the British
Foreign Office had already requested the deportation of Gupta and Bose on 5
October.55 Thus the anti-British atmosphere at the coronation party was not the only
reason why their deportation was ordered, in spite of Ôkawa’s apparent understanding
of the turn of events.
Events took an unprecedented turn when, in late February 1916, a British war ship
fired at the Japanese civilian ship Tenyômaru, which was travelling to Hong Kong,
and forcibly took seven Indian passengers away from the ship.56 This incident clearly
demonstrated the frustration of the British over the failure of the Japanese government
to capture Gupta and Bose. However, the Japanese government protested against this
incident, and hardened their anti-British stance. As a consequence of this anti-British
measure, the Japanese Foreign Office also gradually mitigated their policies towards
Indian revolutionaries. Hence, in April that year, the deportation order was at last
withdrawn. Now, as free men, Bose and Gupta went their separate ways: Gupta left
Japan for the USA in June, and Bose was naturalized as a Japanese citizen in July
1923, after marrying the eldest daughter of Mr and Mrs Nakamura, who had helped
harbour Bose and Gupta while they were chased by British officials eager to have
them deported immediately.
Bose continued his campaign supporting India’s struggle for freedom in Japan, and he
was to become a major influence not only on the thinking of Ôkawa, but also on that
of leading Japanese pan-Asianists.57 There had been a connection between Indian
revolutionaries and some Japanese political activists before the arrival of Bose, for
example, between Ôkawa and M. Barkatullah and, possibly, A. Dharmapala.
Nevertheless, it was not until the arrival of Bose (and Gupta) in Japan that the
connection between the Indian revolutionaries and prominent Japanese nationalist
leaders was truly forged. Although Bose was by no means a successful political
leader, his role as a popularizer of the Indian revolutionary movement, as a strategist
who contributed to creating a network of revolutionaries abroad, and as an educator
and an author, should be acknowledged. One may assert, as Hemendra Prasad Ghose
has done, that ‘[i]n Japan Rash Behari Bose was, so to say, not an individual but an
institution from which emanated inspiration and instruction’.58 From the late twenties
onwards, Bose published twelve books in Japan and, as a leading Indian revolutionary
figure, his influence over Japanese intellectuals’ understanding of India’s struggle for
freedom was far from insignificant. In Ôkawa’s pamphlet entitled ‘Kunkoku no
shimei’ (‘Our country’s mission’), published in 1916, Ôkawa insisted not only on the
removal of British rule from India, but also on the ‘liberation’ of all Asian countries
from the forces of Western colonialism in order to resurrect ‘Asia for Asians’:
We must not claim Japan’s dominant authority over the world as some
might have wished. We must not either claim to unite Asia. That would be
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merely to repeat the same mistake the Western race has made. Our mission
is to rescue the nations that have been suffering under Western
oppression… Together we will attain freedom, the most invaluable right of
human kind, and remove Western oppression of our indigenous culture.
The reason why we call for ‘Asia for Asians’ is because there can be no
true Asia as long as Asia is under Western control… We need to recognize
that we must rescue Asia as well as the West by reforming the attitude and
the spirit of the Western race… The Japanese nation must prepare
59
ourselves for our country’s grand mission.

Ôkawa had already been awakened to the idea of Japan as a cultural leader of both the
East and the West. After his encounter with Indian revolutionaries, however, he began
to believe firmly in Japan’s duty – or in his own words, ‘divine mission’ – as a leader
of Asiatic nations to free Asia from ‘Western oppression’. In other words, his political
awakening imbued him with the conviction that Japan had a cultural as well as a
political duty to liberate Asia.60 By early 1916 Ôkawa had been described by A. M.
Cardew, the British Commercial Agent in Tokyo, as ‘a leading spirit of the PanAsiatic movement’, ‘a very important man’ who had considerable ‘influence on the
Japanese press’ and was considered to be the man behind the growing numbers of
Japanese students developing a ‘keen interest in Indian affairs’.61

India in Ôkawa’s major writings and his vision of ‘One Asia’.
In May 1916, Rabindranath Tagore visited Japan for the first time after receiving the
Nobel Prize, and stories about Tagore and India in general were frequently featured in
the Japanese press. In November of the same year, Ôkawa published his first major
academic work on Asia, Indo ni okeru kokumin undô no genjyô oyobi sono yurai (The
origin and present state of the nationalist movement in India, 1916; hereafter Genjyô
oyobi sono yurai). According to the editor of Ôkawa Shûmei Zenshû (The collected
works of Ôkawa Shûmei), this work was ‘probably the first to introduce politics and
current affairs of modern India to Japan’.62 For many Japanese intellectuals of the
period, there was a tendency to conceptualize their ideological map of Asia only
within the geographical boundaries of East Asia, or sometimes even only within the
boundaries of Japan, China and Korea. Considering this intellectual trend, Ôkawa’s
vision of pan-Asia was unique, as it included both South and West Asian regions.
