
1. Introduction
The theme of Asia, Asianism and Asian identity plays a significant role in bilateral ties between

Japan and India.  The Asian theme historically was a symbol of interaction, friendship and closeness of
the Japanese and Indian nations. Asian theme was of special significance for unity, understanding,
acquaintance and interaction between Okakura Kakuz -o (Tenshin) with great Indian Bengali poet
Rabindra Nath Tagore and Hindu spiritual leader also from Bengal Swami Vivekananda. Okakura
Tenshin, ‘a man ahead of his time in early modern Japan and a type of Renaissance man’2, who declared

15

Keywords: Nehru, India, Japan, Asia, Asianism, Asian unity, Pan-Asianism, Asiatic Federation.

Asia fascinates me, the long past of Asia, 
the achievements of Asia through millennia of history, 

the troubled present of Asia and the future that is taking shape almost before our eyes1

Jawaharlal Nehru

This paper discusses that the Asian theme throughout the history played a significant and major role
in all stages of the relation and interaction between India and Japan. The objective of this paper is to
analyze the origin of Nehru’s Asianism and main aspects of his Asian ideas and concerns. Also, this
study attempts to examine the major factors and sources of influence to Nehru’s Asianism and his Asian
ideas. The study finds that there are various sources of influence to Nehru’s Asianism, such as: Japan
and its victory over Russia in Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905; The eminent leaders of the Indian
National Congress in 1920s; Nehru’s visit to Soviet Union in November 1927; Rabindra Nath Tagore’s
ideas on Asian identity and unity; Sun Yat-sen’s Pan-Asianism and Greater Asianism; Japan’s policy of
‘Asia for Asians’; Subhas Chandra Bose’s thoughts on foundation of Pan-Asiatic Federation and creation
of a new Asia through elimination of all vestiges of colonialism and imperialism, etc. Moreover, Nehru’s
attitude and policy towards Japan during the different periods of his life and political career in the
context of his Asianism and also Indo-Japan relations have been examined. As implications of this
study, the author observed that, Nehru from 1905 since the victory of Japan over Russia until 1920s was
admirer of Japan, an island Asian nation, which defeated a European military power. Japan’s war with
another Asian nation China was disappointment for Nehru and his sympathy was with China. For
Nehru, Japan’s image changed from a model nation in Asia to aggressor and breaker of peace and
solidarity in Asia. During WWII Nehru chose an anti-Japanese policy and a hard line towards Japan. He
was against Japan’s control of Asia. Finally, after WWII due to his Asianism and Asian concerns Nehru
changed his policy towards new and non-militaristic Japan and laid a foundation of positive and cordial
postwar relations between both countries India and Japan.
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that ‘Asia is one’3, was life-long friend of Rabindra Nath Tagore - the first Asian to win the Nobel Prize
for Literature in 19134.

During the first few years after independence Asia remained one of India’s important external
concerns. This marked continuity with the pre-independence Asian-orientation of Indian nationalism.
Jawaharlal Nehru, one of the leaders of independence movement and the first prime minister of
independent India has emphasized, that “The maintenance of the independence and sovereignty of
Asian countries as well as the end of colonial and foreign rule are essential for the prosperity of Asian
peoples and for peace of the world.”5

This paper serves as an addition to the academic literature examining and exploring Nehru’s
Asianism and its relation with Japan. It draws together the main conclusions of literature relevant to the
topic. Previously, some scholars like Braillard, Datta-Ray, Deshingkar, Gokhale, Heptulla, Holslag, Rao
A, and Rao B. G., Sareen and others have discussed and opined about Nehru’s Asianism or Asian ideas
in their works. Deshingkar found Nehru as unilaterally pan-Asian and unilaterally a self-appointed
mediator in Asian and world affairs.6 Gokhale, who examined the origin and development of Nehru’s
vision of Asia, is of opinion that the concepts of Nationalism and Asianism… remained constant in his
thought for over half a century.7 Heptulla argues that Pan-Arabism of Egyptian leader Gamal Abdel
Nasser joined hands and merged in the broader Pan-Asianism of Nehru.8 Asianism of Nehru has been
characterized as ‘pacifist and benevolent’, which differs from the somewhat aggressive Pan-Asianism of
Japan.9 Nehru’s Pan-Asianism was ‘tempered with realism’ as argued by Datta-Ray.10 As observed by
Holslag, Chinese leader Mao saw Nehru’s Pan-Asianism in conflict with his own ambitions ‘to become
Asia’s ideological and political shepherd’.11 Rao A, and Rao B. G. find Nehru’s Asianism as a ‘useful
gambit’.12 According to Acharya, regionalism proposals, like Nehru’s Pan-Asianism, Nasser’s Pan-
Arabism, and Nkrumah’s Pan-Africanism were failed attempts and had few successes.13