Ôkawa’s work on India in Genjyô oyobi sono yurai was one of the earliest major
scholarly researches of the time that can be described as a politico-historical analysis.
Moreover, his analysis of the development of Indian nationalist movements was
indeed a pioneering research on popular nationalist movements outside the Far East at
that time.63
Ôkawa wrote a number of other works in which he placed particular focus on India,
such as Fukkô ajia no shomondai (Various issues concerning the resurgence of Asia)
(1922), Fukkô indo no seishinteki konkyo (The spiritual foundations of the resurgence
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of India) (1924), Ajia, yôroppa, nihon (Asia, Europe and Japan) (1925), Indo shisô
gaisetsu (An outline of the Indian thought) (1930), Indo kokumin undô no yurai (The
origin of Indian nationalism) (1931), and Ajia kensetsu-sha (The Founders of Asia)
(1941). Ôkawa’s criticism of the ‘Anglicized’ opinions and attitudes of the Japanese
government, as seen in his early twentieth-century writings, reflects the consensus of
Japanese pan-Asian thinkers of the period. For example, Japan’s British-friendly
stance was denounced by Kita Ikki, Ôkawa’s ‘one-time pan-Asianist partner’,64 in his
Shina kakumei gaishi (An outline of Chinese revolution) (1915) and in Nihon kaizôhôan taikô (General principles of the transformation of Japan) (1916). Kita fervently
criticized the Japanese governmental officials for being policemen of India (Indojyunsa) under British orders, and even went as far as to assert that ‘India’s freedom
movement during the [First World] war ultimately failed because the Japanese
government remained loyal to the Anglo-Japanese alliance’.65 The early days of panAsianism constantly generated severe criticism of the Japanese government and
prompted support for Asian nationalist movements, despite the government’s efforts
to suppress them. Earlier currents of pan-Asian thought were anti-establishment, as is
evident in the views held by Ôkawa and Kita, despite pan-Asianism’s later
transformation in mid 1920s Japan, which gradually came to represent ‘the new wave
of ultranationalism’.66
Ôkawa continued to support India’s struggle for freedom, and from about 1917 and
for some years after, he acted as an agent between Indian revolutionaries in Japan and
India, using his own name and the name of the warden of Sônaikai (the hall of
residence of Tokyo Imperial University where Ôkawa stayed when he was a student),
‘Satô Yûnô’.67 Moreover, Ôkawa published various anti-British pamphlets from ZenAjiakai (The Asiatic Association of Japan), which he founded with Taraknath Das in
1916, and in July 1917 he translated Das’s Isolation of Japan in World Politics.68
Ôkawa was also responsible for the publication of a booklet in English entitled For
India (1917) by W. W. Pearson,69 which was banned by the Home Office along with
Ôkawa’s Genjyô oyobi sono yurai. It seems that it was through the publication of
Pearson’s book that Ôkawa first encountered Gandhi’s moral and political
philosophy.70 Indeed, it needs to be emphasized that Ôkawa was one of the few
Japanese intellectuals to speak about Gandhi at that time. Ôkawa’s analysis of
Gandhi’s South African years, his moral and political philosophy and its application
to the mass movement, the Gandhian method of passive resistance, the concept of
truth-force or soul-force (satyagraha), non-violence (ahimsa), and his noncooperation tactics were also published throughout the 1930s to the early 1940s.71 As
he stated in his Indo shisô gaisetsu, Ôkawa saw the emergence of Gandhi as the
catalyst which had induced India’s political awakening within its own cultural, and
especially spiritual, tradition: Gandhi was ‘India’s Tolstoy’, who made the Indian
national movement ‘truly Indian’.72 It is interesting that Ôkawa compared Gandhi to
Lenin and maintained that they were the greatest revolutionaries of the period, and
that he saw Gandhi more as a great political leader than a great spiritual leader,
because of his method of mass mobilization and his unmatched ability to exercise
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great influence over Indian public opinion.73 In Ôkawa’s view, the emergence of
Gandhi as a political leader marked the final stage of the Indian national movement,
and he thought that ‘with Gandhi as a leader India will enter a new era’.74
As Ôkawa’s support for India’s struggle for freedom and for Indian revolutionaries in
Japan became much more direct and active, the British government, which had
already put Ôkawa’s name on its black list, also exerted pressure on Nichi-in kyôkai
(the Japan and India Association) to withdraw Ôkawa’s membership.75 Ôkawa was
infuriated by this ‘unreasonable’ treatment, and wrote a protest in the journal Ajia
jiron in 1921. The height of Ôkawa’s fury against the Japanese government’s
‘hypocrisy’ is most effectively conveyed in this letter of protest, in which he
denounced ‘the British spirit which ominously prevails in Japan’:
[i]f the Association stands for a group of people who welcome every
utterance of the British, for those who praise the British governance of
India…I would like to see the Association perish, for I consider such a
society as an obstacle to the promotion of friendly relations between Japan
76
and India as well as a disgrace to the people of Japan.