Among all abovementioned authors only Sareen relates Nehru’s Asianism to the Japan’s mission of
Asian unity, which Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose had endorsed during the Second World War (Sareen,
1986, 1993, 2007). As per findings of this paper, most of those previous authors occasionally and briefly
opine about Nehru’s Asianism or Pan-Asianism in their work mainly focusing on Nehru’s biography, his
foreign policy, his ideology and thought, India’s foreign relations, etc. Therefore, the paper tries to
highlight unresolved issues and fill the gap within the body of existing literature and understandings
and to examine Nehru’s Asianism in the context of India-Japan relations. The position of this paper
within the existing academic literature is that, Japan and its victory over Russia in Russo-Japanese War
of 1904–1905 laid the foundation of Nehru’s Asianism and stimulated his nationalism. The paper
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concludes that Nehru’s Asianism didn’t have a proper success and was a failed legacy.
Nehru had too complex mind to nearly categorize.14 Moraes characterized Nehru as ‘a Marxist theorist

wedded to democratic practices’.15 Nehru’s youngest sister Krishna Nehru Hutheesing has described him
as ‘terribly bad communist’.16 But many scholars have viewed Nehru as a socialist (Mirsepassi, 2010;
Hardgrave and Kochanek, 2008; Mohanty, 2004; Patil, 1987; Dutt, 1981), a ‘democratic socialist’
(Tripathy, 2009; Moraes, 2007; Lemoine, 2001; Tummala, 1996; Mishra, 1989; Singh, 1989; Dube, 1988;
Copland, 1980; Anand, 1978; Pradhan, 1974; De Bary, 1958), a ‘socialist theoretician’ (Agarwalla, 1994;
Mehrotra, 1990; Joshi and Hebsur, 1987; Karunakaran, 1979; Pradhan, 1974) etc. Above all, Nehru
himself made clear in his Presidential Address to the Lahore Congress on December 1929 by confessing
frankly that he is ‘a socialist and a republican and…no believer in kings and princes’17 Later, after over a
decade again he declared that he stands for socialism and, he expressed hope that, India too will stand
for socialism. Nehru wanted India to be a socialist state.18

The paper consists of introduction, two sections and conclusion. The first section focuses on the
origin of Nehru’s Asianism and factors which influenced his Asian ideas. The author tries to explore
and present the origin and evolution of Nehru’s Asianism and Asian concerns before and during WWII
and his Asian doctrine after the war. The second section covers Nehru’s Asianism in the context of Indo-
Japan relations. The issue of Nehru’s Asianism in relation with Japan during different periods is under
concentration. The paper also attempts to describe the impact of Nehru’s Asianism to the foreign policy
of independent India and international affairs. Also, other aspects of Nehru’s Asianism, such as the
China factor have been examined.

2. The origin of Nehru’s Asianism
Within India itself, the eminent leaders of the Indian National Congress party during 1920s were the

source of influence for Nehru’s Asianism and Asian ideas. Nehru may have been inspired and influenced
by the thoughts and ideas of some of the following Congress party leaders in the 1920s like Chittaranjan
Das, Srinivasa Iyengar, Mukhtar Ansari, who believed in Asian idea and were serious about promoting a
federation or union of Asian nations, especially of those which were under colonization and political
oppression. For example, Chittaranjan Das, a political guru and patron of Subhas Chandra Bose, in his
presidential address at Gaya session of the Congress in 1922 stated that India could not remain outside
an Asian union. Formation of a Pan-Asiatic Federation was one of the programs of the Swaraj Party
formed by Chittaranjan Das after his resignation from the Congress presidentship.19 Srinivasa Iyengar at
Guwahati on December 1926 was even more eloquent in expounding the Asian federation idea. In his
words: “The time has perhaps come for us seriously to think of a Federation of Asiatic peoples for their
common welfare... We have too long neglected the possibilities of a cultural and business union with all
Asiatic Countries.”20

Besides, another leading figure S. Satyamurthi at the Calcutta Session of the Congress in December
1928-January 1929 moved his resolution authorizing the Congress Working Committee to take steps on
organizing the first session of a Pan-Asiatic Federation in India in 1930. Satyamurthi at that session of
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Congress stated that ‘nothing less for the future of India than that she should be the leader of a
renascent Asia’.21 However, very few in Congress party were supportive of Pan-Asiatic ideas and
Satyamurti’s proposed session of Pan-Asiatic Federation in India was never organized and called. It was
ignored by the Congress leadership. The long clash between Japan and China disturbed the Congress
leadership as it was against the spirit of Asianism. Leading figures in Congress were of view that the
war between Japan and China destroys Asian unity, when it was needed very much.22

Jawaharlal Nehru, who at times was realistically circumspect in discussing the idea of an Asian
federation, was among the delegates at the 1927 Brussels International Congress against Imperialism as
the representative of the Congress. There he found the ‘strong desire’ of the Asian delegations for
establishment of some Asiatic federation and closer bond among Asian countries, an ‘interesting
feature’.23 But, as he points out, he ‘could not understand how an effective Asiatic organization could be
built up’.24 At Brussels Congress, Nehru and his fellow Asian delegates decided that at that time it was
‘premature to talk of any special Asiatic organization’.25

Nawani argues that, another event which influenced Nehru’s Asianism was his three-day visit to the
Soviet Union in November 1927 for the Tenth Anniversary celebrations of October Revolution. This
short visit of Nehru to Soviet Union ‘gave his Asian humanist optimism a new meaning and great
stimulus’.26 Nehru felt ‘the fascination of this strange Eurasian country’.27 He observed that “In Moscow
Asia peeps out from every corner, not tropical Asia but the Asia of the wide steppes and the cold
regions”.28 According to Nawani, Nehru found that in Soviet society his Asian brethren moved about
freely29 without suppression.30

Nehru was the only leader in Congress, who as to quote Murthy ‘remained firmly convinced that
India’s future was inseparable from both Asianism and internationalism’.31 Nehru’s ideas on Asianism
and Internationalism were compatible. He advocated the principles of internationalism to realize the
creation of the ideal of One World centered on the United Nations and emphasized the significance of UN
as a forum representing the world community.32 At the same time, Nehru championed Asianism
focusing on Asian unity, peace and development.

Nehru’s Asianism and Asian concerns were much influenced by eminent figure Rabindra Nath
Tagore. Rabindra Nath Tagore was one of the first major exponents after WWI of the idea of Asia as the
continent united by the common bond of spiritualism. He is characterized by Indian people and scholars
not only as the great literary luminary, but also as the pioneer in Asian relations.33 Tagore has influenced
Nehru with his interest in Asian affairs. For Nehru, Tagore was more than any other Indian, who has
helped to bring into harmony the ideals of the East and West, and broadened the bases of Indian
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nationalism. Nehru was inspired by Tagore’s ideals of the East and West. In his speech in the
Constituent Assembly of India on 8 March 1949 Nehru characterized India as a ‘meeting ground’
between the East and West.34 Nehru has acknowledged that he was a “queer mixture of the East and the
West, out of place everywhere, at home nowhere”.35 Nehru saw Tagore and Gandhi as the two dominant
figures of the age. Nehru during the period of serving as Indian Prime Minister was a follower of Tagore
in seeking a synthesis of tradition and modernity, in taking from the West what India needed, while
preserving the civilization antiquity of India.36 Nehru’s Pan-Asianism, and his policy of non-alignment
during the Cold War, ‘bear the mark of Tagore’s thought’.37 Through Tagore’s provocation not only
Nehru, but Mahatma Gandhi also developed a theory of nationalism.38 Rabindra Nath Tagore eloquently
advocated the revival of Asian culture and the unity of Asia, but was against political nationalism.
Tagore’s vision of an Asian identity and a federation of an Asian cultures fascinated Nehru. Nehru
followed Tagore in spirit in promoting the ideal of united Asia giving peace to a troubled world.
According to Murthy, Tagore’s lasting influence on Nehru was in turning India’s Asian concern into a
quest for enduring India-China friendship, a theme which remained dominant even after India became
independent.39 Tagore’s deep appreciation of Chinese culture and philosophy has much influenced and
originated Nehru’s love for China.

Some Indian scholars relate Nehru’s Asianism or Asian concerns to the Japan’s mission of Asian
unity, which Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose had endorsed during the Second World War (Sareen, 1986,
1993, 2007). Indeed, Subhas Chandra Bose, one of the most influential & greatest leaders in the Indian
independence movement, was supportive of creation of a new Asia, where all vestiges of colonialism and
imperialism would be eliminated. Let us look at the following extract from Subhas Bose’s Presidential
address to the East Asia Delegates Conference at Singapore on 4 July 1943, where he said: “Japan was
the first Asiatic Power to successfully resist foreign aggression – and Japan knows, more than any other
Asiatic power, that, so long as the enslaved Asiatic nations are not emancipated, no Asiatic nation can
feel completely safe from the menace of aggression.”40 Bose also was supportive of ‘Greater Asia Co-
Prosperity Sphere’ (GACPS)41, with India and Japan playing a leading role. He believed in the idea of an
Asiatic Federation. Subhas Bose’s political scheme has been characterized as a ‘synthesis of nationalism,
a greater regionalism and internationalism’,42 which was followed by Nehru. Subhas Bose’s short-lived
Provisional Government of Azad Hind (Free India) and Indian National Army (INA) found an alliance
with Imperial Japan. According to former Prime Minister of Japan Abe Shinz -o, Netaji Subhas Chandra
Bose’s name43, who had spoken of the need for Japan and India to assume leading roles in Asia, ‘is a
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much respected name in Japan’.44

Subhas Chandra Bose attended the Assembly of Greater East-Asiatic Nations held in Tokyo in
November 1943 as the Head of the Provisional Government of Free India’.45 At his speech Bose
mentioned that the Greater East Asia Charter was a declaration of a ‘new charter of liberty in world
history’, ‘a charter for the suppressed nations of the whole world’46. Bose stated that the establishment of
GACPS is of ‘vital interest’, not only to the East Asian people, but ‘to the whole of Asia and to mankind
in general’. He emphasized the significance of the GACPS for the entire Asian people and the role of
India as the more than a bridge between East and West Asia. He characterized the foundation of GACPS
as step ‘in the direction of real international society’.47 Subhas Bose believed that the establishment of the
GACPS would pave the way for a Pan-Asiatic Federation.

During WWII Nehru and Bose perceived Japan absolutely differently. In Nehru’s perception Japan
was an enemy, aggressor, militaristic and reactionary force. But, for Bose, Japan was a friend, ally and
the Asian nation which could eliminate Western rule in Asia, including India. Nehru was an anti-
imperialist, anti-racialist and anti-fascist. But, Bose’s cooperation and seeking help from Nazi Germany
and other Axis powers in the struggle for Indian freedom against Britain have been the cause of
arguments among academicians, historians and politicians. Anti-Bose authors accuse him of fascist
sympathies48, while pro-Bose authors in India and abroad have been more sympathetic towards the
realpolitik that guided his social and political choices. Bose’s comment was that if he had to shake hands
with the devil for India’s freedom he would do that.49 Let us look at the following extract from Moraes,
which further illustrates this issue: “If Churchill, they argued, was willing to shake hands with the devil
and embrace Stalin in order to save Britain, why should not Subhas have sought aid from the Japanese
or the Germans in order to liberate India?”50 Subhas Bose himself already in 1943 made clear that “If the
almighty British Government can go round the whole world with the begging-bowl asking for help
everywhere – even from the enslaved and impoverished people of India – there is nothing wrong in our
taking help from outside, if we are forced to do so.”51 Moreover, Subhas Bose was never unmindful of
taking Japan’s help in his struggle for India’s freedom. In every opportunity he made acknowledgement
to convince other Asian leaders to trust and have faith in Japan.52 But, he was not a puppet of Japan and
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was independent in his thoughts and actions.53 From Bose’s correspondence one may find that he deeply
disapproved of the racist practices of, and annulment of democratic institutions in Nazi Germany. In his
letter to Dr. Thierfelder dated March 25, 1936 Subhas Bose wrote: “Today I regret that I have to return to
India with the conviction that the new nationalism of Germany is not only narrow and selfish but
arrogant…”54 As about what kind of economic and political system he would like India to have, Bose
suggested a synthesis of two rival systems National Socialism and Communism and to embody the good
points of both.55 He didn’t admire fully the National Socialism of Germany and Communism of Soviet
Union.