As Ôkawa’s frequent references to Gandhi and later also to Nehru show, he continued
to pay close attention to the course of the Indian national movement until at least the
mid twentieth century. Nevertheless, given Ôkawa’s generous support for India’s
struggle for freedom from British rule, one cannot but feel slightly baffled at finding
no reference to partition or even independence in 1947 in his memoir, Anraku no mon
(The Door to Serenity), which was first published in 1951.77 Ôkawa commented
neither on any aspect of the post-independence state of India, nor on what role India
should play in the resurgence of Asia in the near future. Was India’s struggle for
freedom merely a timely polemical tool which served to justify Japan’s mission to
‘liberate’ Asia? What then did India, or the idea of India, represent for Ôkawa?
Perhaps, for Ôkawa India was a little more than a projection of an idealized
motherland of ‘Asian’ spirituality onto his pan-Asian map?78

The ambivalence of Ôkawa Shûmei’s pan-Asianism.
Until relatively recently, Ôkawa Shûmei’s vast body of academic work has tended to
be overlooked, if not deliberately avoided. In particular, his work on Indian and other
Asian affairs has been neglected by post-war scholars of Indian and Asian studies. As
Nagasaki Yôko has argued, this may be largely due to the premise from which postwar Indian studies in Japan took off.79 There was a tacit yet determined endeavour by
scholars in this field to dissociate themselves from the likes of Ôkawa, whose work
has often been associated with Japan’s imperialistic aggression in Asia. Indeed, from
this perspective we may argue that the tendency to neglect Ôkawa’s early scholarly
output is symptomatic of an even broader issue: ‘Japan’s unwillingness to come to
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terms with its own past’.80
All pan-Asianists, as Szpilman observed, ‘had to confront the obvious linguistic,
cultural and political diversity of Asia that belied the purported unity of the vast
continent’.81 However, most Japanese pan-Asianists ‘evaded this contradiction by
focusing only on East Asia and neglecting the rest’.82 Therefore, Ôkawa’s analysis of
Asian current affairs stood out as a unique and ambitious project, for in it the
geographical boundary of ‘Asia’ went far beyond that of the Far East.83 Ôkawa’s
vision of a ‘diverse yet united’ Asia, with its strong emphasis on the role of the Indian
revolutionary movement in the liberation of Asia, was no doubt influenced by his
correspondence with Indian revolutionaries who confirmed his vision of Asian unity,
despite Asia’s immense linguistic, cultural, and political diversity.
Moreover, Ôkawa’s vast research output on the political reality of Asia also had a
unique geo-political aspect, for his idea of ‘One Asia’ also included Egypt and even
the Muslim-inhabited parts of the Balkan Peninsula.84 By some intuitive process –
though he never fully explained what – Asia was ‘capable of distinguishing the eternal
elements from the transitory ephemeral fluff in all kinds of cultural phenomena,
whether in religion, customs, or morality’.85 Seeing the signs of the resurgence of
Asia in nationalist movements throughout Asia, as he did in the Indian revolutionary
movement, Ôkawa’s study of the growing currents of Asian nationalist movements
was indeed innovative. Previously undocumented nationalist movements in Tibet,
Thailand, India, Afghanistan, Persia, Turkey, Egypt and ‘Mesopotamia’ were seen by
Ôkawa as the ‘fundamental driving-force in the post-first world war development of
world history’.86
Furthermore, inheriting Okakura Tenshin’s notion of ‘Asia is one’ on a spiritual and
philosophical basis, Ôkawa was one of a few pan-Asianists who stressed that what
Asia then needed was a ‘spiritual awakening’, in order to attain independence
politically, as well as spiritually. Ôkawa attempted to understand the fall of Asia vis-àvis the rise of the West from the nineteenth century onwards and the growing currents
of the Asian nationalist movement on a spiritual basis. He believed that all Asian
nations shared a certain moral, spiritual and philosophical foundation that defined the
‘Asianess’ of Asia, rather than any linguistic, cultural or political characteristics.