A leading extremist Indian freedom fighter and revolutionary leader Rash Behari Bose56 who was one
of the key figures of the Ghadar Conspiracy and the Indian National Army (INA), throughout his life
and activities, especially in Japan called for Asianism and liberation of Asia with Japan as the leader. He
escaped to Japan from the British intelligence in 1915 and soon became a Japanese citizen in 1923. Rash
Bose has stated that Asia’s liberation ‘had to be based on cooperation under the principle of equality’
and he rejected a special status for Japan in Asia. He continuously emphasized the need for complete
cooperation and solidarity between India, China and Japan and was much supportive of this idea.57 He
has actively taken part in Pan-Asiatic conferences, which were held under Japanese patronage at
Nagasaki and Shanghai. Rash Behari Bose published The New Asia–Shin Ajia, a monthly periodical in
a dual English and Japanese language format. Rash Bose had appealed that Western colonialism should
be destroyed by cooperation between Japan and India.58

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, known as Mahatma Gandhi was not influential to Nehru’s Asianism.
Gandhi himself did not much subscribe to either Asianism or internationalism. He was a ‘visionary and
practical’ politician and his main concern was Indian nationalism above all concerns.59 Only after India’s
freedom, and a little before his tragic assassination he explicitly linked India with Asia. Gandhi’s hope
was India to become a source of inspiration for all ‘exploited races of the earth, whether in Asia, Africa
or in any part of the world’.60

When Nehru became a Vice-President of the Executive Council in the Interim Government61 of India in
September 1946, one of his priorities was to organize and host a conference of Asian countries in India,
which was an old proposal of the Indian National Congress. The purpose of holding such a conference
was to discuss problems of mutual interest like economic development, freedom movements, migration
and racial problems, and the status of woman. The Asian Relations Conference held in New Delhi from
23rd March to 2nd April, 1947, arranged by Nehru, was of great importance and event of ‘considerable
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historic significance’ for him.62 The Indian Council of World Affairs (ICWA) was asked by Nehru to
convene the conference. Two hundred and forty three delegates from twenty eight countries attended the
conference.63 Nehru was interested on Japan to participate in the Asian Relations Conference. With such
an interest Nehru wanted to place Japan as an equal with other Asian nations.64 But the Japanese
delegation to the conference was not allowed to participate, because of the change in Japan’s status from
a dominant nation to a nation defeated in the war, which is under the occupation of the Allies.65 The
Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers General MacArthur issued an order that Japanese delegation
was not allowed joining the conference.66≤67 Nehru, who was keen on Japanese delegation to participate,
refused the call of the Conference to make a special representation to General MacArthur. The general
attitude was that Asian nations should start the Asian Relations Conference with a clean slate. ‘It is an
Asian conference, and Japan is an Asian country’. India’s position was that animosity and hatred
between countries caused by and during WWII should be forgotten.68

Refusing the point made by some sections of the foreign press that the conference was “some kind of
a pan-Asian movement directed against Europe or America”69, Nehru stated: “We have no designs
against anybody; ours is the great design of promoting peace and progress all over the world. For too
long have we of Asia been petitioners in Western courts and chancellories. That story must now belong
to the past. We propose to stand on our own legs and to co-operate with all others who are prepared to
co-operate with us. We do not intend to be the playthings of others.”70 The plenary session of the
conference decided to set up an Asian Relations Organization with a Provisional General Council and
also academies for promotion of Asian studies. Nehru at his speech in the Asian Relations Conference
emphasized that “The idea of having an Asian Conference is not new and many have thought of it. …the
idea of such a Conference arose simultaneously in many minds and in many countries of Asia.”71 Pandey
points out that it was the Burmese leader General Aung San, who suggested to Nehru a conference of
representatives of Asian countries.72 A gathering of this kind was not repeated, though the Bandung
Conference of Afro-Asian countries (1955) might be considered as the direct outcome of this.73 During the
conference Nehru realized that there was a little Asianness among the participants.74 Each country had
own problems and concerns. The only undeniable outcome of the Asian Relations Conference was that it
pushed Nehru on to the world stage. Asianism became a ‘useful gambit’ to Nehru.75 Trygve Lie, the first
Secretary General of the United Nations has stated that Nehru’s mind was ‘imprisoned by the concept of
Asia’.76

Nehru criticizes the Western world that it ‘somehow ignores Asia’ and ‘does not see Asia in proper
perspective’.77 He notes this as an unfortunate and unrealistic and expresses that one cannot solve any
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problem if one excludes Asia today. According to him, “Most people in other countries hardly know
anything about the history of Asia and have very vague notions about this huge, sprawling continent.
Asia has very much to learn from other countries and proposes to learn it, but perhaps there might be
many things that Asia also can teach others if they are prepared to learn… Time has come when we
should judge in proper perspective what is happening in the world today and the dynamic role that Asia
is beginning to play in it.”78 Nehru recognized the importance of Europe as vital part of the world,
however he characterized that Europe is not the entire world.79 Moreover, Nehru in his address to the
third session of the U.N. General Assembly at Paris on 3rd November 1948 stated that he honors Europe
for its culture and for the ‘great advance in human civilization...’. But at the same address he also
mentioned that “The world is something bigger than Europe, and you will not solve your problems by
thinking that the problems of the world are mainly European problems”.80

Scholars are not in the same opinion regarding the origin of Nehru’s Asianism. For instance,
Deshingkar points out, that “Unfortunately for Nehru, however, the leaders of other Asian countries and
colonial territories were barely conscious of Asia as anything more than a geographical term; they
certainly did not share any sentiment of Asianness. No eminent Chinese leader, communist or non-
communist, ever did. Nehru probably did not realize that for East Asians particularly, Japan was not an
Asian brother but a deadly enemy even before the turn of the century. Apart from Nehru no other Asian
leader seems to have thought of holding a pan-Asian meeting”81 One may argue with Deshingkar that,
firstly, some other Asian leaders, like Chinese leader Sun Yat-sen shared the sentiment of Asia, its unity
and freedom. Sun Yat-sen, who has been called by Nehru as ‘the great architect of Asian freedom’82, has
much spoken and done efforts on ‘unification and independence movement of the Asiatic peoples as a
whole’, ‘unity of all the peoples in East Asia’83 Sun Yat-sen advocated Pan-Asianism and Greater
Asianism in order to restore the former status of Asia, as the ‘origin of the various civilizations of the
modern world, such as the West, Greece, Rome’.84 Secondly, since the end of WWII except Jawaharlal
Nehru, there were some other Asian leaders who also advocated and proposed an Asian Union. On 11
July 1949 the President of the Philippines Elpidio Quirino together with Chinese nationalist leader
Chiang Kai-shek and South Korea issued a joint manifesto on formation of united front and Pacific
Union against communism. The Philippines President Elpidio Quirino convened an Asian Conference of
Southeast Asian and neighboring states also known as Baguio Conference on 26–30 May 1950, where
representatives of seven Asian nations attended. Nehru rejected an invitation and India did not send its
representative to the conference. From the cables exchanged between Nehru and his sister
Vijayalakshmi Pandit, who was an Indian Ambassador in Washington, we found that, Nehru considered
and regarded Quirino’s Asian Conference ‘as a move against communism in general and Communist
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China in particular’.85 Nehru was against such kind of Asiatic bloc to prevent the spread of communism
in Asia.

3. Nehru’s Asianism in the context of Indo-Japan Relations
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 Rabindra Nath Tagore. Nehru’s attitude and policy
towards Japan was different and controversial during different phases of his life and political career. The
victory of Japan over Russia in Russo-Japanese war (1904–1905) became a reason that he heard about
Japan for the first time.86 Since then he became interested in Japan, its example and methods of success.
This event laid the foundation of Nehru’s Asianism. However, Nehru’s positive image of Japan did not
last long. It was destroyed as a result of Japan’s war with China. Nehru clearly has expressed that, he
had sympathy with Japan and the Japanese people till their ‘unprovoked attack on China’.87 Japan’s war
with another Asian nation - China disappointed Nehru and most of the leaders of Indian National
Congress (INC). As regards to Murthy, the image of Japan in India damaged after 1920s and it changed
from ‘Japan the model’ to ‘Japan the breaker of peace and solidarity in Asia’.88 Sareen observes that
Japan’s aggression towards China moved the Indian national leaders away from Japan, although initially
they were receptive of Japan’s Pan-Asianism.89

So far as Japanese militarism was concerned, its slogans ‘Asia for Asians’, ‘India for Indians’, ‘New
Order’ etc only invited aversion in Rabindra Nath Tagore and Nehru. Nawani has emphasized that, clear
‘condemnation of Japanese barbarism in China’ became classic of antifascist literature.90

Nehru, like other Congress leaders, who earlier, after 1905 were admirers of Japan and its example,
now took a position favorable of China, and strongly criticized ‘fascist brutality of Japanese
imperialism’91 He condemned Japan for its aggression and ‘wanton frightfulness perpetrated’ over
China.92 Indian nationalism, as emphasized by Murthy could not come to a compromise with any kind of
imperialism, European or Asian in origin.93

During WWII, Nehru took hard line towards Japan and declared that Congress should not recognize
Japanese and Italian aggression.94 Japan was excluded from Nehru’s Asian concern before and during
the Second World War because of these reasons:

蚪 Japan lost the confidence and trust of the Congress in late 1920s95;
蚪 Nehru and Congress were against Japan’s brand of control on Asia and its rising militarism,

although it spoke about Asia for Asians and India for Indians;
蚪 Nehru during the mentioned period became anti-Japanese and pro-Chinese politician, due to

Japan’s long war with China and its militaristic action in Asian countries;
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Nehru ignored the possibility of Japan’s invasion of India and other countries of subcontinent.96 For
instance on 16 July 1939 at his interview to the press in Colombo, Ceylon he stated that at that time he
does not see a necessity of thinking about Japan as a ‘menace to India or Ceylon’.97 During his addresses,
speeches and statements in different places and podiums he mentioned some factors why he thinks so:

蜷 Japan geographically is located far from India, than England, for all practical purposes98;
蜷 The land route is entirely closed and impossible of passage, even for aircraft; The sea route is very

long and terribly dangerous and cannot be negotiated till Japan is master of the sea and air99;
蜷 Japan cannot think of invading India till she has absorbed the whole of China, or if China is

completely subjugated by Japan, a task almost certainly beyond her competence and resources100;
蜷 Japan cannot come to India till Britain and the United States have been wholly disabled101 and

there is no danger to Japan from the US or Soviet Union102;
蜷 It will not be possible for Japan to conquer or dominate China103;
蜷 Before India or Ceylon is threatened, Japan is likely to think of war with nearer countries like