‘Asia’, Ôkawa once asserted, ‘is where the soul of mankind resides… Asian history
has been in essence spiritual’.87 His fixation with the spiritual foundation of Asia,
which he believed to be the bond uniting all Asian national movements, was, perhaps,
part of his pursuit of some form of universal truth – a pursuit which continued until
his death.88 For example, the emergence of Gandhi in India was of particular interest
for Ôkawa, for he saw Gandhi as the incarnation of ‘Asian spirit’, who made the
Indian national movement ‘truly Indian’.89 Indeed, Ôkawa was one of the first
Japanese intellectuals to introduce Gandhi’s thought to Japan and point out the extent
of his influence in India.90
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Ôkawa’s often undervalued role as an educational leader in the then growing field of
Indian and Asian studies should also be acknowledged. The influence of Ôkawa’s
efforts to expand Indian studies and Asian studies in Japan is far from insignificant.
For instance, while he was a professor at Takushoku Daigaku (Colonial University) in
Tokyo intermittently between 1921 and 1945, he also co-operated in running a private
centre for the study of social education, Shakai Kyôiku Kenkyûjyo (later known as
Daigakuryô) housed within the Imperial Palace.91 Moreover, under the leadership of
Ôkawa, the Tôa Keizai Chôsakyoku (East Asian Economic Research Bureau), over
which Ôkawa presided from 1919 until its dissolution at the end of the Second World
War, prepared ‘extensive and valuable documentation on China, [and] published
magazines which presented material on the economic, political and social conditions
in China, India, and west India’.92 It is also notable that the bureau produced many
prominent scholars including Maejima Shinji, Sakamoto Norimatsu, Nakamura
Takashi, Ide Kiwata, Okazaki Saburô, Suyama Suguru, and Hara Kakuten.93
Furthermore, in 1938 Ôkawa founded a research institution at the Tôa Keizai
Chôsakyoku, in order to ‘help raise the future leaders of Japan and Asia’ by providing
young students an opportunity to learn Asian languages including Thai, Malay, Hindi,
Turkish, Persian, Afghani and Arabic.94 While Ôkawa’s late pan-Asianist thought
‘does not diminish in any way his responsibility for his contribution to bringing Japan
closer to war’,95 this should not prevent us from acknowledging his other role in
establishing an intellectual foundation for Indian studies in Japan. We must not
attempt to glorify his pan-Asianism, using his earlier academic work on India and
Asia as an ultimate justification for his involvement in terrorist attacks (such as the
coup d’etat known as the March Incident in 1931, and the assassination of Premier
Inukai Tsuyoshi in 1932 in which Ôkawa provided ‘guns, bullets, ammunition and a
certain amount of money’96). On the other hand, Ôkawa’s academic output needs to
be properly placed and recognised in the historical context from which it emerged.
However, simply listing the consequences of Ôkawa’s spiritual interest in India and of
the mutual influences between a Japanese intellectual and Indian revolutionaries,
leaves some crucial questions unexplored. If Ôkawa remained so indifferent towards
the future role of India in the resurgence of Asia after its independence in 1947, what
was his vision of India’s role in Asia?
In considering this vital question, we should acknowledge the fact that much of
Ôkawa’s inspiration, and, indeed, most of the sources of information, for his writing
on India came not from his own experience but from his dialogue with Indian
revolutionaries and his reading of secondary texts, mostly in English. Moreover, there
is no record either by Ôkawa himself or by a third party of him visiting India, or even
attempting to do so. Ôkawa repeatedly mentioned the shocking revelation brought
about by Sir Henry Cotton’s New India, when he picked up the book by chance in
1913. If he became as ‘extremely outraged and seriously concerned’ about India’s
socio-political reality as he claimed, one might imagine that he would have visited
India between 1913 and 1916 when he was writing Genjyô oyobi so no yurai – an
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extensive investigation into the current affairs of India. Besides, one cannot help
noticing the relatively light treatment of Cotton’s New India in his Genjyô oyobi sono
yurai, in which Ôkawa referred only once to Cotton’s comments on the racial tension
between Indians and the British.97 This might indicate that what in fact shocked
Ôkawa in reading New India was, first and foremost, ‘the arrogance in thought and
language of the ruling race’ as it appeared in the Preface.98 In other words, the
‘inherent attitude of Englishmen in regard to all coloured races’ and the ‘lordly
superiority and of contemptuous indifference’ of the British ‘race’ described in the
book had an impact on Ôkawa’s thinking as significant as – if not more significant
than – the socio-political reality of the tragedy of India under British rule portrayed in
New India.99 Ôkawa’s criticism of British rule indeed seems to have been founded
more upon racial grounds than on their colonial policy in India.100 For instance, during
the interrogations by police over his involvement in the assassination of Premier
Inukai, when questioned about the roots of his political thought, Ôkawa talked about
his encounter with Cotton’s New India. Without hesitation he asserted that after
reading New India and ‘as many books on current Indian affairs’ as he could manage
to read,
intense antipathy towards the oppression of the coloured race by the white
race was firmly implanted in my mind. From then onwards I began to
study how the white race had conquered the world and how they have
101
managed to maintain their power.

We may, therefore, argue that Ôkawa’s pan-Asian thought may indeed be better
understood within the ideological framework of anti-Westernism.102 If we are to see
Ôkawa’s academic writing and life-long political activity more as an expression of
anti-Westernism than of pan-Asianism, some apparent contradictions in his thought
begin to fade. Ôkawa’s anti-Western sentiment was the major drive behind his
scholarly enthusiasm for the current affairs of India under colonial rule. After all, his
idea of Asia – in which Japan had a ‘sacred role’ as a leader of Asia – was, perhaps,
not ‘an independent entity’ but part of a highly ideologically charged ‘imagination’ in
which India acquired an identity only as a reaction to the West.103 This may explain
why Ôkawa’s vision of Asia was so abstract as to include everything that is not
‘Western’, and any politically precise role of India in the resurgence of Asia is
obscure in his writings. This would also account for Ôkawa’s inability to sympathize
with the constitutional currents of the Indian national movement: he was convinced
that British rule in India would be eventually removed by ‘Asians’ – i.e. Indian
revolutionaries with the help of the Japanese.104
Likewise, his lack of awareness of contradictions within Japan’s imperial mission
provides an explanation for his relative lack of interest in China and Korea. Political,
as well as moral criticism of the Japanese occupation in China and Korea, was entirely
absent from Ôkawa’s writing; instead, on numerous occasions he argued that the
Japanese occupation of Korea was justified.105 He was convinced that the Japanese
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occupation was justified because he believed that it was part of Japan’s ‘divine
mission’ to liberate ‘Asia for Asians’. Moreover, Ôkawa argued in a markedly similar
tone to Saidian critics of the Western orientalist discourse (though he was speaking at
least three decades before the orientalist debate came to the fore in the late 1970s106),
that ‘the Orient known by Europeans since the ancient times is not the Orient known
by the Easterners themselves’.107 Ôkawa asserted that the existing dichotomy between
Asia and the West was a Western creation. Yet, ironically, the concept of Asia in his
argument tended to be dependent upon, or a reaction against, his concept of the
‘West’.108
If we are to situate Ôkawa’s rejection of Western ideals in a broader historical context,
we can, perhaps, see his response as a symptomatic reaction of the intelligentsia of a
society facing the process of modernization – be it Western or Eastern. The process of
modernization had indeed generated similar responses at the intellectual and artistic
level in other societies. In some limited ways, comparisons can be drawn between
Ôkawa’s early yearning for India and the interest in India shown by German
Romantic thinkers in the mid nineteenth century, some of whom idealised India –
largely as a means of escape from the ‘enlightened’ world-view.109 In Ôkawa’s
thinking, however, there also existed a different mode of enquiry which recognized
India in Asia primarily as a part of his Asia, over which Japan presided. In other
words, the spiritual yearning towards India and the desire to control India cohabited in
Ôkawa’s early pan-Asian thought.