Indo-China, the Dutch East Indies, Australia and the Philippines.104

However, Nehru’s view regarding the Japan’s invasion of India totally changed when for example
Rangoon was occupied by the Japanese army on 7 March 1942.  Now, for him it was quite probable that
within a few months the Japanese may attack India. Nehru foresaw that some big cities of India may be
subjected to air raids and Calcutta may be bombed by the Japanese army.105 He absolutely rejected and
did not trust Japan’s intention to liberate India and its appeal ‘India for Indians’. He considered that if
Indians think that Japan will give or secure them freedom means just to deceive themselves.106

Furthermore, Nehru noted that in India’s history foreigners have never done any good to Indian
people.107 Bringing an example of establishment of British Empire in India and Japanese empire in China
and Korea he said: “The British people came to India and made us fight among ourselves… We admit
that the Japanese are Asiatics but theirs is a Big and Bloody empire. They have established their empire
in China and Korea. Only fools can think they will grant independence to the Indians if they come to
India. We have therefore to take any foreign nation, whether it is European or Asiatics, as our enemy if
it attacks us with a view to ruling over us.”108 Further he stated: “They (Japanese) are not coming to this
country at my invitation. I think it is my duty to oppose and fight them. I am not prepared to put faith in
the slogan that the Japanese are coming to India to liberate us. The past history of India goes against
the claim. Nobody has ever come to this country to liberate.”109 The reason why Nehru repeatedly
expressed his rejection and distrust of Japan’s intention to liberate India, was an influence of British
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propaganda. During the war British made popular a myth of Japan’s invasion (not liberation) of India in
order to win the support of the Indian people and to defame Japan.110 A known Indian scholar and
historian Sareen, who have worked in the National Archives of India for year, finds that there is no
evidence to say that Imperial Japan ‘had any territorial intentions towards India’. Further, Sareen
observes that even Britain after questioning of Japanese Imperial military officials, admitted that Japan
never considered the invasion of India and it was not of Japan’s ambition.111

Nehru wanted Indian people ‘to resist the Japanese to the uttermost’, resist them in the way chosen by
Congress, that is, not giving supplies and embarrassing them in every way that a widely spread
population can…He considered distrust or dislike of the British Government as the ‘fundamental factor’,
which is not pro-Japanese sentiment.112 He believed that anti-British sentiment leaded people to state pro-
Japanese opinions. Nehru estimated this as a ‘short-sightedness’, ‘slave’s sentiment’ and ‘slave’s way of
thinking’.113 Moreover, Nehru more harshly characterized the whole past history of Japan as the ‘one of
dominating others’.114 Further, he stated that if he gets an opportunity to resist Japan’s aggression, he
will withstand it with swords and guns. He emphasized that only the state and people of free countries
can use swords and guns. According to him, slave nations ‘can simply shout slogans and make noise’
that is why Indians have failed to defend.115 Nehru believed and considered that Japan’s victory and her
domination of Asia in WWII would be an ‘intolerable situation’.116

During WWII Indian troops under the British Empire fought Japanese troops and Indians under the
Indian National Army (INA) which was established outside India and fought the British with Japanese
support. Indian independence leaders, like Mahatma Gandhi clearly mentioned their position regarding
Japan and India’s participation in the war. In the text of war resolution drafted by Mahatma Gandhi it
was stated, that “Japan’s quarrel is not with India. Japan’s war is against the British Empire. India’s
participation in the war has not been with the consent of the representatives of the Indian people. It was
purely a British act. If India were freed, her first step would probably be to negotiate with Japan”.117

However, Mahatma Gandhi’s draft was strongly opposed by Nehru. Both Gandhi and Nehru presented
their draft of the war resolution. At discussions of the Congress Working Committee on War Resolution,
Nehru opposed Mahatma Gandhi’s draft and emphasized that if Gandhi’s approach and draft is
accepted, India becomes ‘a passive partner of the Axis powers’. Nehru feared that Gandhi’s draft
weakens the position of Allied powers and they will treat India as an enemy country and ‘reduce it to
dust and ashes’. He concluded that the whole thought and background of the Gandhi’s draft is one of
favoring Japan. Nehru thought that, it was Gandhi’s feeling that Japan and Germany will win the war,
so ‘this feeling unconsciously’ governed Gandhi’s decision.118 As a result, Gandhi’s draft of War
Resolution was rejected by the Congress Working Committee and Nehru’s draft passed. Subhas Chandra
Bose, who at that time already was fighting for India’s freedom outside India was watching and
analyzing the political situation at home. He was aware of Gandhi’s and Nehru’s draft of war resolution.
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In contrast to Nehru, Bose supported Gandhi’s draft and declared that if the British accept Gandhi’s
resolution and make it effective, he “guarantee that not a single Japanese soldier will set foot on Indian
soil” and the Japanese troops which already are in India will be withdrawn ‘at once’.119 Nehru’s hard line
towards Japan influenced Mahatma Gandhi, especially when the Congress Working Committee
supported Nehru’s views and adopted his draft of war resolution and Gandhi’s draft with his pro-
Japanese views was rejected. As a result, Gandhi also took a hard line position towards Japan and
shortly after the adoption of War Resolution he wrote a letter on July 18, 1942 addressed ‘To Every
Japanese’.120 In his letter Gandhi warned Japanese people that Indian people would not welcome Japan
and strongly resist it, in case if she invades India.

There was different perception of Nehru’s Asianism or Asian concerns, especially by West. There
were suspicions and ideas in some countries that Nehru is trying to establish an Asian bloc121, with India
playing a key role. Nehru’s answer for these kind of opinions was “India is the natural leader of South
East Asia if not of some other parts of Asia also. There is at present no other possible leadership in
Asia, and any foreign leadership will not be tolerated. Nevertheless it is entirely wrong for any
representative to talk in terms of India being the leader in any part of Asia, or to discuss the formation
of any Asian bloc. This does not help us in any way and merely irritates others and creates suspicion.”122

Nehru had stated that he believed in ‘Asian unity, an alliance not against any country or power but a
union for the economic betterment of the Asian countries’.123 He rejected the talks and allegations against
him that, with his efforts on Asia he wants India to be a leader of Asia. Let us look at the following
extract from Nehru’s speech to the Indian Council of World Affairs on 22 March 1949: “Some people talk
rather loosely, and, if I may say so, rather foolishly, of India becoming the leader of this or the leader of
that or the leader of Asia. Now, I do not like that at all.”124 However, in the same statement Nehru
affirmed that it is true that, ‘a certain special responsibility is cast on India’. But, he also mentioned that
this ‘responsibility is not necessary for leadership’. Nehru has described India as the ‘meeting point’
between Western, Northern, Eastern and South-East Asia.125 The similar statement was made by Subhas
Chandra Bose earlier in 1943 when he emphasized the role of India as the more than a bridge between
East and West Asia.126

From the Japanese perception, Yamaguchi is of opinion that: “For several decades in the postwar
period of Japan…no other world leader was given so much attention as Nehru during the 1950s and
early 1960s. He became almost the undisputed leader of the Third World in the minds of Japanese
people”.127 The same author further emphasizes that for post-war Japanese people Nehru was a
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messenger of peace and hope for future.128 President Soekarno of Indonesia on several occasions spoken
of Nehru as ‘the real leader of Asia’ and also stated that ‘if we follow him, there is nothing to fear’.129

Nehru on several occasions in 1946, 1947 and 1948, referred again to the ‘essential unity’ of whole Asia,
‘the mother of continents’, ‘united Asia for world peace’, ‘neighboring countries in Asia should become
still closer’ and etc.130

There is a distinction between Nehru’s thinking about Asia before and after World War II. Before the
war Asia was no more than a subject of peripheral interest to Nehru. Among his writings up to WWII
we may find occasional references on Asia. His pre-war references on Asia were in the general context of
world-wide movements like imperialism, socialism, nazism and fascism and their impacts on different
regions. After the war, Nehru initially took the view that any talk of an Asian federation was premature,
and he spoke only of the inevitability of regional associations, such as closer union between India and
South-East Asia on the one side, and Afghanistan, Iran and the Arab world on the other.131 Under
Jawaharlal Nehru’s leadership, India reengaged with East Asia. Nehru, a chief architect of the foreign
policy of independent India set about formulating a positive foreign policy.

Postwar Japan gave up with its prewar Pan-Asianism, the idea of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity
Sphere and the concept of ‘Asia for Asians’, which were endorsed by the leader of Indian independence
movement in Southeast Asia and East Asia Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose during the war. Since the end
of war no other Asian country or its leader advocated Asianism or idea of Asian federation or unity. It
was Jawaharlal Nehru, who took up Japan’s mission of Asian unity.132 Nehru’s Asian concerns and ideas
about development in Asia had both geographical and geopolitical dimension. Only the leaders of
Burma and Indonesia showed interest to Nehru’s Asian ideas and policy and truly supported them.

Forming a common cause with Asian leaders such as Indonesian president Sukarno and Chinese
premier Chou En-lai on decolonization, Western imperialism, socialism, national sovereignty, equality
and developing-world solidarity, Jawaharlal Nehru helped to forge the "Bandung Spirit" of 1955, which
became the precursor for the Non-Aligned Movement and the Asia-Africa Summit. Nehru, Nasser and
Sukarno played pioneering roles for Bandung Conference.133

India’s Asian concern remained prominent till the mid-1950s during which period Nehru again and
again reverted to the Asian theme and stressed the need for ‘freedom of all parts of Asia’, ‘cooperation of
all Asian countries and their peoples for freedom and peace’, ‘readjustment of relations between Asia
and Europe’, recognition and proper appreciation by the councils of the United Nations of ‘the problems
of Asia, the outlook of Asia, the approach of Asia’, ‘economic freedom for Asia’, the ‘torment in the spirit
of Asia’, and the problems of Asian development. Nehru’s Asianism suffered erosion in 1950s and he
began to pay more attention to realpolitik. The second Bandung Conference of 1955 was never
organized. As observed by Singh, similar to the Asian Relations Conference organized in Delhi on the
independence eve in 1947, the Bandung Conference had no tomorrow.134 After the Bandung Conference
Nehru’s Asianism became less strong135, he less spoke of Asia and as Gokhale states ‘he probably ceased
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to believe in it’.136 The Bandung Conference demonstrated that Asia is divided by the Cold War politics.
Nehru tried to win adherents to his policy among Asian countries, but since Asia herself was divided
between Communist Asia, anti-Communist Asia and neutralist Asia, his policies for Asia and its unity
had a very limited success. As regards to Mazower Nehru’s Asianism ‘turned out to be a dead end’.137

The border war of India with China in 1962 during which India was defeated, marked an end to Nehru’s
‘Asian values’138 and Asian doctrine. It put an end to his Asianism and his ideas on Asian unity. It
shattered his dream of new Asia.139 Moreover, this war shattered Nehru’s longtime dream140 and efforts
for India-China friendship and close relations.