The rather ambivalent position of India in Ôkawa’s pan-Asianism and its place in his
multi-layered orientalism demands further exploration. Although India may have long
been represented in Japan as one of the three countries (sangoku)110 and was often
considered by academics to be culturally close despite its geographical distance, the
degree to which India, or rather ‘things Indian’, penetrated into early twentiethcentury Japanese society is debatable. What needs to be considered at this juncture is
the fact that Ôkawa was born in a society which was experiencing significant changes
at many levels. From the time that the West ‘officially’ came into contact with Japan
in 1854, Western influences, especially in the realm of science, scholarship,
technology, industry and the economy were assimilated at a dramatic speed.111 What
took Britain a century gradually to develop during the Industrial Revolution happened
in Japan in half the time. Ultimately, these changes altered the fundamental patterns of
daily life and encouraged ‘new styles of artistic, cultural and intellectual activity’.112
Many prominent Japanese intellectuals in the early twentieth century grew up in a
society eager to build a democratic foundation that matched the successful European
model. Western influences were a prominent feature of Japan’s process of nation
building. As the eldest son of a wealthy doctor, Ôkawa was certainly not an exception
in being exposed to Western values and ways of thinking from a very early age. He
derived inspiration for his pan-Asian thought ‘as much from Western as from native
Japanese or Asian sources’.113 As Szpilman has pointed out,
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[h]e made no secret of his intellectual debt to Plato (elitism and idealism);
Hegel (his philosophy of history); neo-Hegelian Russian philosopher
Soloviev (the significance of war in history and situational ethics); the
now obscure French mystic, Paul Richard, who confirmed his view of
Japan’s moral superiority; Lothrop Stoddard and Oswald Spengler, the
pessimists, who proclaimed the decline of the West etc.114

One could, therefore, argue that early twentieth-century Japanese intellectuals like
Ôkawa actively participated in the process of ‘orientalizing’ India as much as the socalled orientalists of the West ‘orientalized’ and essentialized India. Nevertheless,
such orientalisation can often be a by-product or side effect of the intellectual process
of understanding cultures and traditions which are seen by the thinker to be different
from or outside his own. It must also be pointed out that Ôkawa’s theory of the unique
Asian/Japanese spirit, which he believed the West lacked, was developed and indeed
realized in large part through his encounter with the Western world of literature, arts,
politics, religion and philosophy – as was Aurobindo Ghose’s Hindu cultural
revivalism and spiritualism, M. K. Gandhi’s principle of non-violence and method of
passive resistance, Rabindranath Tagore’s criticism of imperialism and nationalism
and Okakura Tenshin’s artistic and cultural pan-Asianism. Ôkawa’s ‘idea of India’
was initially developed through a romanticized – and indeed Western – view of
‘things Indian’ which idealized India primarily as the home of Asian spirituality. If it
were not for this Westernized ‘idea of India’, Ôkawa’s later political attention to the
‘tragedy of India under British rule’ would not have been so dramatic.115 It is also
largely because of this uncomfortable assimilation of Western and Asian identities and
multi-layered orientalism, notably evident in his vision of India, that Ôkawa’s panAsianism manifests ambivalence, if not contradiction. Indeed, the unresolved
ambiguity of Ôkawa’s pan-Asianism mirrored the similarly ambiguous and confused
politico-cultural imagining of the Japanese nation in the early twentieth century,
which, with tragic consequences, failed to reconcile the fundamental moral
contradictions within its ‘divine mission’.
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would like to thank Professor Judith M. Brown, Dr Rana Mitter, Dr Hotta Eri (all at
University of Oxford), Dr Gerhard Krebs (Berlin Free University), Dr C. S. Jones (University
of Nottingham), Takeda Shôzô, Sumi Mieko and Sumi Hisao for their invaluable help and
advice. I am most indebted to Dr S. J. Barnett (Kingston University) for his scholarly support
and continuous encouragement along the way.
2
P. A. Narashima Murthy, India and Japan: Dimensions of Their Relations. Historical and
Political (New Delhi: ABC Pub. House, 1986), p. 30.
3
P. Heehs, Nationalism, Terrorism, Communalism: Essays in Modern Indian History (Delhi:
Oxford University Press, 1998), p. viii.
4
P. Duara, ‘Opening Remarks: Empire in the Age of Nationalism’ in H. Fuess (ed.), The
Japanese Empire in East Asia and Its Post-war Legacy (Munich: Ludicium, 1998), p. 20.
5
The Oriental Youngmen’s Association was founded in 1900 with the object of facilitating
the cultivation of friendship between the Japanese and Indian and other Asian students
studying in Japan. The Association published this aim in the Japan Gazette in 1900.
Commenting on this trend, the Japan Weekly Mail expressed the hope that the young men
who returned from Japan with new knowledge would apply it to the social, economic and
moral advancement of the Indian people. See further in Narashima Murthy, India and Japan,
pp. 85-6.
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(ed.), The Japanese Empire in East Asia and Its Post-war Legacy. Szpilman argued that
Ôkawa should rather be understood as a ‘conservative’ thinker than as a ‘radical’ political
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