4. Conclusion
The theme of Asia has brought both countries India and Japan much closer to each other throughout

the history. Jawaharlal Nehru, the first prime minister and architect of the foreign policy of independent
India was an Asianist and mediator in Asian and world affairs. The concepts of Nationalism and
Asianism remained constant in Nehru’s thought for over half a century.

The study finds that there are various sources of influence to Nehru’s Asianism, such as: 1). Japan and
its victory over Russia in Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905; 2). The eminent leaders of the Indian
National Congress in 1920s; 3). Nehru’s visit to Soviet Union in November 1927; 4). Rabindra Nath
Tagore’s ideas on Asian identity and unity; 5). Sun Yat-sen’s Pan-Asianism and Greater Asianism; 6).
Japan’s policy of ‘Asia for Asians’; 7). Subhas Chandra Bose’s thoughts on foundation of Pan-Asiatic
Federation and creation of a new Asia through elimination of all vestiges of colonialism and
imperialism, etc.

Japan and its victory over Russia in Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905 had a key role in formation of
Nehru’s Asianism. Japan’s victory over Russia surprised a sixteen years old student Nehru and gave the
strong psychological impression. This event significantly influenced his nationalism and nationalistic
ideas filled his mind. It demonstrated to Nehru that how an Asian island nation like Japan could defeat
one of the greatest European military powers by hard work. However, Japan’s war with another Asian
nation - China disappointed Nehru and most of the leaders of Indian National Congress (INC). Japan’s
aggression towards China moved the Indian national leaders away from Japan, although initially they
were receptive of Japan’s Pan-Asianism.

Japan was excluded from Nehru’s Asian concern before and during the Second World War because of
these reasons: 1). Japan lost the confidence and trust of the Congress in late 1920s; 2). Nehru and
Congress were against Japan’s brand of control on Asia and its rising militarism, although it spoke
about ‘Asia for Asians’ and ‘India for Indians’; 3).Nehru during the mentioned period became anti-
Japanese and pro-Chinese politician, due to Japan’s long war with China and its militaristic action in
Asian countries.

Nehru absolutely rejected and did not trust Japan’s intention to liberate India. In contrast, Subhas
Chandra Bose believed in sincerity of Japan’s Asian policies and concept of ‘Asia for Asians’ and
premier Toj -o’s promise of ‘India for Indians’141. The main reason of Nehru for becoming much harsher
critic of Japan during WWII was Japan’s full political, financial and military support to Mahatma
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Gandhi’s rival Subhas Chandra Bose, his Indian National Army (INA) and recognition of his Provisional
Government of Azad Hind (Free India). Nehru wanted a united Asia with India playing a leading role in
it. But Subhas Bose wanted Japan and India to assume a leading role together in Asia.

Based on the abovementioned arguments, the paper emphasizes that the issue of changes in Nehru’s
Asianism and his controversial attitude towards Japan during the different periods of his political career,
are interrelated.

It deserves to mention that the great poet, first Asian Nobel Prize winner in literature Rabindra Nath
Tagore’s ideas on Asian unity were much influential to Nehru’s Asianism, than his patron Mahatma
Gandhi. Gandhi himself did not much subscribe readily to either Asianism or internationalism and his
main concern was Indian nationalism above all concerns.

There is no a single definition of Pan-Asianism or Asianism. Encyclopedias and dictionaries define it
differently as ‘nationalism’, ‘imperialism’, and ‘expansionism’, etc. In this regard, one may consider
Nehru’s Asianism as another one in the line of Sun Yat-sen’s Asian Doctrine or Greater Asianism,
Japan’s Pan-Asianism, Nasser’s Pan-Arabism, Nkrumah’s Pan-Africanism etc.

Nehru’s Asianism, including the themes of Asian unity, India-China friendship, and Greater India, has
been a difficult legacy for the post-independence Indian foreign policy. It was not a glorifying success.
The new Asia Nehru wanted to build with other Asian nations never materialized. China had a little
regard for Nehru’s Asianist ideas and positions. Moreover, Nehru’s Asianism did not focus on India’s
immediate neighborhood in South Asia. As a result of border war with China and India’s defeat in 1962,
the basic principles of Nehru’s foreign policy were put under doubt. India was characterized as a weak
nation by many countries and lost interest of a certain nations, including Japan. Nehru although since
his country’s failure in India-China border war of 1962 understood the real situation of relations with
China; he did not terminate and refuse the policy of non-alignment, did not break a diplomatic relations
with China, and also was not against the membership of communist China to the United Nations. India-
China friendship and harmony formed the basis of independent India’s Asian policy under Nehru’s
leadership. He foresaw that both nations India and China would come together as a unified force.
However, Nehru’s long-time efforts for friendship and brotherhood with China failed. The India-China
border war of 1962 shattered his Asianism, China myth, and calls for friendship, cooperation and unity
of Asian nations. It shattered his dream of new Asia. It caused a decline in the role of India in Asian and
international affairs. The China factor had a significant role in Nehru’s Asianism and the foreign policy
of India during the first two decades of its independence. But this factor put an end to Nehru’s Asianism
and Asian ideas. Nehru’s Asianism failed like other regional proposals, as Nasser’s Pan-Arabism,
Nkrumah’s Pan-Africanism and Japan’s Pan-Asianism during WWII.
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